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Part One: The Reunion

















 

Chapter 1: The hat




Thursday, February 9th, 1978


Lindsay Place High School, Pointe
Claire, Quebec, Canada.
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It was the day after, and Diana was still
walking on air as she and her friend Cathy disembarked from the bus and started
walking toward the school.


“So, tell me!” Cathy implored.


She knew something was up with Diana. Her friend
had dropped enough hints on the bus ride to school, and there was something
about her this morning. Usually, it was all she could do to stay awake for the
whole bus trip. This morning she was practically giddy with whatever it was.


Diana glanced sideways at her friend and flashed
her one of her coy little smiles. Then she looked toward the school as she
conjured up the events of the day before.


 “Well… It was after school
and I was at my locker gathering up my stuff. I wanted to be sure I remembered
my history book because you know we have that quiz today in second period…”


 “Diana. Whatever it is,
I’m sure
it has nothing to do with school. Will you please get on with it?”


Diana giggled at her friend. Nothing could
suppress the effervescence of her mood. She felt drunk with delight at this
unexpected turn of events.


“Okay. Okay. Like I said, I was at my locker getting my stuff. I had
my bag packed and my coat on, and I had just pulled on my hat when I felt
someone grab it from behind and snatch it off my head. I figured it was one of
the juveniles from Grade 10 and I whipped around to try and grab it back.
That`s when I saw who it was.”


“Who was it?”


“It was Danny Alexander.”


“No.”


“Yes. It was Danny Alexander.”


“The guy on the football team… the cute one?”


“Yes. Danny Alexander.”


“That’s unbelievable.”


“It’s true.”


“Well, I know it’s
true, but it’s unbelievable. He’s so cute, and so…
I don’t know… sad. You never see him
smile. He’s kind of scary, but in a, you know, sexy kind
of way.”


“Yes. I know what you mean, and I think he’s older. He’s
17, I think.”


“He is 17.”


“How do you know?”


“Garry MacAdam told me. He said they had to
change leagues for football this year because two of the boys were over age.
Danny was one of them. You’re only 15 Diana.”


“I’m almost 16.”


“You’re not 16 until June. That’s not almost.”


“… it’s more than half,” Diana countered.


“Well… anyway, Danny Alexander
is just about the last person in the world I would expect to steal your hat.”


“Me too.”


They reached the front
steps of the school and went in the main doors. Diana’s locker was on the second floor and Cathy’s was on the main, so they stopped at the foot
of the stairs in the foyer to finish their conversation.


“So, then what happened?”


“Well, he was with his friend Rob Addie.”


“The redheaded, pimply-faced guy that plays on
the basketball team?”


“Yes. That’s him. Well, I figured
they were going to throw my hat back and forth and make me jump for it and
stuff. But that’s not what happened.”


“What happened?”


“Well, he just stood there holding my hat like
he was waiting for me to make a grab for it, so then, you know, he could snatch
it away and stuff.”


“So, what did you do?”


“I made a grab for it. Only he didn’t snatch it away. He let me grab it. So then,
we were both standing there holding on to the hat like we were connected or
something. You know, through the hat.”


“Uh-huh. Then what?”


“This is the most amazing part. I keep playing
it over and over again in my head. It makes me feel like I’m floating or something.”


“So, spill it, Diana. What was it?”


“Well, that was when our eyes met. You know how
they say the eyes are the windows to the soul. I totally believe it now,
because it was like we were cosmically connected. It was just for a second,
maybe not even, but it was like time stopped or something. Suddenly, Rob Addie
was gone, the school was gone, the whole world was gone. It was just him and me
Cathy, our souls inextricably entwined. And then he gave me this little smile,
and I gave him a smile, and then I knew, Cathy. I knew he was the one. I love
him.”


“God, Diana. Could you be any more dramatic?”


“No. It is dramatic. It’s the most dramatic, wonderful, incredible
thing that has ever happened to me in my whole life. I love Danny Alexander,
and I think he loves me too.”


“Are you sure about that, Diana? I mean, maybe
he was just horsing around. It’s not like a lot of guys
have shown much interest before this.”


“What are you saying?”


Cathy regarded her young
friend critically. It was true she had a pretty face, and she had beautiful,
long brown hair that fell all the way down to the small of her back. But her
body had been slow to develop, especially in the bust area, and if there was
one thing Cathy knew for sure, despite her own limited experience, it was that
high school boys had a keen appreciation for a well-developed bust. If anyone had
a shot at Danny Alexander, it would be her, Cathy, not Diana.


“I’m just saying maybe you’re reading a bit too much into this. Did you
even know him before this?”


“I sat beside him for a whole six months in
Career Development. You know, it’s one of those grade
eleven-twelve split electives. I never thought he even noticed me, but I guess
he did because now he loves me.”


“Geez, Diana. You don’t know that for sure. I’m just saying, you might need to slow down a
bit.”


“I don’t want to slow down. Danny
Alexander is my soul mate and my life’s true love. I’ve never been so sure of anything in my whole
life.”


“Okay, okay, Danny Alexander is the one.
Congratulations. I’ll be maid of honor at
your wedding.”


“Maybe. Maybe not.”


Cathy made a face. Diana
stuck out her tongue.


“Okay. So, what happened after the big moment?”


“Well, he let go of my hat. I put it back on my
head and then I went to catch the bus.” 


“That’s it? You didn’t say anything? You just walked away?”


“No... you think I should have said something?”


“Well, yeah.”


“I couldn’t. You know what I’m like around guys. I didn’t want to spoil it… I had to get out of there.”


“Well, it’s not how I would have
handled it, but who knows? Maybe it’ll work out for you, Diana.”


“There’s one more thing I didn’t tell you. It’s
the second-best part.”


“What?”


“As I was walking away, I overheard Danny say: ‘that chick is cute’ to Rob Addie.”


“Really?”


“Yes! Danny Alexander thinks I’m a cute chick. I’m
a cute chick now.” She did a little dance
with a pirouette flourish to illustrate the point.


“Okay, Isadora. So, what happens now?”


“Now?”


“Yes. What’s the next step?”


“Well, you know. He’ll get in touch.”


“Really? You think so?”


“Yes. What I think is he’ll go to my locker after school today and wait
for me to come, and then he’ll strike up a
conversation. Maybe he’ll walk me home and carry
my books.”


“Really? That’s
what you think?”


“Yes. That’s what I think.”


The bell sounded, and they
had to head for their homeroom classes: Diana up the stairs to the second floor
and Cathy down the hall on the main.


“See you at free period,” Cathy said as she walked away. “Good luck with your soul mate.”


“Ciao for now, ma ‘amigo,” Diana replied.



 


 

—2—



 

Danny did not show up at
Diana’s locker that afternoon. Diana arrived
fashionably late, 15 minutes after the four o’clock
bell. As she rounded the last corner, she fully expected to see Danny waiting
for her in front of her locker, but he wasn’t
there. She waited around for another 15 minutes, fussing with her books and
various odds and ends in her locker, all the while watching over her shoulder
for Danny, but he never showed. Diana figured he had probably come early and
left before she got there.


The next afternoon, the
Friday afternoon, she arrived at her locker five minutes after the bell. Diana
had been thinking about it all day, and she had concluded that Friday would be
a much better day for her to begin her romance with Danny Alexander. After all,
it was the last day of school before the weekend, and maybe if the Rendezvous
with Danny went well—that’s what she had begun calling it in her head—they could meet up somewhere on Saturday, the
mall maybe or the arena.


But Danny didn’t show that Friday afternoon, nor did he show on
any of the afternoons of the following week. In fact, he was absent from the
immediate vicinity of Diana’s locker for the entire
month of February, in that frigid winter of 1978. She was especially hopeful on
the 14th because it was Valentine’s
Day, and the romance of something happening with Danny on Valentine’s Day would have made such a good story. But
nothing happened. It was just a day like any other. 


Not only did Danny fail to
appear at Diana’s locker on any day after school through the
rest of that term, but she didn’t see him anywhere else
either. She began to frequent spots where she thought she might run into him.
She sat with friends on the bleachers by the lower field where the football
team played its games in the fall. She started hanging out at the commons in
the mall where kids from school used to go on weekends or after school. She
went with Cathy to the only two school dances that winter and to every lunchtime
sock hop hoping to see him, but she was disappointed. It was as though a hole
had opened in the earth and swallowed Danny Alexander whole.


Diana saw him only once
more that year. It was at the spring assembly. She was on the girls’ intramural volleyball team, and she was there
with her teammates to mount the stage and collect a certificate of
participation from Mr. MaConahie, the vice-principal. They all wore their
uniforms, if you could call them that: white blouses that buttoned up the front
and navy-blue bloomers. It was not very becoming on Diana. The starched
whiteness of the blouse seemed to accentuate the smallness of her bosom, and
her legs stuck out from the bloomers like pencils.


It was right after the
assembly that she saw Danny. He was standing in the hallway just outside the
gym doors when Diana and the rest of intramurals came out. He seemed bored or
tired or something; his expression was vacant and distant. When their eyes met,
Diana tried to strike a pose to display her ridiculous volleyball get-up in the
best possible light. She leaned back slightly from the waist and stood with her
legs apart just a little, and then she tossed her hair and smiled.


Danny did not react. He
just stood there staring at her with the same dumb expression on his face. It
was as though he didn’t see her at all; it was
as though she was invisible, and he was looking right through her. Diana was
devastated. His reaction, or lack of it, hit her like a physical force, like
she’d been punched hard in the pit of her stomach
and all the wind knocked out of her.


A couple of floor hockey
players from the intramural league passed in front of her blocking her
line-of-sight with Danny. She turned and started walking back toward the gym,
tears welling up in her eyes. She struggled to keep herself from breaking down
and crying like a baby. It was an effort just to walk. Her legs felt like they
were made of Jell-O. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t get rid of the horrible feeling she was
feeling, and she just wanted it to stop.


She charged back through
the gym doors and slammed straight into Mr. MaConahie, the vice-principal. She
staggered backward from the impact, and Mr. MaConahie had to grab her by the
shoulders to keep her from falling down.


“The assembly’s
over, Diana,” the vice-principal said. “It’s time to go.” He gestured at the gym doors that Diana had
just come through.


“Umm... I have to go to the girls,” she said, and she continued across the gym
floor and out the doors on the other side. She went to the girls’ washroom on the main floor and into the last
stall furthest from the door. She slammed the door behind her and locked it,
and then she started to cry. She cried with a vengeance. She cried great,
heaving, noisy sobs of tears and snot, and it made no sense because she hadn’t really lost anything—least of all Danny Alexander, who she’d never really had in the first place. 


But it wasn’t just Danny’s
sudden indifference that upset her; it was the hole it had kicked in her
confidence of that special moment when she and Danny had looked into each other’s eyes, and their spirits had somehow forged an
unassailable bond. In that moment, Diana had been so sure that Danny was her
one true love that she would have bet her life on it. It sounded so stupid now
when you put it into words, but at the time, it felt like the absolute truth.
That it might not have been what she at first believed it to be, shook Diana to
her depths.


She was never really completely
sure of anything after that.
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Diana graduated from Lindsay Place High School two
years later in 1980 and went to the senior prom with Wayne Bussey, a friend of Garry MacAdam’s,
whom Cathy had started dating. After high school, she went on to Dawson College
and enrolled in Business Studies. She discovered she had an aptitude for
numbers and finance.


After college, she got a
job at the Bank of Montreal and eventually worked her way up to a credit
analyst position in a commercial lending unit downtown. It was her job to
crunch the numbers for new loan applications and reviews. She was good at her
job. She knew the bank’s credit rules backwards
and forwards, and she was good at structuring credit applications. Maybe she
lacked the confidence to close a multi-million dollar deal, but Diana could
quickly spot the strengths and weaknesses in any balance sheet, and she could
write up a credit that showed the warts as well as the pearls.


It was at the bank that
Diana met Gordon. He started as a commercial lender a few months after Diana
and stayed for a little more than a year. He left when he got a better offer
from the Canadian Bank of Commerce. He never had that much to do with Diana
when they were working together: just the requisite good mornings and good
nights and the occasional conversation in the lunchroom over morning coffee.
Then at the office goodbye-cake event, he surprised her by asking her out.


On their first date, he took her to a Japanese
restaurant in the west end. They had to take their shoes off and sit in a
little hut with a fake grass roof. Gordon made a joke about how he should have
been more careful choosing his socks. The food came with chopsticks, which
neither of them could manage. They had a good laugh watching each other raise
morsels of food to their mouths only to fumble it at the crucial moment. In the
end, they ate the big chunks with their fingers just to get something to eat.


Diana was still living in Pointe Claire then,
and on the way home, they stopped in Lachine to look at the water. Lake St.
Louie was heavily polluted in those days, but it was still beautiful at night
with the moonlight dancing on the water. They didn’t sleep together until
their second date, and on that occasion, their lovemaking was awkward. Gordon
was a big man, tall and somewhat overweight. They made love the first time at
Diana’s apartment in Point Claire near the lakeshore. It started with
kissing in the living room and gradually moved to the bedroom where they
started to undress. It was a small room, and very close quarters with both of
them in it. Gordon seemed to take up all the space by himself.


While trying to pull her top over her head, he
accidentally clipped her in the jaw with his elbow. The blow stunned her and
sent her toppling backward onto the bed. Her lower lip felt like pins and
needles and she tasted a little dribble of blood. Gordon apologized profusely.
Diana realized it was accidental, but still, it put a chill on the moment. They
completed the act, but by that time, it was really just to get it over with.


Their lovemaking improved with familiarity, as
did other aspects of their relationship, but it was never passionate with
Gordon. It was more a matter of them becoming comfortable with each other in
virtually every aspect of their lives. It was easy for them to share. They seemed
to agree on everything: they both wanted children, a quiet life in suburbia, a
nice house in Beaconsfield or Point Claire, maybe a membership at the country
club and an extravagant vacation once in a while. They were great life
partners, even if they were never great lovers.


They dated for almost two years before they got
married. It was a simple ceremony with their families and a few friends. They
paid for most of the wedding themselves, and their parents kicked in for a
short honeymoon in Montego Bay, Jamaica. Diana decided to keep her last name.
Gordon’s last name was Doll, and she couldn’t bring herself to go
by the name ‘Diana Doll.’ It sounded like a character from a kids’ cartoon show. Gordon protested,
but he finally let it go when Diana promised their kids would have ‘Doll’ as their family name.  


They put a down payment on a small bungalow in
St. Anne de Bellevue. After a couple of years, Gordon got a promotion and they
traded up to a larger house in Pointe Claire with bedrooms and a big yard for
the kids. Diana got busy painting and decorating, and she took up gardening.
The kids never came, though. At first, they suspected Diana, but after they
made the rounds of the doctors, it turned out to be Gordon. They were both
devastated by the news, especially Gordon. Diana tried to persuade him to
adopt, but he didn’t want to do that. 


One day, Diana came home with a golden retriever
puppy. They called him ‘Rolly’ because of his habit of rolling onto his back for tummy rubs. The
years drifted by. Diana kept her analyst job at the bank even though she didn’t really need to work.
Gordon continued to do well at the bank and the promotions kept coming. He
eventually rose to vice president Eastern Canada, one-step down from the senior
executive rank. They celebrated with a champagne supper at the Chateau Laurier.


There were lots of happy times, but it seemed
like there was always something missing. They both felt it. Rolly lived for 16
years—almost double the life expectancy for a golden retriever. When he finally
gave up the ghost, it was like Diana’s heart had been ripped out of her chest.
She called in sick and spent two days on the couch weeping.


Gordon was also heartbroken. He started spending
more time at the golf club. He would often have dinner at the club instead of
coming home. He said he was entertaining clients. Then, one night, he didn’t come home at all. He
said he had stopped off at the home of one of his golfing buddies after their
round. He’d had too much to drink he said, and he didn’t want to risk driving
home. She asked him why he didn’t call. He just shrugged and said nothing.


About a month later at one of Gordon’s company events,
Diana picked up a vibe between Gordon and a woman on his staff. It was nothing
really: just some eye contact, but Diana knew something was up. She kept an eye
on the woman for the rest of the evening. She had long dark hair like Diana
used to wear when she and Gordon first met, and she was at least 20 years
younger.


There was dancing after dinner, and towards the
end of the evening, the girl came to their table and dragged Gordon onto the
dance floor. It was a rock n’ roll number—not the kind of thing Gordon would normally get up for, but he
certainly seemed to enjoy dancing to it with this girl. He looked happier than
she had seen him in a long time. On the drive home, Diana asked about the girl.
He murmured something about her job at the bank and didn’t mention any personal
details. He seemed uncomfortable with the question.


A few months later, Gordon came home from work
and said he needed to talk to her about something. He poured a couple of
glasses of wine and took them into the living room. They sat across from each
other—Gordon on the easy chair and Diana on the couch. She already knew
what he was going to say.


He said he’d met someone and that
he was in love with her. He had decided to move out. He was leaving that night—that moment in fact—and he’d be back in the
morning to collect his things. He tried to give her a hug when he was leaving,
but she wouldn’t let him.


The following week, Diana got a call from Gordon’s lawyer about a
separation agreement. The settlement was fair. She got the house free and
clear, and enough money to live on comfortably. She expected divorce
proceedings to follow soon after, but she never heard anything from Gordon or
his lawyer about a divorce. A year went by and she heard from a mutual friend
that things had not worked out for Gordon and the girl from the office. He had
left her, and he had also changed jobs. It sounded like the new job was not
quite as good as the old one. It was at the VP level, but with a small credit
union—not a major bank.


Then one day, out of the blue, Gordon called
her. It had been almost 10 years to the day since they had parted. He made some
small talk, asked her how she’d been, and then he told her he wanted a divorce. He said he’d met someone new, and
they wanted to marry. Even though she had long expected the call, it still came
as a surprise. She told him to go ahead and start the proceeding, and she
wished him well. She struggled to keep her voice even when she said goodbye for
what she assumed would be the last time. It wasn’t losing Gordon that
bothered her. It was the feeling that she had wasted so much of her life on
him.


In all those years after high school, Diana
never once thought about Danny Alexander—not until the day his
letter arrived from Paris, France.

















 

Chapter 2: A good Friday?




—Good Friday—


Friday, April 14th, 2017


Bistro on Rue
Lagrange, Paris, France.
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Danny Alexander was sitting
at a table by the front window of a bistro on Rue Lagrange, not too far from
Notre Dame Cathedral. The day was unseasonably warm for a Good Friday in Paris.
It was more like one of those hot, humid days in mid-summer when the prickly
Paris heat makes the clothes stick to your skin. In fact, Danny couldn’t remember another trip he’d taken to Paris at Easter when it had not been
raining or threatening to. The bistro was packed with people taking a break
from work or shopping to get some coffee or a little lunch, and the steady hum
of conversation and the clatter of glasses and plates combined to create a kind
of background music for the room. The cheerfulness of it seemed entirely
inappropriate to Danny considering the very real possibility that he might not live
to see the end of the day. 


From where he sat, Danny
could clearly see the Café Panis on the other side of the street. That
was where he had told Jimmy, a 24-year old drug dealer originally from
California, to meet him. He’d called Jimmy fifteen
minutes ago and told him to come to the Café Panis at noon, its busiest time of the day. It was 11:55 a.m. now—only five minutes before Jimmy was due to arrive. Looking north from the bistro window, Danny could also
see the south tower of Notre Dame Cathedral and Pont au Double, one of the many
bridges that crossed the Seine, connecting the left and right banks. If Jimmy
walked to the café from his apartment on the right bank, as Danny
expected he would, he would see him come over Pont au Double and walk along Rue
Lagrange toward the Café Panis. If Jimmy drove his car or took a taxi,
Danny would still see him get out of the car and go into the café. Either way, Danny would see him coming.


Danny was not alone in the
bistro as he waited for Jimmy to arrive. He was much too cautious for that. With
him was Gustavo, a male prostitute that Danny had picked up that morning in
Pigalle. He was sitting on a stool at the end of the bar about 10 paces away
from Danny’s table. Gustavo had told him he was Swiss, but
from his accent, Danny suspected he was actually of Eastern European origin.
Danny looked at him now and gave him a wink. As instructed, Gustavo responded
with a lecherous grin and thrust his hand inside his jacket. Danny nodded his
approval and turned back to the window to scan the street.


Had he not taken precautions,
like enlisting the aid of his amorous friend at the bar, Danny would have put
his chances of surviving his lunch date with Jimmy at about fifty-fifty. Those
odds were much too high for Danny’s liking, so he planned
the meeting with some unexpected twists to turn the advantage in his favor. Of
course, it wasn’t Jimmy that Danny was afraid of. It was Jimmy’s boss, Tommy Hill, and his nasty friends from
south London that worried Danny. He knew Tommy would blame him for the money
that had been lost while in his care. What he didn’t know was what Tommy intended to do about it.
Would he be willing to give Danny some time to get the money back, or would he
just kill him outright to save face and set an example? Danny’s elaborate plan for his meeting with Jimmy was
all designed to give him the answer to that question. 
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As Danny sat waiting for
Jimmy to show, his mind drifted back through the years and circumstances that
had conspired to bring him to this place and this moment. For the last decade,
Danny had been running a lucrative business catering to a small, but extremely
wealthy clientele. His customers were members of organized crime syndicates
based mostly in the U.K and Western Europe. They were involved in illegal
activities that generated huge profits, most of it in cash. The service Danny
provided was to convert the mountains of cash generated from illegal activities
into funds that appeared to have come from legitimate sources. It was not
something Danny had set out to do; it was something he had just kind of drifted
into accidently.


Towards the end of his last
year of high school, there had been some family trouble involving Danny’s mother, and his relationship with his stepfather
had become severely strained. He left home at the end of that summer and went
to Boston College on a football scholarship. He made the team as a
second-string running back in his freshman year, but a knee injury during his
third game ended his season. The following winter, he went through re-hab, but
he was never able to get back to his previous form. He lost the athletic
scholarship, but he managed to stay in school with a small academic bursary and
by working part-time jobs. He earned a business degree with a major in finance
and a minor in computer systems.


After graduation, Danny
bounced around for a while before landing in the banking industry as an analyst
specializing in international finance. He quickly learned the ins and outs of moving
large sums of money between financial institutions and across international
boundaries. He also learned how to leverage his formidable computer skills to transfer
money, snoop for useful information and cover his tracks when necessary. It all
came easily to Danny, and he quickly grew bored with it. Moving up the
corporate ladder was difficult without the right contacts. He was good at his
job, but that didn’t seem to count for much
in the world of corporate banking. After a decade with no significant
promotions, Danny was ripe for something new and different in his life.


That’s when Peter showed up, and Danny had his first
brush with organized crime. It started out innocently enough: Danny met Peter
at a party thrown by a friend. Danny was sitting on the couch in the living
room when Peter, who had been drinking steadily for hours, lurched into the
room and installed his tall, lanky frame in an adjacent chair. Peter was a
little sensitive about his last name, and he made a joke about it during the
introductions.


“The name’s Peter…,” he said. “Peter Roach. You’ve
probably heard about my chain of economy hotels…
the Roach Hotels?”


Peter was about the same
age as Danny and moved in the same circles. He began bumping into him now and
then at parties and bars around Boston. Peter appeared to be a young business
professional like himself, except that he had a lot more money than Danny did. He
wore expensive clothes, drove a vintage Mercedes Roadster and threw money
around like it was water.


The first deal Danny did
for Peter seemed more like a favour between friends than a felony offence. Peter
called him at work one day and said he was in the neighborhood. He asked Danny
if he wanted to stop by a local bar on the way home, and Danny took him up on
the offer. They talked sports, women, the usual, and then about 40 minutes into
the conversation, Peter started telling him about a client of his who was
having problems transferring some money states side from an Eastern Bloc
country. There would be a commission in it for Danny if he could help. The
problem didn’t sound all that difficult, and it wasn’t. Danny was able to move the money discreetly,
and he earned a tidy profit for a few hours work. Other deals followed. Peter
contacted him once every month or so to do a discreet transfer, usually from an
off-shore account.


They always met at the same
bar, the Eire Pub on Adams Street, and the meetings always went the same way.
Peter would arrive about 15 minutes late, and when he finally showed up, he’d order a drink from the bar on his way to
Danny’s table. He’d
sit kitty-corner to Danny and start talking about something inconsequential,
like a trip he’d just taken or some girl he’d shagged. While he talked, he scanned the room
looking for anything out of the ordinary; he barely made eye contact during the
first part of the meeting. Then, when he felt comfortable, he’d suddenly fix Danny with a stare and in a
lowered voice, he’d give Danny the details
about what he wanted done. Danny had to memorize the information. Nothing was
ever written down. Then, Peter would leave abruptly, usually without finishing
his drink.


About a year after his
arrangement with Peter began, he and Danny had quite a different meeting. When Danny
arrived at the bar, Peter was already there, and he wasn’t alone. There was another man with him. He was
slender with thinning hair and an expensive suit. He spoke with an English
accent, although he didn’t talk much during that
first meeting. After the introductions, Peter did most of the talking. The
other man, George Abramson, just sat there sipping his drink and watching Danny.
When Peter finally finished explaining the deal, George suddenly spoke up.


“...Oh, and there’ll
be something extra for this one mate: A job, working for me at Bartletts Bank
in London. All expenses paid.”


Within a month Danny had
made the move to London, and was working in a well-paid job, strategically
placed in International Finance. Of course, it was understood that doing
financial chores for George’s mob contacts was part of
the job. George would drop by his office or call him to go for coffee when
something came up. As with Peter, everything was done by word of mouth—nothing was ever written down. 


The arrangement with George
at Bartletts continued more or less without change for five years. But as Danny
got to know some of George’s contacts better, they
began coming to him directly. As time went on, Danny began to see a future
where he could quit Bartletts and live a comfortable life with very little work
as an independent financial consultant for the mob. It was not the career he
had envisioned for himself when he started out, but once he started down that
path, it was hard to turn back. No one ever spelled it out for him, but Danny
knew he couldn’t just walk away. Criminal organizations did
not take kindly to quitters, especially ones who knew their business.


Even so, he had begun
planning an exit strategy almost from the day he had quit Bartletts and gone
out on his own. He had bank accounts in different names all over the world. Sometimes,
he used them to move money for the mob, but he also maintained balances in some
of them, so he could access cash abroad in case he needed to leave the country
on short notice. He also kept two packed suitcases in his flat at all times.
One contained clothes and other necessities for a two-week trip and an unloaded
gun stored in a special, hard-sided container. The storage container for the
gun had been custom-made for him. It satisfied all the requirements for
transporting firearms in checked luggage on commercial airliners, and it was
designed to look like a jewelry case to avoid attracting unwanted attention
from border guards or anyone else who might be curious. The other suitcase contained
cash in several different currencies, pre-paid credit cards, gift cards and
sets of identification documents like passports and driver’s licenses under different names. It also
contained an eight-Gig memory stick that Danny updated regularly containing the
details of transactions Danny had conducted for the mob going back more than a
decade.


Danny used many different
identities to do his work, and many of them were known to his mob bosses. But
there was one name they didn’t know; that was his real
name—Danny Alexander. When Danny first made the move
to London to work at Bartletts, he changed his name as a kind of insurance
policy. The only person in England who knew his real name was his boss at
Bartletts, George Abramson.


Danny provided many
different services to his underworld clients, but the one in most demand was
laundering cash—making it appear that the huge amounts of cash
collected from illegal activities, like prostitution or drug dealing, had
actually come from legitimate sources. The service involved a three-step
process: First, the cash was deposited in domestic banks or foreign financial
institutions by making lots of small deposits to avoid arousing suspicion.
Next, a series of complex financial transactions like wire transfers or conversion
of cash into bonds or stocks was performed to separate the illicit funds from
their source and disguise the audit trail. The final step was to deliver the
funds to the client, less a sizable commission that Danny liked to call the laundry bill.


For the last couple of
years, Danny had used a local solicitor named Mike Babcock to complete the
final step of the process. Mike was a partner in the firm Babcock Morgan
Solicitors, and Danny liked him because he was lazy and unprincipled and not
very likely to ask embarrassing questions if Danny brought him a deal that
looked a little shady. Typically, the transaction involved the sale of a
property that had been purchased with dirty money, usually from several
different sources. The cash from the proceeds of the sale would be deposited to
Mike’s trust account, often for just a few hours,
and then transferred to Danny’s client as legitimate
funds. Mike would collect a generous fee, and Danny would get a hassle-free
transfer to his client.


It all worked like
clockwork until Danny’s deal with Tommy Hill.
Danny had purchased a villa in Tuscany using funds from different sources that
Tommy wanted laundered. A few months later, he sold the villa for £2.4 million, and he arranged for the proceeds
to come through Mike’s office. The transfer
into Mike’s trust account was supposed to take place
early on the Thursday afternoon before the bank holiday on Good Friday. Danny would
come to Mike’s office later that afternoon to pick up a
certified cashier’s check, which he planned
to hand deliver to Tommy by tea time the same day.


a couple of weeks before the transfer, Danny
went to Mike’s office to confirm the details of the
transaction. About 15 minutes into their meeting, Mike called in a staff member
to join them. A young woman in her early to mid-thirties arrived a few minutes
later. She was a little on the plump side, but still quite attractive decked
out in her smart business attire, with a stylish haircut and make-up. Mike
motioned for her to sit in the visitor’s chair next to Danny. 


“Susan, this is Geoff Andrew,” Mike said to the woman. ‘Geoff Andrew’
was the alias that Danny used for his dealings with Mike.


“He’s closing a real estate
deal in a couple of weeks, and I’d like you to handle the
transfer. Geoff, meet Susan Brown.”


It sounded like a made-up name
to Danny.


“Pleased to meet you, Susan,” he said.


“Likewise,” she replied, curtly. 


Danny had a bad feeling
about Susan right from the start. He sensed an attitude of entitlement and self-assurance
from her that gave him pause. He feared she might be one of those people who believe
the rules simply don’t apply to them—and in Danny’s
business, those kinds of people were dangerous. He tried to make eye contact
and engage her in conversation, but she barely returned his gaze. She kept her
responses terse and mostly monosyllabic. When Mike was done discussing the deal,
Susan went back to her cubicle, and Danny decided to ask a few questions about the
moody Miss Brown.


“Has Susan been with you long?”


“Not really. She joined us a few months ago.”


“Where’s she from?”


“East side, I think. Worked for an accounting
firm there.”


“Good references?”


“Oh yeah, of course. The best.”


Danny was pretty sure Mike
hadn’t bothered to do a background check, and he
wondered if his preference for lazy real estate solicitors was finally going to
bite him. Two weeks later when Danny arrived to pick up the check, the £2.4 million deposit was missing and so was
Susan Brown. He and Mike turned the office upside down looking for information,
but no one seemed to know anything about the transaction. It had all been left
up to Susan, and she had left early for the day and could not be reached. When
the futility of getting any information from staff became obvious, Danny took
Mike into his office for a private chat.


“Listen, Mike. You must realize that I can’t tell my client that the money is missing. Not
this client.”


“… but I don’t know where the money is,
Geoff. There’s barely enough in the trust account right now
to cover month-end disbursements let alone a £2.4
million real estate pay out.”


“… so, what are you going to do about it, Mike?”


“Well, we’ll have to wait until Tuesday
when Susan comes back to work after the holiday, and then we can ask her about
it.”


Danny shook his head in
disbelief. He could see that Mike was completely oblivious to the trouble they
were in.


“That’s not good enough, Mike.”


“… why not?”


“Because Susan isn’t
coming back to work on Tuesday, or any other day after that either.”


“What? You think she took the money?”


“Yes, Mike. I do.”


“Well, what can I do… should I call the police?”


“No, Mike. You can’t
call the police. You can never call the police, not with this client.”


Danny could see his face
clouding over as the full import of the situation finally dawned on him.


“This client of yours, Geoff? He doesn’t know about me, does he? You didn’t tell him the transaction came through my
office, did you?”


Danny didn’t bother to answer. He just turned and walked
out of the office. He went home to his apartment, picked up the two packed bags—the one containing the two-week supply of
clothes, and the one containing the identification and cash—and he left. After driving around aimlessly for
an hour or so, he stopped at a pub for a pint and a bite to eat. No sooner had
his order arrived than his phone started vibrating. It was a text from Tommy
Hill—the last person in the world that Danny wanted
to hear from.
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Of all his clients, Tommy
was the one Danny feared the most. He had never seen it, but he’d heard that Tommy liked to use a small
upholstery hammer to torment his enemies during interrogations or sometimes
just for the fun of it. The story was that Tommy’s
father had an upholstery business, and he had always hoped that Tommy would
follow him into the trade. He had given Tommy the hammer as a gift when he was
a teenager in Camberwell, South London. A few days later, Tommy used it to
commit his first murder.


The striking end of the
hammerhead had a long narrow neck with a small square face, while the peen was
formed into a claw for removing nails. It had a wooden handle stained with
blood and despite its small size, Tommy could use it in devilish and
imaginative ways to exert maximum pain on the poor unfortunates that fell into
his power.


Tommy Hill began his
criminal career as a smash-and-grab specialist knocking off furrier shops and jewelers
in South London. It wasn’t long before he attracted
the attention of the Richardson Gang, which had little tolerance for
freelancers working their turf. He was given a choice: he could join the gang,
or he could face the consequences. He chose to join the gang, and he didn’t have to think about it very long.


Tommy became a feared
enforcer for the Richardsons, and he proved to be a valuable asset during the
gang’s bitter rivalry with the Kray twins of East
London in the late 1960s. The Richardsons had a vending machine business in
those days that served as a cover for their drug and prostitution rackets. It
had a repair shop in back that was also used to interrogate and intimidate
deadbeats or members of rival gangs like the Kray Twins.


Tommy was a witness to the
torture on more than one occasion, and he willingly participated in inflicting
excruciating pain on the hapless victims. He saw men having their teeth pulled
out with pliers or their fingers lopped off with chain cutters. He once
witnessed another Richardson goon named Harry Fraser nail a member of the Kray
gang to the floor by driving a couple of six-inch spikes through his hands.
After the man had told them everything they wanted to know, Fraser pulled out
the nails and made him clean up his own blood before he and his goons threw out
him into the street.


The story was front-page news for weeks when the
so-called Torture Trial was convened at
the Old Bailey in 1967. Fraser was charged with several counts of torture and
extortion. The cops offered Tommy a deal to testify for the prosecution, but he
wouldn’t do it. His refusal to cooperate did not go over well with the
prosecution or the judge adjudicating his case, and it earned him a 10-year
sentence at Belmarsh Prison. The silver lining was that when he finally got
out, he became a trusted member of the Richardson Gang’s inner circle. His
unpredictable nature and his reputation for ruthlessness and violence helped
him rise quickly through the ranks to become a kingpin of the London drug
trade. 


Danny took a swig of his beer and clicked open
the message.


Thomas Hill:


Where’s the package? Expected delivery at tea time.


Geoff Andrew:


Slight snag. Package missing in transit.


A call came in on Danny`s phone. It was Tommy, but Danny didn`t
answer.


Geoff Andrew:


Sorry. Can`t talk. Too public. Low battery.


Thomas Hill:


We need to meet. Now!


Geoff Andrew:


Today’s no good for me. What about tomorrow?


Thomas Hill:


2-day!!!!


Geoff Andrew:


Sorry Tommy. No can do. What about tomorrow?


Thomas Hill:


In Paris tomorrow.


Geoff Andrew:


O.K. Saturday then, first thing. Will call to set up. Low
battery. Got to go.



 

Danny gulped the rest of his beer and started
walking toward the door. His telephone rang again as he reached the street. It
was Tommy calling him back, but he didn’t answer. He tossed
the phone in a dumpster on the way to his car. He dared not go back to his
apartment, and he was glad he had
thought to pick up his travel bags before Tommy called. He stopped at a phone
store to pick up a new phone, a disposable with a camera, and then he just drove
around for few hours thinking about what to do next. Slowly, a plan began to
come together. Tommy had said he would be in Paris the next day, Good Friday.
Danny would be there too.


He stayed at an Inn on the
outskirts of the city that night, and he paid cash for his room. He knew Tommy
had friends in law enforcement that would trace a credit card purchase if he
asked them. The next morning, he drove to Victoria Station and caught the 6 a.m. high-speed train for the two-hour trip to
Paris via the Chunnel. He disembarked at Gare du Nord in Paris and took the
subway to Charles de Gaulle Airport, where he stored his luggage in a locker.
From the airport, he took a taxi to Pigalle and walked the streets looking for
a suitable accomplice for his meeting with Jimmy. He spotted Gustavo not too
far from the Sexodrome on the Boulevard de Clichy. Gustavo looked about right
for the part—he had a muscular build and an odd smile that
might appear sinister in the right context.


Danny took him to a local coffee shop to explain the deal he had in
mind. Gustavo would receive €100 up front and another €100 from Danny’s friend
Jimmy if he had sex with him later that day. Danny explained that Jimmy was an
old and dear friend who had recently confided his attraction to men but had
never actually consummated sex with one. It was Jimmy`s thirtieth birthday, and
Gustavo was to be Danny`s special gift to Jimmy—Jimmy`s coming out party, so to
speak.


Gustavo was more than
willing to accept Danny’s strange request, and he
was keen for the opportunity to score an additional €100. After the coffee shop, Danny took Gustavo
to a second-hand shop a few blocks down the road and bought him a blazer. He
chose a dark jacket that fitted loosely enough to conceal a gun. Danny paid for
the jacket and then he and Gustavo took the subway to Pont Neuf Station. From
there, they walked across the Pont Neuf bridge to the left bank. About half way
across, Danny handed Gustavo his disposable phone, and asked him to snap a
picture of him. Danny’s backup plan was still in
the formative stages, but he thought the photograph might come in handy if his
meeting with Jimmy didn’t go well. He sat in one
of the concrete seats built into the outer balustrade of the bridge, and
Gustavo took his picture with the Eiffel Tower in the background.


“Smile!” Gustavo said,
enthusiastically, but Danny could only manage a half-hearted smirk.


After the photo, they
continued to the bistro and when they got there, Danny sat Gustavo down at the
bar to go over the details for the meeting. He explained that Gustavo would sit
at the bar where Jimmy could check him out. Danny would talk to Jimmy at a
nearby table and explain the arrangement. If Jimmy decided to go for it,
Gustavo would accompany him to his apartment where they would have sex, and
Jimmy would pay him the other €100.


“So, Gustavo... all you really need to remember
is to make eye contact with my friend Jimmy when I turn towards you and wink.”


“Oui, oui... is simple. You wink, I blink.”


“No, Gustavo... no blinking, just steady eye
contact and a sly, devilish smile. Like this.”


Danny demonstrated. Gustavo
responded with a big toothy grin. He looked more like an absurdly enormous
puppy dog than a hit man.


“Too big, Gustavo. Make it smaller—more devilish.”


Gustavo tried again. It was
marginally better than the first attempt.


“Good. That’s perfect. And when you
smile, I want you to slip your hand inside your coat like this.”


Danny guided Gustavo’s hand so that it looked like he might be
reaching for a gun in a shoulder holster. 


“Like I am holding une gross banane. Oui,
monsieur?”


“Oui, Gustavo.”


“And to finish... a twirl!”


“...a twirl?”


“Oui, monsieur... a twirl!”


Gustavo demonstrated by
jumping off his stool, spinning around and thrusting out his buttocks.


“You know. To show the… be-hind,” Gustavo explained.


“…not quite the message we’re looking for, Gustavo. Let’s just go with the smile and the hand thing,
okay? No twirl.”


“Very well, monsieur... you are the boss.”  


Danny sat down at a table
by the front window and checked his watch. It was 11:40—time to call Jimmy and set up the meeting. He
hadn’t called Jimmy earlier because he didn’t want to give him any time to think. He just
wanted Jimmy to react. Danny knew Jimmy lived only a few blocks from the Café Panis; he would have just enough time for a
quick call to Tommy and a brisk walk to the café to make it there by noon. If Tommy had put out the word that he was
looking for Danny, Jimmy would know about it, and if Jimmy knew Tommy was
looking for Danny, he wouldn’t waste any time giving
him up. He would call Tommy as soon as he finished talking to Danny, and then
he would try to stall Danny at the Café Panis until Tommy arrived. That was why Danny had decided to switch up
the location of the meeting at the last minute.


Danny called Jimmy on his
cell. He answered after the second ring.


“…yeah, Jimmy’s
here.”


“Hey, Jimmy. It’s
Geoff… Geoff Andrew.”


“Geoff! Hey Geoff, how you doing dude? Where are
you at, man?”


For someone Danny knew only
as a casual business acquaintance, Jimmy sounded awfully glad to hear from him.
Something was definitely up.


“I’m in your neighbourhood,
actually. Feel like joining me for some lunch?”


“Sure man, sure. Where abouts?”


“The Café Panis. But you have to get here by noon. I haven’t got much time.”


“No sweat, man. I’m
leaving right now.”


Danny hung up. There was
nothing to do now but wait. About fifteen minutes later, Danny spotted Jimmy at
the south end of Pont au Double near the intersection at Quai de Montebello. As
Danny expected, Jimmy had decided to walk instead of taking a car. He watched
as Jimmy crossed the street and started walking the short distance down Rue
Lagrange to the Café Panis. Jimmy
was walking on the opposite side of the street from the bistro. When he was
almost directly across from it, Danny got up, walked to the front door and
called to Jimmy across the street.


“Hey Jimmy!... over here.”


Jimmy turned to look across
the street and spotted Danny standing in the doorway of the bistro. He looked
confused and pointed down the street at the Café Panis. Danny shook his head and motioned at him to cross the street.
Jimmy didn’t look very happy about the change in plans,
but he did as Danny directed.


“Hey, dude. I thought we were meeting down the
street...” Jimmy said, as he approached the bistro. “… at the Café Panis.”


“We are. Just come in here for a minute. There’s somebody I’d
like you to meet.”


Jimmy came in, and Danny
steered him toward his table by the front window. He motioned for Jimmy to take
the seat closest to the window, and then he sat down with his back to the room.
From this vantage, he could see the Café Panis across the street and talk to Jimmy at the same time. 


“Who are we meeting?” Jimmy asked.


“My friend, Gustavo. He’s sitting over there at the bar.”


Danny turned toward Gustavo
and winked.


Gustavo responded by
sliding his hand into his jacket and smiling at Jimmy. His odd, lecherous grin
was enough to make the hairs stand up on the back of Jimmy’s neck.


“…whoa, dude... this isn’t going to be... harsh, or anything, is it?”


“No, Jimmy. I just want to talk… ask you a few questions, that’s all.”


“Sure, dude, sure. No worries. Whatever, you
want to know.”


“Did Tommy Hill say anything about me recently?”


“Tommy? No, man. Nothing I can think of.”


“… are you sure?”


“…yeah. Sure, man, sure.”


Jimmy was beginning to feel
the heat. Like most establishments in Notre Dame, the bistro had no air
conditioning. A tiny bead of perspiration popped out on Jimmy’s forehead. 


“Jimmy, Jimmy, Jimmy. Why don’t I believe you?”


“I don’t know, dude. Maybe you
got a suspicious nature.”


“…or maybe you’re
not a very good liar, Jimmy. Maybe people can tell when you’re not being truthful.”


“I swear to God, dude,” Jimmy said, holding one hand to his heart and
touching his first two fingers to his temple in the international salute of the
Boy Scout.


“Tommy never said anything nefarious about your
ass, man. You shouldn’t be worried, you know.
What I think we should do… is we should go on over
to the Café Panis like we planned and
get some lunch. It’s kind of hot in here.”


“I don’t know, Jimmy. I kind of
like it here, and I know my friend Gastavo likes it here. It’s one of his favorites.”


Jimmy shot a nervous glance
at Gustavo, who responded with another blood chilling grin.


“Jimmy, did you tell Tommy about our meeting at
the Café Panis?”


Jimmy licked his lips.


“What? Me man? Of course not.”


“Are you sure about that, Jimmy?”


“Okay, okay, dude. Maybe Tommy did say something
about you—something about some cash that went missing, or
whatever. But he’s cool, man. He’s cool. I really think we should just go on
over to the Café Panis
like we said. Maybe we could call Tommy. Get this whole thing straightened out.”


“We could call Tommy from here.”


“Yeah… I guess,” Jimmy said doubtfully.


“You already told Tommy I’d be at the Café Panis, didn’t you, Jimmy?” 


“I swear to God, man. I never said nothing.”


Danny had
been keeping a close eye on the Café Panis through the front window of the
bistro while he and Jimmy talked, and at that moment, a car pulled up in front
of the café, and two men got out. One was tall and blond, and the other was
shorter and balding. Danny didn’t get a good look at the two men because they
had their backs to him, but he was pretty sure he’d never seen them before. He
knew very few of Tommy’s goons because Tommy liked to keep the money and the
muscle sides of the business separate as a precaution against collusion, and
that was just fine with Danny.


The two men rushed into the
café with their weapons drawn,
while a third man waited in the driver’s seat of the car. Danny
could see the man plainly through the open window, and he recognized him
immediately—it was Tommy Hill. Anyone who ever saw Tommy
Hill did not soon forget him. He had a face as wrinkled as a California raisin,
and it stuck in your memory like the fragments of a childhood nightmare. The
lines of age and care that covered his face revealed his evil, violent nature,
but it was his eyes that scared you the most. They were cold, dead eyes, and
when you looked into them, you got the chilling feeling that there wasn’t a real person there—not real in the normal sense anyway.


“Well, well.”
Danny said gesturing at the window. “Look who’s here.”


Jimmy turned and looked
across the street and saw Tommy waiting in the car. As he and Danny watched,
frightened patrons began streaming out the front door of the café, followed a few moments later by Tommy’s men. The tall blond man shook his head and
shrugged at Tommy as he watched from the car. Tommy was obviously unhappy with
the news, and he turned and looked menacingly across the street. Danny had the
sinking feeling that Tommy was looking right at him, but he knew it was
impossible for Tommy to see him inside the bistro—not
with the bright sunlight beaming down outside. Tommy motioned for his men to
get back in the car, and they drove away at high speed.


Danny looked at Jimmy. He
looked as nervous as a stray cat at the dog pound. He had sweated through his
shirt at the armpits and his forehead glistened with perspiration. 


“I wonder how Tommy figured out where the
meeting was going to be, when the only person I told—was you, Jimmy.”


“Listen, dude. You have to understand. Tommy was
totally pissed about the money. I mean, majorly, man. You know what he’s like. He’s not like normal humans.
When he found out, he put out the word to everyone.”


“…what word was that, Jimmy?”


A bead of sweat rolled down
Jimmy’s forehead and stung his eye. He wiped it with
his sleeve and then he sat there blinking, his focus bouncing around the room
like he was looking for somewhere to hide, but there was nowhere.


 “...that he was, you
know... looking for you.”


“…looking for me to…”


 “...to off you, man. He was
going to waste you, okay?”


Danny nodded.


“Listen, dude... Let me give you some good
advice, okay? You need to split, man. You need to go someplace nobody’s ever heard of you. You need to disappear,
man, I mean totally.”


“Thanks, Jimmy. I’m
going to go now. See you around, or not.”


“Whoa, wait a minute man. What about your friend
Gustavo? What’s his story?”


“Oh, I think you’ll
be quite surprised what Gustavo has in mind.”


Danny got up and headed for
the back door of the bistro passing by Gustavo at the bar as he went.


“He’s totally into it,” Danny said to Gustavo as he breezed past him.


Gustavo beamed at Jimmy,
then he slid off his stool, strutted over to the table where Jimmy was sitting,
and he did the twirl.
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Danny went out through the
back door of the bistro, across the alley and into a building in the next
street. It was a small hotel called Maison de la Sérénité
that he knew well from previous visits to Paris. It was perfect for his
purposes. It was quiet, and it had a small business center off the main lobby
that could not be seen from the street. He doubted Tommy would stick around to
look for him, but you can never be too careful. The business center was
equipped with several Internet-enabled computers and a printer. Danny knew from
previous visits that the desk clerk would happily let him use it for a small
consideration.


As he entered the building
through the back door, he fished a five-euro note from his wallet, plunked it
down on the front desk and held it there with his pointing finger.


““Bonjour, François. Okay if I use the business center for a
couple of hours.”


“Mais oui, Monsieur. It is empty now. You may
have it to yourself.”


“Perfect,” Danny said, lifting his
finger from the five spot.


The desk clerk whisked the
bank note into his pocket, and Danny headed into the business center closing
the door behind him. He sat down at one of the desktop computers and took a few
seconds to think about everything he needed to do in the next couple of hours.
He knew now that Tommy intended to kill him. He also had the haunting feeling
that Tommy wasn’t the only one on his trail. For some time now,
he had suspected that one or more law enforcement officers were investigating
his dealings, and that they might be getting ready to close in on him. As Jimmy
had said at the bistro, Danny needed to disappear—totally.
Just leaving town wasn’t going to be enough. He
had to disappear without a trace, and he needed to create a plausible diversion
to throw his pursuers off the track.


There was an in-basket
filled with hotel letterhead and envelopes on the desk. He took a sheet of the letterhead and scribbled out a list of tasks
he needed to complete that after afternoon in the order he needed to complete
them. There were five in all:


1.     Reply to Theo Legrand’s text


2.     Call Willy


3.     Buy plane ticket 


4.     Find a place to hide


5.     Disguise?



 

A few days earlier, a
business associate of Danny’s named Theo Legrand had
sent Danny a text asking him for a favor. He wanted Danny to help him get a friend
of his out of France under a new identity. Theo didn’t offer any details about the man other than
his name, which was Luka Laroux, nor did he explain why his friend needed to
leave the country. Danny guessed Laroux was probably a mob solider, and Theo
wanted him out of the country to avoid a subpoena for a legal proceeding in
which Theo was implicated. Danny didn’t ask any questions,
though. In his business, the less you knew the better. At the time, he had just
texted back a quick “Let me get back to you” and left it at that. He already had too many
balls in the air to worry about Theo’s problems, but now, he
saw a way he could use the favor to his advantage.


He took out the disposable
cell that he’d purchased in London the day before and texted
Theo.


Unknown Caller:


Theo. It’s Geoff Andrew. Are you there?


Theo Legrand:


Theo here.


Unknown Caller:


About your friend’s travel problem. Please send passport
photo and cell number to the usual secure drop box. Tell your friend to be at
Charles de Gaulle Airport by 3 p.m. this afternoon prepared for a trip. Will
contact him there by cell.


Theo Legrand:


3 p.m. today? Cutting it kind of close, aren’t you?


Unknown Caller:


It’s okay. We have time. 


Theo Legrand:


Okay. How much do IOU?


Unknown Caller:


5,000 EU. Have your friend bring it with him. And upload the
photo and cell number right now. Need to get started tout suite!



 

The next item on the list
was to call Willy, an ex-pat Brit now living in Paris on the left bank. For
Danny’s money, Willy was one of the best forgers in
the business, and he called on him whenever he needed something for his Paris
clients. He told Willy he needed a passport and assorted ID cards, and he gave
him the legal name that he wanted to appear on the documents. He carefully
spelled out the name for Willy—twice; Willy was an
excellent forger, but not a great speller. He told Willy he could find the
passport photo that he would need on the secure drop box that he had given to
Theo. Willy had used it before, so he already had password access. Finally, he
told Willy that he needed the work done by 2:30 p.m. that afternoon.


“… you want it when?”


“2:30 p.m.”


“You know it’s
one-ten now, right?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll have to drop everything
to get it done by two-thirty, and I’ve already made other
promises.”


“I’ll give you €2,000, and first refusal on all my business for
the rest of the year if you can do it by two-thirty.”


“… I’ll do it by three for €2,500, and you come pick it up. No deliveries.”


“… okay. See you at your place, three p.m. sharp.”


Danny hung up and used his
phone to transfer the €2,500 to
Willy’s PayPal account from a bank in Zurich. Then he
logged into the secure drop box to make sure Theo had uploaded the photo and
cell number as instructed. He had, and Danny navigated to the passport photo of
Theo’s friend Laroux and opened it on his phone. He
studied it carefully; He wanted to be sure he could identify Laroux when he met
him later at the airport. When he was done with the photo, he opened the
posting from Theo with Laroux’s cell phone number and
added it to the contacts on th4 disposable phone.


Next, he booted up the
desktop computer and googled the webpage for Air France. Scanning through
available flights, he booked a non-refundable, one-way ticket to the Cayman
Islands departing early that evening from Charles de Gaul Airport. He bought
the ticket under the name Geoff Andrew and paid for it with a credit card
bearing the same name. Finally, he printed copies of the boarding pass and the
ticket on the Business Center’s HP Officejet 6600 and
slipped them into a hotel envelope. 


Now came the hard part. He
needed somewhere to hide for the next few months while he tracked down Susan
Brown and got Tommy’s money back. The only
sure way Danny knew to disappear without a trace, was to live with someone
else. That way all of the easily traceable personal information like utility
bills and land lines could be registered in someone else’s name. He needed someone who could not be
easily linked to him, and preferably someone from his hometown of Pointe
Claire, where he had a legitimate claim to the identity of Danny Alexander. The
problem was that there weren’t many people to choose
from. Danny had been a bit of a loner growing up and had not made many friends.
His mind kept drifting back to a girl he knew from high school. It wasn’t as if she had been his girlfriend or
anything; she was just a girl from school that he’d
had a bit of a crush on. He was pretty sure it had been mutual, and he wondered
why he’d never done anything about it. Then he
remembered why and quickly banished the memory of that unpleasant time from his
mind.


“… stay focused,”
Danny whispered to himself.


He cast his mind back
through all those years to a day when he’d been walking the halls
at Lindsay Place High School. He remembered stealing the girl’s hat in a moment of reckless abandon, and then
making eye contact with her when he handed it back. He could still see her face
in his mind’s eye—her cute smile, beautiful
brown eyes and dark hair. What was her name?


“Diana...” he said out loud, the
name coming back to him after so many years. “Diana
Miller.”


He opened an Internet
browser and googled directory assistance. Then he typed in Diana’s name and the city of Pointe Claire. A listing
came up with an address and a telephone number. She was still living in Pointe
Claire in a single-family residence at 161 Braebrook Avenue. He made a note of the address and telephone
number and then he checked to see if she had a Facebook page or an Instagram
account. She had neither.


Next, he tapped into a
database for provincial and federal government records using a Canadian
Security Intelligence Service access code he had traded favors for a few months
earlier. He learned that Diana had no criminal record, and he found copies of
her high school diploma and her marriage certificate. He also found a copy of a
divorce decree dated only a week previous.


Danny rubbed his chin trying
to think of other places he could look for information. He googled
ClassMates.com and went to the page for Lindsay Place High School. Then he
clicked Diana’s graduating year, which according to her
diploma was two years after his own. He scrolled down the list of names but her’s didn’t appear, which meant she
didn’t have a ClassMates.com account. He was about
to close the browser when he noticed an ad on the webpage announcing the
50-year anniversary of the founding of Lindsay Place High School. There was to
be an Inauguration Dinner-Dance and Reunion to commemorate the event on the
weekend of April 28-30, only two weeks away. He clicked the link for the
50-year anniversary and found the list of confirmed attendees. He scanned it
for Diana’s name, but it wasn’t there.


He pondered for a few
seconds and then he attached his disposable phone to the computer and located
the photograph that Gustavo had taken of him on Pont Neuf with the Eiffel Tower
in the background. He printed a copy and used the back to pen a note to Diana.
Then he stuffed it into a hotel envelope and scribbled Diana’s address across the front. He took the
envelope addressed to Diana and the other envelope containing the plane ticket
and boarding pass, and he went back out to the hotel desk.


“Hello, Francois. I’m going now. Could you please put this in
tomorrow’s post for me?”
He handed him the letter for Diana.


“Of course, Monsieur. I will see to it myself.”


“Merci, Francois. Until next time.”


“Voyages sûrs, Monsieur,”
Francois called after him as Danny walked out. The expression, which translated
as ‘safe journeys’,
seemed remarkably apropos to Danny under the circumstances.
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Willy’s place that wasn’t
far from the Maison de
la Sérénité. Danny figured he could walk it in about 15 minutes, and he
could call a cab on the way to pick him up for the drive to the airport. It was
10 minutes after three by the time Danny got to Willy’s place, a two-storey
walk-up on Rue Domat. Willy’s apartment was on the second floor and there was a
metal staircase with a landing at the top. Danny climbed the stairs and pressed
the buzzer. Willy opened the door almost immediately. His facial expression
looked a little sour to Danny.


“You said three sharp,” Willy scolded.


“Yeah, well… I’m here now, so… giddy up.”


Danny could see that Willy had a manila envelope in his hand and he
reached out to take it from him, but Willy held up out of his reach.


“Where’s the money first.”


“… already in your PayPal account.”


“… and I get all your business for the rest of year?”


Danny knew there wouldn’t be any more business that year because of his
troubles with Tommy Hill, but he nodded in the affirmative and Willy handed
over the envelope. Danny took a quick look inside to make sure all the items
were there, and then he added the plane ticket and boarding pass that he’d
printed earlier at the hotel. He thanked Willy for his help and descended the
stairs to the street. His cab was already there waiting for him. 


As he drove away, Danny
thought about his meeting with Luka Laroux again. It bothered him that Laroux
would see his face and hear his voice when they met. If the man was ever
apprehended by the police, Laroux would be able to give a description of him.
The more he thought about it, the less he liked it. He wondered if he could
wear a costume of some sort that would prevent Laroux from seeing his face. He
asked the driver if he knew of any costume party rental places on the way to
the airport. The driver said he knew a place in Saint Denis that would only
take them a little out of their way. The driver waited outside while Danny went
in.


It was quiet in the shop.
Apparently, there wasn’t much call for party
costumes in Paris on the Easter Long Weekend. A young French woman with an
interesting array of piercings and tattoos was minding the shop. Danny was the
only customer.


“May I help you, monsieur?”


“Yes,” he said. “I’m looking for a party
costume, and I’m in a hurry.”


“Oui, monsieur, you have come to the right
place. We have many costumes here. I am sure we can find something to satisfy.
What do you have in mind, monsieur?


“I need something that will completely cover my
head, and… make me look taller.”


“… interesting monsieur,” the woman said, and her face clouded with
concentration as she considered Danny’s unusual request. Then,
suddenly, her face brightened again, and she smiled.


“Ah, I know, monsieur. The rabbit.”


“… the rabbit?”


“Yes, monsieur.”


She gestured at a costume
hanging on a rack just a few feet away. It was the Easter Bunny, and it came
with a full mask that fit over the wearer’s head, ridiculous Bugs
Bunny buck teeth and floppy ears at least two-feet long.


“I thought you didn’t have the Easter Bunny in France,” Danny said.


“We have this one, monsieur. Only forty-five
euros.”


“… does that include the deposit?”


“No, monsieur. The deposit is 100 euros, but you
get it back when you return the costume.”


Danny had no intension of
returning the costume.


“… or you could leave a credit card, if you
prefer.”


“No,” Danny replied. “I’ll pay cash for the whole
thing.”


She wrapped up the costume
for him in brown paper with string, and Danny went back out to the taxi. As he
was coming out of the rental place, he spied a confectionary shop a few doors
further down the street. An idea occurred to him, and he gestured at the driver
to wait a few more minutes. At the confectionary, he bought an Easter basket
filled with traditional French chocolate bells that he thought would make a
convincing accessory for the bunny suit.


It was a little after 5
p.m. when Danny finally got to Charles de Gaulle Airport. He went to his locker
on the second floor and opened it. He hauled out his clothes suitcase and took
out a white cotton tee-shirt and a pair of shorts. It was still quite warm,
even though it was late afternoon now, and he didn’t know how long he’d have to stand around waiting for Laroux in
the ridiculous bunny suit, so he wanted something cool underneath.


He put the manila envelope
and the basket of chocolate bells in the locker and set aside the bunny suit
and underwear. Then he re-locked the locker, and went to a nearby men’s room taking the suit and the underwear with
him. He changed into the bunny outfit and took a look at himself in the long
mirror installed on the wall above the sinks. He looked even more ridiculous
than he had imagined.


Drawing a deep sigh, he
wrapped his street clothes in a neat package with the brown paper and string
and headed back to his locker. He dropped off the package of clothes and picked
up the manila envelope, the basket of chocolate bells and his disposable phone.
On his way downstairs to the departure level, he sent a text to Luka Laroux.
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Despite the fact that Luka
Laroux had never met Theo Legrand’s associate—the man who was supposed to provide him with
the documents he needed to quit the country—he
already didn’t like him. As instructed, Luka had arrived at
Charles de Gaulle Airport almost three hours ago, and he had been waiting ever
since for the man to contact him. He had come a half-hour early because he
wanted to be sure not to miss him. It was important to Luka that he leave
France at the earliest possible moment. He was well aware that his life was in
serious jeopardy if he could not get out of the country soon. His boss, Theo
Legrand, might just decide to have him killed rather than sending him away.
That was what usually happened to gangsters in Luka’s situation. They just turned up dead
somewhere. The problem was Luka needed a new identity to leave the country. He
couldn’t fly under his own name because he was on a
police no-fly list, and he would be arrested on the spot if he tried to get on
a plane.


It aggravated Luka that
there was nothing he could do except wait. He had no way of contacting the man.
He didn’t know his cell number. He didn’t even know the man’s name. All he could do was wait, and it was
beginning to get to him. Then, finally, there was a ‘ping’ from his phone signalling
a text message. Luka signed in and read the message.


Unknown caller:


Luka. This is from Theo’s friend. Meet me on the departure
level near Air France.


Luka Laroux:


About time you showed up. How will I know you?


Unknown caller:


Can’t miss me. I’ll be the only one dressed as the Easter
Bunny.



 

 “… perfect,” Luka muttered. “… the fucking Easter Bunny.” 


Luka was already on the
departure floor but at the opposite end to Air France. It took him several
minutes to make the walk, pulling his luggage on wheels behind him. Sure
enough, as he approached Air France, he saw the Easter Bunny handing out candy
to a small group of children who had gathered around him. As Luka got closer,
the Easter Bunny looked up in his direction and watched him approach for a
second or two. Then he put the basket of chocolate bells down on a bench for
the kids to help themselves and retreated a short distance away to a spot
partially obscured from view by an escalator and an adjoining wall. Luka
followed the bunny.


“You’re Theo’s friend?” Luka asked the bunny.


The bunny nodded.


“… not talking today?”


The bunny shook his head.


“Alright, Mr. Bunny Rabbit. Whatever spins your
wheels. You have the documents?”


The bunny shook his head
again and holding out his left hand he tapped it three times in quick
succession with the pointing finger of his right hand.


“Money first?”


The bunny nodded.


Luka counted out €5,000 in large bills and handed it to the
bunny. The bunny slipped the cash into a pouch on the belly of his costume,
took out a manila envelope and handed it to him.


“… so, what’s my new name?”


The bunny didn’t answer. He just pointed at the envelope.


Luka fished out the
passport and read the name.


“Geoff Andrew?”
he said.


The bunny nodded.


“… that’s no good. I am French.
This is an English name. It won’t match my accent. Didn’t Theo tell you I was French?”


The bunny shrugged.


Luka drew a deep sigh of resignation.


“Where am I going at least? Somewhere warm, I
hope,” He took the plane ticket out of the envelope.


“Cayman Islands…
“   


The bunny nodded.


“… okay, Mr. Bunny Rabbit. Have a nice life in
case I never see you again.”


Luka went to catch his
plane, and Danny headed back upstairs via the escalator. He went to his locker,
where he picked up the package with his street clothes, and then he went back
to the men’s room and changed out of the bunny suit, which
he stuffed into a garbage chute along with his disposable phone. After picking
up his bags from the storage locker, he took the subway to Gare du Nord where
he boarded a train to Dunkirk. From there, he caught a cargo ship bound for
Montreal, Canada.
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It was morning, and Diana
opened her eyes. She was alone in bed in the master bedroom of the split-level
she had shared for so many years with Gordon—now,
officially, her “ex.” A shaft of bright sunlight penetrated the dim
room through a narrow gap in the drawn curtains. Outside she could hear the
familiar song of a chickadee calling for a mate: a high, shrill note followed
by a lower one, repeated doggedly over and over again. It was an unmistakable
sound of spring that had always pleased Diana in years gone by, but this
morning, it seemed to be having the opposite effect.


“I suppose I might as well get up if you’re going to keep up that racket,” Diana said to the chickadee, who responded
immediately with yet another proposal of love and marriage.


Diana could get up when she
pleased, now that she was no longer working, but she still kept to a regular
routine. She was usually up by eight and in bed before eleven.


She had taken a leave from
the bank almost a year previous when her parents became ill, and she had to
help with their care. Her mother had been sick for years with diabetes and
mobility problems, and her father had always been the main caregiver. She’d always expected her mother to go first, but
then her father suffered a massive heart attack and was incapacitated for the
last three months of his life. The second heart attack killed him, and her
mother survived only a few months after that. 


Diana never went back to
the bank. She didn’t really need the money;
there was plenty from the divorce settlement and there was also an inheritance
from her parents. She wanted to do something different—start a small business perhaps or do some
charity work with an NGO—but she hadn’t really landed on anything yet. The truth was
she hadn’t done much of anything since her parents died.


She slipped on a housecoat,
padded downstairs to the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. Then she went to
the front door to collect the mail. There was a bit more than usual. The stack
included a large official-looking, manila envelope. As she headed back toward
the kitchen, her cell rang, and she stopped to pick it up from the hall table
where it was charging. The call was from Cathy, her friend since grade school.
She clicked to accept.


“Hello Cathy.”


“Hey Diana. How are you?”


“Fine.”


“No. I mean, how are you? Did you get it yet?”


She dropped the stack of
mail on the kitchen table and fished out the manila envelope. It was from the
Judicial District of Montreal, Office of the Court Clerk.


“I think it may have arrived this morning.”


“Did you open it?”


“No. Not yet.”


Diana tossed the envelope
back on the table and went to the kitchen counter to pour herself a cup of
coffee. 


“I remember when I got my first one,” Cathy continued. “It was so depressing. It’s like this document from the government
proclaiming that you are now, officially, a failure. You cannot keep a man, and
what measure of a woman could be more important than that? You may as well get
a big black “L” tattooed on your
forehead.”


Diana took a cup from the
cupboard and set it down next to the coffee pot. 


“You don’t need a man to be
fulfilled as a woman, Cathy.”


“Oh yes, I know. You just keep telling yourself
that, Diana.”


Diana picked up the coffee
pot and poured out a cup. Then she went to the fridge for some cream.


“Besides, Gordon and I have been over for years
now. This is just a formality, really.”


“It’s still going to sting,
Sweetie. It’s the finality of it, I guess. It hurts.”


 “Cathy, why did you call
exactly? Was there something you wanted?”


Diana decided to have milk
instead of cream. She took the carton from the fridge and poured some into her
cup.


“Well, I called because of the divorce, of
course. I thought you might need some cheering up.”


“This is how you cheer people up?”


“What do you mean?”


Cathy had been Diana’s friend forever, and even though she loved and
cherished their friendship, there were times when Diana really didn’t like Cathy very much. She had a way of
dwelling on the negative aspects of Diana’s life that sometimes made
her feel bad about herself. It always seemed like Cathy cast Diana in the role of
problem child and herself as the older, wiser, sibling offering help and guidance
to her wayward little sister, and she always seemed to get away with it too, despite
the fact that Diana was the more successful of the two of them by far. Cathy’s personal history included a dismal job record,
two failed marriages and even some trouble with the law. Her penchant for poor
decision making had been apparent to Diana ever since a childhood incident involving
a firearm that belonged to Cathy’s father. The incident had
left Diana with a pathological fear of guns, and ever since that day, the mere
sight of one crippled her with fear and panic.


 “Cathy, please don’t take this the wrong way, but you kind of have
a way of focusing on the negative. You know what I mean?”


“No, I don’t. Sweetie, your Dad just
died and then your Mom and now you’re going through this
divorce. You’re all alone in the world with very few friends
and no man. Your life is pretty much a shambles right now, don’t you think?”


“Thanks, Cathy. That’s so much more positive.”


“I just want to help, Diana.”


Diana started to reach for
the sugar bowl, but then she remembered she’d
bought some artificial sweeteners, so she opened the cupboard to look for them.
She took a sweetener from the package and dumped the contents into her cup. Then
she read the label. It seemed to have a lot of chemicals in it.


“What’s sodium cyclamate? Do you
think it will give me cancer?”


“Probably.”


Diana sighed.


“You know what Cathy? I think I’m just going to go now.”


“Oh, actually there is something I wanted to ask
you. I was wondering if you wanted to come out with Roland and I one night. He
has a friend you might like to meet. He lives in Boston or New York I think,
but he comes here all the time on business. I think his name is Patrick or Peter,
something like that.”


“Who’s Roland again?”


“... He’s my new boyfriend, Diana.
You met him at the Dress for Success pub night, remember?”


“Oh Yeah... was he the creepy one?”


“Roland is not creepy, Diana. He’s my new boyfriend.”


“Right. Maybe I’m
thinking of somebody else. There were a lot of people there that night. What
did you say he did again?”


“Something to do with importing… rugs, I think. So, do you want to come?”


“I’ll think about it.”


“Okay, but don’t
think too long, Diana. You don’t want to end up old and
alone. I’ll call you in a few days. Bye.”


“G’bye, Cathy.”


Diana dumped her coffee in
the sink and poured a fresh one, black this time. Then she went to the kitchen
table and surveyed the stack of mail. The manila envelope was still there.
Cathy was right about one thing: opening it was going to sting. She pushed it
aside and looked through the rest. There were the usual bills and flyers, but
there was also a letter. It had a Paris postmark and Maison de la Sérénité embossed on
the envelope.


“That’s odd,” She thought.


She ripped it open and
found a single, folded sheet inside. On one side, there was a photo of a man
sitting by a river with what looked like the Eiffel Tower behind him in the
distance. On the other side, there was a note.


Dear Diana,


I don’t know if you’ll remember
me, but we went to school together years ago at Lindsay Place High School.


Anyway, I was wondering if you
were going to the 50-year reunion coming up at the school. There’s a dinner
dance on Saturday, April 29th, and I was hoping I might see you
there.


Yours truly,


Danny Alexander.



 

She looked at the photo
again.


“... Danny Alexander?”
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It took Diana about two
seconds to decide she was not going to the 50-year Inauguration dinner-dance at
Lindsay Place high school on Saturday night. The nerve of the man was
incomprehensible to her—to wait almost forty years
to ask her for a date, and then, to not even ask for the date, but to lamely
insinuate the date on the pretext of some moronic high school jaunt down memory
lane was the absolute height of arrogance and conceit. From that height of
arrogance and conceit, common courtesy could not even be seen. It wasn’t even in the same planetary orbit!


All the fury of Danny
Alexander’s 40-year old rejection came bubbling back to
her like acid reflux from too many extra-spicy hot wings at Joey’s. Added to that outrage was the frustration of
her 32 years of loveless co-existence with that waste of life, Gordon, who she
had been stupid enough to marry, plus the deaths of both of her parents, and
the interminable high-low chirping of that damned chickadee bursting its lungs
outside in the mid-morning sun.


 “No siree, Mr. Danny Alexander.
I will NOT be going to the dinner-dance with you, nor will I go anywhere else
with you—ever!” She exclaimed punctuating
the remark by jabbing his picture with her pointing finger.


“…and that’s final.”


What she could not decide
right away was what to do with the note.


First, she threw it on the
floor and stamped on it with her bare foot. That seemed to have no effect at
all. Danny Alexander still smiled up at her smugly with that annoying half grin
on his lips.


Then she decided to burn the
note in the kitchen sink, but the only matches she could find looked to be
circa 1998, which roughly coincided with the last time she had celebrated a
birthday at home with cake and candles. In her frenzy to ignite the note, she
managed to produce a considerable quantity of fine red power with the useless
match heads, but sadly, no fire.


“Arrrgh!” she groaned, ripping what
remained of the tattered matchbook in two and throwing both pieces into the
sink with Danny’s note.


She stood there looking at
the mess in the sink for a moment and then she snatched out Danny’s offensive missive and flipped it over to
re-read the note.


“...I was hoping to see
you there,” she read, and then she flipped the note over
again to speak to the photograph.


 “Oh, I’ll just bet you were hoping to see me there, Mister
Danny Alex-effing-zander. And you’re going to be hoping to
see me there for an awfully long time, because I’m
not going!”


With that, she headed
upstairs to get dressed. On her way, she stuck Danny’s note on the refrigerator door with a 1987
Quebec Winter Carnival fridge magnet. Then, she went about her day without
giving the note another thought.
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The next morning, while she
was getting milk for her coffee, Diana took a moment to look at the note once
more. Danny still had the same smug smile on his face. She examined the
photograph carefully for further clues. It was definitely Paris. That was certainly
the Eiffel Tower in the background behind him. Why would he send her a note
from Paris she wondered? Did he live in Paris or had he just been visiting? It
seemed important to know the answer, and yet, there was really no way of
telling. How frustrating was that?


She flipped the paper over
again and re-read the note. Apparently, he was still “ ... hoping to see her
there.” She re-pinned the paper to the refrigerator,
this time with the note facing out.


She resolved not to think
about the note or Danny Alexander for the rest of the day. She would have done
it too, except that it was so damned irritating NOT to know what he was doing
in Paris and what had possessed him to send her a note from there.


The thought that maybe she
should go to the dinner-dance crept surreptitiously into her mind for the first
time. After all, why should Danny Alexander get off the hook so easily? Perhaps
he needed a little piece of her mind. Maybe he needed to understand a thing or
two from her perspective, and while he was at it, he could answer a few basic
questions like why he was sending her notes all the way from Paris, and why,
for that matter, he was just now acting on a 40-year old crush that he so
obviously had on her.


She went upstairs to get dressed.


The mirror in her en suite bathroom was the most
forgiving in her whole house. She assessed her reflection critically. Her hair
had been long and dark brown the last time Danny had seen her. Now it was
silver-gray and fell just past her shoulders. She had thought about dying it
ever since it had started to turn gray, but in the end, she had decided to leave
it natural.


She had a pretty face with attractive brown eyes
and an easy smile, but now the wrinkles were beginning to show—some, like the crow’s feet around her eyes,
were already fairly well entrenched. She slipped her robe off her shoulders.
Time and gravity had played their cruel tricks on her body. Her breasts had
begun to sag, and there was a soft thickening around her middle.


“Who am I kidding,” she thought. “I can’t go.”


A second ticked by. The chickadee, who was still
outside, proposed yet again. 


“… but if I did go,” She thought. “What would I wear?”


She went into the bedroom and pulled her black
dress out of the closet. She had bought it just before Christmas last year for
a retirement party for a friend. It was her current favorite for dressy events.
She looked good in it and it made her feel good. She had to think where else
she had worn it and who would be at the dinner-dance and see her in it again.
Certainly, Danny would not have seen it.


She slipped it on and surveyed herself in the
less forgiving bedroom mirror.


“Maybe I should get something new,” she mused, turning to
view her reflection from different angles.


And so it went for the last
three days leading up to the dinner-dance. She waffled back and forth between
going and not going, although she did call the organizing committee Wednesday
afternoon to RSVP just in case she decided to go. The rest of the time she
fussed about what she would wear if she did go, what she would say to him when
she saw him, and on and on. She could not decide definitively on anything, and
she could think of nothing else.


In the end, she did buy
something new: a jade-green dress with a square neckline. She picked it up
Saturday morning on the day of the dinner-dance from Delano’s on Rue St. Paul. She
started getting ready at four. The invitation said cocktails at six with dinner
to follow at seven. She fussed in the bathroom for most of an hour, and then
she got dressed. She checked her appearance in the bedroom mirror when she was
ready. The dress that had looked so good in the store, now suddenly seemed wrong.
It didn't fit quite right, and the color seemed wrong for her hair. The shoes
she had in mind to wear with the dress didn’t seem to match the
way she thought they would.


She frowned at herself in the mirror.


“That's it,” She thought. “I'm not going.”


She stripped down to her panties and slipped on
her robe. Dejectedly, she padded downstairs to the living room, and turned on
the television. It was tuned to the Turner Classics channel. The movie was
Cabaret, and Lisa Minnelli was just breaking into her big number.



 

“What good is sitting alone
in your room?


Come hear the music play.


Life is a Cabaret, old chum,


Come to the Cabaret.”
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The first thing Danny did when he arrived in
Montreal was to take out a gym membership. It gave him a place to get cleaned
up and take a shower, and unlike a hotel, they did not insist on an imprint of
your credit card. He used his phone to find a Nautilus Plus on Boulevard
Brunswick in Dollard-des-Ormeaux, and he took a taxi there straight from the
airport and signed up for a six-month membership. He also rented a large locker
where he could keep a change of clothes and some personal belongings.


He worked out for about 40 minutes on an
elliptical machine and then he took a Tai Chi class that happened to be on.
After the class, he showered and shaved and changed clothes. Then he went to
the gym coffee shop for a latté and a bite to eat. He picked up a
copy of the Montreal Gazette to read while he drank his coffee. 


Turning to the classifieds, he started searching
for a used late-model car with a hatchback. It didn’t take him long to
find what he was looking for: a 2014 Toyota Matrix in good condition. The address
listed in the ad was only 15 minutes away by cab. He called the number on his
cell and arranged a meeting with the owner to view the car. The car looked
fine, so he bought it on the spot. The owner was only too happy to accept
payment in cash.


He drove his new car to a camping supply store
just off de Carrier Boulevard and bought a sleeping bag and a couple of foam
mattresses. He also bought some cardboard window screens for privacy. From the
camping supply store, he drove west to the more sparsely populated Ile Parrot, where
he found a quiet road near Parc des Mesanges and pulled off. He unpacked the
mattresses and sleeping bag and made a snug little sleeping compartment in the
hatch of the Toyota; then he crawled in for a much-needed nap.
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—Day of the Reunion—


Saturday, April 29th, 2017, 



 

And so it went for the few days leading up to
the reunion at the high school. Danny would start his day at the gym working
out, showering and getting cleaned up. Then he'd buy a copy of the Montreal Gazette
and find a place where he could have a leisurely breakfast and catch up on the
news. In the afternoons, he went to the library and got a computer to begin the
laborious process of tracking down Susan Brown, the shifty clerk from the
lawyer’s office who had taken Tommy Hill’s money. In the
evenings, he’d drive around until he found a quiet place to park for the night,
and then he would sleep until sun-up.


The day before the reunion, he went to Dunn’s Tailors downtown and
picked up the suit he had ordered a few days earlier. He also bought a new pair
of shoes, a couple of shirts and a tie. He chose a silk tie with flecks of
green that the sales girl said picked up the highlights of his hazel eyes.


He got dressed early the next day, the day of
the reunion, and headed over to the high school at mid-afternoon. Just as he expected,
the organizers were still busy getting things set up. A couple of women, who
looked to be in charge, were seated at a table outside the gym going over some
notes. He walked up to the table and introduced himself.


“Hello there. I'm Daniel Alexander. Is Alice in there?” He remembered the
name from the list of volunteers on the reunion website.


“Yes,” one of the women replied. “I think Alice is still here.”


“Thanks,” he said. “Won't be a minute.”


He went through the doors into the gym, which looked
to be decked out for a high school dance. There were balloons and streamers
everywhere. Tables were arranged around the outside walls with an open space in
the middle for dancing. There was a head table set up at one end with a
microphone and a podium. On the stage behind the head table, was a DJ with a
ponytail busily setting up the sound system. A couple of tables pushed together
at the other end of the gym served as a makeshift bar. A dozen or so volunteers,
mostly women, occupied themselves with various decorating tasks. Some worked in
small groups; others worked alone. Danny nodded and smiled at the other
volunteers. In his suit, he figured he could easily pass for someone from the
catering company.


He began fussing with the tables, pretending to double-check
the place settings. He was actually checking the nametags to see where he and
Diana were sitting, although he didn’t even know for sure if Diana was coming.
As he checked the tags, he quickly deduced that the seating was arranged by
year of graduation. Diana had been two years behind him, so they would not be
at the same table. He found his own name first and surreptitiously picked up
the tag and slipped it into his pocket. He skipped the next table, and sure
enough, he found Diana's nametag at the one after. Erma Andrews, who Danny
remembered from high school as a heavy-set girl with a bit of an attitude, was
seated opposite Diana. He picked up her nametag and replaced it with his own;
then he went back to his table and put Erma's tag in his spot.


His mission accomplished for the dinnertime
seating arrangements, Danny left the gym and returned to his car. On the way,
he wished the two women huddled over their notes at the gym door a pleasant day
and congratulated them on their preparations for the dinner-dance. They seemed
pleased with the compliment; volunteers so seldom receive the appreciation they
deserve, and they both smiled at him as he headed for the parking lot.


He drove up the hill just north of the high school
and made a U-turn near the top, so he could park by the side of the road with
the car facing the school. From that vantage, he had a view of the high
school's parking lot and the two main access points from Broadway and Valois
avenues. He already knew the make, model, color and license plate number of
Diana's car from some cyber snooping at the library. He also had a pretty good
idea of the route she would take based on her home address. He expected her to
come along Broadway from her home in Lakeside Heights. Sure enough, at a few
minutes before six, he spied a silver VW Jetta southbound on Broadway. He
watched as the Jetta pulled into the parking lot at Lindsay Place. A woman got
out and started walking toward the school. Danny reached for a pair of
binoculars that he’d picked up at the camping supply store and focused them for a
closer look at the woman. It had been almost 40 years since the he’d last seen her, but Danny
was certain it was Diana. He watched her intently through the binoculars until
she abruptly disappeared behind the corner of the school.


He started his car and drove back down the hill
to the school and parked a few rows over from Diana’s Jetta. He noticed
another couple drive into the lot, and he waited in his car for them to finish
parking and go into the school. Once they were gone, he got out of his car and
walked over to the Jetta, scanning for anyone who might be watching as he
walked.


When he got to Diana's car, he quickly checked
the plate to confirm it was hers, then he slid into the narrow space between
the Jetta and the car parked next to it and had a final look around. When he
was sure no one was watching, he ducked down into a squatting position so that
he was hidden by the two cars, fished an 8-inch spike out of his pocket and
stabbed the point backhanded into the sidewall of the Jetta's front tire on the
driver’s side. He listened to the hiss of escaping air for a second, and
then he yanked out the spike and rose to a standing position, again checking
for onlookers. Seeing none, he walked toward the school disposing of the spike
in some shrubbery on the way.


He went into the school and signed in at the
registration table, which was staffed by the two women he’d met earlier. They
smiled and greeted him as he collected his tag and pinned it on his lapel. Then
he headed toward the gym to find Diana. He picked her out of the crowd almost
immediately. She was standing near the bar with a drink in her hand talking to
a heavy-set woman in a maroon dress. He stood watching her for a few moments,
summoning up the courage to head over and say hello. It was like high school
all over again.


She wore a simple black evening dress with a
white wrap around her shoulders. Her hair was silver-gray now instead of the
deep, dark brown that he remembered. He was glad she hadn’t dyed it. She still
wore it long, although not quite as long as she had worn it in high school, and
she still had that habit of tossing her head so that her hair fell straight
down her back instead of fanning out on her shoulders. As he watched her, he
drifted back in time, remembering the girl with the quick, shy smile and the
captivating dark, brown eyes. 
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Diana was listening
half-heartedly to Erma Andrews who was complaining about the seating
arrangements for dinner. She seemed to think some sort of error had been made
with the nametags. Ever since Diana had known her, she always seemed to have a
complaint about something. She was beginning to regret her decision to come to
the Reunion after all. Danny Alexander was nowhere to be seen, and she had
visions of spending the entire evening listening to the latest joys and
miseries of barely recognizable school chums with whom she no longer had
anything in common. She felt that old familiar, broken guitar-string twang of
despair beginning to well up inside her. Just when she thought she wouldn’t be able to stand it any longer, she heard a
man’s voice speaking softly behind her.


“Diana?”


She wheeled around spraying
those standing nearby with tiny droplets of punch from her drink. Danny caught
a drop on his cheek just below his right eye. His head jerked back in reflex as
the drop contacted his skin.


“Oh my God! I’m
so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”


She wanted to fish a hanky
out of her bag, but there was nowhere to put the drink. Danny took the
handkerchief from his breast pocket and used it to dab his cheek.


 “Those are real? I thought
they were fake.”


“Most of them are fake. You have to know how to fold
the real ones.”


“I’m so sorry. I should be
more careful.”


“No harm done. I shouldn’t have snuck up on you from behind like that.”


He smiled at her. It was a nice smile too. It
had just the right breadth—not so wide that he looked over eager, but enough that you knew he meant
it. 


“Damn,” she thought. “… still cute.”


“It’s Danny Alexander, right?” she said finally, just to say something.
Of course, she knew it was him. She had known from the moment she heard his
voice. It was different now, lower and mellower and with a slightly slower
cadence, but she recognized it all the same.


“That’s right. I sent you a note.”


“Yes. I got it.”


“Oh, you did. Good.”


“It had a picture of you on the back. You could see the Eiffel Tower
in the background.”


“Right,” he said, his smile fading. “I hope you didn’t think it was too
cheesy. I didn’t mean anything by it. I just thought it might be nice to see you.
You know… because in high school, I… that is, we never really got the chance to… to get to know each
other.”


He seemed nervous, which was the last thing Diana
had expected. She reached out and touched his arm. 


“No really. The note was fine.”


A hint of the smile returned.


“So, you live in Paris?”


“No. I was just visiting for the day.”


“… for the day?”


“Yes. I was living in London then so… Paris isn’t that far away.”


“So where are you living now?”


“I’m not sure. I haven’t really settled that yet.”


“…sounds mysterious.”


“It’s not really. I had a business in London, which I wrapped up
recently, and I decided to come home for a while. I haven’t really worked out
all the details of what comes next.”


“What kind of business?”


“… pardon?”


“The business you wrapped up… what kind of business was it?”


“Oh? Um… it was a laundry business… commercial laundry. You know, uniforms and
linens. Stuff like that.”


“Is that a good business to get into?”


“Apparently not. It didn’t really work out for me. I mean, the money
can be pretty good, but there’s some really nasty people you have to deal with.”


“Really. I wouldn’t have thought the laundry business was so cut throat.”


“Oh, you’d be surprised.”


Just then the sound system hissed and crackled
to life and someone announced that it was time to sit down for dinner. Danny and
Diana said their goodbyes and went to find their places. Diana had her head
down as she checked the nametags. When she finally found her name and looked
up, there was Danny again taking the seat across from her.


“You again?... This is a coincidence.”


“Yes,” Danny smiled. “… a coincidence.”


During dinner, Diana learned that Danny had
never married and had no children. He had gone to school in Boston after high
school and had worked there for a few years before moving to the U.K., where he
bought into the commercial laundry business he’d mentioned earlier.
It had not gone well, however, and he had to sell out to salvage a small stake
to start over somewhere else.


“…and where might that be?” Diana asked him.


“Not sure yet. Here, maybe. It might be nice to come home again.”


The DJ cranked up the sound system after dinner,
playing golden oldies from the late seventies and eighties. They got up to
dance a fast one, stayed for another and then they danced a slow one together.
As she stepped in closer for the slow number, she caught a whiff of his cologne.
The scent struck a low earthy note, but it was not unpleasant. His simple
dancing style was right on the beat, and she felt comfortable following his
easy steps around the floor.


When the song ended, an old friend asked Diana
to dance, and Danny was soon up on his feet again with a new partner. They
didn't dance together again that evening, but there was plenty of eye contact.
Diana couldn't stop herself from looking in his direction, and every time she
did, he seemed to be looking right back at her. The party started to break up
just after midnight, and Danny and Diana arrived back at the table to collect
their things at about the same time. They walked out to the parking lot
together and paused at the bottom of the path to say how much they’d enjoyed seeing each
other again and how they should get in touch if Danny ended up staying in town.


Diana threaded her way through the parking lot
to her car, opened the driver side door and slid in behind the wheel. The
moment she sat down, she knew something was wrong. The car seemed tilted to the
left. She got out to have a look, and that’s when she noticed the
tire. It was as flat as a flounder. 


“Oh no!” She wailed. “Now what am I going to do?” 


“Something wrong?”


She turned toward the sound of the voice. It was
Danny standing not 10 yards away.


“I’ve got a flat,” she said gesturing at the tire.


He came over for a closer look.


“Yup. That’s a flat all right. Have you got a spare?”


“I don’t know. There might be one in the trunk.”


“Well, pop it and we’ll have a look.”


Diana opened the trunk for Danny and he pulled
back the bottom cover to have a look at the spare.


“Yeah, there’s one here, but I don’t like the look of it. Have you had it
checked recently?”


“I didn’t even know it was there.”


“Listen, why don’t you let me give you a ride home tonight, and tomorrow I can help
you with the tire.”


“Oh, no. I couldn’t put you to all that trouble, Danny.”


“It’s no trouble, and I really don’t like the look of
that tire. I wouldn’t feel right about you driving home on it, especially at this time
of night.”


Diana agreed, and they walked the short distance
to Danny’s car. She gave him directions to her place, and Danny pulled out
onto Broadview and headed north toward Lakeside Heights. Neither of them said a
word as they drove through the darkened streets. The silence seemed to fill the
car, and it put a chill on Diana’s party mood after the liveliness of the dance.
She sat in the passenger’s seat of Danny’s car brooding about all the time that had passed since she’d last seen Danny—all the years she’d wasted in her
loveless marriage to Gordon, and she realized she had a question that she
needed him to answer right then, and there:


“Danny? How come you never made a move on me in high school?”


“I… I was going to. I wanted to.”


“How come you didn’t?”


“I couldn’t.”


“Why not?”


“Something happened.”


“What?”


“My mother, she… died.”


“What? Your mother died? I never heard anything about that.”


“They keep it quiet, if it’s a suicide.”


“A suicide?”


“Yes. She and my Step Father were having a lot of problems, and she
couldn’t deal with it anymore. So… she just decided to check out.”


“Oh my God. That must have been terrible for you.”


“Well, yes. It was kind of rough.”


“That’s why you didn’t go to graduation. That’s why you never went to the prom.”


“Yes. I stayed with my Step Father through that summer, and I went to
Boston College that fall.”


“Oh, Danny. I’m so sorry.”


“That’s okay. It was a long time ago.”


“I wish I had known.”


“I guess I kind of closed down a little bit after my mother… left. It was a long
time before I could talk about it.”


When they got to Diana’s place, Danny walked
her to the front door. She asked him if he’d like to come in for
a few minutes. He said he would, and he stayed for the next four months.
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Café de Paris
Casino, Monte Carlo, Monaco.
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Abagail Ponder was not
having a good night—the dice just weren’t cooperating this evening. She was already
down $10,000 at the craps table, and she hadn’t
been there an hour yet. It was her turn to be shooter, and the stickman was
dragging the dice across the table towards her with his long L-shaped stick. There
were five cubes in all, and he asked her to choose two of them for the next
game.


One of the dies, Abagail
noticed, had a four up, and another had a three for a natural seven. Those were
the two she chose. She picked them up thinking how pretty they looked in the
palm of her hand: bright red with white dots, contrasting sharply with the pale
color of her skin. She closed her hand around them, raised them to her lips and
blew softly to warm them. The excitement of the group standing around the table
began to ramp up as she shook the dice in her hand and the gamblers hurried to
get their bets down.


“No more bets,”
the box man cried, and Abagail tossed the dice down the length of the table.
They landed about three quarters of the way down, and then they tumbled and spun
playfully, striking the sidewall and bouncing back. When they finally rolled to
a stop, a pair of dots lay on the table staring up at Abagail like tiny accusatory
eyes. 


“Snake eyes,” someone said.


A collective groan rose
from the gamblers, except for the few who had bet “no pass.”


“Aces up,” the stickman said, corralling the dice with his stick. “Shooter craps out.”


Time for a new game, Abagail thought. She left
the craps table and began walking across the casino floor toward the blackjack
tables. She took a stool at Freddy’s table; he was her favorite. When he saw
her coming, Freddy motioned to a waiter, who scurried off to fetch her a drink:
a rum and seven with a squeeze of lime in a tall glass with two ice cubes and a
maraschino cherry. She didn’t have to ask for it. They knew.


“Evening, Freddy.”


“Bonne nuit, Miss Abagail.”


“Are you going to be my friend tonight, Freddy?”


“… but of course, Miss Abagail. How many chips?”


“Let’s start with a thousand and see where that goes.”


“Very good, Miss Abagail,” Freddy said, and he started counting out
the chips.


Of course, Abagail Ponder was not the name she
had been going by when Danny first met her at the offices of Babcock Morgan
Solicitors so many months ago. It was Susan Brown then, and as Danny suspected
when he first laid eyes on her, she was a fraud whatever name she went by. Abagail
Ponder was the name she had grown up with on the south side of London. It had
not been an easy childhood. Her mother worked as a retail sales clerk and
struggled to put food on the table and keep a roof over their heads. Her dad,
Frank Ponder, was a small-time con who only showed up now and then, usually
drunk or broke or both. Frank was loosely connected with the Kray Twins.
Although they never considered him a full member, he at least had the blessing of
the Kray gang to operate on their turf for a small but regular consideration.
What Frank lacked as a reliable parent, he more than made up for in his undisciplined
approach to just about everything. His world view closely paralleled that of
his daughter, and he provided a welcome foil to the heavy weather that followed
Abagail’s mother wherever she went. It was from her father that Abagail
learned the fine art of the scam.


Her mother's contribution to her education was a
certificate in business administration from a local polytechnic. That
particular piece of paper got her in the front door of an assortment of
commercial enterprises, where she would inevitably practice the skills she had
learned from her father. She would get a job, stay for a time, sometimes as
long as a year or more, and she would watch for opportunities to skim some cash
without getting caught. When she had a big enough stake, she would skip town to
pursue her one true passion—high stakes gambling.


Her brief stay at Babcock Morgan had been
especially lucrative. For months, she had watched the accounts looking for an
opportunity to get her hands on some cash. She noticed that there were regular
deposits of large amounts of cash every few months from the same depositor and
that the cash was always converted to a cashier’s check the same day.
The checks were always payable to the same person, one Thomas Hill, and they
were always picked up by an agent, who went by the name of Geoff Andrew.


Thomas Hill, or more commonly Tommy Hill, was a
name Abagail knew. Her father had vilified him in numerous stories he told her
when she was growing up on the south side. Tommy was mean and ruthless and
thought nothing of visiting the most violent reprisals on anyone who crossed
him—definitely
not someone to have as an enemy. However, Abagail reasoned that if his money went
missing, it was very unlikely that anyone would report it to the police.


Abagail prepared for the next deposit by opening
a new bank account not far from the offices of Babcock Morgan. It was a joint
account in the names of Thomas Hill and herself, Abagail Ponder. Her father was
only too happy to play the part of Tommy Hill when they visited the bank to
open the account. For a few hours of his time, Frank got a generous share of
the proceeds and the chance to put the boots to a prominent member of the old
Richardson gang. It was easy enough for Abagail to collect the information she
needed to open the account from the files of Babcock Morgan. She also opened an
account in the Cayman Islands in the name of Abagail Ponder.


The day before the money was due to come in, Abagail
contacted the real estate agent and told him she would need the money in the
trust account first thing in the morning. Her client had to close another real
estate deal later that day, she told him, and the whole thing could fall apart
if the deposit was late. Not wanting to jeopardize his commission, the agent
took extra pains to ensure the deposit was on time.


It was there waiting for Abagail when she arrived
at work on Thursday morning, the day before the Good Friday bank holiday. She
made up a cashier’s check in the name of Thomas Hill and dropped it off with Frank who
was waiting at a diner across the street. Frank walked to the bank and
deposited the check in the joint account that they had opened a few weeks
earlier.


When she went for coffee with the other staff
around ten o’clock, she complained of a headache and said she was not feeling
well. When they returned to the office, she announced that she was booking off
sick for the rest of the day. She got her coat and bag and walked out—and that was the last
anyone at Babcock Morgan saw of Susan Brown.


She walked to the bank and withdrew most of the
money in six bank drafts and some cash, leaving about 10 per cent in the
account to avoid arousing suspicion. She took the smallest of the six drafts to
Frank as his share in the scam. The other five she deposited in different
accounts around the city. Then she went to the airport and caught a plane to
Monaco, paying for her ticket with cash. Over the next few weeks, she
transferred the money to her account in the Caymans and then to her account at
the Café de Paris Casino in Monte Carlo.


It was not a particularly elegant scam, but it
had gotten the job done, and that was all Abagail cared about. Now, if only her
luck would change, that would breathe a breath of fresh air into the monotony
of the Monaco fish bowl. 


“You ever feel like you’re in a rut, Freddy?”


“No mademoiselle. They don’t pay me for that.”


He dealt her a five and an eight.


“Have you ever been to Vegas, Freddy?”


“Once, but I did not like it. Their speaking has too much twang,
like, I don’t know… banjoes maybe. It hurts my ears.”


“I’m thinking about going to Vegas, Freddy. Change my luck, maybe.”


“That is what I think you should not do, mademoiselle.”


“Why not?”


“Because we would miss you so badly.”


“You sure it’s me you’d miss, Freddy? Maybe you’d just miss my money.”


“That also, mademoiselle, but you most of all.”


“Right. I’m sure that’s how it is,” Abagail said with a coy smile. “Now, what am I going
to do with this pig of a hand you’ve dealt me?”


She bet a hundred on the five-eight.


Freddy dealt her a nine.


“Quel domage, mademoiselle. You are busted.”


“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, Freddy.”
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Wednesday, August 23rd 2017


Hill & Son Expert Upholstery, Tower
Hamlets, London



 

Tommy Hill was sitting at the desk in the office
of Hill & Son Expert Upholstery when Jason and Harry arrived with the
package. The main door to the building was located outside the office in the
shop, and Tommy heard it creak open when Jason and Harry came in. Through the
window in the top of the office door, he could see the two men come in through
the front entrance: Jason, a tall, blond man in his early thirties, and Harry,
a short, balding man in his mid-fifties. They advanced a few steps into the
shop and then they stopped and stood looking toward the office. They couldn’t see Tommy because of
the dim light in the office, but they knew he was in there. Tommy let a few
seconds tick by, and then he pushed back his chair with a sharp scraping noise
and went out into the shop to meet them.


In its day, Hill & Son had been a thriving
concern in the Tower Hamlets industrial district with customers coming and
going and a half-dozen workers busy at the workbenches on the shop floor. But
it had fallen on hard times during the Great Depression in the 1930s, and it
continued to struggle through the war years and into the 1950s. There was never
much money around when Tommy was growing up, and he put the blame for that on
his father and his failing upholstery business. His father passed away while
Tommy was still serving time in Belmarsh Prison, and he inherited the
upholstery shop in his father’s will.


To his father’s enduring dismay,
Tommy never took much of an interest in the upholstery trade and after his
father passed, Tommy just let the place deteriorate. Leaks in the roof and
walls of the workshop allowed moisture to penetrate the building envelope, and
a dank smell of rot and decay filled the space. The tools and equipment
scattered helter-skelter on the surfaces of the workbenches looked like they
belonged in a museum rather than a functioning workshop. They were covered with
cobwebs, and hardly any of them still worked.


 There
were easier ways to make money than the upholstery business, and Tommy found
uses better suited to his chosen profession to exploit the inheritance from his
father. Located in a secluded corner of Tower Hamlets on a small cul-de-sac
with three other abandoned buildings, the workshop was the ideal spot for
certain professional activities that Tommy needed to conduct in private, away
from the prying eyes of the police and the public.


“… where’s the package?” Tommy asked, as he walked up to Jason and Harry.


“It’s still in the boot,” Harry replied, pointing with his thumb in the general direction of
the parking lot outside.


“… so go get it,” Tommy said.


Harry went to the double garage door located
next to the building entrance and pulled on the chain to open it. When the door
was fully retracted, Jason went out to a black SUV in the parking lot and
backed it into the shop. He popped the hatch using the key, and Harry opened it
up to reveal a tiny coffin, the kind normally reserved for the funeral of an
infant or a young child.


“Put it on the bench, over there,” Tommy said,
indicating one of the workbenches towards the back of the shop that was
relatively clear of tools and debris.


Harry took the coffin out of the SUV, carried it
over to the bench and set it down. He didn’t need any help to
carry it. The coffin wasn’t that heavy. The three men stood in front of the bench for a moment
looking at the coffin.


“… so open it,” Tommy said.


Harry stepped up to the bench, unlatched the lid
and pulled it open. Inside was the decapitated and partly decomposed head of a
man. Jason sniffed and rubbed his nose with the knuckle of his pointing finger
as he caught a whiff of the odor coming from the coffin. Tommy stared intently
at the head for a good five seconds before he said anything.


“… that’s not him.”


“What?... it has to be him,” Harry protested. “He was registered as
Geoff Andrew at the hotel in the Caymans. He had ID and everything. We checked
his passport.”


“… that’s not him,” Tommy repeated in the same flat monotone. “… where’s the hands?”


“We didn’t do the hands,” Jason said, in an agitated tone. “There wasn’t any time to do the
hands. We had to get out of there.”


Tommy turned away from the head in the tiny
coffin and locked eyes with Jason. 


“You always do the hands… otherwise, the cops can identify the body
from the finger prints.“


Jason swallowed and nodded agreement. Tommy
looked at the head again. After a second or two, he cocked his head slightly to
the left.


“Wait… I know who this is,” Tommy said. “It’s Theo Legrand’s man, Luka Laroux. I
saw him once at a meet up with Theo. He’s the one that
disappeared a couple of months ago.”


“Maybe Theo knows where Andrew went,” Harry said.


“… we could go see him,” Jason suggested.


“Waste of time,” Tommy said, gesturing his disdain for the idea with a backhand flip
of his hand. “Geoff Andrew doesn’t exist anymore. He used Luka as a decoy to put us off the track.
Geoff never went to the Caymans.”


“So, what do we do now?” Harry asked.


“He’s using a new name now,” Tommy said. “We have to find out
what it is.”


“How do we do that?” Jason asked.


“I might know someone,” Tommy said. “… someone that knows
his real name.”


He cast his mind back to that day years ago when
he’d first
met Geoff Andrew. They had met at a bar in East London, and there had been
another man at the meeting that day—the man from the bank. What was his name
again? 


“… George,” Tommy said, finally. “George Abramson.”
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Thursday, August 24th, 2017


George Abramson’s flat, London



 

George Abramson had planned meticulously for a sumptuous retirement. His
preparations included an expensive London flat overlooking the Thames, a villa
in Tuscany, a fleet of expensive cars, a yacht moored in the Mediterranean,
girlfriends in London and Paris and an Italian boyfriend tucked away in Naples
for when he felt like changing things up. What he had not counted on was a visit
in the middle of the night at his London flat from a couple of Tommy Hill’s goons.


When he arrived home late after a week of golf
with friends in the North, there were two men waiting for him in the apartment.
George had just come in through the front door, bags in hand, and taken a few
steps into the flat when he noticed one of men coming toward him from down the
hall. The man was tall, blond and good-looking, and he smiled broadly as he
strode toward George, as though he were a long-lost cousin coming to welcome
George home after a long separation.


“Who the fuck are you?” George barked at him as he approached.


At that moment, the second man emerged from the
powder room in the hall, and approaching from behind, pulled a canvass sack
over George’s head and arms. As George struggled to free himself, the man
pressed a chloroform-soaked cloth to George’s nose and mouth
through the fabric of the bag. The first man, who was no longer smiling, popped
a hard, quick punch into George’s solar plexus that sucked the air from his lungs and left him
gasping for breath. As George struggled to re-fill his lungs, he succumbed to
the chloroform. His knees buckled beneath him and he crumpled to the floor in a
heap.



 

***********



 

When he regained consciousness, George found himself
seated in a metal chair. His ankles were bound to the legs of the chair and his
hands were tied uncomfortably behind his back. The canvass bag still covered
his head and shoulders, but he could tell he was no longer in his apartment. It
was cold, and he could hear the faint sound of street noises coming from
outside. The dank smell of mold mixed with a chemical smell like solvents or
glue filled the air, and something close by sounded like it was dripping. He
struggled against the ropes trying to loosen the knots, but his efforts were
noticed almost immediately.


“Hello. Looks like Mr. Sleepy is starting to wake up.”


It was a man’s voice, and it was
vaguely familiar. Suddenly, the sack was snatched away, and George found
himself staring into the cold, dark eyes of Tommy Hill. He blinked, adjusting
to the light and quickly surveyed his surroundings. He was in a workshop of
some sort. It was a big open room with a concrete floor and manufactured metal
walls. Workbenches covered with partly-finished projects and tools that looked
as if they hadn’t been touched in years filled the room.


The shop had space for a half-dozen workers, but
no one was working at the benches. George and Tommy and the two men from the
flat were the only ones there. The two men stood off a bit, one on either side
of Tommy. George recognized the younger of the two, the tall, blond-haired man
who had come toward him from down the hall, smiling. Neither of the men said
anything to George. They let Tommy do all the talking.


“Hello, George. Do you remember me?” Tommy said, bending
at the waist and leaning in toward George until his cratered face was just
inches away. His breath smelled of tobacco and booze.


“Yes. I remember you. You’re Tommy Hill, the gangster.”


“That’s right, George.” Tommy said. “Tommy Hill… the gangster.”


He straightened up to assume a standing position
once more, and George noticed he was holding a small hammer in his hand. It had
a metal head and a wooden handle with an odd, reddish hue. 


“What do you want with me, Tommy? I’m not in the business
anymore, you know. I’m retired now.”


“Retired… that’s a funny word now, isn’t it George? Retired. What’s that mean exactly,
retired?”


“You know what it means, Tommy. It means I gave up the business. I’m out now.”


“Really? Is that so, George? Because the only blokes I know that got
out of the business are dead now—not retired.”


“I’m an old man now, Tommy. I can’t do you any harm.”


“I know that, George. I want you to do me some good.”


“Anything, Tommy. Anything you want. Just tell me.”


“I need a name, George. I need the name of that money guy you
introduced me to years ago when you were at Barletts Bank. He goes by the name
of Geoff Andrew sometimes. I need his real name—the name he used
before he came to London.”


“Sure Tommy. I can help you with that. No need to go to all of this… trouble,” George said, nodding
at the hammer. “His name was Daniel. Daniel Alexander. Went by Danny.”


“Danny. Danny Alexander. Good George. Thank you.”


“…so, I can go now?”


“No, George. You have to stay.”


“… but, I told you what you wanted to know, Tommy. I gave you the
name.”


“You did, George. Thank you, but you still have to stay.”


“…you’re not going to… you’re not going to kill me, are you… Tommy? You wouldn’t kill me. You wouldn’t do that.”


“I am going to kill you, George, and I’m going to take my
time doing it.”


Tears welled up in George’s eyes, and he began
to cry. He wasn’t quiet about it either. He emitted a sustained high-pitch wail
between great gulps of air to re-fill his lungs. George’s display roused
something deep in Tommy’s psyche, and he suddenly stepped forward and slapped him hard
across the face. George stopped abruptly and stared at Tommy with saucer eyes.


“Christ, man,” Tommy growled at him. “Show a little backbone, why don’t you?”


“You don’t need to do this, Tommy. You don’t need to kill me.”


“That’s what they all say, George. Every last one of them says that at
some point in the proceeding. But you see George, the truth is, I like doing
it.”


George Abramson’s final hours were a
gross perversion of human dignity after a life of ease and privilege. For the
first 20 minutes, George begged Tommy to spare his life. After that, he begged
Tommy to end it. Finally, in the wee dark hours of the morning, after an ordeal
of unbearable pain and humiliation, George Abramson slipped mercifully into
death.
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Friday, August 25th, 2017


Eire Pub, Boston



 

Peter Roach was sitting alone at the bar of the
Eire Pub on Adams Street sipping a frosty mug of beer when his cell phone rang.
When he saw who the call was from, he picked up his beer and went to a table in
the back, before swiping his phone to accept the call.


“Hello, Jimmy. How’s Paris?”


“Paris is totally c’est bien, dude. They got some fine ladies over here, man, and they’re into everything.
What about you, buddy. You still digging Beantown?”


“Sure, Jimmy. What’s up?”


“Well, it’s Tommy, man. I’m making some calls today on his personal behalf.”


“Really? What’s he want?”


“He’s looking for a dude goes by the name of Daniel Alexander. Know him?”


“Wow. That’s a blast from the past. I do know a Danny Alexander that used to
live in Boston, but that was years ago.”


“Any idea where he is now?”


“Nope. Last I heard, he was in London working for George Abramson.”


“Yeah. Well, not anymore. George passed away recently… yesterday actually.”


“Really? What happened?”


“Well, it was like, you know… sudden.”


“Oh. Well, that’s a shame.”


“Yeah... it was a shame. Real sad.”


“… I should send my respects.”


“Yeah… I wouldn’t go mentioning it all over the place right now, Peter. Besides, who
would you send your respects to?”


“Good point.”


“Anyway, if you could keep your radar tuned for this Alexander dude
and get in touch right away if you hear anything.”


“Sure, Jimmy. I’ll make some enquiries. Send out some feelers to my network.”


“Yeah, that’s it, Peter. Send some feelers. Tommy will make it worth your while
if you bring us any relevant intel. Well worth your while.”


“Sure, Jimmy. Always glad to do a favor for Tommy.”


“Okay, then. Later dude.”


“So long, Jimmy.”
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Tuesday, September 5th, 2017


Scotland Yard, London.



 

Wendell Oliver sat uncomfortably in one of the
two visitor chairs facing the big brass and mahogany desk of his boss, Chief
Inspector Kirk Hornby. He watched as Hornby leafed through a folder of
documents that he had given him almost half an hour ago. So far, Hornby hadn’t said a single word
about the documents. He just paged through them one by one, reading every word.
As he read, he clicked the button of a ballpoint pen that he held in his right
hand, alternatively extending and retracting the point. When he began reading,
the clicks had come two at time and were spaced a minute or two apart. Now, as
he came to the end of the folder, the clicks came in bursts of five or six
every 30 seconds or so.


Wendell Oliver was a relatively junior
investigative officer, a forensic accountant actually, but he held the rank of ‘inspector’ in deference to his
impressive list of academic qualifications from Oxford University and the
London School of Business. He spent the lion’s share of his first
four years with Scotland Yard working on a single case, which he had named,
somewhat whimsically, The Trail of the Chamaeleon. The folder that
his boss was now reading with such fervid intent was the case folder for that
file.


The case involved an individual that Wendell
called the chameleon, and it put
forward the theory that this individual
had transacted a large number of money laundering transactions for various
criminal organizations in London and elsewhere in Europe during the last
decade. While the transactions involved many different names and identities, Wendell
believed they were all transacted by the same individual. He based his belief
largely on what he referred to as the individual’s pecuniary signature. To Wendell, the skillful movement of money, so
as to avoid a paper trail and therefore detection, was an art form as beautiful
as a rare Picasso or a Beethoven symphony. Although Wendell would never have admitted
to it, he secretly harbored deep admiration and respect for the chameleon.


If Wendell was correct and the chameleon
actually existed, and if such a person transacted business at arm’s length not just for
one criminal organization but for many, he or she would be in a unique position
as an informant for the Yard. Not only would the chameleon have inside
information on all the major criminal organizations of Western Europe, but also
the financial records and data needed to bring those organizations to justice. Armed
with such information, The Yard could wrap up the entire European organized crime
syndicate and present it for prosecution with whipped cream and a cherry on
top.


Hornby came to the last page in the folder,
heaved a heavy sigh and did a rapid-fire, quadruple click with his ballpoint
pen.


Click! Clickety-click!


 “... so, the individual
we tracked to the Cayman Islands. He didn’t actually turn out to be our man—the one you call ‘the chameleon’—did he?”


Wendell licked his lips.


“No sir. The man who went to the Caymans was actually Luka Laroux, a
French national who had been subpoenaed
to testify at a trial in Paris a few months ago. Needless to
say, he did not appear.”


“… a trial in Paris?”


“Yes sir.”


“Well that’s well out of our jurisdiction, so we don’t care about that, do
we Oliver?”


“No sir, we don’t.”


“So, our man, Detective Murdock, goes to the Caymans and interviews
the man we thought was Geoff Andrew, but who in actuality, turns out to be Luka
Laroux, a prosecution witness in a trial we don’t care about.”


“Yes sir.”


“… and then, the very next day, Laroux turns up dead.”


“Yes sir.”


“… and his head is missing.”


“Yes, sir. He was decapitated.”


Hornby shook his head.


“… couldn’t make this stuff up for a crime novel, could you Oliver?”


“No sir.”


Hornby sighed deeply and began leafing through
the folder looking for a document. Finding it, he pulled it out of the folder
and held it up for Wendell to see.


“This is the transcript of Murdock’s interview with
Laroux?”


“Yes sir.”


“It says here that Laroux actually admitted to Murdock that he wasn’t Geoff Andrew and
that he was travelling with false identification.”


“Yes sir. I believe Laroux admitted to the false identify because he
knew Scotland Yard had no interest in him. I think he was hoping our man
Murdock would just leave him alone when he found out he wasn’t the man he was
looking for.”


“… and what did Murdock do?”


“Well… he left him alone, sir.”


“Do you have any other leads on this Geoff Andrew character? Do you
have any idea where he is?”


“No sir. Not at this time. However, since the chameleon gave the
Geoff Andrew ID away, I think it’s pretty safe to assume that he’s travelling under a
different name now.”


“… so, you don’t know his name or his whereabouts.”


“Yes sir. That’s correct.”


“What about the man at the airport. The one that gave Laroux the phony
ID. Do you think he was your chameleon?”


“Yes sir, I do. I think there’s an excellent chance
the man at the airport was the chameleon.”


“Well did Murdock at least get a description of the man from Laroux
when he interviewed him?”


“No sir.”


“Why not?”


“Well, sir. The man was wearing a disguise and he didn’t talk, so Laroux couldn’t describe him.”


“What kind of disguise?”


“He was dressed as the Easter Bunny, sir.”


“… the Easter Bunny?”


“Yes sir. You know, a rabbit… with big ears, sir.”


“Yes, Oliver. I know what the Easter Bunny looks like.”


Hornby slipped the interview transcript back
into the folder and looked at Wendell.   


 “… so, out of this
exercise in futility, we essentially got...”


“... nothing, sir.”


Clickety-click!


Hornby didn’t say anything right
away. He took a few seconds just to stare at Wendell without speaking. The
phrase “pregnant pause” came floating back to Wendell from a public speaking course he
taken years ago at the London School of Business. It was what
you did when you wanted what you were going to say next to have great impact.


“Surely, Inspector Oliver, you can see that this just isn’t good enough.”


“Pardon, sir?”


“This case,” he said, gesturing at the file folder with his pen.


“We’ve spent a lot of time and money, and you’ve worked very hard, Wendell.
I don’t deny that, but do you really think it’s been a good use of
taxpayer dollars?”


“Yes, sir. I do. We believe the chameleon could provide the evidence
we need to put some very bad people in jail for a very long time.”


“Uh huh. And by we, you
mean…?”


“Well, me sir.”


“You don’t even have proof that this guy, the chameleon, actually exists, do
you?”


“Oh, I’m sure he exists, sir… or she.”


“You don’t even know if it’s a man or a woman?”


“I’m pretty sure it’s a man, sir. The passport photo and the name Geoff Andrew suggest a
man, although a woman could disguise herself as a man. Also, men are better at
math.”


Hornby rolled his eyes.


“Okay, that’s enough, Oliver. What we’re going to do is drop this case, right
now, today. I don’t doubt your diligence, Oliver. You’ve certainly done a
pile of work on this. I can see that. I’m just not convinced
that there’s anything here for us. Looks like a rabbit hole to me, no pun
intended.”


Clickety-click!


“So, here’s what’s going to happen, Oliver. You’re going to take some
holidays. I can see from your P-file that you have some time stacked up. Have
you taken any time since you’ve been with The Yard?”


“No sir, not really.”


“Well, you’re going to take some now, Oliver. Go someplace nice. Have some fun.
And when you come back, you’re dropping this chameleon thing and you’re going to work on
something where there’s some hope of a conviction. Understood?”


“Yes, sir. It’s just that I can’t help feeling we’re really close to something on the chameleon.”


Hornby drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He
was growing somewhat impatient with his young protégé.


“Oh, we’re getting close to something alright, but it’s nothing to do with
your chameleon, if you get my drift, Oliver.”


“Yes sir.”


“Take a vacation and take this piece of crap with you.” Hornby said, tapping
on the file with his pen. “… and maybe, while you’re at it, you should consider changing the
name of your case to something a bit more poetic like Rabbit tracks in the Snow or The
Shadow of the Easter Bunny. This is a police work, Oliver. Name your files
appropriately.” 


Wendell collected his folder from Hornby’s desk, and took the
elevator back down to his cubicle on the second floor. He sat down and began
leafing through the file looking for something. It was a transcript of an
interview with a drug dealer who had been apprehended with a large quantity of
cocaine and some unregistered firearms. Wendell had been one of the officers in
the room during the questioning, and he recalled the dealer had been quite
anxious to cut a deal. Wendell found the transcript and scanned the pages
quickly looking for the dealer's response to a question he had asked him. He
found it at the bottom of page 3:



 

“What about the cash?
Who was doing your laundry?”


“It was someone Tommy
knew. I think his name was Greg or Geoff... something like that. He never came
to the meet-up. He just called in on a speaker phone.”


“Do you remember
anything else about him?”


“No. He wasn't English.
I know that. He talked funny. He had an accent, but not a Yank accent. Someone
said he was a Canadian... from Montreal. That's all I know.”



 

Wendell plucked a highlighter from a cup on his
desk filled with various writing implements and used it to highlight the word “Montreal” in the transcript. Then
he picked up his phone and dialed a number.


“Hello,” he said when his party answered. “I'd like to book a
flight... to Montreal, Canada, please. I'm taking a little… vacation.”

















 

Chapter 7: The next four months




—Four months earlier—


Saturday, April 29th 2017


Diana’s place, Pointe Claire, Quebec.
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A quick drink
and a bit more conversation was really all Diana had in mind when she invited
Danny to come in after they got home from the 50-year Inauguration and Reunion
Dinner-Dance at Lindsay Place High School—nothing more than that. She
showed him into the living room and left him there while she ran upstairs to
change.


“Why don’t you fix us a drink?” she called down to him as she
scampered up the steps. “There’s some wine in the rack on the
kitchen counter. The glasses are in the cupboard.”


“Will do,” Danny called up to her. 


What do I
wear, Diana wondered as she mounted the last few steps? It couldn’t be anything too provocative.
She didn’t want to
send the wrong message. Reaching the bedroom, she deftly slid her closet door
open with one hand while unzipping the back of her dress with the other. The
bra definitely had to go. It was too tight for her, but she’d had to wear it because it was
the only one she could wear with that dress. It also perked up her boobs
nicely, so there was that. But she’d been in it for hours now, and she’d had enough of it—same with the heels. She settled
on a pair of slacks and a tee-shirt that exposed a new-moon-shaped sliver of
belly. She had a nice belly, and she didn’t mind showing it off in the
right context. Was that too provocative? Oh well, if it was. She checked
herself in the mirror, quickly fluffed her hair and patted up her cheeks. Then
she headed back downstairs.


She found
Danny in the living room. He was standing by the bookcase with a glass of wine
in his hand looking at her photographs. There was another full glass of wine
waiting for her on the coffee table. She picked it up and settled into the
chair opposite the couch with her legs curled up under her. She took a sip of
her wine and watched him as he looked at the pictures. He was very broad
through the shoulders and chest, she noticed. She wondered if he was hairy-chested
or smooth.


“Is this your
dog in the photograph?” Danny
asked, holding up the framed picture. It was a close-up of Diana and Rolly that
Gordon had taken years ago. She had her arms around Rolly in the photo.


“Yes. That’s my dog, Rolly.”


“Still have
him?”


“No. He
passed away.”


“Sorry.”


“It’s okay. It was a long time ago.”


Danny put the
picture back on the bookcase, walked over to the couch and sat down opposite
her. Diana couldn’t help
noticing the mischievous little grin playing on his lips.


“What?” She asked.


“… nothing,” Danny replied, swirling the wine
in his glass.


“No. There’s something. What is it?”


“It’s nothing really. It’s just that…”


“It’s just that what?”


“It’s just that I saw another picture
just now… on your
fridge.”


The stupid
note, Diana thought. The note with his picture was still on the fridge. He must
have seen it while he was getting the wine. Now he’d think she was into him, which
she was, but he didn’t need to
know it—not yet, at
least. She felt the panic rising up inside her. She couldn’t let it show, though. She’d have to bluff her way through. She
gave him her serious look and made sure to make lots of eye contact. She
remembered reading an article somewhere that said avoiding eye contact was a
signal of deceit.


“Oh, yes. I must
have put it there. You know, to remind me about the reunion.”


Danny
certainly had a way of filling up a couch, Diana noticed as she took another
sip of her wine. It looked impossibly small with him on it, like somebody had
snuck in while she was out and switched couches on her. And the way he arranged
his body with his legs spread apart, and one arm on the arm rest, and the other
resting on the back of the couch, was so… open, so inviting.


“It looked a
little rumpled,” Danny said.


He smiled
again—not the
mischievous little grin this time, but an actual smile with teeth. He had a
nice smile. He didn’t just smile
with his lips. He smiled with his eyes too. They kind of crinkled up at the
corners like Santa Claus eyes in a coke ad.


“Well… that’s the postal service for you? It’s a wonder the mail arrives at
all.”


“Still… ” he said. “It was on the fridge… kind of central.”


He punctuated
the point by tipping his glass in her direction and then pulling it back and
taking a sip. What was it with the wine? It seemed to be going straight to her
head. Everything was getting softer, blurrier, warmer, mellower—especially the man sprawled out
on her living room couch. She wondered what it would feel like to crawl into
his arms and bury her face in his chest. What did it matter that she’d left his picture on the fridge?
Maybe that was a good thing.


“Oh, that’s just silly,” she blurted out.


“… which
part?”


“… the silly
part.”


Her glass was
empty now. She held it up to eye level and peered at him through the clear glass
while she waggled it back and forth.


“Someone
drank my wine,” she said
coyly.


“I wonder who
could have done that? Can I get you another?”


“You may.”


He brought
her another glass of wine and they talked some more about nothing really. He
was very funny. She couldn’t stop
laughing. Everything seemed so ridiculously funny. She couldn’t remember when she had laughed
so hard. Then, surprisingly, they were both on the couch together. She couldn’t recall how that had happened
exactly, but clearly, it had. Abruptly, the hilarity stopped, and she was in
his arms and they were kissing—deep, hard,
searching kisses—the kind of
kisses that lead to something.


Suddenly, he scooped
her up in his arms and started carrying her, but he wasn’t really sure where to go and for
the first few seconds he just turned around in a tight-little circle looking
for a place. The spinning went straight to Diana’s head; She felt like a kid on a
merry-go-round. Then he fixed on the stairs leading to the second floor and
headed for them like a bull out of a gate at the rodeo. She looked up at his
face as he carried her across the living room. He was not smiling now. His
expression was deadly serious and strangely absent.


He charged up
the stairs, and coming to the landing, he turned toward the guest room. She
yelled at him to go the other way and pointed down the hall toward her bedroom,
but he ignored her. He carried her into the guest room, and they crashed in a
heap on the tiny double bed. She could feel his weight on top of her and then
their clothes started coming off in tangles. Fumbling with the buttons of his
shirt, she saw he was smooth-chested—not a hair on him, and he was heavily
muscled through the shoulders and arms.


The
lovemaking was frantic that first time—as though the act needed to be consummated
before the moment was snatched away. She could feel his strength as he thrust
inside her. His eyes were closed she saw, and he seemed strangely distant and
vacant as though he had entered a world all his own, where no one else could
follow. Suddenly his body tensed, and he let out a low groan and relaxed. He
slipped off her to the side, rolled onto his back. He lay still for a while,
and then he opened his eyes and looked at her. He seemed startled to see her
there watching him.


 “Was it… okay?” he asked.


“Sure. It was
great. A little intense maybe.”


He rolled
toward her and propped himself up on one elbow. 


“… too
intense?”


“No. It was… nice.” 


After a
while, they made love again. This time, it was slower—much slower. They chatted for a while
first, teasing and joking, making each other laugh. Then the kissing started,
and then the lovemaking. Diana was on top the second time, and Danny kept his
eyes open, watching her. They climaxed together, slowly, deliciously, and then they
collapsed into a heap of arms and legs, exhausted and happy. Diana felt like
their bodies had melted into a puddle of warm chocolate, soft, sticky and sweet.
She lay there warm and cozy with Danny beside her and drifted off into a deep,
refreshing, dreamless sleep.


… and so
began the best four months of Diana’s life.
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The next four months



 

Diana had
forgotten how good it was to wake up with a warm body in bed beside her.
Sometimes in the morning, she would lie beside him for a while watching him
sleep. He looked like a little boy with his tousled hair and his lips squashed
into the pillow. Diana couldn't help smiling. He looked so cute.


Danny was
more of a night owl than an early riser. He often stayed up late to surf the
net on Diana’s ancient
computer after she had gone to bed; so, she was usually the first one up.
Sometimes she made coffee and brought him a cup in bed. Then they’d lie there sipping their tepid
brews and joking playfully or chatting about the day ahead. Sometimes coffee in
bed would lead to a bout of morning sex. Danny called it “the breakfast of champions” stealing the title from a Kurt
Vonnegut novel.


He wasn’t much help around the house. He
was good at doing household repairs like fixing blocked toilets or putting up
shelves or curtains, but he was hopeless at anything else. She was surprised
that he seemed completely baffled by her washer and dryer the first time he
used it. He put in way too much detergent and he mixed the whites and colors
together. It seemed a little strange he didn’t know the basics when he had
owned a commercial laundry service, but Diana thought nothing of it. She
assumed he handled the business end and left the operational side to someone
else. 


His kitchen skills were non-existent. Once when
she was whipping up some breakfast for them, she asked him to slice a couple of
bagels. Instead of cutting them through the circumference so the two halves
would fit in the toaster, he laid the bagels flat on their sides and cut them
through the hole. Even though his skills were rudimentary, he seemed genuinely
willing to learn and eager to help. He was happy to do her slicing and dicing
when she cooked a meal, and he would often do the dishes once she taught him
how to use the dishwasher.


He loved to go shopping for groceries. He always
had questions like how to read labels, or why she picked one product instead of
another, or how to squeeze an avocado to make sure it was ripe. Afterwards,
they would go for tea or a little lunch in Valois Village or at the Harvester
if they went to Fairview Mall. He always paid for tea or lunch, and always with
cash. Once, during tea one day, Diana wondered where he got all his cash since
he never seemed to go to the bank, but she didn’t dwell on it. She just
assumed he probably exchanged a large amount of pounds sterling for Canadian
dollars when he first arrived.


If they went out somewhere fancy for dinner,
Diana always picked up the check and paid with her credit card. In fact, Diana
covered all the living expenses. The house was paid for, so there were no
mortgage payments or rent, but there were still bills for heat and light,
cable, telephone and so on. Diana didn’t mind, though. She just assumed that Danny
was in some financial difficulty because of the failure of his laundry
business. He never talked about it, but she thought it was quite likely that he
had filed for bankruptcy when the business folded.


None of that mattered to Diana, though. She was
happy just to be with him. With Danny, everything seemed so easy. The
moment-to-moment of just being together felt so comfortable and familiar, as
though they had been together 40 years instead of four months. He was always
attentive, always interested in what she had to say or what was going on in her
head. He smiled and made eye contact, as though he genuinely enjoyed being with
her, and if he joked or teased, it was always fun—never vindictive or
belittling.


They spent most of their time just talking, and
their conversations were almost always about her. Sometimes she tried to get
him to talk about his past. She was especially interested in hearing more about
his mother’s death, but he wouldn’t talk about that. He always turned the
conversation back to Diana, especially if she asked about his family or the
time he had spent living in Europe. Despite his reluctance to talk about himself,
Diana felt like she knew Danny better in just a few months than she had known
Gordon after almost 25 years of marriage. It was the little things that made
her feel like she knew him so well, and it was on that foundation that she grew
to trust this man she’d known for such a short time—she trusted him
completely, absolutely and without reservation.
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For the first time in years, Danny felt safe. In
Diana’s world, he felt completely insulated from the men who wanted to
catch and kill him. It felt good—very good, as though a huge weight he had
been struggling to carry had suddenly been lifted from his shoulders. The need
to always keep vigilant—to always be looking over his shoulder, always covering his tracks—and the constant fear
of being just one mistake away from a date with Tommy Hill and his nasty little
upholstery hammer had disappeared. It was like he’d been on an insane,
run-away treadmill, and then suddenly someone had hit the off switch and it was
gone in an instant. For the first time in as long as Danny could remember, he
felt like he was back in control of his life. He could do what he wanted to do,
and not just react to the actions of others.


The precise moment of this feeling of safety came
when he first consummated his relationship with Diana. For Danny, it had been a
surreal experience—really more of an escape than a joining. It was as though he’d been in a race with
all of his fears and demons, and he needed to seize the moment before they
caught up with him and ripped him to pieces. His new situation with Diana was
perfect. None of his shady European friends or the police knew anything about
her. Everything was in her name: the house, the utility bills, telephone,
everything. As long as he stayed with her, no one would ever find him. All he
had to do was keep her happy, and so far, that seemed easy enough. 


She was the most unsuspecting person he had ever
met. She believed whatever he told her, no questions asked; like the day after
the reunion, for example. They had gone back to the high school to pick up her
car, and rather than getting a tow truck, he had just installed the spare tire even
though he’d told her the day before it was no good. He just told her that now
that he’d looked at it in the light of day, it wasn’t as bad as he had
thought at first. She never questioned it. She just smiled and said “okay.”


She was extremely accommodating. She never asked
him to chip in for any of the household expenses, which would have been tricky
because it might have led to the suitcase full of cash that he kept in the
trunk of his car. Even though he was fairly certain no one knew him by his real
name, he was reluctant to conduct any bank transactions or use a credit card.
You could never be too careful.


She hardly ever asked him to do anything around
the house, although he tried to help out when he could. His ineptness in the
kitchen and with household chores, which he’d always paid someone
else to do, seemed to amuse her, and anything that amused Diana was a good
thing in Danny’s book. He enjoyed their little excursions for groceries or to pick
up minor household items, and their cup of tea together afterwards. She was just
a good person, pure and simple, and there hadn’t been many people
like that in Danny’s life.


He kept up his membership at the gym and his
regular exercise routine, and he invented a college buddy named Bob Honeyman,
who he said had recently re-located to Montreal. If he needed to spend an
extended period of time away to check on business matters, he could tell Diana
he was going to play squash or tennis with Bob or that he was going to the gym to
work out.


His only real business concern these days was trying
to track down that scamp Susan Brown who had absconded with Tommy Hill’s £2.4 million. Sometimes,
he went to the library downtown and got a seat with a desktop computer where he
could do a little cyber snooping; however, it was difficult to do any real
hacking with the set-up at the library. For that, he used Diana’s desktop computer in
the spare bedroom. It was a very old computer, and the processing speed was
glacial. The first time she showed it to him, he had to stifle a laugh.


“Here’s the computer,” she said. “It’s got Internet and a printer and… what’s the matter?”


“Oh, nothing, nothing,” he said smiling. “It’s just that, the last
time I saw one of those, I fell off my dinosaur.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean it’s old. Don’t you think it’s time for a little update? Something from this decade maybe?”


“… but this one still works.”


Danny let it go. It was best to avoid any points
of contention with Diana, at least for the time being. He would just have to
make do. Diana usually went to bed earlier than he did, so he could often get
in an hour or two of surfing while she slept. It was slow work using the
ancient computer, but slowly he managed to pick up the trail of Susan Brown. She
hadn’t done
a very good job of covering her tracks, which suggested to Danny that she
probably knew the money she had stolen was dirty. He started by hacking into
bank records from branches in the immediate vicinity of Babcock Morgan
Solicitors looking for accounts in the name of Tommy Hill. After several hours
of trolling the net, he finally turned up something interesting: the account Abagail
Ponder had opened with her father in her own name and that of Tommy Hill. Even
more interesting was the fact that there had been a deposit in the exact amount
of the proceeds from Tommy Hill’s real estate deal the same day the money went missing. He began to
focus his attention on the name ‘Abagail Ponder’; It wasn’t long before he found
it on the passenger list for a flight to Monaco the same day Susan Brown
disappeared.


Why would Susan Brown, or Abagail Ponder, if
that was her real name, take all of that lovely money and go to Monaco. The
obvious answer, and in Danny’s experience the obvious answer was usually the correct one, was so
that she could gamble it. He began hacking in to the casino banks to see if
there were any accounts in the name of Abagail Ponder. The third casino he
checked, the Café de Paris in Monte Carlo, had an account for an Abagail Ponder with
a sizable balance, although the amount was less than the sum stolen from Tommy
Hill.


He continued poking around in the casino’s files without really
knowing what he was looking for when he came across a directory called “eye-in-the-sky stills.” It was a file
containing photographs taken with the casino overhead security cameras—the ones they used to
surveil the gamblers and watch for cheating. The photos in the directory were
about a month old, and Danny guessed it was probably some kind of a backup
directory that the casino kept in case they needed it for an investigation. He
began opening the photographs one by one, looking for Abagail Ponder. It took
forever using Diana’s ancient computer, but he kept at it night after night, and then
finally one night during the third month of his four month-stay with Diana, he
opened a photograph and there she was—Abagail Ponder or Susan Brown or whatever
name she happened to be going by that day, but it was her alright. There was no
question of that. Even with the grainy photo from the eye-in-the-sky, her sly,
irreverent little smirk was plainly visible. He downloaded a copy and printed
it on Diana’s printer. Then he manipulated the photo to zoom in on Abagail’s face and printed two
more copies.


Once Danny had located the elusive Abagail
Ponder, there was really no practical reason for him to stay. The obvious next
step was to go to Monte Carlo, confirm that Abagail was still there and
pinpoint her exact location. Then he could contact Tommy Hill and let him know
where he could find his money and the person who stole it. Danny reasoned that
ought to be enough to get him off the hook with Tommy.


Danny knew that each day he delayed the Monte
Carlo trip, his odds of patching things up with Tommy Hill got worse. Abagail
might move on, or if she really was a habitual gambler as Danny suspected, she
would further deplete the cash she had stolen and make it that much harder to deal
with Tommy, and yet, he delayed.


Each morning when he woke up, he would think to
himself “I should go to Monaco today. I should just get in the car, drive
over to the airport and go to Monaco.” But then he wouldn’t go. Diana would usually
be there by that time. She was the early riser. She would always wake up first
and go downstairs and putter around. But then she’d come back upstairs later,
still in her robe. Sometimes she’d have a cup of coffee for him; sometimes she’d have a cookie too—an
oatmeal
and raisin that she’d baked herself. And
then she’d say something to him, like “morning, sleepy head” or “hey babe, time to rise
and shine” and she’d smile at him and give him the cookie. He’d take her cookie and
the coffee, and he’d think to himself: “… I’ll go to Monaco tomorrow.”


As the days stretched out into a fourth month at
Diana’s, Danny began to entertain the notion that he might never go to
Monaco. Really, when you thought about it, why should he? He was safe right
where he was. Barring some major stroke of bad luck, Tommy Hill and his friends
were never going find him. It might take a while, but eventually Tommy would
give up on tracking him down, and if there were any law enforcement officers on
his trail, the day would come when they too would close their files. Maybe the
best thing to do—was nothing.
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Chapter 8: Ever been to Monaco?




Saturday, September 9th, 2017


Harvester Restaurant, Fairview Mall, Pointe
Claire, Quebec
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Danny and Diana had just finished an early
morning shopping trip to pick up a few groceries at Fairview Mall. Diana liked
to get there when the store opened to be sure to get her pick of the specials.
The shopping took a little under an hour, and as was their habit, they decided
to stop at the Harvester for some tea and a treat before heading home. The
Harvester was cafeteria style; it had no table service. It had a grill area
where you could order a hot meal, but for the cold items like sandwiches and
dessert, or for the coffee and tea and other beverages, you just picked up what
you wanted from a long counter that ran down the center of the food area and added
it to your tray. The lone cashier totaled up your purchases and took your money,
and then you went and found a table. Most of the tables were inside, but there
was also a patio area that opened out into the mall with a railing that separated
it from the mall commons.


That day, Danny and Diana picked up a large pot
of tea to share as well as a couple of cinnamon buns with icing from the
cold-item counter, and then they headed into the patio area with their tray.
Danny found a table by the railing, put down their tray, and pulled out a chair
for Diana to sit. She didn’t sit down right away, though. Something or someone in the mall
commons caught her eye. She smiled and waved, and Danny looked across the
commons to see a dark-haired woman and a short balding man with olive-colored
skin heading in their direction.


“Cathy!” Diana called out to the woman.


“Hello, Diana,” the woman called back, as she walked up to the railing with her
male companion trailing behind her.


“Is this him?” Cathy asked, nodding at Danny. “Is this Danny
Alexander?”


“… yes,” Diana replied. “This is him.”


“… well, aren’t you going to introduce us?”


“Oh? Yes, of course. Actually, you already know each other. Danny,
this is my best friend, Cathy Stewart. You probably remember her from school.”


Danny didn’t remember her at all.


“Of course, I remember Cathy,” he said. “It’s great to see you
again.”


“Likewise,” Cathy replied with a spurious smile. “Diana told me you were
back in town. She said she ran into you at the high school reunion last spring.”


“Yes, that’s right. I just moved back here from the U.K.”


“… so, are you here permanently now, or is this just a visit?”


“Well, I don’t know for sure. I’m still weighing my options, but it might end up being permanent.”


“Really?”


“You never know.”


“… have you got an apartment?”


“No.”


“… so, what? You’re buying?”


“Well, no. Not right away.”


 “Where have you been
staying?” 


“Well… actually. I’ve been staying with Diana.”


“… with Diana?”


“Yes.”


“… staying with Diana, as in living with Diana?”


“Yes.”


“Diana, you never told me that.”


“Didn’t I?” Diana said, sheepishly.


“No. You just said you’d been seeing him. You never said he’d moved in with you.
How long has this been going on?” 


“… umm, let’s see,” Diana said, calculating the time. “I guess it’s been, three… four months.”


She looked at Danny for confirmation.


“Yes,” Danny said. “Four months.”


“So, you’ve been living together ever since the reunion.”


“… I guess so.”


“… but you only told me about Danny last month when you took me out to
lunch for my birthday. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


Diana didn’t really have a good
answer for that. The truth was she had avoided telling Cathy about the true
nature of her relationship with Danny because she was afraid Cathy would trash
it—but she
couldn’t say that.


“I’m sorry, Cathy. I was going to tell you. I guess I just wasn’t quite ready for
people to know yet. You know how it is.”


“… but I’m not ‘people’, Diana. I’m your best friend, Cathy.


“… sorry.”


“Is that why you’ve been avoiding me lately?”


“I haven’t been avoiding you, Cathy.”


“All I know is that every time I’ve called you in the
last few weeks to suggest a get-together with Roland and I, you make up some
excuse.”


“That’s why we came here,” Roland said.


“Listen,” Danny said, trying to change the subject. “We were just going to
sit down for tea. Why don’t you two join us?”


“I could drink some tea,” Roland said, and then pointing at Cathy,
he added: “I’m Roland by the way… the boyfriend?”


“Hi Roland,” Danny said. “… from one boyfriend to another, eh.”


“It’s a tough job, but somebody’s got to do it,” Roland said, and
holding his hands out in front of him waist-high, he pumped his pelvis back and
forth two or three times to simulate copulation.


“Roland!” Cathy admonished. “You are such a pig? You’ve always got your head in the gutter.”


“… which head we talking about doll face?” Roland said,
guffawing at his own joke.


Cathy sighed and rolled her eyes.


“What was that you were saying before, Roland?” Danny asked. “Something about why
you and Cathy came here?”


“Oh, yeah. I was saying that’s why Cathy and I came here to the mall
today. So that Cathy could accidently, on purpose bump into Diana.”


“What are you talking about, Roland?” Cathy demanded. “I never said anything
about accidently, on purpose bumping into Diana. Are you deluded or something?”


“No, I don’t think so. You said Diana would probably be here and maybe we could
meet the boyfriend.”


“I never said anything of the sort.”


“Yeah, you did. You said she’d be here early to get first crack at the
specials.”


“You’re deranged.”


“No, I’m not. I’m lucid.”


“Well you were the one that wanted to meet Danny.”


There was an awkward silence, which Diana
finally broke.


“… excuse me, but did you say it was Roland who wanted to meet Danny?”


“Yeah,” Roland replied. “… on account of he has the same name as an old friend of a friend of
mine.”


“What?... what friend?” Danny asked.


“It’s Peter. Roland’s friend from New York,” Cathy replied.


“Boston,” Roland corrected. “Peter’s from Boston.”


“Boston, New York? What’s the difference?” Cathy asked.


“Yankees, Red Socks?” Roland said, holding his hands palms up as if he were weighing the
two.


“Anyway, Peter just went into the jewelry store to look at the
watches, but he should be back in a… oh wait, here he is now,” Cathy said, looking
back towards the mall commons.


Danny followed her gaze and when he saw Roland’s friend Peter coming
toward them, his heart sank. He felt like he was on one of those rides at the
amusement park where they drop you 100 feet in a second. Danny could see that
Peter had aged since their Boston days, but there was no doubt that it was his
old partner—Peter Roach, the one who had first enticed him into the world of
organized crime.


“This is Ronald’s friend, Peter,” Cathy said, gesturing in his direction. “Peter, this is my best
friend Diana Miller, and this is… ”


“Danny Alexander,” Peter interrupted.


No one said anything for a moment. They all just
stood there watching Peter and Danny.


“... you two know each other?” Diana asked.


“Yes,” Peter said. “We met in Boston years ago. We used to work together.”


 “Small world,” Roland observed.


“Were you in the laundry business?” Diana asked.


“Yes, that’s it,” Peter replied with a sly smile. “… the laundry
business.”


“Hi Peter,” Danny said. “It’s been a long time.”


“It has been a long time, Danny… a very long time. Do
you remember what you said the last time we saw each other?”


“Can’t remember anything… specific.”


“I said, ‘I’ll see you’ and you said ‘not if I see you first.’”


“Did I say that?”


“You did… but, I guess you didn’t see me coming, did you Danny?”


“… guess not.”


There was another awkward pause. It had a weird,
surreal feel to it like it was the moment just before the gunslingers started
blasting away at the O.K. Corral. This time Cathy broke the silence.


“… maybe the two of you would like to spend a little time together to
catch up.”


“That would be great” Danny interjected. “… and there’s nothing I’d like better, but you know what? Diana and I have to go.”


“Go where?” Diana asked, her eyes wide with surprise.


“You know. We’ve got that thing,” Danny said, fixing Diana with a steady stare.


“Right,” Diana said, catching Danny’s drift. “The thing. I almost
forgot about that.” 


“We’ll have to catch up next time, Peter,” Danny said. “You understand.”


“Oh, yeah Danny,” Peter said smiling. “I understand perfectly.”


“… what about our tea?” Diana asked.


“Sorry sweetie. We’ll to have to skip tea if were going get to the thing on time.” Danny checked his
watch. “It’s almost nine o’clock. We have to leave right now if we’re going to make it.”


“What’s the thing?” Cathy asked.


“Oh, it’s nothing. It’s just something we have to… go to,” Danny said, gesturing
vaguely. “You know what? You and Roland could have our tea. We didn’t touch anything, and
the tea’s still hot.”


“To tell the truth, I am feeling a little peckish,” Roland said. “I could really go for
one of those cinnamon buns.”


“What about Peter?” Cathy asked. “There’s no tea for Peter.”


“You know what? Why doesn’t Peter have some tea on me,” Danny said, pulling a
tenner out of his wallet and dropping it on the table. 


“Umm… sure, okay. I could have some tea,” Peter replied. “… but first, I have to
make a phone call.”


“Fine. Great. Make your call, but Diana and I have to go,” Danny said, and he
walked around the table and took Diana by the arm.


“How do we get in there anyway,” Roland asked. “Do we have to jump the
railing?”


“I’m not jumping any railing,” Cathy said, frowning at Roland.


“I have to make a call,” Peter said, and he turned and started
walking back into the mall commons.


Danny and Diana headed for the exit.


Awkwardly, Roland straddled the railing and
rolled his rotund little body over the top. Then he sat down at the table and
poured himself a cup of tea while Cathy stood there, staring daggers at him.
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Peter found a bench in the mall commons with a
potted fig and a nice view of the fountain. He took out his phone and scrolled
through his contacts for the number he wanted. It rang a few times before a
familiar voice answered.


“Hey Jimmy. It’s Peter Roach.”


“Hey Peter. What’s up?”


“I got a line on that Danny Alexander that Tommy is looking for. I
just saw him a few minutes ago.”


“Yeah? So, he’s in Boston?”


“No. Not Boston. I’m in Montreal right now.”


“Montreal, Canada?”


“Yeah, that’s right… Montreal, Canada. Is there another one?”


“I don’t know. I’m not like… a geographer. Is he there right now?”


“No. He left in a hurry when he saw me.”


“What’s his address in Montreal?”


“Well, it sounds like he’s shacked up with a friend of Roland’s new girlfriend.”


“What’s her address?”


“I don’t have it, but I can probably get it from Roland’s girlfriend.”


“Okay. Get the address and call me back tout suite. I’m pretty sure Tommy’s going to want to
come out there. Are you going to be around?” 


“Well, I was going back to Boston tonight, but if you need me to
stick around for a few days, I guess I could do that. When’s Tommy coming?”


“I’ll let you know when you call me back with the address.”


Jimmy hung up, and Peter headed back to the
Harvester to get his tea. 
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Danny and Diana had taken Danny’s car to the mall, so when
they got back to their parking spot, he slid in behind the wheel and Diana took
the passenger’s seat. Danny started the car and drove out of the mall parking lot
onto Brunswick, and then turned left at St. John’s Boulevard. 


“What the hell was that?” Diana asked, as they headed south on St.
John’s.


“I didn’t want to stay there.”


“No kidding. You do know that Cathy is my best friend, don’t you?”


“Well, right off the bat, I got to say you need a new best friend,
Diana. You may think Cathy is your best friend, but she isn’t. Cathy is her own
best friend, and she likes to make you feel bad about yourself because it makes
her feel better about herself. So, there’s that…”


“What?... What are you saying?”


“What I just said, is what I’m saying.”


“Are you even listening to yourself right now?”


“No, but you should.”


“Wait a minute… what are we even talking about? This isn’t even the point. The
point is you just embarrassed me in front of my... good friend, Cathy, and two
perfect strangers for some weird reason that I don’t even have the
foggiest notion of. And what’s up with you and that guy, Peter?”


“Let’s just say Peter’s a bad dude, and we should avoid him.”


“… but he’s friends with Cathy’s boyfriend.”


“Well, we should probably avoid Roland too. Chances are he’s also a bad dude.”


“Wait. What are you saying? How can I avoid Roland? He’s the boyfriend of my
best friend?”


“Well, like I said, I don’t think Cathy is your best friend, so we
should probably avoid her too.”


“What? Wait a minute! What? Avoid Cathy? What are you saying? Cathy’s been my best friend
since grade school. I went through everything with Cathy. I told her
everything. My most heart-rending moments of despair… my hopes… my dreams, my
deepest, darkest secrets… and all through the years, she has always been there for… for…”


Diana never finished the sentence. Danny had not
taken the turn off at Hymus Boulevard, their normal route to get home from Fairview
Mall, but Diana thought nothing of it. She expected him to turn left at St.
Louis, which was another route home that they sometimes took. But then he didn’t turn left on St.
Louis either. He stayed on St. John’s Boulevard and went straight on through
heading towards the Autoroute.


“Where are we going?” She asked.


Danny took the east-bound turn-off for the
Autoroute. The sign said ‘Montreal’ in big white letters on a green background, and just below it were
the words ‘Pierre Trudeau International Airport’ along with a
stenciled icon of an airplane.


“… ever been to Monaco?”
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Wendell Oliver could not believe his good luck. It
was mid-afternoon, and he was sitting in an aisle seat in the center row of an
Airbus A340 awaiting takeoff for his flight to Montreal, when a man with a very
familiar face sat down in a window seat on the opposite side of the aisle three
rows up. He had never seen the man in the flesh before, but he had seen enough photographs
to recognize the man’s wrinkled, care-worn face with absolute certainty. It was Tommy
Hill.


He appeared to have two men with him, a younger
man and one a little older. The younger man was tall, and good-looking with
dirty blond hair and an athletic build. He carried two carry-on bags that he
stowed in the overhead rack. The older man was shorter and balding. He also had
a bag, which the younger man took from him and stowed beside the first two. They
sat in the other two seats in Tommy’s row. The older man took the middle seat,
and the younger man sat on the aisle with his left leg stretched out in the
walkway.


Ostensibly, Wendell was on the Montreal flight
to begin a three-week vacation as per instructions from his boss, Chief
Inspector Kirk Hornby, but Wendell had no intention of taking a vacation. In
recent months, there had been a significant fall off in the pecuniary activity
of the suspect he had been tracking for the last four years—the suspect he called the Chameleon. Wendell was certain it meant something fundamental had changed in
the Chameleon’s status with the crime bosses he served. He was either dead or on
the run from one or more of his underworld associates. If the latter were true,
the Chameleon might be ripe for a deal with The Yard to provide evidence in
return for protection.


Based on that logic, Wendell had decided to book
the flight to Montreal hoping to pick up the trail of his suspect. He knew from
the note in his case files that the Chameleon was originally from Montreal. However,
he didn’t have much else to go on; he didn’t even know the name
of the man he was looking for, so when he saw Tommy Hill on the same flight as
himself, he took it as an incredible stroke of luck. Perhaps it was just a
coincidence that Tommy Hill was also headed to Montreal, but it was too much of
a coincidence not to follow up. The moment Wendell saw him on the plane, he
resolved to follow him in the hopes that Tommy would lead him to the Chameleon.
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An airplane in flight over the Atlantic
Ocean bound for Paris.



 

Danny and Diana were sitting in the first-class
section of a Boeing 767 bound for Monaco. They’d just finished
dinner, and Diana was sipping a glass of cabernet sauvignon. Danny was drinking
a beer. They had not spoken for a while now. Diana finally broke the silence.


“I still don’t understand why we couldn’t go back to the house first,” She blurted. “I don’t have any clothes. I
don’t have
my makeup. I don’t even have a toothbrush.”


“It was supposed to be a surprise.”


“Oh, it was a surprise alright.”


“I thought women liked surprises.”


“That’s a sexist remark, and it’s untrue. Women hate surprises. If they’re going on a trip,
they want to know months in advance, so they can fuss about the details and get
their hair done and buy new clothes.”


“… that’s also a sexist remark.”


Diana wanted a zinger comebacker, but she couldn’t think of one right
away, so she just sat there looking out the window and swirling her wine with murderous
intent. She decided to open a new avenue of argument.


“… and another thing, you brought two bags for yourself in the trunk
of the car, but nothing for me. You didn’t think to pack a bag
for me?”


“I guess not. Sorry.”


He reached over and patted Diana on the knee. 


“… but don’t worry. We’ll pick up whatever you need in Monte Carlo, on me.”


“That’s another thing I don’t understand. How is it that money is
suddenly no object with you? For the last four months, I’ve been paying for
everything and now suddenly we’re jumping on airplanes and whisking off to Monaco on a whim and you’re paying for
everything. It doesn’t make any sense.”


“It makes perfect sense, Sweetie. Like I said, most of the money from
my laundry business has been tied up in the courts for the last few months
because of that dispute with the partners.”


“The one you never thought to mention to me until today.”


“Yeah, that one. But like I said, it’s settled now, and the
money has been released, so I thought we should celebrate. I wanted to surprise
you with a little trip. It is our four-month anniversary, after all.”


“… that was last week.”


“… close enough.”


Diana took a sip of her wine.


“What was going on with you and that guy Peter at the mall? That was
weird. As soon as he showed up, everything changed. It was like you were
rattled or something.”


“I wasn’t rattled.”


“… what then?”


“Let’s just say that Peter is from a part of my life that is over now,
and I really don’t want to revisit it, okay? Can we leave it at that?”


Diana looked at Danny without speaking, trying
to make eye contact, but he looked away. 


“Danny? Is there something you’re not telling me?”


“No. Nothing.”


“… you’re sure?”


“… positive. You know, most women would be excited about a surprise,
four-month anniversary trip to Monaco.”


Diana looked at Danny. This time he didn’t look away. 


“I know, and I am. Gordon never surprised me with anything.”


She took his hand in hers.


“You know I love you, Danny.”


Danny gave her hand a squeeze, but he didn’t say it. He didn’t say the words. In
fact, he had never said the words—not once in the last four months of
non-matrimonial bliss had he uttered the three little words that Diana longed
to hear. Oh sure, there had been plenty of signs. He had been sweet to her. He
had made her laugh, and he had gone out of his way time and time again to do
things for her that showed she was a constant in his thoughts, but he had not
said the words, and somewhere deep down near the absolute core of who she was,
Diana knew she needed Danny to say those words to her and to mean them.


Diana breathed a deep sigh and sat back in her
seat. She let a few minutes go by and she then re-started the loop.


“… I still don’t understand why we couldn’t swing by the house first.”
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Wendell Oliver’s plane touched down right
on time at Pierre Trudeau International Airport in Dorval, a suburb of
Montreal. Wendell checked the time on his phone. It was a few minutes after
five o’clock Montreal time. It always seemed serendipitous to Wendell that you
arrived at your destination a few hours after your departure time on North
America flights, even though you’d actually been in the air for over seven
hours. It was like a gift of time courtesy of the Universal Coordinated Time
System.


Wendell took his time gathering up his things.
He wanted to make sure he was behind Tommy and his two friends when the
passengers started filing off the plane. He watched Tommy out of the corner of
his eye as he prepared to disembark. The younger man took the same two bags he
had carried when they boarded the plane, and the older man took the bag he had
before. Tommy didn’t carry any bags. There was about a dozen people between Wendell and
Tommy’s group when the passengers in that section started moving toward
the exit, but it was easy to keep tabs on them because the young blond man was
so tall. He towered above everybody.


As they walked along the passageway, it occurred
to Wendell that Tommy and his friends probably hadn’t checked any bags.
The ones they were carrying looked like compact luggage designed to fit in an
overhead rack. If they hadn’t checked any bags, it was going to make it tough for Wendell to
stay on Tommy’s trail. He would have to wait to pick up his bag before he cleared
customs, but Tommy and his friends could just breeze through and Wendell would
lose them. However, when they got to baggage claims, Tommy and his two friends
stopped by the carousel to wait instead of continuing through to customs.


Wendell positioned himself on the other side of
the carousel where he could watch them surreptitiously. It took 10 or 15
minutes before the bags started coming down the baggage chute. Wendell’s bag came down before
Tommy’s. He waited for it to travel around the carrousel to where he was
standing and yanked it off. He took his time checking the ID tag on the bag
even though he was sure it was his. He wanted to delay as long as possible, so
he didn’t get too far ahead of Tommy. After checking the tag, he scooped up
his carry-on, grabbed his suitcase and wheeled it toward the entrance to
customs, but he didn’t go in. Instead, he stopped outside the men’s room and took a
drink from a water fountain, while he waited for Tommy and the two men to catch
up.


Tommy’s bag was the last one out, and as it turned
out, it wasn’t a bag at all; it was a small wooden trunk with a metal handle and steel
strapping running perpendicular to the wooden slats. The top of the trunk had a
curved shape so that it resembled an old-fashioned treasure chest. Tommy took
it off the carousel, and then the three men headed towards customs. Wendell
joined the line-up three or four groups behind them. The line inched along as travelers
waited for a turn with the customs agents at a row of kiosks near the exit
doors. An agent at the end of the line directed people to an open kiosk, or
occasionally to one of several tables set up in front of the kiosks for random
baggage checks.


When Tommy got to the end of the line, the agent
directed him and his friends to one of the tables. Wendell wondered if Tommy’s name had come up on
an airport security watch list, and if that was the reason why he and his
friends were getting special attention. The agent at the inspection table
seemed most interested in Tommy’s wooden trunk. She asked him to open it.


Wendell came to the head of the line and was
directed to one of the kiosks while Tommy was still at the inspection table. As
luck would have it, his route to the kiosk led him right past the inspection
table and he caught a snatch of the conversation between Tommy and the agent as
he walked past it.


“What are these, sir?”


“Tools… for upholstery. No law against upholstery in this country, is there?”


“No sir,” the agent replied.


After Wendell did his interview with the agent
and exited the customs area, he stopped at a Starbucks and got in line for a
coffee. It was another 10 minutes before Tommy and his friends finally cleared
customs and strolled out into the terminal commons.


Wendell followed them to the ground transportation
area staying well back, so they wouldn’t see him. He saw them go to the Hertz Car Rental
counter to pick up a car. There was only one agent manning the counter at that
time, a young man who looked to be twenty-five or twenty-six. When they were
done with the arrangements for the rental, they proceeded to the parking garage
to pick up their car, and Wendell doubled back to Hertz. 


“Hello sir,” said the agent as Wendell approached. “Would you like to rent
a car?”


“Yes, I would, but I’m also going to need some information about that party of three that
you just served first,” Wendell said to the man, showing him his police identification. The
young man examined it carefully.


“Scotland Yard?” he said, dubiously. “Aren’t you a little out of
your jurisdiction, Mr. Oliver?”


“Inspector Oliver, and as a matter of fact, no. I’m not at all out of my
jurisdiction. I’m investigating crimes committed in the United Kingdom and at least
one of the men I’m following is a citizen of England. Now, I could arrange an order
through Scotland Yard to have local authorities compel you to turn over the
information I need, or…”


Wendell paused for a moment while he fished a
Canadian $50 out of his billfold and slid it across the counter toward the clerk.


“… you could just give me the information I need right now.”


The agent looked down at the bank note on the
counter. The stiff countenance of William Lyon Mackenzie King on the front of
the bill stared sternly back at him. He looked up at Wendell again. A second
ticked by, and then he reached below the counter for a paper tray filled with a
stack of the day’s rental contracts and took the one from the top.


“You know sir, we have strict company rules against disclosing
private customer information,” the clerk said, holding up the completed form he had taken from the
stack.


“This form, for example, contains personal information about one of
our valued customers and I would never, under any circumstances, share any of
the details on this form with anyone. I could be seriously reprimanded or fired
if I did.”


The agent placed the form on the counter beside
the $50 bill. 


“Now sir, I have to go to the garage for a minute to check on the
cars, and then I’ll be back to set you up with your rental,” the agent said. Slipping
the $50-bill into his pocket, he turned and walked toward the garage leaving
the rental agreement behind on the counter. 


When he was gone, Wendell swiveled the form
around so that the writing was the right side up and scanned it quickly to make
sure it included all the information he needed: First, he confirmed that the form
was actually in the name of Thomas Hill, and then he looked for the make and
model of the rental car, the license plate number and the local address where
Tommy Hill and his two friends would be staying. According to the form, they
were booked into the Queen Elizabeth Hotel in downtown Montreal. Satisfied, he
took out his phone and snapped a photo of the form. Then he swiveled it back to
its original position and waited for the Hertz agent to return.
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Wendell didn’t bother trying to follow
Tommy and his friends to the Queen Elizabeth Hotel. He knew where they were
going, and he didn’t want to tip his hand by being seen. Instead, he stopped for a cup
of tea and a biscuit in a quiet, little family restaurant in St. Laurent. While
he was waiting for his order, he called his hotel and cancelled his reservation
for the night. Then he called the Queen Elizabeth and made a new reservation
there. He told the reservations clerk he was a friend of Thomas Hill and asked
her to put him on the same floor. She found a room for him directly across the
hall.


Wendell finished his tea and drove downtown to
check-in at the Queen Elizabeth. He pulled up into the round-about just outside
the main entrance. Almost immediately, a parking valet approached him to enquire
whether he wanted his rental car parked. Wendell told him he’d rather park it
himself, and then he went inside to the main desk to check-in and get his room
fob and parking pass. When he was done at the desk, he went back outside to get
his car. It didn’t take long driving around the parkade to spot Tommy’s car. It was on Level
4 of the parkade: a Chevrolet Malibu, the same make and model as on the rental
form he’d seen at the airport, and it had a Hertz rental logo in the back
window. Just to be sure, he checked the license plate number, which also jived
with the information on the form.


Wendell made a mental note of the parking spot
number, and then he drove down to Level 5 to park his own car. He snugged it
into an open spot and walked around to the trunk to get his bags. There was
something he wanted to get from his suitcase before heading upstairs. He opened
the bag and dug around in an inside pocket on the side of the bag until he
found what he was looking for: a Queclink GPS locator with a magnetic
connector. The compact device, which covered half of Wendell’s palm when he held it
in his hand, was capable of tracking the location of a motor vehicle and
displaying the information on a map that Wendell could access with his computer
or his smart phone. He slipped the Queclink into his jacket pocket, grabbed his
bags and headed up to Level 4. Stopping at Tommy’s rental car, he
quickly checked to see if there was anyone else around. Seeing no one, he
stepped into the space between Tommy’s car and the one next to it. He put his
bags down and ducked down so that no one could see him. Then he took the
Queclink from his pocket and switched it on. Positioning it with the magnetic
connector uppermost, he snapped the device into place in the rear driver-side
wheel well of the Malibu. Then he took out his cell phone and signed into the
Queclink website. Tommy’s Malibu showed up as a tiny, quivering blue dot positioned at the
Queen Elizabeth Hotel on a map of Montreal. The final step was to set the
device to send him a notification on his cellphone if the Malibu started to
move.


When he was satisfied the tracker was working
properly, he picked up his bags and headed upstairs to his room. He was on the
17th floor with a view of Marie Reine du Monde Cathedral and
Dorchester Square, but the view that most interested him was the door of Tommy
Hill’s room
across the hall through his peephole. It was the first thing he checked when he
got up to his room. He could see the door clearly through the peephole, but
there was nothing going on. Either Tommy and his men were out, or they were
just being quiet.


It was just past 7 p.m. local time, and Wendell
was hungry for his dinner. He called room service to send up some food and then
he unpacked his bag. He figured Tommy would tend to whatever business he had
the next day, but he wanted to stay close in case there was something happening
that night. His dinner order arrived about 30 minutes later, and Wendell sat
down to eat. He was just about through his meal when he heard voices in the
hall outside his room. He got up and checked the peephole just in time to catch
Tommy and his two friends in the hallway. They were headed toward the elevator,
probably on their way out to dinner. Wendell debated about whether to follow
them. He watched his phone to see if he’d get a notification
that their car had moved, but there was nothing. That probably meant they were
on foot and just going to dinner, so he decided to stay put.


He heard them coming back a couple of hours
later, but this time there were female voices with them. Wendell checked the
peephole and saw the three men going into Tommy’s room with three
provocatively dressed young women. One was black and overweight. She appeared
to be putting considerable stress on the seams of the cheap sequined frock she had
stuffed herself into. The other two girls were white, a blonde and a redhead,
and both waif-like in comparison to their plus-size friend. Wendell figured
they had to be professional ladies procured for the evening’s entertainment. Idly,
he wondered which of the three men was a fan of larger women. He guessed it was
the older balding man, but he had no way of knowing for sure.


All was quiet from Tommy’s room for the next
hour or so. Then, just after 11 p.m., Wendell heard the three women leaving.
There seemed to be some kind of dispute about the price of the service the
women had rendered. He went to the peephole and saw the tall, young man
standing just inside the room with a billfold in his hand. The big black woman
was standing her ground in the threshold of the open door and the other two
women were standing in the hall.


“You tarts aren’t worth half that,” the man said. “For studs like us, you’re the ones should be paying.”


“Yeah, sure. Like that’s going to happen,” the black woman
replied. 


A voice from inside the room piped up.


“I’ll give you a fat lip to match your fat arse, skank!”


A second voice, low and gravelly, retorted.


“Shut it, Harry. You want to wake the hotel? Just pay her, Jason. And
get them on their way.”


Harry and Jason, Wendell thought to himself.
Those were the names of the older man and the tall, young blond man travelling
with Tommy.


“… might come in handy,” he said to himself.


As Wendell watched through the peephole, Jason
counted out the bills from his wallet, and paid the woman in full. She stuffed
the money in her bag, blew him a sarcastic kiss and waddled away down the hall
with her two friends.
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Sunday, September 10th 2017


Le Montrèalais Bistro-Bar, Queen
Elizabeth Hotel, Montreal.



 

Wendell was up early the next morning. He went
downstairs to the main lobby and picked up a newspaper at the cigar shop. Then
he went to Le
Montrèalais Bistro-Bar for breakfast. Wendell was a
picky eater and a little mistrustful of food he had not prepared himself. The
menu was extensive, and it took him a while to settle on something. The
waitress stopped at his table twice before he finally made up his mind. What he
really wanted was egg and chips, but that wasn’t on the menu. He finally
chose the Montrealer, a breakfast of freshly squeezed grapefruit juice, two
eggs benedict and a pot of hot tea. It sounded a bit like poached eggs on toast,
which was a staple of his from home. How wrong could they go with a couple of
poached eggs, he reasoned?


Twenty minutes later, Wendell’s breakfast arrived. It
was not exactly what he had been expecting. The eggs were on two round buns
about the same size and shape as a crumpet, but there were no holes and the
texture was more like bread than a biscuit. Wendell was used to having his poached
eggs on a dry piece of wheat toast.


He stabbed one of the buns with his fork. The
experiment yielded zero useful information, so he cut a small triangle from one
of the benedicts being careful to include some poached egg, ham, and hollandaise
sauce with the wedge of bun. Carefully, he put the bite into his mouth and
chewed. He was surprised and gratified to find that it tasted quite good, delicious
even. Despite the succulent flavor of the dish, Wendell found himself missing
the comforting crunch of dry wheat toast and need for frequent drams of hot tea
to wash down the grainy bits. Slowly, he worked through the meal, consuming each
bite like it was booby-trapped. When the waitress stopped by to check on him,
he was a little non-committal about the food.


“Your breakfast, it was alright monsieur?”


“Well… it tasted good, but…”


“… but what, monsieur?”


“Well, nothing really. It’s just not what I’m used to… the bun for instance.
I’m used
to having my poached eggs on dry toast with beans and chips. This bun is… well, it’s buttery and… delicious.”


“You don’t like ‘delicious’ monsieur.”


“No, no. I like ‘delicious’. That is, I can see how people would like ‘delicious’. I mean, it tastes
good and everything. It’s just not very… English.”


“You are in Canada now, monsieur, French Canada.”


“Yes… but I’m still English.”


 “Quel domage, monsieur.
May I bring you something else? Something… not so delicious?”


Just then, Wendell’s phone buzzed, and he
checked to see who was calling. It was a notification from the Queclink device:
Tommy’s car was on the move.


“No thanks. Just charge it to my room and add a 15 percent tip for
yourself.” 


“Merci, monsieur.”


Wendell opened the Queclink app on his phone and
checked the map to see where Tommy was headed. He watched as the quivering blue
dot travelled east on René Lévesque to
Robert Bourassa and then picked up the AutoRoute westbound. Wendell headed down
to the parking garage to get his car. There was no need to rush. The Queclink
would keep tabs on Tommy, and he didn’t want to get too close and be seen. He had
a feeling he might be tailing the gangsters for a while yet. Wendell put his
cell phone on the seat beside him and headed out into traffic. Periodically, he
glanced at the phone to check Tommy’s location. From a comfortable distance, he
followed Tommy’s car as he and his friends drove to Notre Dame and then to Côte St. Luc, Lasalle, Lachine, Dorval and finally, Pointe Claire.


They made two stops in Pointe Claire. The first was
at an address on Drake Avenue not too far from Terra Cotta Park. Wendell decided
to risk getting a little closer. He parked around the corner on Maywood where
he had a peek-a-boo view of the address where Tommy had stopped. Wendell had
stowed his binoculars in the back seat the night before, thinking they might
come in handy. He retrieved them and trained them on the house adjusting the focus
until he could read the street number. It was 152 Drake Avenue. He picked up
his cellphone and did a search of the address. The occupant of the residence
appeared to be a woman named Cathy Stewart. Tommy, Harry and Jason spent about
twenty minutes in the house. When they came out, they had three more people
with them: a plumpish middle-aged woman with dark hair, a short swarthy man
with olive-colored skin and a taller, skinnier middle-aged man. They took two
cars to their next stop in Pointe Claire. Tommy and the short, swarthy man rode
in the rental car with the woman, and Jason rode in the other car with Harry
and the tall, skinny man. They headed north towards Lakeside Heights and parked
in front of a house at 161 Braebrook Avenue.


Wendell followed at a discreet distance, but he
took the risk of driving past the house where they had stopped. The two cars
were parked in the driveway. Tommy and the short swarthy man were at the
doorstep with the woman, and Jason, Harry and the tall skinny man were standing
by the cars. The woman appeared to be opening the front door with a key.
Wendell drove around the block and parked in the next street where the
backyards of the houses adjoined the backyards of the houses on Braebrook. He
used his phone to search the Braebrook address and discovered that the house
belonged to a woman named Diana Miller. He copied the name and address into his
phone notes.


Surveying the houses on the street, Wendell looked
for one where there might not be anyone home. The house diagonally opposite Diana
Miller’s looked like a good bet. There was no car parked out front, and Wendell
couldn’t see any movement from the windows. He left his car where it was, walked
up the street to the house, and rang the doorbell. There was no answer. He looked
up and down the street to make sure no one was watching, and he went around to
the backyard. From that vantage, he had a decent view of Diana Miller’s house over the back
fence. Wendell could see the backyard and a bit of the front yard and the
street between the houses. He noticed there was a garden shed in the back
corner of the yard. Inside, he found a push mower. He pulled it out and started
cutting the grass in the backyard. If anyone looked out from Diana Miller’s house, they would
take him for a neighbor doing his yard work.


Tommy and his entourage spent a little over an
hour in the house. Wendell timed them with his phone. When they came out, they stopped
to chat for a minute in front of the house by the cars. Wendell noticed that
they were back in their original groupings. The two men and the woman were
standing together, and Tommy, Harry and Jason were facing them. When they were
done chatting, Tommy, Harry and Jason got into the rental car. The two men and
the woman took the other car. Wendell could tell they were splitting up because
Tommy gave the woman and the two men a nod and a little wave as he was getting
into the rental car with Jason and Harry.


Wendell watched as the two cars headed back up
Braebrook the same way they had come. Once they were out of sight, he climbed
the fence into Diana’s backyard and took the stairs up to the deck. He tried the back door,
but it was locked. He was kind of out in the open on the deck and he didn’t want to be seen, so
he went back down stairs and found the mud-room door to the basement beneath
the deck. It was a sturdy wooden door and looked quite formidable, but when he
tried the handle, it opened.


The door led into the basement and Wendell could
see there was a staircase leading to the upper floors along the wall at the
back. He climbed the stairs and found himself in the kitchen, where he paused
for a quick look around. A crumpled piece of notepaper stuck to the
refrigerator door with a fridge magnet caught his eye. He pulled it off for a
closer look. It was a picture of a man sitting on a bridge with the Eiffel
Tower in the background. He turned it over and found a handwritten note on the
other side. Wendell read the note carefully, and then he turned the paper over
again and studied the photograph. It was interesting to Wendell that a man had
sent a note to Diana Miller from Paris, which was just a few hours from London
via the Chunnel right around the time the Chameleon had disappeared. He checked
the note again and said each of their names out loud in a quiet voice. Then he
folded up the paper and slipped it into his pocket.


From the kitchen, he went to the living room.
The first thing he noticed was an empty picture frame that appeared to have
been discarded on the floor near a built-in cabinet in the wall at the back of
the room. He picked it up for a closer look. The glass was broken, and the
picture was missing. Wendell figured Tommy had taken it, probably to help him
identify whoever was in the picture. He put the broken frame back in the
cabinet and headed upstairs to the bedrooms. He started in the master bedroom,
breezing through, looking for anything out of the ordinary. One thing that
jumped out at Wendell as he searched the bedrooms was the disarray in which the
house had been left. Things seemed to have just been dropped where they were,
and personal items like toothbrushes and pharmaceuticals had been left behind. It
wasn’t how
you would expect it to appear if the occupants of the house had gone on a
planned trip. 


After searching the master bedroom and the en
suite, Wendell went to the guest bedroom down the hall. Inside, he noticed a
desk with an ancient desktop computer against the wall. He riffled the desk
drawer and found a passport that had expired 12 years previous. The ID page
identified the owner as Diana Miller. He looked closely at the picture: an
attractive woman with dark hair, who looked to be in her mid-forties. He
slipped the passport into his pocket with the crumpled note, and then he
searched through the items in the desk to see if he could find a current
passport for Diana Miller. After several minutes of searching, he came up
empty. If she had a current passport, it wasn’t in the desk.


He was about to leave when he noticed the
computer on the desk had been left turned on and the screen saver, a picture of
the Rocky Mountains, was still glowing from the monitor. He gave the mouse a
shake to clear the screen, and something altogether different appeared. Wendell
realized the display on the screen must have been the last thing the previous
user had been looking at when they were done with the computer, and that they
hadn’t
bothered to close it.


“… sloppy,” he said.


 The file
that had been left open appeared to be a trip planning page from a OneNote account
filled with travel information about Monaco and Monte Carlo; however, there was
one item of information that seemed different from the rest. It was a grainy
photo of a woman dressed in evening clothes, who appeared to be seated at a
blackjack table in a casino. He right-clicked the photo and saved a copy to the
desktop noting its original file name as he did so: The file was named “Abagail Ponder, Café de Paris.”


“Abagail Ponder, Café de Paris,” Wendell whispered
softly to himself. “… Café de Paris in Monte Carlo, I believe.”


He clicked on the photo and sent it to the
printer. While he was waiting for it to print, he checked his cellphone to see
where Tommy Hill and his friends had gone. The tiny quivering blue dot on his
cellphone screen appeared to be headed to the airport.
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Diana woke up in a deliciously comfortable,
king-size bed in a sumptuously furnished junior suite in the exclusive sea view
section of the Hôtel de Paris in Monte Carlo. She had slept well after the grueling fourteen-hour
trip from Montreal and the rest had drained the aches and weariness from her
body. When they arrived at Pierre Trudeau Airport in Dorval, Danny had insisted
that they catch a flight to Paris that was leaving right away, even though
there was a direct flight to Nice later in the day. He seemed determined to get
on a plane right then and there even if it meant their overall travelling time
would be longer. It was after eleven o’clock Paris time when they finally arrived—too late to make the
connecting flight to Nice. Diana wanted to spend the night in Paris, but Danny
was determined to push on. He talked her into taking the train to Nice and then
going on to Monte Carlo from there. They could probably get a sleeping berth
and get some shut-eye on the train, he told her. But they were held up in
traffic on the cross-town taxi ride to Le Gare du Nord from the airport, and
they missed the train they had intended to take. It was a three-hour wait for
the next train to Nice, and all the sleeping compartments on that train, which
left at 3 a.m. Paris time, had already been booked. The train trip to Nice took
five hours, and they did not arrive until 8 a.m. Sunday
morning.


The whole thing had been a bit of an ordeal for
Diana. She wasn’t a spur of the moment type of person. She liked to plan things well
in advance. She liked to have a list so that she could check off the items.
There was something comforting about the carefully scripted checkmarks beside
each item, especially the one beside the final item. Without careful planning,
it was too easy to forget something important: her passport for example. If she
hadn’t been
in the habit of carrying it with her in her purse, she wouldn’t have been able to
get on the plane in Montreal.


She could see from the alarm clock on that
bedside table that it was already late afternoon, and she rolled over in the
bed to see if Danny was awake, but he wasn’t there. She could see
his side of the bed had been slept in; the pillows had been twisted into his
preferred shapes, and the covers were in the usual disarray. He must have
gotten up already, she thought, but that was unusual for him. She was the early
riser.


Sitting up in bed, she looked around the room
and called out for him, but there was no answer. He wasn’t there. She got out
of bed, padded over to the bathroom and knocked on the door, but there was no
answer. She went in and found the bathroom empty. No Danny. She continued down
the short hallway and checked the kitchenette and the sitting room, but he wasn’t in either of them
either. He probably went out to pick up a few things, she thought. God knew they
needed some things, like a toothbrush for example.


Diana went back to the bathroom, and this time
she noticed a small leather toiletries kit on the counter. Danny must have
brought it with him in one of those two suitcases he had in the trunk of his
car, she thought. She used his toothbrush to brush her teeth, and she took a shower.
When she was done, she slipped on the complimentary terrycloth robe hanging
from a hook on the bathroom door and headed back to the bedroom to get her cellphone.
She was thinking she would call Danny to find out where he was and what he was
doing and give him a list of immediately needed items. The only clothes she had
with her were the terrycloth robe and the jeans and tee-shirt she’d worn the day before;
neither was remotely appropriate for the Café de Paris Casino. When
she turned on her phone, she noticed there was a message waiting from Cathy.
She clicked to open it.


Cathy Stewart:


Hello Diana. I’m sorry but I guess we can no longer be
friends anymore. It’s too bad because we’ve been such good friends for a long
time already. But after yesterday, I realize I have to look after myself. I
can’t let myself be sucked into a situation where I could be seriously harmed
or even worse.


I realize now that Roland is not the type of person I could
ever be with or should even associate with. I guess you suspected that all
along. You never seemed to like Roland very much, even though he was my
boyfriend. Anyway, I told him I am breaking it off with him. I just hope he
will leave me alone, now that I know his true colors and who and what he
actually is. Suffice it to say, he’s not a rug importer like he said.


Unfortunately, I have to break it off with you too Diana. Because
of your connection with you know who, I have my personal safety to consider.
Please don’t try to contact me. I have blocked you from text messages and phone
calls and I have changed my land line number. Anyway, I just wanted to warn you
in case you don’t know already. I guess I owe you that much. Anyway, the
warning is your new boyfriend Danny is not who you think he is.



 

“What the…?” Diana murmured.
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Danny was sitting at the bar in the Café de Paris Casino
having a cappuccino. From where he sat, he had a good view of the blackjack and
craps tables as well as the roulette wheels. He had come there hoping to pick
up the trail of Abagail Ponder, alias Susan Brown, the woman from Babcock
Morgan Solicitors who had taken Tommy Hill’s money. Despite the
fact that he had slept just a few hours out of the last twenty-four, he hadn’t been able to drift
off in the hotel room the night before. Diana seemed to be snoozing
comfortably, so he decided to get up and come down to the casino. If Abagail
was a habitual gambler, as Danny suspected, the casino was the obvious place to
find her.


He brought one of the grainy print-outs he had
made at Diana’s place with him, leaving the other two behind in his bag. He chose
one of the enlarged photos that focused on Abagail’s facial features. He
took it out and looked at it again as he sipped his drink. There was something
cocky in her expression that came through even with the poor quality of the
reproduction. It expressed an attitude that Danny was not completely unfamiliar
with: the self-assured confidence that came with being past caring.


As he sat there examining the picture, Danny was
aware of a sudden uptick in the level of activity amongst the casino staff. He
checked his watch and saw that it was near the top of the hour. He figured it
must be shift change, and sure enough new dealers and other staff began
appearing on the floor to check-in with their counterparts. A mild buzz filled
the room as cash floats and friendly banter were exchanged. One of the blackjack
dealers near the bar shared a joke with a female dealer going off shift. She
replied with a joke of her own, and they both laughed as she headed toward the cashier
cages with her float. The new dealer, a man in his mid-thirties, continued setting
up the table. Danny watched him for a few minutes, then he picked up his drink
and headed over to the dealer’s table.


As Danny sat down at one of the stools, he read
the man’s name from a tag on his jacket lapel. It was Frederico.


“Good morning, Frederico,” Danny said.


“Ah, an American,” the man replied. “You may call me Freddy, monsieur.”


“Okay, Freddy… you can call me Danny, but I’m not an American. I’m Canadian actually.
Sorry to disappoint.”


“… only a Canadian would apologize for not being an American, Monsieur
Danny.”


“… good one,” Danny chuckled.  


“… and now, Monsieur Danny. Shall we play some blackjack?”


“May as well. We can’t dance,” Danny said, dropping a 50-Euro note on the table. “Let’s start with that and
see what happens,” he said.


Freddy counted out Danny’s chips and they
played a few hands without talking much—just the usual blackjack
patter. Danny won four hands out of six and he was up 20-euros when he decided
to broach the topic he really wanted to talk about.


“You know Freddy, I have a friend that comes here sometimes. You
might know her.”


“A lot of people come to the Café de Paris, Monsieur Danny.”


“Yeah, but you’d remember this gal. She would have had a bit of money to throw
around. Her name is Abagail… Abagail Ponder?”


Danny took the photo from his pocket and
unfolded it on the table in front of the dealer. Freddy looked briefly at the grainy
photo and then raised his eyes to meet Danny’s gaze once more. Danny
could tell from Freddy’s expression that he recognized the woman in the photo.


“… ever seen her in here?” Danny asked.


“I’m sorry Monsieur Danny, but we are not to speak of other patrons. It
is, you know… against the regulation.”


“I understand, Freddy. No worries. But there wouldn’t be any problem. She’s a friend of mine. I
used to be one of her clients when she was working at Babcock Morgan and she
mentioned she was coming to Monte Carlo for an extended vacation. I’m in town for a few
days, and I’d really like to see her while I’m here. “You’d be doing us both a
favor… if you know what I mean.”


Danny smiled at the man and winked, trying to
suggest that he and Abagail had a romantic connection. The French, in Danny’s experience were
often sympathetic in matters of the heart, but Freddy looked doubtful.


“… I could make it worth your while,” Danny said, reaching in
his jacket for his billfold, but Freddy held up his hand and shook his head.


“No monsieur. Not here. The cameras… they are watching,
no?”


“… anything you could tell me would help.”


“… well, I suppose it would not hurt to tell you one thing, Monsieur
Danny.”


“Sure. What is it?”


“Mademoiselle Abagail is no longer here.”


“No longer in the hotel?”


“No longer in Monte Carlo.”


“Where did she go?”


“Las Vegas, monsieur. Two weeks ago.”
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Diana was utterly gob smacked by her friend
Cathy’s strange text. She had no idea what to make of it, and she desperately
wanted to talk to her friend to find out what was going on, but as Cathy had said
in her note, she was blocked from texting or calling. When she tried calling,
it went straight to voicemail and her texts were labeled “undelivered.” It was very
frustrating. The only person on the planet that could explain the bizarre note
wasn’t
taking her calls.


She read the note again for the third time. What
was the “situation” Cathy was talking about and how could it lead to her being harmed
or “even
worse,” Diana wondered. And what did she mean exactly by the ominous
sounding phrase “even worse?” Was she suggesting that her life might be in danger? It certainly
sounded that way. And what about Roland? What was it that she had discovered
about him that convinced her to break it off on such short notice? Diana had pegged
Roland as a Grade A creep the moment she laid eyes on him, but surely that
couldn’t be it. Cathy had dated plenty of creeps over the years. It had never
stopped her before. There had to be more to it than that—maybe even something
criminal.


And finally, most chilling of all, was Cathy’s warning about Danny
and her caution that he was not the person Diana thought he was. Her mind raced
back through her memories of the last four months. There was no question that
it had been one of the best times of her life, but still—there were definitely
some things that could be properly described as suspicious. How come Danny had
been such a dope about operating a simple home washer-dryer combo when he had supposedly
owned a commercial laundry service in London? Why was he so weird about money: he
hardly ever paid for anything, and when he did, he always used cash, never a
credit card or a check. And what was the deal with those two suitcases that he
kept in the trunk of his car? What was in them and why did he always keep them
close at hand all the time? That’s when it occurred to Diana that the two
suitcases were sitting in the closet just down the hall, and Danny was out.


“I shouldn’t look,” she thought. The suitcases were Danny’s private property. To
snoop through them would be an invasion of his personal space.


“… still,” she thought, if there was something to Cathy’s note, the contents
of the suitcases might provide some valuable clues.


She rose to her feet and padded stealthily down
the hall to the closet even though she was completely alone in the suite. She
swung open the doors and found the suitcases. They each lay on their own
luggage rack. Danny used both of the racks provided. Diana didn’t need a rack. She had
no bag.


She looked from one suitcase to the other,
agonizing over whether to open them or not. Not only did she feel guilty about
the snooping, she was afraid of what she might find. The cases were exactly
alike: light-grey hard shells and square in shape, with reinforced metal
corners and snap latches. They were positioned with the latches facing out so
the top could be flipped back for easy access to the contents. Diana stepped up
to the suitcase on the right and pressed the latch. It snapped open with a
resounding clack. She paused a moment, and then she flipped back the top. Her
eyes went wide when she saw what was inside. It was full of money.


The suitcase had a divider that separated the
contents into two sections. The largest section took up about three-quarters of
the space and contained stacks of bills held together with elastic bands in a
wide array of currencies and denominations. Diana picked one up and turned it
sideways to gauge its thickness. It was a stack of American dollars, mostly
twenties and fifties, and it looked to be about three inches thick. She dropped
it back into the case and picked up another one. This one was a stack of Euros.
All the major currencies seemed to be represented. There were stacks of
Canadian dollars, Russian Rubles, Chinese and Japanese Yen. There was even a
stack of German Deutschemarks, which had been replaced by the Euro although
still accepted as legal tender. Diana estimated there was at least a hundred
thousand dollars in the case, maybe two hundred thousand.


“… uh huh,” Diana muttered to herself. “He’s carrying around a
couple hundred thousand in a suitcase, and he won’t pick up a dinner
check.”


She turned her attention to the smaller section
of the case, which seemed to contain a collection of small booklets stuffed
into the case bindings up and stacks of plasticized cards bound together with
elastic bands like the money. She picked up one of booklets and opened it. It
was a British passport in the name of Samuel Jenkins, but the picture inside
was Danny. She tried another one, a Swiss passport. It was the same as the
first: a strange name but with Danny’s picture. She grabbed a stack of the
plasticized cards, ripped off the elastic and fanned them out in front of her
like a bridge hand. It was the same story: There were credit cards, driver’s licenses, library
cards, memberships, and employee access cards. Some of them, like the driver’s licenses and
employee cards had Danny’s picture, but none of them had Danny’s name.


“My God! Who… who have I been sleeping with?” Diana stammered.


She dropped the cards back into the case helter-skelter,
not bothering to replace the elastic and turned her attention to the other
suitcase. What horror would she find in that one she wondered? She pressed the
latch and flipped it open. At first glance, it appeared to contain nothing more
than clothing and other items for the trip. The only thing that caught her eye
was a carefully folded packet of paper sitting on top of a pair of Danny’s crisply pressed grey
slacks.


The packet consisted of two sheets of printer
paper that showed a photograph of an attractive young woman sitting at what
appeared to be a blackjack table. One was a zoomed in version of the other, and
it showed a blow-up of the woman’s face and upper torso. Diana focused on
the zoomed-in version. There was something annoyingly cheeky about the woman’s smug facial
expression. She had a look of entitlement, as if she thought a lot of herself, Diana
thought. She was also showing more cleavage than Diana thought appropriate. Turning
her attention to the other sheet, Diana noticed a small note at the bottom
written in Danny’s untidy scrawl. It said: “Abagail Ponder, Café de Paris
Casino.”


So, who was this Abagail Ponder, Diana wondered,
and what was she to Danny? Was she the reason he had been so anxious to make
this sudden, mad-dash trip across the Atlantic to Monte Carlo? She looked at
the blown-up photograph again, noting the woman’s infuriating, self-assured,
little smile. A sudden hot flash of anger and resentment burned like a solar
flare from the bubbling caldron of mixed emotions that gripped Diana. 


 “Who are you?” she blurted at the
photograph. 


There was no response, of course. The woman in
the photograph just kept grinning at her with that annoying smile. A single, salty
tear welled up in Diana’s eye and spilled out onto her cheek. For some ridiculous reason,
the tear angered her more than any of the rest of it, and she suddenly ripped
up both prints of the annoyingly self-assured Abagail Ponder into tiny, little
bits and hurled them into the air in front of her. They fluttered to the floor
like cheap confetti, and as the last little piece landed, it occurred to Diana
that there was no way now for her to conceal her snooping from Danny. There was
no way to replace the ripped-up photographs.


“Good!” she exclaimed. “That’s a good thing! That’s just… perfect!”


She stood there looking at the mess she had made
and trying to figure out what to do next when she spied the edge of something
poking out from underneath Danny’s neatly folded clothes in the second
suitcase. It appeared to be an ornate jewelry case, which seemed strange
because she could not recall Danny ever wearing any jewelry other than his
wrist watch, which he usually left sitting out on his bedside table. She took
the box out of the case and opened it, and then she recoiled in utter horror—It was a gun!


Diana screamed and staggered backward a few
steps like a prize fighter taking a body blow to the solar plexus. Then she dropped
the box and the gun back into the suitcase with the money. As it fell, the gun tumbled
out of the box and nestled amongst the stacks of cash. Diana’s deep-seated fear of guns
gripped her like a vice. She regarded guns as instruments of death with minds
of their own, as if they could suddenly start spraying bullets indiscriminately
around the room on a whim. Deep down, she knew her fear was irrational, but she
couldn’t help it.


It stemmed from an entrenched childhood memory
involving her friend Cathy. When she was about seven, she had gone over to Cathy’s house one day to
play. Cathy’s parents were out, and when they grew bored with their dolls, Cathy
got her Dad’s gun out to show Diana. She said it wasn’t loaded, but it was. The
gun went off as they were handling it, and a bullet buzzed past Diana’s head and shattered
the glass in a window behind her. Fortunately, neither child was injured, but
Diana had been fearful of guns ever since. Whenever she was in proximity of a
firearm, she immediately succumbed to uncontrollable panic. Her heart rate
ramped up like a run-away freight train, and she couldn’t get her breath. She
couldn’t speak without extreme difficulty and she couldn’t think straight. It
was like everything just froze up from the fear.


As Diana stood there trying to get her jangled
nerves back under control, there was a clicking sound from the entrance to the
suite at the end of hall as someone inserted a keycard. The door swung open and
in walked Danny. He was smiling, happy to see her, but the smile slowly faded as
he read the extent of Diana’s unsettled emotional state from her body language and facial
expression. His eyes went to the two opened suitcases and the tatters of the
photographs of Abagail Ponder that still littered the floor, and then back to
Diana.


They stood there in silence with their eyes
locked for almost a full second. Then, Diana strode to the suitcase with the
money, plucked out an elasticized stack of bills and hurled it at Danny.


“Who are you?” She shouted.
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Danny stepped aside as the stack of bills flew
past him and struck the wall to his right. It would have missed anyway. Diana
threw like a girl.


“What’s gotten into you?” he asked, perplexed.


“What’s gotten into me? What’s gotten into me? You! You bastard!” Diana shouted. “What is all this?” she asked gesturing
at the suitcases.


“I can explain those.”


“Oh, I’ll just bet you can. And I suppose you can explain who Abagail
Ponder is and why you’re trotting around the globe with pictures of her in your luggage!”


Diana stooped down and grabbed one of the scraps
of paper from Abagail’s picture and threw it at Danny with all her strength, but it was
too light for throwing. It fluttered harmlessly to the floor in almost the
exact spot that Diana had snatched it from.


“Is she your… your girlfriend or something? Is she the reason you came to Monte
Carlo? Did you come all this way so you could… be with her?”


Of course, Abagail was not the reason for the
Monte Carlo trip, at least not in the way Diana imagined it, but at that
moment, it seemed to Danny like a plausible explanation. He could tell Diana he
was chasing Abagail, and then he wouldn’t have to tell her
about Tommy Hill and his life as a money launderer. Also, from the sounds of it,
it wouldn’t be too hard to convince her that Abagail was just a romantic fling.


“Well… she’s sort of…” Danny started to say, but his voice trailed off as he saw the cloud
of hurt registering on Diana’s face. He watched as a single dewy tear welled up in her eye and
dribbled down her cheek, and he knew he couldn’t deceive her anymore.


“No,” he said. “She’s not my girlfriend. She’s… a business associate.”


“But you came here because of her. Not to surprise me with a trip.”


“Well… yes.”


“You lied to me,” she said in a low even tone. “You’ve been lying to me
from the very start, haven’t you?”


 “Well… yes, but I had to,
Diana. I had no choice.” he said. “You never would have let me into your life if you knew the truth.”


Diana said nothing. She just stood there staring
back at him with that horrible wounded look in her eyes.


“Diana, I needed somewhere safe to hide from… from who I used to
be,” Danny
said, gesturing at the open suitcases.


“… but I’m not that person anymore, Diana. The last four months with you have
been… well,
you know how they’ve been. I think we have something here, Diana. Something really
good, and I don’t want us to throw it away.”


“… but how can I trust you, Danny? How can I believe anything you say?”


“Because the lying stops right here, Diana, right now. I’ll never lie to you
again. I promise.”


She stood there for a moment without speaking.
She just looked at him. The wounded look in her eyes was gone now. It had been
replaced with something else—something more self-assured, more appraising.


“Okay,” she said. “What about the flat tire?”


“… the flat tire?”


“That first night… when we left the school. My car had a flat tire. How did that
happen?”


“I spiked it. I got the make and model of your car online, and after
you went into the school, I spiked it. I wanted an excuse to drive you home.”


“Did you really own a laundry business?”


“Not exactly. I laundered cash for clients involved in organized
crime.”


“My God! You’re a… a criminal?”


“Well, yes… white collar,” Danny said, as if the color of the collar made any difference.


Danny’s admission did nothing to improve Diana’s mood. She crossed
her arms over her chest, and a deep furrow began to form in her brow. 


“What about your mother… did she really commit suicide?”


“I never actually said she committed suicide. I said they never
report suicides.”


Diana rolled her eyes.


“Okay, okay… I know. That was kind of… misleading. But the truth is almost as
bad. My mother was having an affair with an airline executive, and when he got
transferred to Los Angles in my last year of high school, she went with him and
she left me behind with my Step Father. It was the worst year of my life, Diana.
My Step Father hated me.”


“Is she still in Los Angles?”


“She passed away a few years ago from a stroke. Her boyfriend sent me
a message.”


“… and your Step Father?”


“I have no idea where he is. We never kept in touch.”


The hurt look in Diana’s eyes was returning.
She looked down at the floor for a moment, and then back up at him.


“Okay, Danny. Answer me this. That first night at my place… the night we first… made love.”


“… yes?”


“Did you put something in the wine? Did you drug the wine?”


“What? No! Of course not. How could you even think that?”


 “Then what was that?
What happened that night? Why was it so… dreamy, so…? I don’t know. Like floating?”


“I don’t know, but I know what you mean. I know exactly what you mean. That’s how it was for me
too, Diana. It was like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. It must be
because… ”


He never finished the sentence. He just stood
there staring at her, with a flabbergasted expression on his face, and his eyes
boring into her like laser beams. Diana was pretty sure she knew what he was
going to say. He was going to say: I love you. Hearing him actually say it,
would have been great. It would have been perfect actually, but this was almost
as good.


He scooped her up in his arms and headed to the
bedroom with her. On the way, she kissed his ear and nibbled the tip of it with
her teeth. It drove him wild, and when they reached the bedroom, the clothes
came flying off just like the first time at her house in Pointe Claire. They
made mad love on the bed, and then they made love again—slow, sweet love, the
kind that makes you want it to last forever. Then, contented and exhausted,
they lay naked in the bed together, and they talked.


He told her everything. He told her how he had
met Peter in Boston when he was working in banking; He told her how Peter had
introduced him to George Abramson
and about the move to London; He told her about how he and George had built up
a money laundering business at Bartletts, and how he later branched out on his
own; He told her about Tommy Hill and how Abagail Ponder had stolen his money,
and how he was trying to get it back so he could placate Tommy, and get him off
his back. He told her everything.


“So, what do we do now?” She asked.


“We have to go to Las Vegas.”


“Las Vegas? But we just got here.”


“I know, but I found out from a blackjack dealer
in the casino that Abagail’s gone to Las Vegas. We
have to follow her.”


“When?”


“Today. Right after breakfast. In fact, I should book some tickets
right now,” He said, reaching for his phone.


“What? No way! I have to get some clothes, and a toothbrush, and
make-up and, you know… stuff. This will be my second day wearing the same pair of
underwear. Besides, I’ve never been to Monte Carlo. We’ll go tomorrow.”


“We should really go today. We don’t want the trail to go
cold.”


“We’ll go… tomorrow.”


Danny could see it was no use trying to convince
her.


“Okay, okay. We’ll have breakfast, we’ll go shopping and we’ll go to Las Vegas
tomorrow.”


 “I don’t have any French
money,” Diana said. 


“No problem there. We’ve got a suitcase full of money.”


Danny finished booking their Las Vegas tickets,
and then Diana followed him back down the hallway to where the suitcases yawned
open on their racks. She stood beside him as he rummaged through the suitcase
with the money looking for a stack of euros.


“Here, hold this a sec,” he said, taking something from the case
and handing it to her. The heavy metallic object was in her hands before it fully
registered in her brain what it was. As she stared down at the evil instrument
of death in her hands, messages of fear and alarm raced to her brain and
shouted down every last shred of reason and logic. It was Danny’s gun! She was holding
a gun! She wanted desperately for it to be removed from her grasp, and yet she
could not let go of it.


“Gu-gun,” she stammered, and began to back away from Danny, while holding the
gun as far away from herself as possible. Danny stopped searching the suitcase and
turned toward Diana.


“… pardon?” he said.


“In my hands… it’s a… a gun.” 


“Right. I just handed it to you from the… Diana, are you okay.
You look a little weirded out.”


She had these wild looking eyes, and she continued
to back away from him in a semi-crouch like she was expecting someone to start
shooting at her. 


“I’m afraid… of guns. They’re… very dangerous,” Diana intoned, the pitch of her voice rising with the surging wave
of panic that gripped her.


“It’s okay, Diana. It’s not loaded. It’s perfectly safe,” Danny said, trying to speak in a calm reassuring voice, but not
quite managing it. He took a step toward her but that just seemed to make her
crazier.


“No!” she shrieked. “Don’t come any closer!”


“It’s not loaded, Diana. It won’t go off.”


“It might.”


“Well, stop pointing it at me, okay? I’m just going to … ”


Ka-blamm!
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Abagail Ponder was in trouble and she knew it. She
lay in her king-size bed in her upper-floor luxury suite at the Bellagio Hotel
in Las Vegas ruminating about the deep well of trouble into which she was
sinking. It was a type of trouble that had visited her many times in the past
and probably would again in the future. It was money trouble that vexed her. It
spoiled her sunny expectations for the future with the distant rumblings of
thunder and storm clouds on the horizon. It would have been an over statement
to say it weighed heavily on her mind, but it was definitely on her radar, and
as her financial situation worsened, the harder it got for her to push those
worries from her mind and replace them with more pleasant thoughts.


The truth was that she was rapidly running out
of the €2.4 million she had
stolen from Tommy Hill. It was hard to believe that she had managed to go
through almost all of it in a little less than five months, but apparently, she
had. When she checked her Cayman Islands account two days ago, she discovered there
was a little more than $100,000 US left.


Abagail put her money troubles down to bad luck
at gambling, but had she taken the time to analyze her situation carefully, she
would have realized that her money troubles had more to do with bad timing than
bad luck. In fact, Abagail had had extraordinary runs of luck during her five-month
gambling sojourn courtesy of Tommy Hill. Take the previous evening for example:
She was at the roulette table, one of her favorite games of chance, when she suddenly
had a very strong feeling about black eleven. The image of the roulette ball
coming to rest on number eleven momentarily flashed in her mind, and she felt a
trill of excitement rising from the pit of her stomach. She put a five hundred-dollar
bet down on the three-number combo that included 10, 11, and 12. Eleven didn’t come up, but 12 red
did, netting her $5,500. She let the bet ride, and the ten came up, pushing her
total to $66,000. She moved the entire amount to the first 12 numbers, and up
came seven red, paying her $132,000 and bringing her total to almost $200,000.
She put it all on red, and she won again. She had almost $400,000 sitting on
the table, but did she stop and take the money? Did she even take a portion of
it for insurance? Of course not. She let the whole thing ride. Up came eleven
black, and she lost it all.


The point was, Abagail did not know when to
stop, or perhaps she did, and she just didn’t want to. When it
came right down to it, it wasn’t the prospect of winning that gave Abagail the thrill she craved—the thrill she needed.
It was the excitement that came of risking everything you had on a single roll
of the dice or spin of the wheel. It was that little space of time between
placing your bet and knowing the outcome. For Abagail, there was no bigger rush
than that.


Tipping up a corner of her sleep mask, Abagail
peeked at the clock on her bedside table. It was 12:45 p.m.


“… almost time to get up,” she murmured.


Her daily routine called for a cocktail and appetizer
at the Café Bellagio at about four o’clock, and then blackjack or craps promptly
at six. She saved roulette for later in the evening depending on how the
blackjack or craps went. Dinner was at midnight at any of the high-end
restaurants on the strip. Lately, she had been favoring Bobby Flay’s Mesa Grill. After
dinner, there might be a high-stakes poker game, or if there wasn’t, she’d find a cozy chair
somewhere on the strip to gamble until it was time for breakfast. She tried to
make a point of getting to bed by 5 a.m. sharp to be sure to get at least eight
hours of slumber. Abagail believed that an adequate amount of sleep was the
cornerstone of any good regimen for healthy living.


She still had time to catch a few more Zees
before she had to get up, so she re-adjusted her eye mask, snuggled back into
the sumptuous softness of the Bellagio pillows and tried to manufacture a
pleasant day dream. She conjured up the lean, muscled image of Sergio Garcia, a
young Spaniard she’d chatted up on the beach in Monte Carlo one day—but it was no good.
Her thoughts kept drifting back to her money troubles, and the image of Sergio’s firm, young body
melted away to be replaced by the display of her Cayman Islands bank account on
her computer screen.


“Oh, poo,“ Abagail muttered “… may as well get up.”


She rolled out of bed, threw on a robe and headed
to the kitchenette to put on a pot of coffee. On the way, she noticed a plain
white envelope near the entrance to her suite. Someone must have slid it under
the door during the night or early morning. She picked it up and read the face
of the envelope. It was addressed “to occupant.” She ripped it open,
and inside she found a bill for her previous day’s lodgings at the
Bellagio.


“What the hell is this?” she said, incredulously.


She could not believe they were sending her a
bill. The room charges were supposed to be comped. She went back to the
bedroom, picked up the room phone and punched the button for the desk.


“Bellagio Hotel Desk. How may I help you?”


“Connect me with someone in accounts, please.”


“Yes ma’am. Right away.”


It was a cordless phone, so she took it into the
kitchen with her to put her coffee on while she waited for someone to come on
the line. She was spooning freshly ground coffee into the filter with the phone
tucked between her chin and her shoulder when the person from accounts finally answered.


“Hello, this is Mr. Service from Accounts. To whom am I speaking
please?”


“Mr. Service? That’s your name?”


“Yes, that’s right. Robert Service, like the poet.”


“… that’s kind of funny, don’t you think?”


“What?”


“… for someone working in customer service to be named Mr. Service?”


“I never thought about it before.”


“Really? It never occurred to you?”


“No.”


“Okay… whatever. Listen… Mr. Service, this is Abagail Ponder in Suite 2503. Some asshole
just stuck a bill for room charges under my door. But my room is supposed to be
comped. Can you explain that please?”


“Oh, I’m sorry Ms. Ponder. Let me check your account. I think I know what’s happened.”


“Check away, Mr. Service.”


“Let’s see now… Ponder, Ponder, Ponder… here you are. Yes. That’s what I thought. This
happens sometimes.”


“What happens, Mr. Service?”


“Well, you see Ms. Ponder, the room comp depends on maintaining a
minimum balance of $60,000 in the room occupant’s Bellagio Casino
account. If that amount slips below $60,000, the computer generates a bill,
which is delivered to the room by staff. That way people know their room is no
longer comped and they don’t get a big surprise at the end of their stay. That seems to be what’s happened in this
case, Ms. Ponder.”


“… and what do you intend to do about it, Mr. Service?”


“Well, I would be happy to refund the room charges, Ms. Ponder. I can
see from your account activity that you’re an excellent
customer of the hotel. You appear to have made extensive use of our casino
facilities during your stay.”


“Indeed, I have… so, you’ll refund the charges?”


“Yes of course, just as soon as you make a deposit to your casino account
to bring the balance back up to $60,000.”


“… pardon?”


“Just as soon as… “


“I heard what you said, Mr. Service. I’m just not getting it.”


“… oh, it’s quite simple, Ms. Ponder. It all has to do with the balance in
your… “


“I know it’s simple, Mr. Service. I just don’t agree with it. You
said before that I’m an excellent customer?”


“Oh, yes. Excellent, Ms. Ponder. No question there.”


“So, comp me based on that? Forget about the minimum balance thing.”


“Oh, I’m afraid we couldn’t do that, Ms. Ponder.”


“Why not, Mr. Service?”


“That would be against policy, Ms. Ponder.”


“Oh, good Christ, not God-damned policy again. Do you know how many
times in my life I’ve been screwed in the ass because of stupid idiotic policy?”


“It would just be conjecture on my part, Ms. Ponder. But judging from
your tone, I’d say… many times?”


Abagail couldn’t quite make out
whether Mr. Service was actually as benign and guileless as he came across on
the telephone, or whether he was trying to have it on with her.


“… are you trying to be funny, Mr. Service?”


“Oh no, Ms. Ponder. I would never do that. I’m never funny.”


Abagail paused, still uncertain of his true
intent. She decided to let it go for the time being.


“… whatever,” she muttered. “Listen, Mr. Service. Aren’t you afraid that I’ll pack my bags and
take my business to the hotel down the street?”


“Oh no, Ms. Ponder, that doesn’t worry me at all. You
see, all the hotels have the same basic policy. Some have minimums that are a
little higher, others a little lower, but they all have them, Ms. Ponder. It’s kind of an agreement
we have with the other hotels so that no one gets special treatment. We all have
to strictly enforce the policy. You know…  in every single case, no exceptions. Otherwise,
you don’t really have an agreement at all, do you Ms. Ponder?”


“… sounds to me like good a way for the hotels to get together and
screw the gamblers.”


“… that would be another way of putting it.”


“Tell me, Mr. Service. What is the balance in my account right now?”


“Let’s see. It’s eleven-fifty and change.”


“Eleven hundred and fifty dollars?”


“Correct.”


“Okay, I will promise to deposit, let’s say $60,000, to my
casino account, and you will refund the room charges. Okay, Mr. Service?”


“I will refund your room charges just as soon as you make a deposit
to your casino account to bring it back to a balance of $60,000.”


“That’s not quite what I said.”


“No. Not quite.”


There was an awkward pause, which Robert Service
finally broke.


“… anything else I can do for you, Ms. Ponder?”


“Yes, Mr. Service. You could come up here right now and let me watch
while you stuff this bill up your ass.”


There was another pause.


“… You seem upset, Ms. Ponder.”


“Are you for real, Mr. Service? Are you for God-damned fucking real?
You talk like some kind of telephone robot.”


“Oh no, I’m a real person, Ms. Ponder. No question there.”


“… and your name is Mr. Service.”


“Yes, as I said earlier. Robert Service, like the poet.”


“Yeah? Well, I’ve never heard of a poet by the name of Robert fucking Service.”


“Oh, there is one alright, although he’s passed now. He was a
Canadian. He wrote The Cremation of Sam McGee. It’s a wonderful poem… very popular in its
day.”


“Really?”


“Oh yes, Ms. Ponder. Very popular in its day.”


“Fuck you, Mr. Service.”


Abagail hung up. She hated that her money
worries were souring what she considered to be her normally sweet and endearing
disposition. It annoyed her to think she only had enough money left in her
Cayman Islands account for one more decent infusion of cash before she was
essentially tapped out, and that she had no idea what she was going to do when
the money was gone, as she knew, deep down, it inevitably would be. She suspected
that money was the cause of all malcontent, a sentiment she had inherited from
her mother, who had been obsessed with it. Maybe that was why Abagail was so
adept at getting rid of it.


“Perhaps… ,” she thought, as she picked up her coffee and headed to the bathroom
for her afternoon bubble bath “… my luck will change.”
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Queen Elizabeth Hotel, Montreal.



 

Wendell Oliver had not been as lucky with the
scheduled flights from Montreal to Monaco as Tommy Hill and his two associates
had been. By the time Wendell got to the Pierre Elliott Trudeau Airport in
Dorval, he was too late to catch the only direct flight scheduled that day to
Nice. He considered flying to Paris and then getting a connecting flight, but
it hardly seemed worth it for the time it would take. In the end, he decided to
stay another day in Montreal. He went to a ticket agent at the airport and booked
a direct flight to Nice for the following day. Then he drove back downtown to
the Queen Elizabeth Hotel.


He thought the best use of his time would be to
spend the day on his laptop doing Internet searches to see what he could find
out about the people whose names he had uncovered the day before. First, there
was Cathy Stewart, the occupant of the house where Tommy had stopped to pick up
the woman and the two men who had accompanied him to Diana Miller’s residence on
Breabrook Avenue. It was likely that Cathy Stewart had been the woman who
Wendell had observed letting the men into Ms. Miller’s house with a key.
Then there was the woman named Abagail Ponder, whose image Wendell had
discovered on Diana Miller’s desktop computer. There was Diana Miller, herself, the owner of
the house on Breabrook Avenue, and finally, there was Daniel Alexander, who of the
four, interested Wendell the most.


There was no denying the growing collection of
facts suggesting that Daniel Alexander, or ‘Danny’ as he appeared to be
known, was in fact the criminal persona that Wendell was pursuing—the chameleon. To
begin with, Wendell knew that Danny had recently been in Europe, a fact he had
deduced from the photograph of Danny with the Eifel Tower in the background. He
also knew that Danny had travelled to Montreal at some point prior to April 29th, the date of the
dinner-dance and reunion commemorating the 50th anniversary of the inauguration of Lindsay Place High School. He inferred
this information from the note on the other side of the photograph, in which Danny
had invited Diana to meet him at the inauguration celebration. If he had
invited her to meet him, presumably he intended to be there himself. Finally,
the high school reunion was located in a suburb of Montreal, the city that had
been identified by an informant as the hometown of the money man in one of the illegal
transactions that Wendell was investigating. If Danny was the chameleon and on
the run from Tommy Hill, it made sense to Wendell that he might return to his
hometown for refuge.


When he got back to his room at The Queen
Elizabeth, Wendell got his laptop out and opened it on the secretary desk. Then
he made a line connection to the Internet and VPNed into his Scotland Yard
account, so he could access all the tools and databases that he normally used
at work. The first thing he did after logging in to Scotland Yard was to check recent
travel arrangements and pending bookings for his four persons of interest: Cathy
Stewart, Abagail Ponder, Danny Alexander and Diana Miller. He learned that
Danny and Diana had recently travelled to Monte Carlo together and that Abagail
Ponder had left Monte Carlo two weeks previous for Las Vegas. Cathy Stewart
hadn’t gone
anywhere. She was still in Montreal.


He set up a notification on the Scotland Yard
system to alert him of any changes in the travel plans of the four individuals
he was tracking, and then he began his search of the various databases
available to him through Scotland Yard. As he searched, he wrote up brief dossiers
on each of them:



 

Daniel Alexander: age 56, b. February 2nd
1961, Montreal. Graduated Lindsay Place High School, 1978, Boston College,
1982. Employed East Boston Savings Bank, Boston Private Bank, 1983-1993. No
employment records after 1993. No record of convictions or arrests. 



 

Diana Miller: age 54, b. July 17th,
1963, Montreal. Graduated Lindsay Place High School, 1980, Dawson College, 1983.
Employed Bank of Montreal, 1982-2016. Married Gordon Marshall, June 8th 1985.
Divorced, April 7th, 2017. No record of convictions or arrests.



 

Cathy Stewart: age 55, b. August 10th,
1962, Montreal. Graduated Lindsay Place High School, 1980. Short-term
employment, various occupations, 1980-2017. Married Garry MacAdam, May 20th, 1982.
Divorced, November 23rd, 1987. Married Wayne
Bussey, March 21st, 1989. Divorced, December 13th, 1992.
Convictions for DUI and possession of marijuana, November 30th, 1998. Served eight months probation, December 1st 1998 to July
31st 1999. Filed for bankruptcy and credit protection January 18th,
2011.



 

Abagail Ponder: age 36, b. April 13th,
1980, Hackney, East London. Graduated Clapton Girls’ Academy, 1997. Short-term
employment, accounting and book keeping, 1998-2016. Convictions for check
kiting, June 6th 2001, uttering false statements, April 9th
2002, embezzlement and fraud, June 21st 2011.
Served six months house arrest and one-year probation for embezzlement and
fraud 2011-12.



 

Just as Wendell was finishing up the brief on
Abagail Ponder, his phone pinged to alert him that one or more of the individuals
he was tracking had made a change in their travel plans. He went to his email
and found two messages from Scotland Yard. One told him that Daniel Alexander had
booked a flight to Las Vegas leaving the next day at 11 a.m. Monte Carlo time.
The other message said that Diana Miller was booked on the same flight. The
significance of Danny and Diana booking flights to the same city that Abagail
Ponder was visiting was not lost on Wendell.


He considered for a moment, and then he picked
up his phone and dialed a number.


“Hello? This is Wendell Oliver. I’m booked on your 10
a.m. flight to Nice tomorrow morning, but I’m afraid I’m going have to cancel… Yes, that’s right. I’ve had a change of
plans. I’m going to need a seat on your next available flight to Las Vegas.”

















 

Chapter 12: The assistant supervisor




Sunday, September 10th 2017


Danny and Diana’s suite, Café de Paris
Hotel, Monte Carlo.
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Cleaning up all the blood was going to be a
problem. Diana could already see that. It seemed to be everywhere. There was a splatter
of it on the door to the suite and on the wall near the spot where Danny had
been standing. A large dollop, now covered with a towel, had landed on the hall
carpet, where it would likely leave a stain, and a trail of smaller droplets
led from the towel to the bathroom door where a smear of it decorated the
doorknob. Inside the bathroom, it was everywhere: on the floor, in the bathtub,
on the mirror, on the vanity counter and on the toilet. Inexplicably, there were
even a few drops on the ceiling.


Diana was reluctant at first to use the hotel towels.
They were hospital white, and she knew what they would look like if she used
them to clean up the bloody mess. What would the maid think when she found them
in the morning, Diana wondered? Surely, the maid would assume something
nefarious had occurred during the night and report it to her supervisor.
Questions would be asked—questions for which Diana really had no good answers.


In the end, she had to use the hotel towels
because there was only one roll of paper towel in the kitchenette, and she used
most of that to staunch the flow of blood seeping from Danny’s wound. Once the
bleeding was more or less under control, she went out to an apothecary just down
the street from the hotel to get medical supplies. She got gauze, medical tape,
iodine, hydrogen peroxide, bandages and a pair of scissors, but it never
occurred to her to pick up more paper towel. Some stain remover and cleaning
fluid would also have come in handy, but she didn’t think about either
of those either, so there she was wiping up the last of the blood splatter from
the wall with a damp hotel towel.


When she was done with the wall, she headed back
to the bathroom to chuck the used towel in the bathtub and pick up a clean one
to use on the door. She brushed past Danny who was standing in front of the
vanity mirror with a roll of blood-soaked gauze pressed to his cheek.


“How does it look?” Danny asked, peeling back the gauze so she could see the wound.


It was an angry red groove in his left cheek
that started just above the corner of his mouth and ran back towards his ear at
about a 30-degree angle. There was also a tiny oval-shaped wound on the tip of
his left earlobe. The edge of the bullet must have scraped his cheek, and then sheared
off the tip of his earlobe as it rocketed past his head at about 1,700 miles an
hour. Another centimeter to the left, and the bullet would have struck bone:
another inch, and Danny would be seriously wounded or dead. As it was, he had
gotten off with just a very nasty-looking flesh wound.


“… it’s not an improvement,” she replied morosely.


“Yeah, well… could have been worse.”


She tossed the used towel into the bathtub and
turned around to look at Danny as he fussed with the bandage on his cheek.


“… Danny?”


“Yeah?”


“Will you please let me take you to the hospital?” Diana blurted, her
voice filled with distress and exasperation. Danny wheeled around to face her.


“No! We can’t go to the hospital! We’ve been through this Diana. They’ll know it’s a gunshot wound.
They’ll have
to notify the police. The police will want to see the gun and the registration,
and I don’t have the registration because I’m not the registered
owner of the gun. They’ll open an investigation and they’ll take our passports.
We won’t be able to leave Monte Carlo, and we have to go to Las Vegas. Actually,
we should go right now, tonight.”


“No. I don’t want to go tonight. We’ll go tomorrow after I’ve had a chance to go
shopping.”


“We could get whatever you need in Las Vegas.”


“No.”


He drew in a deep breath and let it out again as
a sigh. Then he turned back to the mirror and continued fussing with his
bandage.


“… Danny?”


“What?”


“Do you think it will leave a scar?”


There was something in the tone of her voice
that made him turn around again. It had an anxiousness that told him she was
very near the edge. Her eyes were red and teary, and she looked like she might
start crying at any moment.


“It might. But if it does, it does. It’ll be okay, Diana. It’ll make me look tough.”


“I’m sorry I shot you.”


The tears started to come, and Danny wrapped her
in his arms and held her close.


“It’s okay, sweetie. It’s wasn’t your fault.”


“I didn’t mean to. It’s just that I have this thing about… about guns. I hate
them. They’re evil and… and, I hate them.”


“I know, sweetie. It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”


She pressed in close to him and nuzzled her nose
and mouth into the crook of his neck. Each sob seemed to vibrate through her
body like the ripple on the surface of a pond when you throw in a stone. He
could feel each sob radiating into his own body, and he was surprised by a
sudden ping of sensation and a slight hardening of his penis. It seemed like a
highly inappropriate moment for sex, and yet the temptation was overwhelming.
He was trying to decide what to do, when someone knocked on the door of their
suite three times in quick succession: Rap, Rap, Rap!
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Diana pulled away from Danny and stared at him
with saucer eyes.


“Who’s that? Who’s at the door?”


“I don’t know,” Danny shrugged.


“What’ll we do?”


“Well, I… I guess we’ll have to answer the door.”


They went out into the hall and up to the door in
single file, Danny in front and Diana behind. He squinted through the peep hole
in the door to see who was outside. There was a man standing there. Danny didn’t recognize him. He
was wearing a cheap suit with a hotel nameplate pinned above the breast pocket,
but Danny couldn’t quite make it out. He was about the same height as Danny, but
younger, in his early thirties perhaps, and he was skinnier with more sharply
angled facial features than Danny. His expression was vapid and bored as he
waited for a response.


“Who’s there?” Danny asked without opening the door.


“It is Gaspar Petit, monsieur. I am the hotel sergeant, security supervisor
and… so forth.
May I please come in, monsieur?”


“What for?”


“I need to discuss with you a small matter, monsieur, concerning a
complaint of which I am just now conducting an official investigation. It will
take but a few moments of your valuable time, monsieur.”


“Can you come back later?”


“No, monsieur,” Gaspar replied in a whiny tone. “That is quite
impossible. You see, I must expedite my investigation before the passage of
time, or the evidence, she goes caput, monsieur. You understand the problem, I’m sure.”


“It’s not convenient right now. We were just getting ready for bed.”


“I have my own key, monsieur. I am the security supervisor.”


Danny looked at Diana. She shrugged her
shoulders. He took a deep breath and opened the door. Gaspar shuffled into the
room and stopped in the hall in front of them. Danny could see his name plate
clearly now. It matched the name he had given them, but the title below his
name said: “assistant supervisor,” not “supervisor.”


“Good evening monsieur. Thank you so much for assisting me in my
investigation. May I have your names please?”


“I’m Daniel Alexander and this is my associate, Diana Miller. What’s this all about Mr.
Petit?”


“Well, monsieur,” Gaspar said, taking a notebook from his pocket and scribbling down
the two names Danny had given him.


“We are in receipt of a complaint from a guest on the floor above of
a gunshot earlier today, and I am visiting the rooms to investigate. Maybe it is
nothing at all, monsieur, but you know we must perform the diligence to
ascertain the truth, or the falsity, monsieur. It is, you know… our job.”


“… of course,” Danny said. “… anything we can do to help.”


“… was anyone hurt?” Diana asked, her voice dripping with trepidation.


“No, madam. Thank you to God, no injuries were sustained. In truth,
we have not so far discovered any physical evidence of the bullet. She remains
mysterious to us at this moment, and this is not so unusual as you might think,
madam. Sometimes, the bullet, she goes in the wall, and where she goes… nobody knows,” Gaspar explained, holding
up both hands, palms upward in a gesture of bewilderment and defeat.  


“… I see,” Diana said.


“Did either of you hear a gunshot earlier today?” Gaspar continued.


Danny and Diana both answered at the same moment:
Diana in the negative and Danny in the affirmative. Gaspar looked at Danny to
Diana and back again with a quizzical expression on his face.


 “That is… “ Danny said. “I heard a gunshot. At
least, I heard a noise, and now after speaking with you Mr. Petit, I believe it
could have been a gunshot. At the time, I thought it was just… a noise, or I would
have reported it, of course.”


“… of course,” Gaspar repeated.


“Anyway, the sound came from up the hall in that direction,” Danny said, pointing.
“… so maybe
you should be checking those rooms.”


 “I have done so already,
monsieur,” Gaspar replied with an odd little smile and a curt nod of his head.
“… and
you, madam? You heard nothing?” 


“Diana was in the bedroom having a nap,” Danny interjected. “… so, she didn’t hear anything.”


Gaspar locked eyes with Danny for a moment, and then
looked down to scribble something in his pad. When he looked up again, Danny
noticed the bored, vapid look was gone; it had been replaced with something different—something a little more
alert, more suspicious.


“Monsieur,” Gaspar said in a cool, even tone. “When I ask madam a
question, please will you refrain from giving the answer for her. Do you understand,
monsieur?”


“Oh, sorry. Yes, of course,” Danny replied.


“Very good, monsieur.”


Gaspar didn’t say anything else
for a moment. He just stood there, carefully reviewing his notes, despite the
fact that he had written almost nothing. 


“Tell me monsieur… ” Gaspar asked suddenly. “What has become of your face?”


“My face?”


“Yes, monsieur. Your face.”


 “You mean this?” Danny asked,
indicating the bandage.


“Exactly, monsieur. You have had an injury?”


“... uh, yes. It’s nothing really. I cut myself shaving.”


“… ah, shaving, monsieur. And your ear? Did you cut that also with the
shaving?”


“… well, yes. As a matter of fact, I did.”


“What do you use for the shaving, monsieur?”


“A safety razor: Gillette Quattro.”


“… not a straight razor, monsieur?”


“No.”


Gaspar cocked his head to one side and stepped
in for a closer look at Danny’s face. He took his time examining Danny’s wound.


“May I remove this bandage, monsieur.”


“No,” Danny replied. “I’d prefer if you didn’t.”


“Of course, monsieur. Perfectly understandable,” Gaspar said. “Still, it does seem
like a lot of injury for a safety razor, does it not?”


“Yeah, well…” Danny said. “I guess it is what it is.”


Gaspar flashed Danny another of his odd little smiles.


“Yes, of course, monsieur. It is so often the case, is it not, that
things are what they in fact appear to be. But then, there are the instances,
monsieur, when things are not what they appear to be, and it is in these
instances, monsieur, that we often discover the circumstances that are the most
helpful in revealing the truth. Is it not so, monsieur?”


“… I guess.”


Gaspar nodded, and then, without warning, he stepped
around Danny and started walking briskly up the hallway toward the kitchenette
and the bedrooms.


“Hey! Wait a minute,” Danny yelled after him. “Where do you think you’re going?”


Gaspar stopped and turned to face Danny.


“I am going to check the rooms for the bullet holes, monsieur.”


“What are you talking about? You need a search warrant for that!”


“No, monsieur. I do not. This is not your private residence, monsieur.
It is an ‘otel.”


As the two men stood their ground in the
hallway, Diana was stunned to notice that they had inadvertently left one of
Danny’s suitcases open on its luggage rack in the hall. The suitcase with
the money and fake ID was closed properly, but the suitcase with Danny’s clothes and
belongings yawned wide open, and it was into that suitcase that they had put
the gun after Diana accidently shot Danny in the face. The gun was plainly
visible, and Gaspar Petit was standing right beside it.


“Danny!” she blurted out. Both men turned to look at her, surprised at the sudden
outburst after her prolonged silence.


“Don’t be so silly, Danny. Let Mr. Petit go and check the other rooms. He’s only trying to do
his job after all.”


“But Diana…” Danny started to say, but something in the tone of her voice and the
expression on her face told him to follow her lead, and he held up his hands in
a gesture of surrender. 


“Thank you, madam,” Gaspar said, smiling. “It is a refreshment to speak with someone in
the possession of their sense.”


“You go right ahead, Mr. Petit. You check the other rooms,” Diana said.


“Yes, yes. By all means, check the rooms,” Danny added. “We have nothing to
hide.”


“Thank you, monsieur, madam,” Gaspar said, with a little nod to each of
them, and then he turned on his heel and took three brisk steps up the hall
towards the kitchenette. But he stopped abruptly just before he got there and
turned around again to face Danny and Diana.


“… un moment,” Gaspar said, thoughtfully. “Could it perhaps be,
that it is your desire that I check the other rooms because there is something
here that you wish I would not see?”


“… of course not, Mr. Petit,” Diana reassured, but Gaspar did not look
convinced. He pursed his lips and began walking slowly back towards them while
scanning the walls and ceiling of the hallway. He suddenly came to an abrupt
halt, again right beside the open suitcase.


“What is that?” Gaspar asked.


“What?” Diana asked.


“That!” Gaspar said, pointing. Following his gaze, Diana saw a small neat
hole in the corner of the hallway ceiling just above the door. Neither she nor
Danny had noticed it before.


“… probably nothing,” Danny said, in a dismissive tone.


“Oh, no, no, no, monsieur,” Gaspar replied, marching to the door and
standing directly beneath the small hole.


“She is the bullet hole, monsieur,” Gaspar cried. “It is a positive
surety, monsieur. Of this, I have no doubt.”


Danny was dismayed at the obvious change in
Gaspar’s demeanor. The bored little man appeared transformed by his
discoveries of the last few seconds. Gone was the vapid look in his eyes.
Instead, his expression was animated and alert. It occurred to Danny that this
might well be the most exciting thing ever to have happened to Gaspar Petit in
his entire career as an assistant security supervisor, and if that was true, it
would make concocting a believable story to throw Gaspar off the track all the
more difficult.


“… and so!” Gaspar exclaimed happily. “If the bullet hole is there, then the
shooter must have been standing, approximately…”


He paused and walked briskly back down the
hallway, once again stopping directly beside the open suitcase containing the
gun and turned around so he was facing the bullet hole. Then he held up his
hand with his pointing finger extended to mimic a person holding a handgun.


“… here!” he concluded, and then he beamed at them like an early morning
sunrise after a week of steady rain.


“… nice job,” Danny said glumly.


“The next thing,” Gaspar enthused, “… is to check the immediate vicinity for any further… what is that?”


Neither Danny or Diana replied to Gaspar’s question. They just
stood there looking at him with blank expressions.


“... here, in the suitcase,” Gaspar said, and then he inserted his
pencil into the barrel of Danny’s gun and held it up like some kind of obscene lollypop.


“He is the gun, no?”


No one said anything right away. A good three
seconds ticked away before Danny finally broke the silence.


“… ummm, Gaspar?... may I call you, Gaspar?”


“Yes, monsieur. You may call me that. It is, after all, my name.”


“Thanks, Gaspar… Now, before I explain about the gun, which by the way is legally
registered to me and for which I have all the required permits, and I’ll be more than happy
to show them to you, but first I’d just like to commend you on your
investigative technique. I’m impressed with the way you handle yourself, Gaspar.”


“… monsieur?”


“Your powers of detection, Gaspar. The way you came in here and in a matter
of just a few minutes, you find the bullet hole, you find the gun, you pinpoint
the spot from where the gun was fired. That’s impressive, Gaspar. It
really is, and I should know, because I’m in the same business
as you are, Gaspar.”


“You are an assistant… that is, a security supervisor, monsieur?”


“No, Gaspar. I work for the FBI.”


“… the FBI? Federal Bureau of Investigation?”


“Yes. That’s right, Gaspar: The FBI. Now I know what you’re going to say. You’re going to say the
FBI is a league or two above hotel security, and you’d be absolutely correct,
but what I say is that the basic principles are the same: that innate instinct
for detection, that raw talent for sniffing out the truth. That’s the same, isn’t it Gaspar?”


“I suppose yes, monsieur,” Gaspar agreed, a satisfied little grin
playing about his lips.


“Of course it is, Gaspar. It’s not something you can teach in a
classroom or read in a book. That’s something you’ve got to be born with.
Am I right, Gaspar?”


“Yes, monsieur. Absolutely, you are correct,” Gaspar agreed.


“Here, let me show you something, Gaspar,” Danny said stepping
up to the second suitcase. As he flipped it open, he snuck a sideways glance at
Gaspar to gauge his reaction to the money. Danny was pleased to see Gaspar raise
his eyebrows at the sight of all the cash. He wanted Gaspar to be impressed.  


“Ah… here’s what I was looking for,” Danny said, taking a small leather wallet
from the suitcase. He snapped it open and held it up for Gaspar to see. It contained
a head and shoulders shot of himself, a plastic badge that, at a glance, looked
like real metal and the initials “F.B.I.” emblazoned at the
top. Danny had picked it up years ago in the kids’ section of a
Dollarama store. It worked like a charm as long as you didn’t give the mark a
chance to examine it too closely.


“What’s the difference between your job and mine, Gaspar? It’s just this badge.
Nothing more. Everything else is the same. We both apply our powers of
detection to find the truth, to solve the riddles, to apprehend the
perpetrators and protect the innocent. Don’t you agree, Gaspar?”


“Yes, monsieur,” Gaspar replied, his gaze landing momentarily on the badge and then
drifting back to the suitcase full of money.


“You’re curious about the money, aren’t you, Gaspar?” Danny asked. 


“It appears to be a large amount of money, monsieur.”


“That’s good, Gaspar. I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t asked about the
money. And yes, you are correct. It is a large amount.”


Danny slipped the phony ID into his pocket as he
turned toward the suitcase.


“Most of this money is evidence, Gaspar. The rest is for… expenses. I’m currently investigating
one of your former guests in connection with several fraud charges in the
United States. Her name is Abagail Ponder. Perhaps you were aware of her,
Gaspar.”


“Abagail Ponder… ummm, yes monsieur, of course. The name jingles the bells.” 


“Not much gets past you, does it Gaspar? You may also know that Ms.
Ponder checked out of the hotel a couple of weeks ago and is now in Las Vegas.
Your hotel records will verify that, if you’d care to check.”


“No monsieur. That will not be necessary.”


“My associate and I are going to Las Vegas tomorrow to continue our
investigation. Naturally, we would appreciate any professional courtesy you
could extend to assist us in avoiding any local complications related to the
discharge of the firearm.”


Danny took a stack of euros from the suitcase
and turned toward Gaspar.


“… of course, we realize there will be expenses for repairs, which
will need to be handled discretely,” Danny said.


Gaspar’s gaze went from Danny’s eyes to the wad of bills
in his hand, to the gun that he still held on the end of his pencil, and then
back to Danny’s eyes.


“Yes, of course, monsieur… a professional courtesy,” Gaspar managed to
stammer. He was obviously conflicted about what to do.


“… but, I must ask, monsieur, for the sake of propriety, you
understand. How did the gun come to be discharged, monsieur?”


“… it was an accident,” Danny replied.


“… could you elaborate, monsieur.”


“Well, the truth is, we didn’t think the gun was loaded.”


“Ah, monsieur. That is so often the case with accidents of the gun,
is it not?”


“Yes,” Danny replied. “I’m afraid I was under the impression that all six rounds had been
fired.”


“Six rounds?” Gaspar exclaimed, his eyes going wide with surprise. “But monsieur. This is
the Kimber Solo 9mm Luger with the extended hand grip and large magazine, is it
not monsieur? It fires seven rounds… or is it eight? I can never remember that
one exactly, but… it is certainly the one or it is the other, monsieur. It is most
definitely more than six. Surely the owner of the gun, an FBI agent such as
yourself, would be aware of that, monsieur.”


The truth was, Danny did not know that. Like
Diana, he was not a gun person. The less he had to do with guns, the better he
liked it. He had really just gotten the gun to put in the case, so he could
scare someone if he needed to. He’d purchased it from a gun dealer who had
loaded the clip for him. A few days later, he took it out on the moors near
Bleaklow for some practice shooting. He’d fired six shots,
counting them carefully to be sure the gun was empty because he didn’t trust himself to be
carrying a loaded gun around in a suitcase. It never occurred to him that the
gun might be capable of firing more than six rounds.


“… monsieur?”


Danny was at a loss.


“It’s my gun,” Diana interjected, suddenly.


“… your gun, madam?” Gaspar said, turning to look at her. 


“Yes, Gaspar. And I’m not Mr. Andrew’s associate, as he said earlier. I am his girlfriend… his lover.”


“Indeed Madam,” Gaspar exclaimed, obviously intrigued by Diana’s revelation. 


“Yes. You see, I bought the gun for protection, and I was showing it
to Danny when it suddenly went off. I thought it was unloaded, but I guess
there was another bullet. Danny said what he said because he was trying to cover
for me.”


“Ah… yes, I see madam,” Gaspar said. He looked at the gun balanced on the end of his
pencil, and then he laid it back down in the suitcase and slipped the pencil
out of the barrel.


“… well, mistakes sometimes happen, do they not?” Gaspar said, smiling.


“Yes, Gaspar,” Diana said. “Sometimes, they do.”


Gaspar’s gaze drifted back to the stack of cash in
Danny’s hand. He reached over and took the money from him and turned the
stack sideways to judge the thickness.


“Perhaps, monsieur. Just to be sure… un autre?”


Danny took another stack of bills from the
suitcase and handed it to him.


“Merci, monsieur, et madam,” Gaspar said, with a little nod. “May the good luck be
with you, and please endeavor to avoid shooting one another in the future.” 


He smiled broadly, shook each of their hands in
turn, and then he marched briskly out of the room. Danny and Diana never saw Gaspar
Petit again.
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 “… sort of an odd duck,” Danny said, after
Gaspar was gone.


“I’ll say,” Diana agreed. “Do you think he bought that cockamamie story about the FBI?”


“Not completely, but I think he wanted the money, so we should be
okay.”


“I guess there’s nothing we can do about it now,” Diana said.


“No. Not about that, but you know what? I think we should go to Las
Vegas.”


“We are. We’ve got a flight booked for tomorrow.”


“No. I mean we should go right now. Right this minute.”


“Danny, please let’s go tomorrow like we planned. It’s already after ten. I’m tired now. Let’s just order some food
and a drink and relax in our room tonight. I’ll get up early and go
shopping. You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to.”


“Well,” Danny said. “I could go down to the hotel business center and see if I can get a
line on Abagail Ponder in Vegas.” 


“Yes. That’s a good idea. Besides, what is there to gain from leaving tonight?”


“I don’t know,” Danny replied, his brow furrowed with apprehension. “I just have a feeling
that we should get out of here tonight.”
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It was just after 1 a.m. when Tommy Hill and his
associates, Harry and Jason, disembarked from their flight after touching down
at the Nice Côté d’Azur Airport and started walking through the passage way to the
baggage carousel. They were in bad moods after their long flight, and they
walked in silence. They had been seated in a section of the plane populated
almost entirely with a group of high school students headed to France on a
school trip. The students were over the moon with excitement and they kept up a
steady stream of annoying, juvenile patter for the entire flight.


Still, they couldn’t complain. They had
been fortunate to catch the plane at all. It was the last scheduled flight of
the day from Montreal to Nice, and they had just made it to the airport in time
to board the plane. An Air France ground staffer had to trot them through the
airport to the gate after they cleared security and hustle them down the ramp
to the plane where a flight attendant was waiting to lock up the boarding
hatch.


Tommy decided to make the dash to the airport to
catch the flight after they searched Diana’s house in Pointe
Claire. The last place they checked was Diana’s ancient desktop
computer in the guest bedroom, and Jason found some clues indicating that Danny
was planning a trip to Monaco. He wasn’t the tech whizz that Danny was, but he
knew his way around a computer well enough to check the obvious places for
information.


First, he pulled up the history of recent
searches on the computer’s browser and discovered that many of them were links to locations
in Monte Carlo, especially the Café de Paris, and there were also several to
airline webpages that flew direct to Nice including Air Canada, Air France and
Swiss Air. Next, he checked recent downloads and found a copy of a
high-resolution map of Monaco and a schedule with times and dates for the Paris
train to Nice. Finally, he navigated to Danny’s One Note account,
clicked open the recent notes tab and discovered Danny had recently created a
trip plan for Monaco. He opened it on the screen while Harry and Tommy looked
over his shoulder. Among other things, the trip plan included a copy of the map
of Monaco and the train schedule. There was also a photograph of a young woman
sitting at a blackjack table in what appeared to be a casino. Tommy asked Jason
to enlarge the photo, and then he spent several minutes studying it. He was
sure he had seen the woman somewhere before, but he couldn’t place her.


They didn’t have to wait long at
the baggage carousel. The bags started coming down the shoot a few minutes
after they got there. Jason got a baggage cart for Tommy’s tool chest and they
headed to the customs area with their bags. For the second time in as many
flights, a customs agent pulled Tommy out of the line-up to have a look inside
his tool chest.


“Do I look like a bleeding terrorist?” Tommy asked as the
agent poked through the chest.


“Oui, monsieur,” the agent replied.


When the agent was finally done checking Tommy’s tool chest, they
headed out into the airport commons and followed the signs for rental cars. There
was a train to Monte Carlo, but Tommy was done with public transportation. They
rented an SUV at the airport: a 2017 black Volvo XC60.


By the time they checked in at the Café de Paris, it was
almost 2 a.m. but it felt like early evening to them because of the time change.
They had the bellhop take their luggage up to the suite and headed over to the
casino to try their luck. Tommy and Jason didn’t do very well, but
Harry had a nice run at the craps table. He was up about €5,000 by sunrise. By that time, Tommy had grown weary of the casino.
The constant casino music, which he referred to as “that fucking ding-a-ling,” got on his nerves he
said. He suggested they go somewhere for breakfast and that Harry pick up the
check. Jason wasn’t hungry though, and he said he was tired after the long trip and
the gambling. He went back to the hotel, and Harry and Tommy went on their own to
look for a restaurant that was open. They found a place on the promenade and ordered
up two large breakfasts with all the trimmings.


It was almost nine o’clock by the time they
were finished their meal. They walked back through the promenade to the plaza
and through the hotel lobby to the elevator. Harry pushed the button for the
upper floors, and when the elevator doors drew open, a woman got out. She was an
attractive woman in her early fifties with shoulder-length silver-gray hair, and
she appeared to be in a hurry. She smiled at them as she exited the elevator,
and then walked briskly through the lobby towards the plaza. Tommy couldn’t place her
immediately, but she looked vaguely familiar to him.
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Diana set her alarm for seven-thirty, so she’d have plenty of time
to get ready before the first shops opened at nine. Her phone began playing the
familiar seaside ringtone that she’d selected as her alarm alert right on the
dot, and she resisted the temptation to push the snooze button, which would
have meant another nine minutes of slumber. God knew she could use a little
extra shuteye after the stress and tension of the day before, but she remained
resolute. She poked the alarm button with her thumb, and then she rolled over with
her head propped up on her elbow to have a look at Danny, who was still sound
to sleep beside her. 


She tussled his hair playfully. He rolled over
onto his back at the touch of her fingers in his hair and snorted his annoyance
at the interruption of his sleep. She could see the bandage on his cheek
clearly now. There was no sign of blood, which was good. It meant the bleeding
had stopped and the healing had begun.


She left Danny sleeping in the bed and padded
down to the kitchenette to put on a pot of coffee. Then she took a shower and
brushed her teeth using Danny’s toothbrush once again. She wished she had her makeup kit with her,
but it was back in her bathroom in Pointe Claire. All she had was a tube of
lipstick that she carried with her in her purse.


She slipped on her hotel robe and went back to the
kitchenette to get her coffee. She got one for Danny too, and then she went
back to the bedroom carrying both cups. She set his cup down on the bedside
table beside him and shook his shoulder to rouse him.


“Come on, Mr. Sleepy Head. Time to rise and shine.”


He mumbled something indecipherable, but his
eyes remained closed.


“You said you wanted to work in the hotel business center this
morning, Danny. Remember?”


He blinked his eyes, but then he closed them
again, and covered them with his arm.


“What time is it?” He croaked.


“Almost Eight-Thirty. Time to get up. I brought you a coffee.”


“Coffee?” Danny replied, removing his arm from his eyes. “Thanks, Sweetie. You’re an angel.”


“Today, I’m an angel on a mission: a shopping mission.”


“Right. Okay. I’ll get us packed up. We’ll meet downstairs in the lobby at eleven.
Don’t be
late.”


Diana dressed quickly, putting on the same pair
of jeans and tee-shirt for the third day in a row and rode the elevator down to
the lobby. When elevator doors opened, there were two men waiting to get in: a short,
balding rotund man and an older man. It was the older man that made the
strongest impression on Diana. His face was mottled, and care worn almost to
the point of hideousness. Diana had never seen a face quite like it before. She
smiled a greeting at the men as she exited the elevator, and then she walked briskly
through the lobby and out to the Monte Carlo Shopping promenade across the
plaza from the hotel.
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“Did that bird look familiar to you, Harry?” Tommy asked, as the
two men rode up to their floor in the elevator. “The one that just got
off the lift.”


“No,” Harry replied. “Can’t say that she did.”


“Well she did to me. You still got that picture of the dog and the
woman on you? The one we took from the house.”


“Yeah. Got it right here, Tommy,” Harry said, fumbling
in his jacket pockets for the picture. He found it and handed it to Tommy.


Tommy took the photograph and studied it
briefly.


“That’s her,” he said. “That bird that just got off the lift is Danny’s fucking tart from
Canada. We got to nick her, Harry. We got to nick her right now.”


“Okay.”


“She can’t have gotten too far. You go back down and find her. I’ll go get Jason and we’ll follow in the car.
Call my cell when you find her.”
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Diana walked past the designer shopping
promenade across the Place du Casino from the Café de Paris Hotel and
continued northwest to the Avenue de la Costa. There, she found a high-end women’s shop called Escada
at the corner of the Impasse de Fountain. She walked in the front door and
found the shop empty except for the sales clerk, who was sitting behind the
counter drinking her morning coffee. The clerk was impeccably dressed and
tastefully made up.  She smiled and
nodded as Diana walked in, but Diana detected the hint of an appraising look in
the sales clerk’s expression as her welcoming smile faded. Diana suddenly felt a
little self-conscious about being in such a fancy shop dressed in jeans and a
tee-shirt, but there was nothing to be done about it. She needed a couple of
outfits and a change of underwear.


“May I help you, Madam?”


“No thanks. I’ll just have a look around.”


“… of course,” the clerk replied. “Take your time.”


Again, Diana noticed a subtle dismissive tone in
the girl’s voice.


Diana drifted over to a rack of blouses near the
back of the shop. There was a couple of displays nearby with blouses matched
with slacks and scarves. They had nice stuff, Diana had to admit. She started flipping
through the hangers and found a lavender blouse that she liked and pulled it
out.  She shot a quick glance at the
sales girl. The appraising look was back, Diana noticed, but it was quickly
replaced with a friendly smile when she made eye contact. She probably thinks I
can’t
afford anything in here and I’m just wasting her time, Diana thought.


“Do you have a pair of slacks that would go with this?” Diana asked, holding
up the blouse.


“… of course,” the girl replied, without enthusiasm.


Diana continued flipping through the blouses
while the sales girl came over and began going through a rack of slacks.


“You are a forty, Madam?”


“Thirty-eight,” Diana replied.


The girl found a pair of slacks to go with the
blouse and held them up for Diana to see.


“No,” Diana said to the girl. “That’s not the right color.”


The sales clerk went back to flipping through
the slacks and Diana went back to the blouses. She found a second blouse that
she liked and then joined the sales clerk to hunt for some slacks. After a few
minutes of searching, they came up with two pairs of slacks that Diana thought
would work with either blouse.


“Do you have a change room? I’d like to try these on,” Diana said, gesturing
at the clothes. “Oh, and I’ll need some underwear. Two bras, skin-tone, 34 B, and four pairs of
panties, white, medium.”


The sales clerk regarded Diana with a dubious
expression.


“You’re going to try on the underwear, madam?”


“I’m going to wear the underwear.”


“You would have to pay for it first, madam. You understand.”


“Of course,” Diana replied, and she reached into her purse and pulled out the
stack of euros that Danny had given her. There was probably $10 thousand or
more in the stack. The girl’s eyes popped when she saw the money, and Diana sensed an abrupt
change in attitude.


“How much for the underwear?”


“Oh, ah… no need to worry yourself with that right now, madam. Please,
please come this way to the changing room. I will bring you the other things.”


Diana followed the girl to the change room.


“Is there anything else I could help you with, madam?”


“Yes. I’ll need a jacket and scarf. Please see what you can find, and I’ll try them on when I’ve changed.”


The girl brought the underwear right away and
then left to look for a jacket and scarf. Diana got changed. It was a relief to
finally get out of her dirty, sweaty clothes and put on something clean. The
blouses and slacks fit well, and Diana was able to mix and match them, so she
actually ended up with four different outfits instead of just two.


She kept the final combination on and walked
back out to the sales floor with her old clothes in a tangled jumble. The girl
gave her a bag for her things, and then she showed her the jacket and scarf she
had picked out. The jacket was nice, although expensive, but what the hell, thought
Diana. My boyfriend just gave me $10 thousand euros to go shopping. The scarf
was also nice, and also expensive, but it was a light silk scarf, not really
what Diana had in mind. She picked out a wool scarf that would go with the
jacket, and then she followed the sales clerk over to the cash to pay for the
clothes.


“Thank you so much for your purchase, madam. You have the excellent
taste.”


“Thank you,” Diana replied.


“You know, madam, if you will be shopping again soon at Escada, I
would be pleased to offer you our special coupon. 50% off for purchases after
100 euros, madam.”


“No thanks. I’m just visiting, so I won’t be shopping here again any time soon.”


“You are an American, madam?”


“Canadian.”


“Ah, excusez-moi.”


“No worries.”


“Perhaps you would like to join our loyalty program, madam? We
partner with many other stores where you could get credit also. It would take
only a phone number or your email address.”


“No thanks.”


“Ah, well madam, thank you again for shopping at Escada today. I hope
we will see you again sometime,” the girl said with a friendly smile, and she carefully folded Diana’s final purchase and
added it to the bag with the other items.


Diana smiled and walked out with her bags.
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What Diana had in mind as she walked back out
onto the Avenue de la Costa, was to find a drug store or a shop where she could
pick up some cosmetics and some toiletries, like a toothbrush for example. But
she hadn’t gone far when she was distracted by a tall blond man that seemed
to be walking straight toward her from a little way up the avenue. There was
something in his facial expression that attracted Diana’s attention. He looked
very serious, as if he was concerned about something. He walked briskly toward
her, and when he was about twenty paces away, he called out to her.


“Excuse me, ma’am,” the man said. “Do you know a man by the name of Daniel Alexander?”


“Why yes,” Diana replied, as the man came up to her. “I’m travelling with him.”


“I’m afraid there’s been an accident, ma’am. At the hotel. Mr. Alexander has been
injured.”


“What? What happened? Is he okay?”


“He is in hospital, ma’am. It would be best if you came with me,
right now. I can take you to him,” the man said, reaching for one of the bags
Diana was carrying. “He asked for you.”


“Hospital? Is it serious? Is he badly hurt?”


“I have a car waiting right over here, Ma’am,” the man said,
gesturing toward the curb where a black SUV was waiting.


“You’re with the hotel?” Diana asked, as they started walking toward the SUV.


“Yes, ma’am. Hotel security.”


“Oh. You must know Gaspar Petit.”


They reached the black SUV, and the man swung
the back door open and motioned for Diana to get inside.


“Yes, of course ma’am. Jasper Petit,” the man replied, but he wasn’t returning her eye
contact. He seemed to be scanning the street, checking to see if anyone was
watching.


“Not Jasper,” Diana challenged. “Gaspar.”


“Of course. Of course. Gaspar Petit,” the man replied. Diana
felt his hand slip onto the small of her back, and a gentle push guiding her toward
the back seat of the SUV.


Peering inside, she saw there was already another
man sitting there in the far window seat. He was older and shorter than the blond-haired
man, and he was holding something in his left hand. It was a white cloth, a
napkin perhaps or a small hand towel. He had it draped over the palm of his
hand like a waiter with a plate. She looked from the white cloth to the man’s face and a sudden
flash of recognition swept through her. It was one of the men she had seen when
she exited the elevator at the hotel that morning. She glanced toward the front
seat. There, in the driver’s seat was the other man from the elevator, the one with the horribly
mottled, craggy face. Their eyes met, and he smiled. It looked like an
ordinary, everyday friendly smile that you might get from a passerby on the
street, but Diana knew something was wrong—terribly wrong. A
shrill panic gripped her, and she cried out as loudly as she could, but at the
same moment, the blond man pushed her hard and sent her sprawling into the back
seat. The door slammed behind her muffling her screams, and the man in the back
seat clamped the cloth against her face while holding her down with his other
hand on the back of her neck. She smelled an acrid, chemical odor and felt a
sickening, spinning sensation welling up inside her head—and then everything
went black.
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Danny was beginning to worry. It was time to
head to the airport and Diana was nowhere in sight. He was standing at the
entrance to the Café de Paris Hotel waiting for her to return from her shopping trip.
The taxi had already arrived, and the driver was industriously loading the
luggage into the boot. Danny had already called several times on his cell, but
there was no answer. It wasn’t like Diana to be late. If anything, the reverse was true; she was
perennially early for everything. He held the phone ready in his hand but resisted
the temptation to call her again. She might be trying to call him. 


The driver heaved the last bag into the car and
turned to look at Danny.


“That is the last, monsieur,” the driver said. “We go airport now?”


“No, sorry. We’re waiting for one more passenger. She should be here any minute
now.”


The driver regarded him sullenly.


“Oui, monsieur.”


At that moment, Danny’s cell phone rang in
his hand. He was relieved to hear the ringtone he had assigned to calls from Diana,
and to see her name pop up in the display. He swiped with his thumb to accept
the call.


“Hey babe. Where are you? It’s almost time to head to the airport.”


“So, it’s ‘babe’ is it? Didn’t know you cared.”


Danny recognized the voice on the phone the
second he heard it, but it wasn’t Diana’s.


“… Tommy?” he said.


“That’s right, Geoff. Or is it ‘Danny’ now? Danny Alexander.”


Danny was dismayed to learn that Tommy Hill knew
his real name. He felt a sinking, nauseous feeling all the way down into the
pit of his stomach.   


“Where’s… where’s Diana?”


“Oh, don’t worry about her, Danny. She’s here with me. She’s having a little nap.”


“…where are you, Tommy?”


“Me? I’m mobile, Danny. Not sure where I’m headed next. But
wherever it is, I think you should come for a visit. We could have a talk, eh
Danny. Maybe I’ll even let you have your girl back.”


“Listen, Tommy… about the money…”


“Ah, the money. Always comes down to the money, doesn’t it Danny?”


“I didn’t take it, Tommy. I’d never take money from you. You know I’m not that stupid.”


“Right. Well, the money’s gone, isn’t it? That’s for true and certain,
and the last I knew, it was in your care, so…”


“One of the clerk’s in the law firm took it. She’s a gambler and a con.
You know the type. She’d only been working at Babcock Morgan a few months. Probably spent
the whole time watching the accounts, trolling for something she could nick
that might not get reported. You know what I mean?”


“That’s all your concern, Danny. You’re supposed to be on
the lookout for scams like that. That’s what I pay you for.”


“The point is, Tommy, I’ve got a line on the gambler. I’m going to get to her,
and I’m going to get your money back.”  


“Does the gambler have a name?”


Danny thought hard about whether to share that
information with Tommy. The name of the embezzler and her current whereabouts were
the only cards he was holding right now, and he was reluctant to give them up. In
the end, he decided to give Tommy the name. He needed Tommy to trust him.


“Abagail Ponder,” Danny replied.


“… Ponder,” Tommy repeated in a low even tone.


“Yeah. Abagail Ponder.”


Tommy didn’t say anything right
away. When he finally responded, his tone was abrupt.


“Hold on to this phone, Danny. I’ll call again in a few
days, and remember… I’ve got your girl.”


Tommy hung up.


Danny stared at his phone, his mind racing with
the dreadful implications of the call. This was a disaster: a complete and
utter disaster. Diana was in the hands of a cold-blooded killer, and he was to
blame. He reared back with his right arm as though to throw the phone in anger
and disgust, but he stopped himself at the last second. The phone was his only
link back to Diana. The conflicting impulses to rescue Diana and flee from
Tommy tore at him like a couple of pit bulls with a Raggedy Ann doll. The phone
display dissolved to black, and Danny turned and took a step back toward the
hotel lobby.


“Monsieur?”


Danny stopped in his tracks, his back still
turned to the driver and the car.


“… we go airport now?”


Danny looked at the phone again. It’s blackened, empty
display seemed absurdly appropriate to his frame of mind at that moment. He
slipped it into the pocket of his jacket, walked the few steps to the car and
climbed into the back seat. The driver came around the car and slipped into the



driver’s seat, and then they drove away to the
airport.
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Tommy Hill was sitting in the front passenger’s seat of the Volvo
XC60 SUV watching the screen of Diana’s cell phone as it dissolved to black. He
had moved over to the passenger seat after Diana succumbed to the chloroform.
Harry had scooted around to the front and slipped into the driver’s seat, while Jason
climbed into the back beside Diana. They found Diana’s phone in her purse
and used it to make the call to Danny.


“Where to?” Harry asked Tommy as he drove west on the Avenue de la Costa.


Tommy didn’t answer right away.
He slipped the phone into his jacket pocket and turned around in his seat for a
closer look at Diana. She was out like the proverbial light, and she’d stay that way for an
hour or two. Harry had drugs they could inject after that to keep her under
control. 


She lay with her torso resting on the seat and
legs drawn up forming an L-shape with her body. Her face was smooshed into the
corner formed by the edge of the seat and the door. It distorted her facial
features somewhat, but Tommy could see she was an attractive woman. She was
older: early fifties, Tommy guessed. Not the type of woman that Tommy would
have chosen for himself, but maybe Danny’s needs were different
than his own. Maybe he had genuine affection for this woman; perhaps, he even
loved her. These were feelings Tommy had never actually experienced himself,
but he was aware of them. He knew they existed. The question that Tommy was
grappling with was whether Danny had these feelings for this particular woman,
and if so, how could he turn them to his advantage.  


He turned back toward the front and looked out
the window. As they climbed a rise, he caught a glimpse of the shining blue
Mediterranean Sea on his right-hand side. 


“Drive up the coast a bit, and then circle around back to the hotel,” Tommy said. “Jason, when we get to
the hotel, you go in and collect our stuff, check us out. We’ll wait in the car
with Danny’s tart. Then we’ll drive to Paris and stay at Jimmy’s place for a few
days. We can’t risk stumbling into a hotel with her.”


“I’ll give Jimmy a call,” Jason said, taking out his phone. “Let him know we’re coming.”


Tommy didn’t reply. Instead, he
took Diana’s phone out of his pocket again and examined it, thoughtfully. He
looked at the screen, and then the back, turning it over and over in hands,
playing with it like a toy.


“Harry?” he asked after a few moments.


“Yeah?”


“… you remember that dirt-bag, piece of shit, Frank Ponder.”


“Yeah, course I do. Used to pal around with the Kray Twins. He was
the one testified in court that time you got sent up for 10 years. That the
one?”


“Yes, Harry. That’s the one. You remember he had a daughter, a girl from the
neighborhood? She came to court that day that Frank chirped his guts out.”


“Yeah, I remember her.”


“What was her name, Harry?”


Harry searched his distant memory for the name.


“Was it… Aba… something?”


“Abagail?”


“Yeah. That was it. Abagail. Abagail Ponder.”
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Jimmy had not been expecting any company. He had
especially not been expecting any female company, and yet, here he was with a
party of three male visitors and one female settling in at his Paris apartment
on the right bank of the Seine for what appeared to be an indefinite stay. His
place was a scandalous mess. He hadn’t done a lick of cleaning in weeks, and he
hadn’t even
had a chance to tidy up after the impromptu little get-together he had hosted
the previous evening with a local drug dealer and a couple of strung-out ladies
of the evening. Now that his visitors were here, he vaguely recalled a
telephone call from Jason early that morning telling him they were on their
way. But the call hadn’t fully registered in Jimmy’s consciousness when he answered it. His
mind was clouded by too much liquor, pot and cocaine from the night before. He
had just closed the call and gone back to sleep.


Jimmy knew all three of the men: There was his
boss, Tommy Hill, and there was Harry and Jason, who also worked for Tommy.
Jimmy was well acquainted with them from past encounters related to Tommy’s criminal empire. He
didn’t know
the woman, but he had already figured out that she was not there of her own
accord. His visitors had roused him from a deep slumber in the early afternoon
by rapping urgently on the front door to his flat. They had practically carried
the woman through the lobby to the elevator, and now they were in the hallway
in plain view of anyone who might pass by. When Jimmy opened the door, he found
himself staring into the cold, dark eyes of Tommy Hill, and he didn’t look happy.


“Tommy?” Jimmy said. “You’re… here.”


“Open the door, you gormless sod. We’ve been knocking 10
minutes already!”


“… sorry, Tommy. I guess I must have… dozed off.”


“Drunk or high is more like it.”


The four of them shuffled inside and that’s when Jimmy first
noticed the woman. She was propped up on the arms of Harry and Jason, and she
was stumbling badly. She had obviously been drugged: not enough to render her
unconscious, but enough to make her extremely pliable. They put her on the couch,
and then Harry went into the kitchen and came back with a wooden chair. He
lifted the woman under her armpits while Jason took her legs, and they
transferred her to the chair.


“You got some tape?” Harry barked at Jimmy.


“Yeah. I think I got some in the bathroom.“


“Well, go get it, you stupid twit, and some cloth to stuff in her
mouth.”


Jimmy found a roll of duct tape in the bathroom
vanity. He remembered there was a dirty tea towel lying on the floor in the
kitchen, and he scooped it up as he went back through to the living room. Harry
took the tape from Jimmy and used it to tape Diana’s wrists to the arm of
the chair. Then he ripped a strip of cloth from the tea towel, rolled it into a
ball and stuffed it into her mouth. He taped her mouth shut with more tape, and
he used what was left of the tea towel for a blindfold. He tried to tie it at
the back of her head, but it was no good; it kept slipping.


“What about a pillow case?” Jimmy asked, as Harry struggled with the
knot.


“Yeah. You got one?”


“Sure, Harry.”


Jimmy went to get the pillow case. He checked
the linen closet where he kept the spare linen, but all the pillow cases were
in the hamper to be washed, so he went to the bedroom and took a pillow off his
bed. He brought the whole thing back to Harry, pillow and all. When he got
there, he found that Harry had dragged the chair with Diana in it into a corner
of the living room, out of the way. Harry took the pillow from Jimmy, slipped
off the case and pulled it over Diana’s head.


“You think she can breathe okay.”


“… of course she can breathe, twit. It’s cloth, not fucking
plastic.”


“Right,” Jimmy replied. “Who is she, dude?”


“Name’s Diana Miller. She’s Danny Alexander’s old lady from Montreal.”


“No shit,” Jimmy said, looking at Diana. Her head lolled against the wall as
she teetered in and out of consciousness. He took the pillow from Harry and
stuffed it into the corner above the chair back to cushion Diana’s head.


Harry stared at him like he had snakes coming
out of his ears.


“… what?” Jimmy said.


“What?” Harry mimicked, and then he headed for the kitchen where Tommy and
Jason had gone. Jimmy followed behind him. They found Tommy and Jason seated at
the kitchen table. The kitchen was even messier than the living room; The floor
looked like it hadn’t seen a mop so far that decade, the sink was full of dirty dishes
and the counters were littered with bottles and jars, empty cereal boxes,
kitchen utensils and sundry other items. The thing that really seemed to
capture the attention of Jimmy’s company though, was what appeared to be a used condom that was
draped over the edge of the sugar bowl on the kitchen table with the open end
in the sugar. Jimmy could see Tommy and Jason were staring at it when he walked
into the room, and Harry noticed it right away.


“I should probably get rid of that,” Jimmy said.


“Yuh think?” Jason intoned dryly.


Jimmy picked the whole thing up, bowl and all,
and deposited it into the garbage bin in the cupboard under the sink. Then he
turned back to face the group. A full second ticked by before Tommy finally
broke the silence.  


“Clean this place up, why don’t you? It’s a stinking mess.”


“Yeah,” Harry chimed in. “… and get us some grub. We’ve been on the road five hours from Monte
Carlo. I could do with a bit of a nosh, you know?”


“Yeah, yeah… of course, but what do I do first, dude? I’m just one guy.”


“Clean first, then the food,” Jason said. “I can’t enjoy a meal in this
filth.”


“No,” Harry said. “Food first. I need to eat.”


“What about the woman. Maybe we can wake her up and she can do the
cleaning,” Jimmy suggested.


“… or cook,” Harry added.


“Why should she clean up your mess?” Jason asked.


“… she’s a woman,” Jimmy replied. “She’s probably good at cooking and cleaning.”


“That’s a sexist remark,” Jason observed.


“Who gives a shit?” Harry retorted.


Tommy held up his hand in a cease and desist
gesture and the men hushed up.


“…it’s like I’m dealing with juveniles here,” Tommy said. “Ms. Wobbly Legs can’t be trusted to stand
up right now, let alone cook and clean. Jimmy, you and Harry clean this place
up, and Jason, you go get us some take-out. And find a curry place. I don’t want none of that
stinking frog food.”
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Suite 2503, Bellagio Hotel, Las Vegas.



 

Danny was standing outside Abagail Ponder’s room at the Bellagio
Hotel in Las Vegas staring at the gold-plated numerals embossed in the top
panel of the door. Twenty-five, aught-three, the numbers read. Abagail’s room number at the
Bellagio was just one of the pieces of information that Danny had managed to discover
during his two-hour hacking session at the Café de Paris Business Center
the previous day. He had also learned Abagail’s check-in date at the
Bellagio, that she was staying in the suite as a single occupant and that the
balance in her casino account at the Bellagio was considerably less than the
sum she had embezzled from Tommy Hill. That last little nugget of information
had given Danny a profound sinking sensation that started at the top of his
diaphragm and ended at the tips of his testicles. He feared that he was descending
into a quagmire of trouble from which it would be difficult or impossible to
escape. If Tommy’s money was gone, thoughtlessly gambled away by the flighty Abagail
Ponder, there would be no mercy from the gangster.


Despite the precariousness of his situation, it
wasn’t Tommy
Hill who had been top of mind for Danny during the last day and a half—it was Diana. He had
no idea where she was or what was happening to her. He shuddered to think about
what Tommy Hill might be doing to her at that very moment. He felt guilty for
having left her behind, but he still believed his only prospect for leverage
with Tommy was the return of the money embezzled by Abagail.


He sighed and rapped sharply on the door to
Abagail’s suite. A moment later, he heard someone approaching from within,
and the door swung open. Danny had expected Abagail to answer, but it wasn’t her. It was a man
who looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties. He was clean shaven,
and he was wearing a pair of crisply pressed dress pants and a bright white
shirt with a solid blue tie. Danny guessed there was a jacket somewhere that
went with the pants, probably draped over a chair in Abagail’s suite.


“Good afternoon,” the man said in an accent that was unmistakably British. “My name is Wendell
Oliver. I’m an inspector with Scotland Yard. You must be Daniel Alexander. I’ve been expecting you.
There’s a matter I would like to discuss. Please come in.”


A jolt of panic raced through Danny’s body like an
electric shock. Danny’s first inclination when Wendell Oliver opened the door was to make
a run for it. The last thing he wanted right now was to “discuss a matter” with an inspector
from Scotland Yard. He thought if he slammed the door hard in the man’s face, he might be
able to get down the hall to the elevator and close the door before Wendell could
catch up to him. It was alarming to Danny that the inspector knew his name and that
he had been expecting him. If he knew that much, he probably knew a lot more, and
that did not bode well for Danny’s prospects of living out his golden years on
his own recognizance. On the other hand, if he did make it to the elevator, it would
probably only be a matter of time before the inspector tracked him down. Also,
there was something in the look of the young man that dampened Danny’s rising tide of panic.
Wendell’s manor was calm, gentle even, and there was something in his face
that seemed to convey an absence of malice—a demeanor Danny was
not used to seeing in police officers.


As Danny stood there mulling his options,
Wendell said something that tipped the scale in his favor for a reason that
Danny could not have clearly articulated at that moment.


“What happened to your face?” he asked.


“This…” Danny replied, touching his cheek where Diana had shot him. “It was… an accident. It’s nothing really.”


“Looks nasty.”


“It looks worse than it is.”


“Well, don’t let it get infected. I could have a look at it if you like. I have
First Aid Certification.”


“No. That’s okay. I got some disinfectant on it this morning.”


Danny entered the suite and walked up the short
hallway to the sitting room with Wendell following behind. Abagail was already there
waiting for them. She was lounged on a couch sipping something from a cup.
Whatever it was, she didn’t seem to be enjoying it very much.


“This is Miss Abagail Ponder, Mr. Alexander. Abagail, this is Daniel
Alexander.” 


“Actually… we’ve met before,” Danny said, regarding her sternly.


“Yes, that’s true,” Abagail replied, returning his look with an icy glare. “… except the last time
we met, your name was Mr. Andrew, not Alexander.”


“Yes,” Danny said. “… and your name was Susan Brown, not Abagail Ponder.”


“Yes, well…” Wendell said in his calm monotone. “All of that can be
easily sorted. I just made a fresh pot of tea. Please have a seat Mr. Alexander,
and I’ll fetch you a cup. The two of you can get re-acquainted, and then
we’ll have
a little chat. Sound alright?”


Danny took a seat in an easy chair kitty corner
to the couch, and Wendell went to get the tea. Danny and Abagail sat there
eying one another like a couple of prize fighters getting instructions from the
referee just before the bell for the first round. 


“… what happened to your face?” Abagail said finally.


Danny closed his eyes for a second and sighed
deeply.


“… nothing.”


“Really?” Abagail said. “… sure looks like something.”


She leaned forward and tilted her head to one
side for a better look.


“… you know what it looks like? It almost looks like your cheek got
grazed by a… Jesus, is that a gunshot wound?”


Danny didn’t reply right away.


“Alright, okay…” he said. “It’s a gunshot wound. Now let’s just drop it. Okay?”


“Really? Who shot you?”


“… that’s… That’s not important. It was an accident.”


“An accident, eh. So, I guess it wasn’t Tommy or one of his
buddies.”


“If you must know, it was my girlfriend.”


“Your girlfriend?” Abagail repeated, obviously pleased with herself for getting Danny to
reveal that precious little nugget of information. Her lips reformed into a grin
that Danny found oddly familiar. It was the same smug little smile from the
photograph he’d printed weeks ago using Diana’s ancient desktop
computer. There was something irksome about her smug smile and attitude that
pushed him to the edge of rationality.


“… what-juh do? Shag her sister?”  


 That nudged
him over the edge. He leaped out of his chair and towered over her like an
angry bear. Abagail recoiled and slid further down the couch to get some
distance.  


“You selfish bitch! You sanctimonious little tramp! Do you have any
idea… any
vague notion of the grief you have caused me and my girlfriend? I’ve got a world-class
hood trying to kill me right now because of you. And my girlfriend… my girlfriend, who is
completely blameless in this whole nightmarish mess… he has her. Tommy
Hill’s got my
girlfriend, and I don’t know where she is. She could be dead right now for all I know.”


“Maybe if you took better care of your girlfriend, she wouldn’t be trying to shoot
you all the time,” Abagail retorted.


“I told you. It was an accident,” Danny hissed at her.


“Yeah, right. Is that what she said? Sorry sweetie, my trigger finger
slipped.”


Danny’s anger rose like mercury in a hot
thermometer, and he took a step toward her; Abagail jumped off the couch and
scooted around the end of it so that it was between her and Danny. She stood
slightly crouched at the end of the couch ready to dart in either direction if he
came after her. But before Danny could do anything, Wendell came back into the
sitting room carrying a tray of tea and biscuits.


“Everything okay in here?” Wendell asked.


“Oh yeah, just ducky,” Abagail said. “Danny was just about to kill me.”


“I was not going to kill you.”


“Well, you were building up to something.”


“Right,” Wendell replied, placing the tray of tea and biscuits on the coffee
table. “Well that’s enough of that. Please sit down.”


Danny sat down again, on the couch this time,
and Abagail walked around the couch and sat in the chair. Wendell joined Danny
on the couch and started pouring out cups of tea from the steaming pot.


“More tea,” Abagail said, without enthusiasm. “Could we not have a real
drink? It’s well past cocktail hour.”


“No,” Wendell replied, touching his temple with his index and middle
fingers. “We need to stay sharp.”


“… one drink?”


“No.”


Abagail heaved a deep sigh, folded her arms across
her chest, and slouched back into her chair like a petulant teenager. Wendell
ignored her posturing and offered each of them a cookie from a plate on the
tray. Abagail took a short bread with a raspberry filling. Danny declined.


“Well… “ Wendell said, finally. “I guess you’re wondering what I
wanted to talk to you about.”


“Yes. We’re all ears, except for the bit that Danny’s missing.”


Danny glared at Abagail, who responded by
flashing him the finger.


“Yes, well, that’s enough of that,” Wendell said. “Now listen to me, and listen carefully. I need your full and
undivided attention.”


For the next twenty minutes, Wendell did the
talking except for the occasional snide comment from Abagail, although she
became less and less talkative the deeper Wendell got into his topic. He
explained to them how he had been investigating a London-based money launderer he
referred to as the chameleon—an individual he had discovered through the forensic investigation
of the financial dealings of mob bosses based in England and elsewhere in
Europe. This individual, the chameleon, had been laundering money for criminal
organizations in Europe for the last decade Wendell told them, and as time went
on, learning the identity of the chameleon became the focus of his
investigation. He wanted the chameleon as a witness for Scotland Yard because he
believed his testimony could help him bring the kingpins of Europe’s organized crime
syndicates to justice.


He told them how he had trailed Tommy Hill and
his two henchmen to Montreal in the hopes of learning the identity of the
chameleon, how he had located Diana’s house and the information he had found on
Diana’s computer. He described the procedures he had used to glean further
details about Danny and Abagail from the Scotland Yard databases available to
him like Abagail’s rap sheet and Danny’s tax filings and employment records.


Based on the evidence he had gathered, he had
developed a theoretical sequence of events describing the actions and movements
of the chameleon and an embezzler who had worked at Babcock Morgan Solicitors. Without
mentioning the specific names of the two individuals, he shared his theory with
Danny and Abagail. It was remarkably accurate. It included Abagail’s hasty departure from
London the same day Tommy Hill’s money went missing, Danny’s return to Montreal and his subsequent
cohabitation with Diana, their spur-of-the-moment trip to Monte Carlo four
months later, and Danny and Abagail travelling separately to Las Vegas and yet
ending up at the very same suite in the Bellagio Hotel. All in all, Wendell painted
a detailed and nuanced picture for Danny and Abagail that they knew would
almost certainly end with lengthy prison terms for both of them.


“… and so,” Wendell said, as he came to the end of his presentation. “I am quite certain at
this point that you, Daniel, are the person I referred to as the chameleon, and
that you, Abagail, are the embezzler.”


“… suppose we are who you think we are,” Danny said. “Is there some kind of
deal on the table? I mean, why would you share all of this with us if you were
just going to arrest us?”


“Well, I can’t actually arrest you in the United States.”


“You can’t?” Abagail exclaimed. “… then maybe you should get the hell out of my suite so I can get
back to my recreating.”


“Oh, you would eventually be arrested and charged, Abagail. You have
my word on that. I would just need to go through the FBI to make the arrest.
You would be extradited back to England and you’d stand trial there.
You would have to spend quite a lot of time in a remand center—an American remand
center, which… as I understand it, wouldn’t be quite as nice as an English one.”


“… not quite as nice?” Abagail hissed. “Listen Pal. I’ve done my time in remand, and the word ‘nice’ doesn’t even…”


“This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Danny interjected, casting an icy glare at
Abagail. “… could we please get back to my question? Is there, or is there not a
deal on the table?”


“Well, yes, as a matter of fact, I do have something in mind,” Wendell replied. “The Yard is not all
that interested in the two of you, but if you could help us convict some major
crime bosses, there would most certainly be a deal. You would both have to
serve some time, but it would be a lot less than what you’d serve if you refuse
to cooperate.”


“How much time?” Abagail asked.


“For you? Third offence fraud over a million pounds. Two years, out
in 18 months. Danny would be a bit more. I’d say five years, out
in three.”


“You mentioned some crime bosses,” Danny said. “Who are we talking
about?”


“Well, I like to start with Tommy Hill. I think my superior would dance
a Scottish jig if I told him I could bring him Tommy Hill.”


“You know… Tommy’s got Diana,” Danny said. “He kidnapped her this morning in Monte Carlo."


“I see. That’s not good.”


“No, it isn’t. Can you help me get her back?”


“Well, we can certainly try. I guess I don’t need to tell you how… unpredictable Tommy
Hill can be.”


“He’s a fucking whack-a-doo,” Abagail blurted. “He could do anything.
One time in South London, he almost beat my Dad to death. He was in hospital
for a month. All over a stupid tenner bet he didn’t pay on time. A
bloody tenner, and he almost beats him to death.”


“The tricky thing… ,” Wendell continued. “… is that we need Tommy to go back to England before we can touch
him. Otherwise, I don’t have jurisdiction. I’d have to go get the cooperation of police
in a foreign country to make the arrest, but it could be years before we could
extradite him to England to stand trial. He’d probably die of old
age first. We need something to entice him back to the U.K.”


“How much gambling money do you have left, Abagail?” Danny asked hopefully.
“I saw
that your casino account was pretty much empty. Tell me you have a big stash of
cash hidden somewhere else.”


“Sorry… ” Abagail replied. She made the sign of a goose egg with her thumb
and forefinger, and then she winked at him through the hole. “… all gone.”


“Great,” Danny said, glumly. “I have almost $200,000 in a suitcase
checked at the airport, but Tommy’s not going to be satisfied with that. He’ll insist on the full
amount.”


The three of them sat without speaking for a few
moments. Danny got up and walked over to the window for a better look at the
view. Outside, the crowds were starting to form to watch the four o’clock fountain show in
the Bellagio lagoon. Wendell took a sip of his tea.


“… I might know something,” Abagail said, tentatively. “… that would entice
Tommy to go to London.”


“What?” Wendell asked.


“Not what,” Abagail replied. “… who.”
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Jimmy’s Apartment, Paris.



 

The drugs had started wearing off almost an hour
ago, but Diana had pretended to still be asleep, partly because she didn’t want to attract
attention to herself and partly because she wanted to listen to her abductors’ unguarded
conversation in the hopes of learning something useful. As she roused from her
drug induced slumber, she realized her wrists were bound to the chair she was
sitting in and her head was covered. She had no idea of her immediate
surroundings or how long she had been there. She could hear the men talking,
but faintly. She surmised, correctly, that they were in a different room. They
were eating when she first started to come out of it, and the smell of curry
still hung in the air. Now they were playing cards and they kept up a steady
stream of banter as they played. The game was Old Maid, which seemed like an
absurd choice for what was obviously a group of hardened criminals.


As she listened to their conversation, she
learned that she was now in the city of Paris and that the apartment they
occupied belonged to the one they called “Jimmy,” an American. She had
also discerned a well-entrenched pecking order in the group with Tommy at the
top, followed by Harry and Jason who were about equal in stature, and Jimmy at
the bottom. They had not yet discussed the topic in which Diana was most interested,
namely what they were planning to do with her, but she knew she couldn’t continue her charade
much longer, and that she would have to find a way to get their attention. She was
hungry, and she needed to pee.


Diana was just about to call out to the men as
best she could with the gag in her mouth when a familiar sound stopped her. It
was the sound of her cell phone ringing, and it was Danny’s special ringtone. The
sound was much closer than the voices of the men and Diana realized that the
phone was in the same room as she was. The chatter of the men from the other
room ended abruptly when the phone started ringing, and Diana heard the scrape
of chairs on the floor and the sound of footsteps as the men came into the
room. It was quiet for perhaps a second, and then she heard the gravelly voice
of Tommy Hill as he answered the phone.


“Hello? Is that you Danny?” Tommy switched the phone to speaker, so
that the others could hear the call. Diana could hear too, and the familiar
tones of her lover were comforting, at first.


“Yes, Tommy. It’s me.”


“What do you want?”


“I have a proposition for you.”


“A proposition, is it? Well, do tell. What is it?”


“Like I told you before I’ve been trying to track down that Abagail
Ponder, the legal clerk that stole your money, and I found her in Vegas. As a
matter of fact, I’m looking at her right now.”


“Really? Has she still got my money?”


“… some of it.”


“How much?”


“Sixty thousand U.S.”


“Sixty grand? That’s nothing. Why’d you even call me?”


“I have almost two hundred thousand more in a suitcase that I could
give you right away, and I can scrape together a million more U.S. if you could
give me a week.”


“You’re light, Danny. You can’t be light. Not with me.”


“I know, Tommy, I know. But I’ve got a sweetener?”


“What is it?”


“You remember a guy named Frank Ponder, used to hang out with the Kray
Twins?”


There was a long pause on Tommy’s end.


“What if I do?” he said at last.


“I can give him to you, Tommy. Abagail has agreed to make a call and
get him to come to a meeting. You and your guys will be there waiting, and then
you can take him and do what you want with him.”


“Really? That little slapper is going to give away her own father?”


“Yes,” Danny replied.


“I want to hear it from her,” Tommy said.


“He wants to talk to you,” Danny said to Abagail. They could hear the
background noises as Danny transferred the phone.


“Hello?”


“Abagail?” Tommy asked.


“… yes.”


“I remember you from the neighborhood, Abagail. You and your dad.”


“I remember you too, Tommy. Are you still an asshole?”


“… even more, Abagail, even more.”


“Yeah. I believe it.”


“Danny says you’d be willing to give up your old man as part of our little deal. Is
that true, Abagail? You’d give up your old man?”


“I would if it saves my skin. Why shouldn’t I? What did he ever
do for me?”


“What indeed, Abagail? What indeed. Put Danny back on the phone,
would you dear?”


Abagail passed the phone back to Danny.


“Me again, Tommy.”


“So, Danny. What deal are you proposing… exactly?”


“You get Frank, and the $250,000 right away, and then you get a
million more two weeks later. I get Diana and you promise to leave Abagail and
I alone.”


“What assurance do I have that I’ll get the million?”


“I give you my word.”


“Your word isn’t worth shit, Danny. Not keeping your word is what’s caused all the
trouble.”


“You’ll get the million, Tommy.”


“Not good enough, Danny. I’ll tell you what. I’ll keep your girl
until you fork over the cash.”


“No. I get Diana when you get Frank.”


“Why so obstinate, Danny? Are you sweet on her? Is that it?”


“… of course not. She’s nothing to me. I just used her. But she can testify against me. I
have to make sure she’s taken care of… properly.”


“Ah… you always were the careful one, Danny. Always fussy about tying up
the loose ends.”


“You can never be too careful.”


“No, Danny. You never can. So, what about the meeting? When and where
does it take place?”


“The meeting has to be in London because that’s where Frank is. We’ll contact you again
with the exact time and location once were back in London.”


Danny hung up.


Tommy punched the button to end the call, and then
he looked up at Diana. A loud, regular banging noise was coming from her
direction. He watched as she raised her chair a few inches and then brought it banging
back down hard on the floor. She also seemed to be trying to say something
although Tommy couldn’t make it out because of the gag in her mouth. She was obviously agitated
about something. That much, Tommy could easily discern.


“Jimmy. Go see what’s bothering Miss Muffat.” 
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Abagail’s suite at the Bellagio, Las Vegas



 

Abagail was seated on the couch and Wendell was
standing near the windows overlooking the Bellagio fountains outside. Danny was
standing in front of the coffee table with his phone still in his hand. Wendell
and Abagail had been listening to the call, and both of them looked at Danny with
doubtful expressions on their faces. 


“You think he bought it?” Danny asked.


“Tommy Hill is a lot of things,” Abagail said. “… but he’s not stupid. I don’t think he bought it
at all.”


Wendell looked out the window. The fountains
were quiet now; it was between shows, and there was nothing to see except a few
stragglers walking around the pool, and the diners eating and drinking at the
patios across the street. He turned to face Danny and Abagail, and then he
stood there looking at them, his face screwed up with concentration as he
mulled the situation over in his mind.


“I think it’s time for me to call Hornby… Inspector Hornby, my
boss,” Wendell said, as he slipped his cell phone out of his pocket and
waggled it at them.


“I should let him know what’s happening.”


Danny nodded at him, and Wendell stepped out
onto the balcony and sat down at a small white patio table to make his call. It
didn’t take
long. He was outside no more than five minutes, and when he came back in, the clouds
of concentration were gone. His expression was as clear as a Las Vegas sky.


 “Okay,” Wendell said to them.
“Here’s what’s going to happen: I’m flying back to
London right away. Right now, in fact. I’ll meet with my
superior, Chief Inspector Kirk Hornby, and bring him up to speed on what we
have planned. The two of you will catch a flight to London Tomorrow afternoon.
There’s a flight at 3 p.m. Make sure you’re on it.”


“Why don’t we go with you,” Abagail asked. “Then you could, you know… protect us.”


“We can’t risk flying together,” Wendell explained. “Tommy might have
access to flight information. He already knows the two of you are in Las Vegas
and planning to travel back to London. If he finds my name on a passenger list
with yours, he’ll know Scotland Yard is involved and that he’s heading into a trap.
No, you two will fly to London tomorrow. Hornby and I will get everything set
up, including security for the two of you while you’re in London. I’ll be waiting at the
airport to pick you up personally… and you know, of course, that if either of
you are not on that plane tomorrow in London, for any reason, any reason at all…” he was speaking to both
of them, but he only made eye contact with Abagail. “… you will be tracked
down and taken into custody, either by myself, or worse, by Tommy Hill.”


“You don’t have to be so dramatic.” Abagail replied. “We’ll be there. We’re not stupid.”


“… so, that’s it?” Danny asked.


“Actually, there is one more thing,” Wendell said. “You mentioned you were
travelling with a couple of suitcases. I have a small electronic device I’d like you to place in
one of the cases. It will allow me to track your whereabouts, so I know where
you are at any given moment. We probably won’t need it. It’s just a precaution.”
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Jimmy’s Apartment, Paris.



 

Tommy, Jason and Harry were still in the living
room at Jimmy’s place. Jimmy had taken Diana to the bathroom, and then he had gone
to the kitchen to make a plate of food for her from the left overs of the curry
take-out. Tommy sat in the chair, and Jason and Harry shared the couch. 


“… don’t like the sounds of it,” Harry said, a sour expression on his face.


“Me neither,” Jason added. “… sounds like a trap.”


“… of course, it’s a trap,” Tommy said flatly. “He knows I got to do him. Either I get my money, or I end him. It’s as simple as that. Why
would he call us if it wasn’t a trap?”


“He wouldn’t,” Jason agreed.


“… so, what do we do?” Harry asked.


“We set a trap of our own. We know a lot more about Danny’s situation than we did
20 minutes ago. We know Danny’s hooked up with that tart Abagail and we know they’re in Las Vegas and
headed back to London in the next few days.”


“I could get in touch with our police contacts and see if they’ve heard anything.”


“Yes. Do that and tell them to keep their ear holes open for anything
unusual for the next few days.”


“You think Danny went to the police?” Harry asked.


“If he’s trying to get us to a meet-up, he’s got to have some
kind of muscle lined up. He sure as hell isn’t going to take us on
alone. So, either he’s got some soldiers in London, or he’s gone to the police.”


“If he got soldiers from London, we would have heard,” Jason said.


“Yes, probably,” Tommy agreed.


“… what about the woman?” Harry asked. “Are we going to do her
here, before we go to London?”


“No,” Tommy replied. “She might come in handy before we’re done. We’ll take her to London
with us. We’ll go tomorrow.”


“How do we get her across the border?” Jason asked.


“Same way we did Luka Laroux.”


“… but Luka was dead,” Harry observed.


“Yeah, and it was just his head,” Jason added.


“Is that bloke at the mortuary still in business?” Tommy asked. 


“Yes,” Harry replied.


“Can he still fake us some documents?”


“… I guess.”


“Fine then. All we need is a bigger coffin.”

















 

Chapter 16: A bigger coffin




Tuesday, September 12th 2017


In transit between the Chunnel Border
Crossing and Paris
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Diana had no idea where she was or where she was
headed. She remembered Jimmy giving her a pill and telling her to swallow it—or else. She had
blacked out after that, and when she regained consciousness, she knew she wasn’t at Jimmy’s apartment any more.
As near as she could figure out, she was in a container of some sort. It was pitch-black,
and she couldn’t see a thing. She was lying on her back with her hands resting on
her abdomen and her legs and feet outstretched. There was a gag in her mouth,
and her hands were bound together at the wrists with something, probably duct
tape, which seemed to be the tool of choice for her captors. She could move her
arms upward in unison or to the left or right, but she couldn’t pull them apart. By
feeling with her hands, she determined that the top and upper portion of the
walls were composed of a hard, smooth material like wood. The lower portion of
the walls and the bottom of the container was padded; It had the feel of an
upholstered chair or couch.  She could
visualize the small space in her mind’s eye, and deep down she knew what kind of
a container it was, but she pushed the thought from her mind. It was too
horrible to contemplate.


Instead she tried to focus on what was going on
around her, even though she couldn’t see anything and the sounds from outside
the container seemed muted and distorted. She was aware, however, that she was
moving. Of that, she was quite certain. She imagined she was in a vehicle of
some sort and they were on their way to a pre-determined destination. There
were long sustained periods of forward motion punctuated with short stops and
occasional changes in direction to the left or right. At one point, she had
noticed a regular bumping noise coming from beneath them. Every few seconds,
she felt a mild bump coming from the wheels. It suggested to her that they were
travelling on one of those highways built in sections and fitted together. The
noise kept up for an hour or more, and then the motion of the vehicle changed
completely. They would go forward at slow speed for a short time and then stop
completely and remain stationary in that position for several minutes before
advancing a short distance once again. The cycle was repeated over and over for
a half hour or more. It was as though they were slowly creeping up on
something.
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The Chunnel Border Crossing, Coquelles,
Pas-de-Calais, France



 

The hearse was equipped with a front and back
seat and a hatch for carrying coffins. It could accommodate up to two coffins
at a time, but today it only carried the one Diana was in. Jason was driving,
and Harry sat next to him in the passenger seat. They wore matching black
uniforms and chauffeur caps. Tommy sat in the back seat. He was wearing his
regular suit and a fedora hat.


Jason was bored with the trip, and he was
annoyed with the time it was taking to get through the border. They had hoped
to cross earlier and avoid the mid-day line-ups, but they’d had to wait for
documents, even though Jason had called his mortuary friend the night before, and
they’d had
to pick up the hearse and uniforms. It all took time. Now here they were at the
border finally, creeping up on the checkpoint and it was almost noon. Normally,
they would have arranged for a friendly border guard to wave them through, but
there had been no time for that and they had to settle for pot luck. It seemed
to Jason that the guard stationed in their lane was taking a long time to check
the vehicles coming through, and as he edged closer to the checkpoint, he could
see that the guard was young—and a woman to boot. He glanced sideways at his two companions.


“Just what we needed,” Jason scoffed, as he gestured at the guard. “… a bleeding female
keener.”


The border guard finished with the driver in the
car ahead of them and waved at Jason to move up. He already had his window
rolled down, and Harry had all the required documents sorted in his lap:
passports for each of them and a certificate of permission to transport a body across
an international border.



 

***********



 

Diana concentrated on the strange, stop-start
motion of the vehicle, trying to imagine the reasons why it might be moving
that way. Could it be a fast-food drive through, she thought? Do they even have
those in France? But when the movement persisted for twenty minutes or more,
she dismissed the drive-through theory. That was too long for even a French
drive-through. What else might account for it, she wondered: a traffic jam of
some sort, but what would cause the traffic jam, she mused: an accident on the
road ahead, a checkpoint of some kind, a border crossing? A border crossing,
she thought. That made perfect sense. Her captors were obviously English. She
could tell that from their accents. It stood to reason that they might be
returning to their home country, and they would have to cross the border to get
there. If they were coming up on a checkpoint, there would be a border guard.


Once again, Diana felt the vehicle move forward
and then come to a complete stop. If they were in a border line-up, it was
possible that they were now stopped at the checkpoint. Whoever was driving the
vehicle might be speaking to the border guard at that very moment. It might be
her only chance to get help. She began making noise, half-heartedly at first,
but the longer she went on, the more frantic and louder she became. She banged
the walls of the container with her bound hands and she kicked the top of it
with her feet. And she yelled, louder and louder, until she was screaming at
the top of her lungs.



 

***********



 

 “Where are you headed
today, sir?” the guard asked Jason when he pulled up to the checkpoint.


“London,” Jason answered. “We have a funeral later today, in London.”


“May I see your passports please?”


Jason took the passports from Harry and handed
them to the guard.


“Are you all British subjects?” she asked, looking at
each man in turn and comparing their faces to the passport photos. 


“Yes.”


“… and you’re transporting a body today, sir?” the guard asked.


“Yes,” Jason replied. “I have the documentation right here.” He took the papers
from Harry and handed them to the guard. She put the passports aside and
scanned through the permission certificate.


“You work for the mortuary?”


“Harry and I do,” Jason said.


“… and you, sir?” the border guard asked looking at Tommy Hill in the back seat.


“I’m the Vicar Thomas Hill,” Tommy replied. “I’m performing the
service.” 


“Isn’t it a little unusual for the vicar to be travelling with the body,
sir?”


“Yes dear, it is a little unusual, but I was over here anyway on
holiday, Monte Carlo you know, and I decided to come back with the dearly
departed as a comfort to the family. They are long-time members of the parish,
you see. Go back centuries, really.”


“What was that?” the guard asked.


“What was what?” Jason replied.


“That noise? That sound?”


“I didn’t hear anything?” Harry interjected.


“It’s kids,” Tommy said calmly. “… a couple of lanes over. They’ve been raising a
ruckus the whole time we’ve been queued up here. Did you want to inspect the body, dear? I’m afraid she’s not looking her best
right now. Auto accident poor soul, and the boys haven’t had a chance to work
their magic yet. That’s why we’re in such a rush to get back… have you had your
dinner yet, dear?”


The guard held Tommy’s gaze for perhaps a
second longer, neither of them blinking. Then she looked down at the permission
certificate and handed it back to Jason along with the passports. 


“… drive through,” she said.
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Pamela Wilmott checked her wristwatch. It was just
past noon, and the denizens of the cubicle village in her Scotland Yard office had
already cleared out for the lunch break. You had to hustle to get lunch in under
an hour in that part of London, and staff generally left on the dot to avoid
getting back late. Pamela was eating at her desk that day; she was hoping for a
bit of quiet time to catch up on some work. Also, there were times when Pamela liked
to have the office to herself—times when she needed to do things that were better done away from the
prying eyes of fellow staff members.


She went to the lunchroom, found her brown paper
bag in the refrigerator and marched back to her desk with it. As she unrolled the
top of the bag and peered in at the bologna sandwich, peeled carrot sticks and mini
yogurt inside, her thoughts drifted back to the recurring theme of how unkind life
had been to her. Here she was in her late fifties facing gloomy prospects for a
comfortable retirement after decades of hard work and faithful service, and she
felt bitter—as though she had been cheated out of something that was rightfully
hers. Mercifully, her job at Scotland Yard as secretary to Chief Inspector Kirk
Hornby, afforded her some idle moments to contemplate the losing hand life had
dealt her. 


The wild card in Pamela’s deck of
disillusionment was Trevor, her husband of almost 40 years. When she first met
her future husband, he had seemed a Godsend: a veritable fount of confidence
and optimism who seemed right on the cusp of accomplishing something great. All
he needed was a little push, a little forward momentum, and he would surely
accomplish the great things of which he so fervently spoke.


Pamela regarded herself as exactly the right
person to provide the push that Trevor needed. She married him and agreed to finance
his first grand scheme: a chain of take-out curry houses catering to an English
clientele. It didn’t seem to matter that Trevor couldn’t cook or that he had
no experience in the restaurant trade. To hear him speak of his grand plan was
spellbinding, at least to Pamela. Her friends and relatives, especially her
mother, all told her Trevor was a shiftless waste of space with a talent for
big talk, but Pamela wouldn’t listen. The happy couple married, and Pamela forked over her
savings to give Trevor a stake to open his first location.


He quickly secured a non-revocable twelve-month
lease and spent thousands more on improvements to the property. It was months
before the restaurant finally opened. When it did, Trevor quickly discovered
that running a take-out curry place was hard work. For starters, you had to be
there every day for hours and hours, or the staff would steal you blind. If you
couldn’t cook, you had to hire a cook, and the good ones didn’t come cheap. Even the
bad ones demanded more in salary than Trevor was making in profits as the
owner. At the end of the first month, Trevor announced to Pamela that he was
done with the restaurant business. He had a new grand scheme in mind: a chain
of video stores that would cater to niche markets providing hard-to-find
selections to Betamax customers. He was convinced that Betamax would prove to
be the format of choice and would easily prevail over the upstart VHS, which he
saw as an inferior flash in the pan. It was the first in a slew of business
decisions that proved dead wrong for the hapless Trevor Wilmott.


As the years wore on, Trevor’s business ventures
grew fewer and farther between. He spent most of his time lying around the
apartment wearing sweat pants and dirty tee-shirts and playing video games
until dawn. Pamela would nag at him to get a job, and sometimes he would, but
they never seemed to last very long. She would come home after a long day at
The Yard, and Trevor would explain to her that he had quit or been fired, but
never because of any fault of his own. It would always be because of an idiot
boss or a co-worker who had sabotaged him and poisoned the minds of the other
staff members against him.


While Trevor contributed almost nothing to the
household finances, he spent lavishly. He insisted on expensive evenings out at
top-end restaurants two or three times a week. Whenever a new cell phone or
game console came out, Trevor had to have it and his laptop was top of the line
even though he seldom used it for anything other than surfing the net or
watching porn. His toll on their finances was staggering. Their debts began to
pile up, and Pamela started getting calls from collection agencies at work—a circumstance she
could not tolerate. If her employer were to find out about her financial
problems, it could mean her job.


Pamela was at her wit’s end about what to do
about it, despite an obvious solution which, for some unfathomable reason, never
occurred to her. And then, right out of the blue, an opportunity to make some
extra cash presented itself. And not just a little extra cash, a lot of extra
cash. The opportunity came through a co-worker: a sergeant named Joel, who
worked in vice. One day he called her up and asked her if she’d like to go for
coffee. It sounded like fun. It was like it was a date or something, even
though that was ridiculous, because Joel was half her age.


They met at a coffee shop several blocks from
The Yard, so they’d be less likely to run into anyone they knew, and they went
separately. Joel was already there when Pamela arrived. He got coffee for both
of them, and they sat down at a table to talk. Joel made small talk for a few
minutes, and then he started to probe—trying to gauge her interest in the scheme
he had in mind before he gave up any incriminating details. He started with the
money angle. He said he’d heard that she was looking to earn some extra cash and that he might
be able to help. He had a rich friend, he said, who needed information about
her boss’s calendar, like dates and times of meetings with certain government
ministers or senior officers at The Yard. It wasn’t anything difficult
or time consuming: just a handwritten note with highlights of Hornby’s schedule for the
following week.


They would meet at the coffee shop on Fridays.
She would give Joel the list, and he would give her an envelope with a tidy
little stack of cash inside. Their arrangement went on for about six months,
and then one Friday, Joel told her his friend wanted to up the ante a bit. He
wanted recordings of some of the meetings that took place in Hornby’s office. He brought along
a tiny recording device that she was to hide in a strategic location inside
Hornby’s office. Joel showed her how she could operate the device with her
cell phone, and how to save and send the recordings. If she agreed, there would
be more money in her weekly envelope—a lot more.


Pamela was skeptical at first. The idea of the
recordings spooked her. They seemed more incriminating than an unsigned
handwritten note. Also, there were regular scans of The Yard’s offices by security
staff to check for hidden listening devices. The scans didn’t worry her that much
though because she was the one who scheduled them. All she had to do was remove
the device prior to the scan and put it back when they were done. She agreed to
try it for a month to see how things went, and if she felt the least bit
uncomfortable, she could go back to their previous arrangement. It all went
fine during the first month, so they extended the arrangement for another
month, and then another month after that. By the end of the third month, Pamela
had come to depend on the extra money, and there was no more talk about going
back to the previous arrangement.


As time went on, she got a feel for the kind of
information that Joel’s friend was interested in. She would sometimes record meetings even
when they hadn’t been requested. If she got something that was particularly useful
to Joel’s friend, there would be a sizable bonus in her envelope at the end
of the week. In fact, there were many weeks when the cash in the envelope was
more than her biweekly paycheck from The Yard. Watching for developments that
might interest Joel’s friend became a preoccupation for Pamela—an obsession really.


Pamela checked her wristwatch again. It was almost
one o’clock, and Hornby had still not come out of his office to go to
lunch as was his habit. She had planned to go into his office while he was out
for lunch and remove the listening device because the security scan was
scheduled for the following evening. It wouldn’t be a big deal if he
didn’t come
out. She could still do it in the morning before Hornby arrived. She almost
always arrived for work before he did. In fact, she had planned to remove the
listening device that morning, but for some reason, Hornby had come in early.
Anything out of the ordinary pinged Pamela’s radar, and she
wondered if there was something up. Then, as she finished the last of her lunch
and crumpled up the bag into a ball, something even more unusual happened.


Wendell Oliver came in to the office and headed
straight for Hornby’s office, walking briskly. He was carrying a suitcase and wearing a
raincoat even though the skies were clear that day. Pamela figured he had
probably come straight from the airport and hadn’t been home yet to
drop off the raincoat and bag. She knew he’d taken time off recently,
and that he’d gone on a trip.


“Is Hornby in?” Wendell asked her as he marched toward his office.


“… he is. You want me to buzz him and let him know you’re here?”


“That’s okay. He knows I’m coming.”


Hornby’s door was open, and Wendell went straight
in closing the door behind him.


“Curiouser and curiouser,” Pamela thought to herself. She suspected
something was up, and she decided to perform her standard test to confirm her
suspicions. It was a test she had perfected after she started working for Joel’s friend. She used it
to determine which of Hornby’s meetings were worth risking electronic eavesdropping. The simple
test, which she called the door test,
had never failed her yet.


She rose from her desk, walked the short
distance down the corridor to Hornby’s office, rapped on the frosted glass pane bearing
his name and title and opened the door. Hornby and Wendell were seated
comfortably at the coffee table on the right side of the room instead of at the
desk. Wendell sat on the couch with his luggage beside him, and Hornby sat in
the chair with a notepad in his lap. They both looked up when she appeared in
the doorway. 


“Can I interest you two gentlemen in a nice cup of tea?” She asked.


“I’d love a cup,” Wendell replied.


“Thanks, Pamela. I’ll have one too,” Hornby said.


Pamela went back to the lunch room and put the
kettle on. When it came to a boil, she put two bags of tea into a teapot and
filled it with boiling water. Then she put the teapot on a tray with two cups,
some milk and sugar and a plate of biscuits. She took the tray back to Hornby’s office and set it down
on the coffee table. Then she exited the office making sure to leave the office
door wide open.


“Oh Pamela,” Hornby called to her as she stepped out. “Can you close the door
please.”


“Certainly, sir.” Pamela replied, closing the door behind her. As soon as she got
back to her desk, she got out her cell phone and switched on the listening
device.
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Wendell selected a biscuit from the plate, a
Peek Frean with a raspberry filling, and bit into it. The sugary taste of it diffused
satisfyingly on his tongue as he chewed and was then cleansed from his pallet
as he washed it down with a refreshing dram of hot tea.


“Nothing like a nice cup of tea, is there, sir?” 


Hornby nodded his agreement and flashed a smile
at his junior officer. The smile was not genuine, though. Wendell could tell.
He’d seen
that smile many times before, and he recognized it as a kind of mask that
Hornby wore when he was trying to navigate human society. Wendell easily recognized
the trait because, like himself, Hornby was far more comfortable dealing with hard
facts and precisely defined rules and logic than he was with the inexactitudes
of human nature.


“You know, Wendell,” Hornby said, his tone friendly though brisk. “You’ve done some fine work
on this investigation. Fine work, top drawer, stellar really.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“It’s not every day you get a chance to take down someone like Tommy
Hill. If we could nail that piece of filth, well… that would be
something, Wendell. That would really be something! The big boys upstairs would
have to sit up and take notice if we brought them Tommy Hill on a platter. That’s for damn sure.”


“I couldn’t have done it without your support, sir.”


Hornby paused, regarding his junior inspector
intently. Slowly, the hint of a smile formed on his lips, and this one was
authentic. He had not expected Wendell to affirm his role in the pending arrest
of the gangster Tommy Hill, because they both knew it had been non-existent.


“Thank you, Wendell. Thank you. I appreciate your saying that… and don’t think I won’t remember your
contribution when the time comes to hand out the commendations. I’ll make sure you get your
share of the credit. After all, you did all the work.”


“Thank you, sir.”


Hornby sat back in his chair and took a sip of
his tea.


“Now we’re all clear on our plan for bringing in our two witnesses from
Vegas, right? What are their names again?”


“Danny Alexander and Abagail Ponder.”


Hornby scribbled down the names in his notebook.


“… and their flight information?”


“They’re arriving tomorrow morning, 9 a.m. at Heathrow, British Airways,
flight 1842.”


“Who’s picking them up?” 


“I’m going to pick them up myself, sir. We’ll be coming here after
the airport, so you can meet them. Then we’ll pick up Frank
Ponder and go to the hotel.”


“No, Oliver. That won’t do. I’m going to need you with me tomorrow. Get someone else to pick them
up.”


“But sir, I told them I’d be picking them. They don’t know anybody else at
The Yard.”


“I’m going to need you tomorrow, Oliver. We’ve got to get warrants
and we’ll have to meet with the senior officers to explain what we’re doing. I need
someone with me who knows this file backwards and forwards. You’ll have to call them
and let them know someone else will be picking them up.”


 “Who do you suggest?”


“Get Edwards. It’s past time he did something around here to earn his keep, and it’ll get him out of the office
for a few hours.”


“Edwards, sir? Are you sure he’s the best choice?”


“Damn-it, Oliver. It’s an airport pick-up. Even Edwards should be able to handle that.”


“Alright, sir.”


“What about Frank Ponder? Why aren’t we picking him up
now?”


“I thought about that, sir, but I decided it would be better if his
daughter Abagail is present when we make contact. He’s not very trusting of
the police, sir.”


Hornby gave his ballpoint a couple of clicks.


“I guess…” He said, thoughtfully. “… makes me nervous though, having him out
there. We don’t want Hill getting his hands on him prematurely. We’d lose our leverage.” 


“… and, there’s Mr. Ponder’s safety to think about as well, sir.”


“… right, Ponder’s safety. Of course, we’re very concerned about that. Goes without
saying.”


“… is there anything else we need to discuss, sir?”


“Not that I can think of… I guess we’re all set.”


Wendell nodded and got to his feet. Hornby stood
up too.


“Good job, Oliver… Wendell.” Hornby said, extending his hand for Wendell to shake. “You’ve done a fine job on
this. Won’t be forgotten.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“Let me walk you to the lift.”


Pamela, listening in the outer office, removed
her earplugs and shut off the recording before the two men reached the door of
Hornby’s office. She slipped her cellphone into her purse and smiled at Hornby
and Wendell as they walked down the corridor toward the elevators. Both men
returned the friendly smile and continued walking to the elevator. As they
waited for the lift, something occurred to Wendell.


“You know, sir, even though we aren’t picking up Frank
Ponder right away, we could at least post a guard. Keep an eye on him until we’re ready.”


The lift arrived, and the doors drew open. 


“Good idea, Oliver. Take care of it.”


Wendell nodded and stepped into the elevator. The
doors drew closed in front of him, and the elevator descended.
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Sergeant Eugene Edwards was on his way to
Scotland Yard’s Police Garage to pick-up an unmarked car. The day before, he’d gotten a call from
Wendell Oliver who asked him to pick up two witnesses that were coming into Heathrow
from Las Vegas. Of course, he had to say yes. Edwards was on administrative
leave because of a momentary lapse of judgement involving an unarmed, 17-year
old Muslim female several months previous. They had taken his weapon away, and
now he was restricted to administrative tasks pending completion of an
investigation. It meant he had to take every joe job and shit sandwich anyone
in the department cared to hand off to him. Mostly, it meant he had to do
everyone else’s paperwork.


An airport pick-up wasn’t so bad. God knew Edwards
had had worse in the last few months. A little drive would be a nice diversion;
he was done to death with riding a desk every day. He’d spent so much time
sitting at his desk in the last few months that he had started putting on
weight. His girlfriend had remarked on it, and then a few days after that, she
broke up with him. She said it wasn’t just because of the extra weight,
although in a metaphorical sense, perhaps it was. From all accounts, it
appeared Edwards had some issues with pent up rage. That’s what his
ex-girlfriend said, and her opinion was corroborated by a Scotland Yard psychologist
whom Edwards had begun seeing at Hornby’s behest.


He left himself plenty of time for the drive out
to the airport. He knew he was on Hornby’s carpet, and he didn’t want any more screw
ups. He got to the police parking garage in good time and used his key fob to
gain access at the main entrance. He took the elevator down to the third floor
where the car assigned to him was parked. When he reached his floor, the
elevator doors drew open to reveal a tall, blond-haired man. The man was not in
uniform; He was wearing blue jeans and a light green jacket, but Edwards
noticed he had what appeared to be a police ID and a key fob clipped to his
belt. He assumed the man was an undercover officer like himself.  Strangely though, the man made no attempt to
board the elevator. He just stood there in the hallway with a look of concern
on his face.


“Sergeant Edwards,” the man said. “Sergeant Eugene Edwards?”


“Yeah,” Edwards replied. “What of it?”


“I’m afraid there’s a problem with your car, sir.”


“My car? What kind of problem?”


“There’s a body in it.”


“A body? What do you mean, a body? A dead body?”


“Yes, sir, that’s right… a dead body.”


“How’d a dead body get in my car?”


“We’ll, we’re not quite certain of all the details right now, sir. We’re… you know, investigating.”


“Well, whose body is it?”


“Actually, we think it’s someone you know, sir.”


“What? Someone I know? Someone like who? You mean a criminal, a perp?”


“No sir. It’s a Scotland Yard Officer, actually… male Caucasian, about
your age.”


“What? An officer… of The Yard? What are you saying?”


“Actually sir, if you could just accompany me to the car, I’m sure we can answer
all your questions there. Officer Harry is waiting for us.”


The man gestured at the rows of parked cars, and
Edwards spied a man a few rows up looking in their direction. He was shorter
than the blond-haired man, and he looked to be fifteen or twenty years older. They
started walking towards him and as they approached, the man gestured at the car
that was parked in the stall in front of him. It was a late-model, unmarked
Vauxhall Vectra, and it was parked with the rear of the car closest to the
laneway.


Edwards went straight to the car and peered in
at the windows while Jason hung back. He stood waiting beside Harry, and quietly
unzipped his jacket.


“There’s no body in there,” Edwards growled at the two men.


“It’s in the boot,” Harry said.


Edwards looked uncertainly at the trunk of the
car.


“Use your key,” Jason said, helpfully.


“Oh… yeah,” Edwards said. He took the key that he’d been issued from his
pocket and pressed twice on the button to pop the trunk. It opened with a nice
crisp “Ka-chunk.” He pushed up the cover and looked inside.


“It’s empty!” Edwards exclaimed angrily, turning back toward the men. That’s when he noticed that
Jason was holding a large caliber pistol with an affixed silencer, and it was
pointed right at him.


“What?… what is this?” Edwards stammered, the anger in his expression quickly giving way
to confusion and fear.


Jason didn’t bother to answer. He
raised the pistol to shoulder level, took aim and fired two shots. The
innocuous “pop pop” of the gun with the attached silencer belied its formidable power as
it propelled two hunks of hot lead at Edwards, striking him in the middle of his
forehead and the middle of his chest, killing him instantly. The impact was
enough to fling most of Edwards’ body backwards into the trunk of the Vectra. Remarkably, one of his
shoes came off from the impact of the gunshots. The spectacle of him in death
with an expression of utter shock on his face, the one missing shoe and his
legs dangling outside the trunk of the car was undignified and ghastly.


Calmly, Jason picked up the shoe and tossed it
into the trunk with Edwards’ body. Then, reaching inside, Jason grasped the I.D. badge clipped
to Edwards’ belt and yanked it off. Finally, he grabbed a leg in each hand, stuffed
them awkwardly into the trunk, and slammed it closed. Harry, meanwhile, retrieved
the car keys from the pavement where Edwards had dropped them and pressed the
button to unlock the doors of the Vectra. Harry got into the driver’s seat and started the
car, while Jason slid into the passenger seat beside him.


As they drove away, Jason began working on the I.D.
badge to replace Edwards’ photo with one of himself. He removed the ID card from its laminate
case and pasted a small photo of himself over top of the photo of Edwards. Then
he slid the card into a new case he had brought along for the purpose and clipped
it onto the key fob. He had the job finished by the time they were halfway to
Heathrow Airport.


At Harlington, Harry turned off the M4 and
headed south along High Street, but he turned off before he reached the
airport. He drove east into the farm fields that lined the north side of the
runway looking for a likely spot. He found what he was looking for a few kilometers
down the road. It was a secluded spot with no buildings nearby and a small
grove of trees on the airport side that provided some cover. He pulled the car
off to the side of the road, and without either of them saying a word, he and
Jason got out and walked around to the boot. They hauled Edwards’ body out of the trunk
and dropped it in a heap by the side of the road.  


“Should we bury it?” Harry asked.


Jason looked at his watch.


“… no time. We’ll toss it down there,” Jason said, indicating a drainage ditch
that ran along the side of the road. They took Edwards’ wallet and
identification, stripped his body naked and hurled it down the embankment where
it snagged up on some tree branches in the bottom of the ditch. The body was
obscured by a stream of muddy water coursing through the ditch. There had been
rain the night before, and there was a steady flow of runoff at that time of
the morning. They watched the spot for a minute or two, and then they got back
in the car and drove the rest of the way to Heathrow.
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Danny did not enjoy the flight from Las Vegas to
London very much. Abagail had not been on her best behavior during the flight.
She’d kept
up a constant torrent of complaints and hadn’t been shy about the
volume or acidity of the barbs she traded with fellow passengers and flight
attendants. Some of the bad feeling emanating from nearby passengers came Danny’s way when they
realized the two of them were travelling together. Danny’s natural inclination
was to avoid confrontation at all costs, and now here he was linked to an
uncontrollable personality who seemed to be a magnet for it. 


The complaining began shortly after they boarded
the flight, and Abagail discovered she had been assigned Seat B in a 10-seat
row, which put her in the middle of a three-seat block. The flight attendant
explained that the seat assignment had been changed so that a family on their
way to the funeral of a close relative could be seated together.


“It’s not my fault Granny croaked,” Abagail snapped at
the flight attendant. Her thoughtless comment, uttered not only within the
hearing of the flight attendant but the grief-stricken family members too,
tipped the level of civility in the passenger cabin into a downward spiral from
which it never recovered.


Danny managed to mollify Abagail by trading his
window seat for her middle seat, but the move backfired when Luke Gilley, a
six-foot five Texan on his way back to his job on a North Sea oil rig after a
week of partying it up in Las Vegas, took the aisle seat. He was annoyed every
time Abagail got up to pee, which was frequently, and Danny found himself in
the middle of a squabble that intensified as the flight wore on. It took a sharp
turn for the worse about 40 minutes into the flight when Donald Trump, the President
of the United States, came up as a topic of conversation. Abagail had a low
opinion of Mr. Trump and referred to him as a “brainless bigot with
the moral compass of a least weasel.” Luke objected to the remark and hurled a
retort of his own. After that, the battle was on. Just about everybody in the
immediate vicinity seemed to have an opinion on the polarizing politician, and it
didn’t take
long before a verbal brouhaha broke out among the passengers. The flight
attendants had to intervene to keep things under control urging the passengers
to please calm down—they’d be coming around with the beverage cart soon.


Adding alcohol to the mix seemed like a bad idea
to Danny, and Luke and Abagail soon proved him correct. Both imbibed heavily,
and the more they drank, the louder and more caustic their remarks became.
Tempers flared. Patience wore thin. Lines were crossed, and the exasperated flight
attendants finally took action by moving Danny and Abagail to new seats at the
back of the plane.


“Great,” Abagail pouted. “Now it’s going to take us forever to get off the stupid plane when we land.”


“You should have thought of that before,” Danny admonished.


“Yeah? Well, you should have thought of it before,” Abagail retorted.


It was pointless trying to talk to her. It was
like trying to reason with a six-year old hopped up on birthday cake and cotton
candy. He decided to ignore her as best he could and settled back into his seat
to sleep. He hadn’t had any solid shuteye since his last night with Diana. He couldn’t stop thinking about
her. He couldn’t bear the thought of her being in the clutches of that psycho,
Tommy Hill. He slept fitfully, interrupted by cabin noises and disturbing,
fragmented dreams. He awoke with a start just before they touched down in
London. He’d been dreaming about Diana. In the dream, they were in bed at Diana’s house in Pointe
Claire.  She’d brought coffee and
oatmeal cookies with raisins up to the bedroom, and they were spending a pleasant
morning together, drinking their coffee and talking and laughing. But when he
awoke and opened his eyes, it was Abagail’s face he saw—not Diana’s.


“Morning sunshine,” Abagail said, in a snarky tone.


After the plane landed, they had to make their
way back to their original seats to get their belongings from the overhead
racks. Luke was there too. No one smiled or said hello. They just collected
their things and went on their way. They were among the last passengers to
disembark from the plane and begin the circuitous route to the baggage area and
customs, a journey that seemed to take forever. When they finally got through
customs, and walked out into the airport commons, Danny expected to see an officer
from Scotland Yard waiting for them. Wendell had texted him that he wouldn’t be able to pick them
up after all, and that he was sending Sergeant Eugene Edwards to get them.


Abagail dropped her bags and sighed tiredly.


“Where’s our ride?” she said. 


“I don’t know. I guess he’s not here yet.”


“… typical,” Abagail intoned, sourly.


As they stood waiting, Danny noticed two men
walking up briskly toward the customs area. They were coming from the direction
of the airport parkade and each of them was carrying a cardboard sign. One of the
men was tall and slender with blond hair and looked to be in his thirties. The
other man was older, shorter and balding. When they were about 20 paces from
where Danny and Abagail were standing, they stopped and held the two cardboard
signs up in front of their chests. One of the signs had Danny’s name on it. The
other had Abagail’s. Danny watched them for a moment, and then he stepped up to the
tall blond man holding the sign with his name on it.


“Are you Edwards?” Danny asked the man.


“Yes, sir,” the man said, holding up a Scotland Yard ID badge for Danny to look
at. “I’m Officer Eugene
Edwards, and this is Officer Fred Harry. We’ll be escorting you to
your hotel this morning.”


“You’re late,” Abagail observed, peevishly.


“Yes. Sorry about that. We had to… drop something off on
the way.”


“Are these all your bags?” Harry asked.


“Yes,” Danny said. “That’s everything.”


“Great,” Harry said, and he picked up a couple of the bags and started
walking in the direction from which they’d come. Jason picked
up the remaining two cases.


“If you could just follow us, the car is in the parkade.”


Danny and Abagail followed Harry and Jason to
the car, a newish Vectra, and climbed into the back seat. Jason and Harry sat
in the front with Jason in the driver’s seat.


“Are we going to Scotland Yard first?” Danny asked. 


“No,” Jason replied. “We’re taking you straight to the hotel.”


“Really? Wendell said he wanted to meet with Abagail and I at The
Yard as soon as we got in. He was going to introduce us to Chief Inspector
Hornby.”


“Yeah, that’s changed. They’re pretty busy over there today. Wendell will see you later on at
the hotel.” 


No one said much during the trip from the
airport. Danny and Abagail were tired after their long flight, and Jason and
Harry were happy to avoid conversation and the risk of a slip that might arouse
suspicion. Jason took the M4 from Heathrow and transferred to Cromwell Road at
Chiswick to head downtown. At Hyde Park, he took Brompton Road, then
Piccadilly, and just east of St. Jame’s Park, he picked up the Strand to Fleet
Street and continued east toward the City of London, which was where Wendell
had told them the hotel was located. But when they got to The City, Jason kept
going east past the Tower of London and into Whitechapel.


“I thought the hotel was in The City,” Danny said.


“It is,” Jason replied. “We just have to make a quick stop and then we’ll double back to the
hotel.”


“You said we were going straight to the hotel,” Danny pressed.


“Yeah, well… just a little change of plans. Won’t take long,”


“Yeah… ” Harry said, swiveling around in his seat. “… just a few minutes.”


Danny did not like last minute changes. They
made him nervous—and suspicious. 


“Where are we going?”


“… won’t take long,” Jason repeated.


“So you said… ” Danny replied, the edge in his voice deepening. “… but where are we
going?”


“Are we picking up my Dad?” Abagail chimed in. “My Dad lives in
Whitechapel.”


“… yes,” Jason replied. “That’s it. We’re picking up Frank Ponder. Then, we’ll all go to the hotel
together.”


“… why did you say ‘that’s it?’” Danny asked.


“… because that’s where we’re going.”


“I know, but you said it like you just thought of it now.”


“No, I didn’t.”


“Yes… you did.”


“No, he didn’t,” Harry countered. “He didn’t say it like that at all.”


“We all heard it,” Danny observed.


“I didn’t hear it,” Harry snorted.


“Well then, how do you know how he said it?”


Harry blustered angrily as he tried to come up
with an answer, but before he could think of anything, Abagail shut down the
conversation with a sudden outburst.


“Where the hell are we going?”


Jason had driven right through Whitechapel and
was heading into the industrial district of Tower Hamlets north of Canary
Wharfs.


“This isn’t the way to my Dad’s place, you numbskull. You should have turned off back there.”


“Let’s just everybody calm down, okay?” Harry said. “We just have a short
detour to make before we go to Frank’s place, okay? It’ll just take a minute,
and then we’ll be on our way.”


But it wasn’t adding up for Danny anymore.
One side trip he could accept, maybe, but two? That didn’t make any sense. His
mind drifted back to that day in Paris at the bistro on Rue Lagrange when he saw those two men disembark
from Tommy Hill’s car and run into the Café Panis with guns drawn. He hadn’t got a good look at them, but he remembered
one of the men was tall and blond, and the other was shorter and balding.



“You guys aren’t cops, are you?” he said.


Harry twisted all the way around in his seat, and
reaching into the opening in his jacket, he pulled the butt end of his gun out
so that Danny and Abagail could see it.  


“Like I said,” Harry repeated, in a low, menacing tone. “Let’s clam it down, right
now. Okay?”


Danny felt a tight knot forming deep in the pit
of his stomach, as the full import of the trouble they were in dawned on him.


 “Oh my God,” Abagail murmured
softly, the color draining from her face. “They’re Tommy’s men.”


Jason continued east on Fleet Street and then
turned south into a cluster of industrial properties in the Poplar District.
The buildings consisted mainly of warehouses, distribution depots and small
fabrication shops. A few blocks in, he turned into a small cul-de-sac that had four
buildings fronting onto a mini round-about. All four buildings looked to be
abandoned and were in various states of disrepair. The building in the best condition
was located at the far end. A rusty sign above the double-car garage identified
the building as the home of ‘Hill & Son Expert Upholstery and Repair.’ Jason parked the
Vectra in the parking lot, and then ran inside the building while Harry held
his gun on the two passengers in the back seat. A moment later, the garage door
drew open. Jason returned to the car and drove it inside the shop. He parked
beside what Danny at first thought was a black limo, but on closer inspection,
he realized it was actually a hearse.


It took a second for Danny’s eyes to adjust to
the dimly lit interior of the upholstery shop after the bright sunlight
outside. He scanned the big, open space which was equipped with rows of
florescent lights suspended from the ceiling. They were all switched off now
though, and Danny could just barely make out a half-dozen workbenches covered
with tools and materials and partly finished projects that looked as if they
hadn’t been touched
in years. The only light came from an office at the back of the shop, and as
Danny watched, he saw the door of the office open and a man step out and start
walking toward the car. Even in the dim light, Danny knew who it was the second
he laid eyes on him. As he came closer, the lines and creases of the man’s face became clearer
and Danny could see that he was smiling. He came right up to the rear window of
the car and peered in at Danny and Abagail. He motioned for Danny to roll down
the window. Reluctantly, Danny did as he said.


“Hello Danny… Abagail,” Tommy said, shifting his cold, dark eyes from one to the other as
he stared at them through the window. Then he suddenly cocked his head to one
side and focused his attention just on Danny.


“Jesus, Danny…” he said. “What happened to your face?”
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It was almost 10 o’clock, and Constable
Lewis Finney was parked outside Frank Ponder’s ground-floor flat in
White Chapel trying to keep from falling asleep. Sitting in the driver’s seat of a late-model
tan, Vectra, Lewis sipped the dregs of his third cup of coffee that morning and
scanned the exterior of the apartment building across the street where Frank
Ponder lived. He had received the stake-out assignment the day before from
Inspector Wendell Oliver. His instructions were to watch the residence, follow
at a safe distance if Ponder went out and report in immediately if there were
any visitors. So far, there had not been any visitors, and Frank Ponder had not
left the apartment. The only activity from Ponder’s flat occurred around
eight-thirty when a light switched on in the window of what Finney assumed to
be Frank Ponder’s kitchen.


“… must be having his morning tea,” Finney thought.


Other than the light coming on, the stake-out
had been pretty slow for Finney. After four hours of sitting in the car with
nothing to do, he was getting bored, and he was starting to have trouble
staying alert. His diminishing vigilance was exacerbated by the fact that he’d gotten very little
sleep the night before. He had started the evening with his teammates from his
pub-league football team. It was their annual season wrap-up, and the pub laid
on a free meal for the team. The beer flowed liberally as did the comradery and
raucous good times. The party didn’t start winding down until just before
midnight when most of the team began heading home, but Finney and two of his
mates weren’t quite willing to concede the night yet. They went on to another
pub up the street, where they met three women, who were also out on the town.
As luck would have it, Finney knew one of them. Her name was Gwen, and she was
a nurse at a local hospital. He’d made her acquaintance a few days earlier when he’d brought in an
injured teenager for medical attention. They found a booth big enough for the six
of them, and they were soon chatting and laughing happily together. The party
continued for another hour before some members of the group started making moves
to head home. Finney was in no condition to drive, so he called a taxi. It
turned out Gwen’s place was on his way home, so he offered her a ride, which she
gratefully accepted. When they got to Gwen’s place, he walked her
to the door, and he told her he hoped he would see her again. She asked him for
his phone, and when he handed it to her, she added her name and number to his
contacts.


“Call me,” she said, and she smiled at him, before opening the door and
scampering up the steps to her flat.


It was 2 a.m. when Finney finally got back to
his place and crashed face first into bed. His alarm roused him at 5 a.m., and
he drove to Frank’s place in White Chapel to relieve the constable on night shift at 6
a.m. He’d only slept three hours, and it was all he could do to keep his
eyes open.


Finney scanned the street and the flat for the
umpteenth time. There was still nothing happening. Dreamily, his thoughts
drifted back to his parting with Gwen. She had such a sweet smile, such a
pretty face. He could see her so clearly in his mind’s eye, as she climbed
the stairs and turned to look back at him before disappearing through the door
of her flat—and then, she didn’t disappear. She stayed at the top of the steps, and she beckoned to
him to come upstairs with her. She smiled at him again: such a sweet smile, so
full of promise and delight. She implored him to come upstairs with her, and finally,
Finney succumbed.
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Hill &Son Expert Upholstery, Tower
Hamlets.



 

Tommy was not the only one who had been waiting
in the office for Jason and Harry to arrive at Hill & Son. Diana was there
too. She was in the office sitting on a hard metal chair with her wrists
handcuffed to the in-take pipe of a hot water radiator. When Tommy left the office
to go to the car, she rose to her feet and stretched as far as she could, so
that she could see what was happening outside in the shop. The cold steel of
the handcuffs chaffed painfully against the skin of her wrists as she strained to
improve her line of sight. She saw Tommy approach the Vectra and speak to Danny
and Abagail in the back seat, and then she saw Danny and Abagail get out of the
car. Abagail came out kicking and screaming, but Harry was quick to grab her. He
twisted her arm up roughly behind her back to take the fight out of her. Diana
saw her wince with pain as Harry applied pressure to her arm. Danny showed no
signs of resistance. His movements were languid and slow as though he had
resigned himself to the hopelessness of his situation. He just stood there,
waiting for whatever was going to happen next.


She couldn’t hear what they were
saying, but she could see them clearly through the dirty glass of the office
window. Abagail and Harry were standing near the car. Diana could see that Harry
still held her firmly in his grasp. Tommy had a gun and he was pointing it at
Danny, who had moved off a little way from the car and was standing in front of
one of the workbenches. She couldn’t see Jason. He’d gone somewhere
obscured by the office wall, but then he suddenly walked back into frame from
wherever he had gone. He was carrying a metal chair, which he set down in front
of the workbench near Danny, and then he turned and walked out of frame again.


Tommy motioned for Danny to sit in the chair
that Jason had placed in front of the workbench. Diana could see that smirk on
Tommy’s face. It was a sick, twisted smile that Diana had become all too
familiar with in the short time she had spent within his circle of power. She
had come to learn the meaning of the smile. It meant he was enjoying himself. 


The tangle of emotion that Diana felt bubbling
up within her at that moment was overwhelming. She felt fearful, angry,
remorseful, confused and anxious all at the same time. Surprisingly, she even
felt happiness at seeing Danny again, even if it was to be for the last time.
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 “Sit here, Danny,” Tommy said, gesturing
at the chair that Jason had brought. “You’re going to be here a
while. Might as well get comfortable.”


Reluctantly, Danny sat down in the chair as
Jason arrived with another one and set it down beside the first. Harry, who was
still constraining Abagail with one arm around her shoulders and other holding
her arm behind her back, began walking her forward toward the empty chair. She
resisted at first, but quickly gave in when Harry applied more pressure to her
arm. He deposited her uncomfortably in the chair beside Danny as Jason returned
with yet another chair and placed it beside Abagail.


 “… still one guest
short for the party,” Tommy said. “Abagail, I’m going to need you to call Frank and ask him to join us. Would you
do that for me, sweetheart? I’ll go easier on you if you do.”


“Sure Tommy,” Abagail replied. “… and after that, I think I’ll bake a tasty cake for you and your fagot
boyfriends.”


Harry moved to slap her, but Tommy stopped him with
a shake of his head.


“Now, now Abagail,” Tommy said to her in a soothing tone. “Do you really want to
endure so much extra pain for the sake of your deadbeat father? What has he
ever done for you?”


Abagail said nothing. She just stared daggers
back at Tommy. The defiant expression on her face said it all. Tommy saw it was
hopeless.


“Go get her purse from the car, Harry.”


Harry retrieved Abagail’s purse from the back
seat of the Vectra and began rifling through the contents. After a second or
two he pulled out Abagail’s wallet and held it up for Tommy to see.


“Not her billfold, you moron. Her phone.”


Harry continued rummaging, found Abagail’s cell phone and
handed it to Tommy. It was an iPhone 6. He clicked the home button at the
bottom to access the display, and it asked him for a passcode.


“What’s your code, dear.”


“… not telling,” Abagail said, sticking out her chin.


Tommy frowned. He was quickly growing weary of
Abagail’s games.


“Did you set up the thumbprint ID?”


Abagail said nothing, but a tiny flicker of
doubt in her eyes told Tommy that she had. He handed the phone to Harry.


“Get her thumbprint.”


Harry stepped forward with the phone and
attempted to grab Abagail’s right hand and press her thumb to the phone, but Abagail eluded
him. She put her hand behind her back, over her head, in her armpit, and under
the chair to avoid Harry’s attempts. Harry managed to grab her arm twice, but each time she
squirmed away before he could press her thumb to the phone. Tommy allowed the
farce to go on for a minute or two before he stepped in to expedite.


“Harry?… Harry!” he said. “Just step back out of the way for a second, would you?”


Harry did as he was told, and in one smooth
motion, Tommy stepped forward and landed a hard right-cross on the point of
Abagail’s chin. Her head snapped back from the impact, and she slumped
forward spilling out onto the floor like a rag doll. She was out cold.


“Now try it,” Tommy said.


Harry knelt down, gasped the thumb of Abagail’s right hand and
pressed it to the home button of her phone. The screen flashed to life, and
Harry handed the phone to Tommy, who took it and navigated to the text messages
screen. He opened a new blank message and scrolled through Abagail’s contacts until he
found Frank Ponder. Then he typed a message and sent it:



 

Abagail:


Hello Dad. Just got into town. Have to see you. Please come
right away!
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Frank Ponder was sitting at his kitchen table
having his morning tea. On the kitchen counter, there was a small television
tuned to CNN, and Frank watched as Wolf Blitzer went on and on, ad nauseam,
about another Donald Trump story: something Trump had done, or said, how he’d been caught in
another bold-faced lie, the list of the people he was currently feuding with,
and on and on.


“Who gives a rat’s ass?” Ponder barked at the TV screen, but Blitzer just ignored him and
went right on with the broadcast.


 On the
kitchen table in front of him, Frank had a copy of The Sun Daily opened to the
crossword puzzle, a pot of tepid tea and a half-eaten plate of crispy toast
with butter. His cell phone was also there beside the toast, even though he hardly
ever used it anymore. Sometimes, he wondered why he bothered to keep it. Hardly
anyone called him—anyone except Abagail, that is—and when it came right
down to it, she was the reason he kept the phone.


At that moment, the phone chimed a single ‘ding’ indicating a new text
message had arrived. Frank picked up the phone and checked the display. The
message was from Abagail. He opened it and read the text:


Abagail:


Hello Dad. Just got into town. Have to see you. Please come
right away!


Frank:


Hey Abby. What’s up? You OK?


Abagail:


Fine. Will explain everything when you get here. Come right
now, please.


Frank:


Where are you?


Abagail:


Tower Hamlets.


Ponder picked up the pen he was using for the
crosswords and jotted it down on the newspaper.


Frank:


What are you doing in Tower Hamlets?


Abagail:


Tell you when you get here. Here’s the address…



 

The address Abagail gave him was 22 Blackfield
Road. Frank started to scribble it on the newspaper beneath the words Tower
Hamlets, but he only got as far as writing ‘22 black’ before he remembered
a cell phone trick that Abagail had shown him the last time they’d been together. He
clicked on the address in Abagail’s message and it opened up in his maps app.
He could see it wasn’t that far away. It was in a small industrial park just north of Limehouse
Cut in Tower Hamlets. He figured he could walk it in 20 minutes or so, and these
days walking was pretty much his only option, since he no longer owned a car,
and he hated riding the buses.


Frank:


K. I’ll be there in a half hour.



 

Frank got up, collected his keys and a jacket
from a hook beside the door to his flat, and headed out. As he walked down the
short hallway to the main door, he took out his phone and checked the map again
to plan his route. Exiting the building and descending a short stairway to
ground level, he jay-walked to the other side of the street and started walking
toward Tower Hamlets.


He hadn’t gone far when he noticed a tan Vectra
parked about halfway up the block. The man sitting inside the car appeared to
be fast asleep. It had been years since Frank had been surveilled by the
police, but he recognized all the signs: the make and model of the vehicle, the
position of the car in relation to his flat, the style of dress and the clean-shaven
look of the young man sleeping inside the car.


“… bloody copper,” Frank hissed.


There was something particularly irksome to
Frank about the fact that the constable was asleep. What immediately came to mind
was that the well-paid constable asleep at the wheel of the Vectra was wasting
tax payers’ money, but really, that wasn’t what bothered Frank.
He paid precious little taxes in his line of work, and he had no real sympathy
for the suckers that did. What really bothered him was what it implied about
his standing in the criminal community. The police put a tail on him after all
these years for who knows what reason, and then the officer assigned to the detail
is so bored with it that he falls asleep. Had Frank sunk so low on the food
chain, that the cops couldn’t even be bothered to stay awake while they were watching him? He
could not let it pass.


Angrily, he took an orange, fine-point Sharpie that
he kept in the breast-pocket of his jacket to mark up the football pools, and he
cast about for something to write on. A few yards away, lying beside the curb,
he spied a discarded Starbucks coffee cup. He picked it up, tore off the bottom
and unrolled the cylinder to form a rough square. Then he scribbled a note on the
fragment and stuffed it under the windshield wiper of the Vectra so that it was
visible from inside the car. Resuming his journey to Tower Hamlets, he walked
at a brisk pace.
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Hill &Son Expert Upholstery, Tower
Hamlets.



 

Jason set up four metal chairs in a neat row in
front of the workbench, and then he and Harry tied Danny to his chair using
almost a whole roll of duct tape. They taped each of his legs to the front legs
of the chair, and then they secured his hands behind his back by wrapping them
with tape and looping two or three winds through the bottom of the V-shape
formed by his arms and wrapping several turns around the rear chair legs and
then back through his wrists. When they were finally done with Danny, they
collected the unconscious Abagail from the floor, deposited her in the chair
beside Danny and taped her up using roughly the same method. She murmured
something indecipherable as they transferred her from the floor to the chair.
She was beginning to come out of it.


The fact that there four chairs was not lost on
Danny. If the third chair was for Frank Ponder, it had to mean the fourth was
for Diana. In a way, it was a relief to see the fourth chair. It meant Diana
was still alive. Maybe not for much longer, but she was still alive. On the
flip side, it probably meant the time that remained to her would be extremely
painful and unpleasant. He decided to risk asking about her.


“Is Diana here?”


“What’s the matter, Danny?” Tommy responded. “Are you missing your sweet girl?”


“… just curious,” Danny said.


“You’ll find out soon enough, Danny boy… soon enough.”


Abagail began to moan softly and blink her eyes.


“… soon enough, soon enough,” she mumbled, as she struggled to regain
consciousness. “Black seventeen. Black seven… teen, coming up...
soon enough.”


“You know, Danny,” Tommy said with a sly smile. “Your girl might not be
as enamored with you as you might think. She heard what you said about her the
other day: how you were using her to hide from me.”


He took Diana’s cell phone from his
pocket and waggled it back and forth at Danny.


“… had you on speaker. She heard every word.”


“… every word,” Abagail repeated, her eyelashes fluttering as she approached
consciousness.


“… no one likes that, Danny,” Tommy continued. “No likes to feel like they’re being used. Leaves
a bad taste… in the mouth.”


Abagail moaned and then her eyes popped open as
she abruptly crossed over the divide between sweet oblivion and stark-staring
consciousness. As she came to, Tommy Hill’s rough treatment of
her burned fresh in her mind, and she wasn’t shy about expressing
her anger. 


“You punched me!” she blurted. “Tommy Hill, you sick son of a bitch, you punched me right on my
chin! You skank ugly, puke-faced, arse-sniffing fagot!”


A tense silence filled the big room. No one said
a word. They all just watched Tommy and waited to see what he would do.


“… nice,” Tommy said, finally. “Give Abagail another go with the tape,
would you Harry? Right here,” he said, tapping his lips with his fingers.



 

***********



 

While Harry got busy with the taping, Tommy took
Jason aside.


“Is the dead copper still in the boot of the Vectra?” Tommy asked, pointing
at the car. 


“No,” Jason said. “We dumped the body out near Heathrow.”


“Did you bury him?”


“Didn’t have time… but it’s a lonely spot, Tommy, and it’s under water in the
bottom of a ditch. It’ll be fine there for a while. We can go back tomorrow or the next
day after we’ve taken care of this lot,” Jason said nodding at Danny and Abagail.


“Okay. Better ditch the car though. They might be able to GPS it.”


“Sure, Tommy. I’ll do that right away.”


“Get the bags out first, eh? Danny’s loot will be in one
of them. I’ll get Harry to count it. And we’ll need my tool chest
out of the hearse too.”


Jason grimaced at the mention of the tool chest.


“You sure you want to go to all that trouble, Tommy?”


“It’s no trouble, Jason. No trouble at all.”


Jason nodded, and went to the car. He took the
two suitcases out of the boot and left them on the shop floor for Harry to deal
with. Then he opened the loading door, drove the Vectra outside and came back
in to close the door again. Tommy was watching Harry tape up Abagail. He
watched as Harry wrapped a ridiculous number of turns around her mouth and the
back of her neck. When he was finally done with her, he started on Danny. Tommy’s lips curled into a smile.
He was enjoying himself.
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“Why are we stopping here Teddy?” Melody asked.


They were on a back road in Harlington, and
Teddy had unexpectedly pulled the truck off to the side of the road in a
secluded spot near a small glen of alders. It wasn’t Teddy’s truck. It was his
dad’s
truck, but he had it for the day to run some errands, and he’d called Melody to see
if she wanted to come along for the ride. Melody had nothing better to do, so
she went. She knew Teddy was interested in her; that was pretty obvious, and she
liked him too. She just wasn’t sure how much yet. He was okay for looks and he was a good person
and everything; he just seemed a little immature to her—goofy almost. Maybe he
would grow out of it, but maybe he wouldn’t, so the jury was
still out on Teddy.


“I thought we’d take a minute. Look at the view,” He said, which Melody
knew from experience was code for something else.


From where they were parked, they could see
miles of rolling hay fields, a cluster of storage buildings about a kilometer
further down the road and the planes taking off and landing at Heathrow to the
south. There really wasn’t much to look at, and Teddy wasn’t looking at any of
it: he was looking at her. She knew she looked good that day. She was just in a
blouse and jeans, but she’d taken the time to do her makeup, and her blonde curls framed her
pretty face perfectly.


“Oh,” Melody said, coyly. “… and, am I the view?”


“Melody,” Teddy said, in a husky voice. “You’re so beautiful!”


And then he launched himself at her, his head
and torso traversing the gear shift separating the driver and passenger seats.
The shift lever gouged his lower abdomen painfully, but he didn’t care. He was like an
aroused bull moose with the scent of a cow in his nostrils. His lips went for
her mouth and his right hand for her left breast, alternately squeezing and
releasing it at regular intervals. Did he enjoy fondling her breast she
wondered, because it didn’t do anything for her. His kissing was clumsy and wet, his tongue
darting in and out of his mouth and jabbing her everywhere—once even in her nose.
Teddy’s dog was a better kisser than he was, Melody thought.


Then, predictably, she felt his right hand go
for her crotch, fast and hard like a baseball player trying to steal second base
while the pitcher isn’t looking. She let him fumble around down there for a second or two,
and then she put an abrupt stop to it. 


“Teddy, no!” she hollered, and wheeling around she slapped him solidly across
the face. His eyes popped out in bug-eyed amazement at the unexpected slap, and
he retreated back to his own side of the gear shift and stared at her morosely.


“Aw gee, Melody,” he whimpered. “I didn’t mean nothing.”


The expression of hurt and surprise on his face
tickled Melody intensely. He looked like a puppy dog who had just been punished
for wetting the parlor carpet. It was all she could do to keep from laughing
out loud, but she muzzled the impulse because it would have sent entirely the
wrong message. Instead, she flung open the passenger door and jumped out of the
truck in a convincing display of moral outrage. She knew Teddy would get out
the driver’s side door and run around the truck to plead with her to forgive
him. It was her favorite part. While she waited for Teddy to catch up with her,
she took a step or two toward the ditch that ran along beside the shoulder of
the road—and that’s when she saw it. The runoff of water from the rain the night
before was slower now, and parts of the body were visible as it bobbed up and
down in the current. She saw the foot first, sticking up out of the muddy water
as it rushed to merge with the Thames River to the south. Then a face bobbed up
from below the surface, and Melody screamed.
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Scotland Yard



 

Wendell was riding down in the elevator with Chief
Inspector Kirk Hornby after their meeting with the senior officers upstairs. They
reached Hornby’s floor and walked quickly down the short hallway to Hornby’s office. As they
entered the common area in the outer office, Wendell was expecting to find
Danny, Abagail and Constable Eugene Edwards waiting for them in the visitor
chairs near Pamela’s cubicle—but the chairs were empty. He stopped at Pamela’s desk to ask about
their whereabouts.


“Did Edwards come back from the airport with the two witnesses yet?”


“Sorry, no. I haven’t seen them,” Pamela replied.


“That’s funny. He was supposed to bring them here for a meeting with Keith
and I before he dropped them off at the hotel. Did he call in?”


“No.”


“He probably got it wrong and took them straight to the hotel,” Hornby conjectured. “Edwards is always
getting it wrong.”


“We can call him from your office,” Wendell suggested. “… find out where he
is.” 


Hornby nodded and turned his attention to
Pamela.


“Any messages while I was upstairs?”


“As a matter of fact, yes,” she said, handing him a telephone message
on a slip of paper. “There’s been a homicide in Harlington.”


“Great. Just what we needed,” Hornby said sarcastically, as he scanned
the note. “… as if we didn’t have enough to do already. Who’s on it?”


“Sergeant Butler.”


“Is there an ID yet?”


“No sir. The body was stripped naked.”


“Really? Sounds like a mob hit.” 


“Sergeant Butler said he would call if he had any further details.”


“Okay. Keep me posted.”


“Can I bring you boys some tea?” Pamela asked.


“No thanks, not today, Pamela,” Hornby replied. “Too much going on.”


They went into Hornby’s office, and Hornby picked
up his phone and called dispatch.


“Hello. Chief Inspector Hornby here. I want you to patch me through
to Sergeant Eugene Edwards right away. He’s in an unmarked car
from the pool. You can get the vehicle number from them. Call me back when you’ve got him on the
line.”
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Tower Hamlets



 

Jason knew he was going to have to walk back to
Hill & Son, so he didn’t want to go too far to ditch the Vectra. Fortunately, he knew a
good spot close by. He’d used it once before to get rid of a car with a body in the boot. He
headed south towards the river, and after a few minutes of driving he came up
on an abandoned warehouse on the bank of Bow Creek. He parked out front and watched
the street for anyone who might be watching. Seeing no one, he drove around to
the rear of the warehouse where the parking lot lay and pulled the Vectra into
a spot at the back of the lot near the creek.


Jason was not expecting the car to be discovered
any time soon, but he resolved to wipe it down anyway. It was what
professionals did, and Jason regarded himself as a true professional. He
slipped on a pair of gloves, and he used a soft towel that he’d brought along to wipe
down the inside of the car, front and back. Then he went around to the trunk to
check for any telltale items that might have been left behind. He didn’t see any, but he did
notice some bloodstains; there wasn’t much he could do about those though, so
he had to leave them. He opened all the doors and windows of the Vectra, and
then he went around to the front, slipped in behind the wheel and started the
car. The second he turned the key in the ignition, a crackling noise came from
the radio, and a voice came up on the speakers.


“Car three, one, eight… calling car three, one, eight, Sergeant
Edwards. Chief Inspector Keith Hornby would like to speak to you. Come in,
please. Over…”


Jason was startled, and he stared daggers at the
radio. He had not expected a call from the police at that moment, and he didn’t like it. It worried
him. He hated the proximity of the police at any time, but he especially hated
it when he was in the middle of committing a crime. There was a hand-held
microphone hanging from the bottom of the radio. Jason could see it was
equipped with a switch for sending and receiving messages. He thought about
responding to the call and telling the dispatcher that everything was okay, but
he decided against it.


 “… Sergeant Edwards,” the dispatcher
continued. “Please respond. Over…”


Keeping his left foot on the brake, Jason
shifted the Vectra into low gear. Then, reaching outside for the ground with
his right foot, he released the brake and rolled out the door as the car
started moving forward. He scrambled to his feet as the Vectra rolled forward
and down a steep embankment into Bow Creek. It sank like a stone into a
swirling eddy of bubbles and black water.
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Tower Hamlets seemed like a strange place to be
meeting Abagail, Frank Ponder thought as he trudged along. It was mostly
industrial properties and warehouses in this part of town, and the closer he
got to the address Abagail had given him, the less he liked it. As he turned
into the cul-de-sac where Hill & Son was located, four ramshackle buildings
came into view. Checking the number of the first one, Ponder calculated that
the building at the far end, Hill & Son, Expert Upholstery, was the one he
was looking for.


“Upholstery?” Ponder said to himself. “… why would she want me to meet her at a
frigging upholstery shop?”


A sinking feeling began to stir in the pit of
Ponder’s stomach. It occurred to him that he might be walking into a trap.
The cul-de-sac was a very lonely spot. All four of the buildings on it looked
to be abandoned, and the sightlines from the street were blocked by a dense
stand of scotch firs. It occurred to Ponder that it was exactly the type of
place he would have picked if he wanted to waste somebody. The thought gave him
pause, but he kept on walking. He had to see Abagail. Either she had messaged
him to meet her, or someone else had her phone. Either way, he had to keep
going.


He covered the last few steps up to Hill &
Son and knocked on the front door. The door creaked open after a minute or two,
and a short, balding man who looked to be in his mid-fifties appeared in the
doorway.


“You must be Frank,” the man said.


“Yes. Is Abagail here?”


“She is,” the man said with a friendly smile. 
“Please come in. She’s waiting for you.”


Frank shuffled through the doorway and into the
building, which smelled of sawdust and glue. He could tell it was a workshop of
some sort despite the dim light, but his view to the back of the room was
blocked by a large black vehicle parked near the door. As he walked deeper into
the big room, four chairs placed in front of a workbench at the back of the
room came into view. There were people bound to two of the chairs with duct
tape—Abagail
was one of them.


Ponder spun around to look at the man who had
let him in and discovered that he was holding a gun, and that it was aimed
right at his chest. As he stood there, watching the man, he heard a vaguely
familiar voice speak to him from behind.


“Hello, Frank. Long time, no see.”


Ponder wheeled around and found himself staring
into the cold, dark eyes of the last person in the world he wanted to see—Tommy Hill.
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Scotland Yard, Hornby’s office



 

Hornby and Wendell were sitting in the office discussing
the search warrants they needed to obtain when the call came in from Dispatch.


“Chief Inspector Hornby here.” 


“It’s Dispatch calling, sir.”


“Oh, good. Have you got Edwards on the line?”


“No sir. We’re sorry, but Sergeant Edwards is not responding to calls.”


“Not responding to calls? Why not?”


“That’s unknown at this time, sir.”


“Well, did you call him back?”


“Several times sir.”


“Did you ping the car?”


“Yes sir, but we haven’t been able to locate it.”


“Why not?”


“There’s something blocking the signal, sir.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know, sir. Anything with a significantly higher density than
atmospheric could block the RF transmission,
sir: concrete blocks, outer wall construction, mirrors, metal doors or
partitions, water…”


“Well, keep trying. Call me back the moment you’ve got him.”


“Yes sir.”


Hornby hung up and looked at Wendell, an
expression of concern clouding his normally poker-faced countenance.


“Dispatch says Edwards is not responding to messages,” Hornby said, and he
pushed the phone across the desk toward Wendell. “You’d better call your man
in White Chapel and make sure Ponder’s still secure.”
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Outside Frank Ponder’s Apartment in
White Chapel.



 

Constable Lewis Finney slumbered sublimely on, sinking
deeper and deeper into the sweetest dream he had ever dreamt. In the dream, he
was upstairs with Gwen in her apartment, sitting on the couch in her tidy
little sitting room. Gwen had straddled him and was slowly grinding her pelvis
into his lap as he groaned appreciatively in low, rapturous tones. She wasn’t wearing a stitch of
clothing, and her breasts, which now seemed twice as large as he remembered
them from real life, spilled out into his face like soft, voluptuous pillows of
warm flesh. Gwen shimmied slightly from the shoulders swinging her giant mambas
tantalizingly from side-to-side. Her nipples, the color and firmness of
fresh-plucked cherries, drifted to and fro before his face. He reached for them
hungrily with his mouth and tongue.


Gwen’s eyes sparkled like Christmas stars and
her happy girlish grin delighted him beyond imagining as she murmured something
to him that he couldn’t quite make out. He knew she was speaking because he could see her
lips move and he could hear the sound of her voice, although it didn’t quite sound like her
voice. It had a strange metallic quality to it, and it was punctuated with
staccato pauses of white noise, which seemed odd in the circumstance, but
strangely familiar.


“Constable Finney” she said. “Come in please. Constable Finney! Are you there?”


And then it hit Finney that it wasn’t Gwen who was
speaking to him. Her sweet image melted into the ether as consciousness rushed
at him, and he realized the voice was coming from his car radio. He fumbled the
microphone from its hook and brought it up to his lips.


“Finney… Finney here,” he croaked.


“I have an urgent call from Inspector Wendell Oliver. I’ll patch it through.”


“Constable Finney?”


Finney recognized the voice. It was Inspector
Oliver, the officer who had assigned him to the surveillance detail the day
before.


“Yes sir,” Finney replied.


“What took you so long to answer, Finney?” Wendell asked.


“I’m sorry, sir. I may have dozed off for a second or two. Didn’t sleep well last
night. Noisy party down the lane from my flat.”


“I just want to confirm that Ponder is still in the flat. Have you
seen him go out anywhere this morning?”


“No sir, I haven’t,” Finney said, truthfully.


“So, you can confirm that he’s still there?”


That was when Finney noticed the note that
Ponder had left for him under the windshield wiper of the Vectra. The note
said: “Sweet dreams, you stupid plod!” and it was signed “Franky P.”


“… actually, sir,” Finney said, slowly. “On further… investigation, I cannot
confirm that Frank Ponder is still in the flat. In fact, there’s a high probably that
he’s left the
flat this morning.”


“How do you know?”


“… seems he left me a note, sir.”


“A note? What does it say?”


“It’s… derogatory in nature, sir. It doesn’t really say anything… useful.”


“Any idea where he went?”


“No sir.”


“Well, go check the flat, Finney. Make sure Ponder’s not in there, and if
he’s not
there, check the flat for clues. I need to know where he went.”



 

***********



 

Wendell hung up the phone. Hornby could tell
from what he’d heard of Wendell’s side of the conversation and the look on his junior inspector’s face that he was not
pleased with the report he’d received from his man in White Chapel.


“Bad news?” Hornby conjectured.


“Finney fell asleep,” Wendell replied in a murderous tone. “There’s a good chance Ponder
left the flat while he was sleeping, and he hasn’t a clue where Ponder
went.”


Hornby started to say something, but he was
interrupted by a call coming in on his desk phone. He picked up.


“Hornby here,” he said.


“It’s Sergeant Butler, sir. I have an update on that homicide in
Harlington, and I’m afraid it’s not good news, sir.”


“Well, let’s have it Butler. What is it?”


“We have a positive I.D. on the body, sir. It’s one of our officers:
Sergeant Eugene Edwards.”


Hornby didn’t say anything right
away. He just sat there with the phone to his ear and stared at Wendell.


“Did you get that, sir,” Butler asked.


“Yes, Sergeant Butler. I got it. Thanks for letting me know. Call me
the minute you have anything new and get someone from victim impact services to
call Edwards’ family.”


Hornby hung up.


“That was Butler,” he said to Wendell. “The dead body that turned up in Harlington
this morning was Sergeant Edwards.”


“That means… Tommy’s got them. He’s got them all!”


Hornby nodded. “… and we have no idea
where they are.”


“No! Wait!” Wendell said, fumbling for his cell phone. “I put a tracker in the
suitcase with the money. If Tommy’s got Danny, he’ll have the suitcase
too.”


Wendell powered on his phone, and then he
quickly navigated to his tracking app and signed into the Queclink website. He
caught a momentary glimpse of a tiny, quivering blue dot positioned somewhere
in Tower Hamlets before the screen faded to black.


“Damn!” Wendell exclaimed. “No charge. In all the excitement and the travelling, I must have
forgotten to charge my phone last night.”


“Where’s your charger?” Hornby demanded.


“It’s… I must have left it at home.”
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Diana didn’t know how much more of
this she could take. She was still in the office handcuffed to the radiator,
and all she could do was watch what was happening outside in the shop. She
couldn’t hear anything that was being said or do anything to intervene. She
felt frustrated and helpless, and she also felt angry at these men who did what
they wanted and to hell with everyone else.


She watched as Harry taped up Danny and Abagail,
as well as another man who she had never seen before. The man had arrived
perhaps 20 minutes ago, and Harry had pulled a gun on him and marched him over
to where Danny and Abagail were tied to their chairs. She guessed the man was
Frank Ponder, Abagail’s father. He looked to be about the right age, and his name had been
coming up a lot lately in conversations she had overheard between Tommy and Jason
and Harry.


When Harry finished with Frank, Diana assumed he
would come for her. She could plainly see there was still an empty chair, and
she had deduced it was reserved for her, but Harry never came. Instead, Tommy
put him to work counting the money from Danny’s suitcase. She
watched as Harry lugged both suitcases from the spot where the Vectra had been
parked to the workbench and hoist them onto the tabletop. He also got what
appeared to be a wooden toolbox from the hearse. He didn’t bother hoisting the
toolbox onto the work surface. He seemed to be straining with it when he
carried it over, and Diana guessed it was too heavy for him to lift up to the
work surface by himself. He just left it on the floor in front of the
workbench.


Once he’d carried the cases and toolbox to the
workbench, he set to work counting the money. Popping open the lid of the first
case, he discovered it was the one with the money and he began scooping out wads
of cash and sorting the bills on the worktable. The money was in many different
currencies and denominations, so it took Harry a while to count it all.


As she watched Harry do his count, Diana
wondered what had happened to Jason. She had not seen him for a quite a while
now. He had left the building almost an hour ago with the Vectra, and so far,
he had not returned. Then, suddenly, there he was strolling into the restricted
view of the shop afforded Diana by the frame of the window in the top of the
office door and the reach of her handcuffs. Jason went straight to Tommy, who was
standing in front of the workbench watching Harry count the money.


It appeared to Diana that Jason was upset about
something: he made frequent hand gestures and his facial expression was stern
and unblinking. She thought Jason was trying to convince Tommy of something,
but Tommy wasn’t having it; he abruptly ended the conversation by gesturing palms
up with both hands, shaking his head and barking the word “no” at Jason. Diana
couldn’t hear him say it, but she could read his lips and body language
well enough to know what he had said.


 Jason
stopped talking, and his hands fell to his sides. Diana could see that he had
given up on whatever it was that was bothering him. The two men stood there for
a moment without talking, and then Tommy pointed at the office and said
something to Jason. Jason nodded and began walking toward the office where
Diana was watching them. He walked deliberately with an unhurried pace, and as
he came closer, Diana was struck by his facial expression. It wasn’t a look she had seen
before from Jason. It was as though he had shifted into some other mode—some other emotional
gear. His face was like a mask, static and drained of emotion, but Diana had
the feeling there was something going on just beneath the surface—that he was struggling
with some kind of inner turmoil. When he reached the office door, he opened it
and stepped inside.


 “… time for you to join
the party, Diana,” he said in a flat, disinterested monotone. 
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Danny was slumped into his chair like he had no
bones; his head and torso drooped forward limply, and his face was stiff and
expressionless as he stared straight ahead at the small patch of gray concrete
directly in front of him. When anyone looked his way, he stubbornly avoided eye
contact. He looked dejected, defeated, and completely dispirited—as though he had succumbed
to the hopelessness of his situation, and he was just waiting passively for
whatever was going to happen.


Such an assumption would have been grossly incorrect,
however; because, Danny was a long way from giving up. He purposely gave out
the impression that he was sitting passively in his chair when he was actually
working diligently to free himself from his bonds. Danny had noticed two things
about the tape job that Harry and Jason had done on him, and he hoped to turn
them to his advantage. First, there was a jagged piece of metal that protruded
from the back of the left chair leg, and the tape holding Danny’s ankle in place was
wrapped around it. If he kicked out and up with his leg, the jagged edge of
metal cut into the tape and gradually opened up a split at the back. Second,
Jason and Harry had fixed his arms behind his back, but they had left them
opposed rather than securing each of his wrists to the chair. By pulling his
hands apart and straining as hard as he could, Danny could stretch the tape and
slowly work it off his hand. Whenever he sensed no one was looking, he worked
to free himself and slowly, grudgingly, he was making progress.


By the time Jason started walking Diana across
the shop floor to the workbench, Danny was beginning to feel some play in the bonds
at his left ankle and right wrist. When he heard their footsteps coming toward
him, he longed to look up and get a look at Diana. He wanted to know how she
was feeling, to see how she was bearing up under the strain. A reassuring smile
from him at that moment might do her a world of good, he thought, but he
resisted the impulse to look at her. He was determined to keep flying below
Tommy’s radar until the very last second.
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Frank Ponder’s Apartment in White
Chapel.



 

Constable Finney was wide awake after his little
chat with Inspector Oliver on the police radio. He was embarrassed about falling
asleep on the job and determined to do better. After signing off from the call,
he hustled over to Ponder’s apartment building. Just inside the front door, he found a small
foyer with a security intercom on the wall. He quickly scanned the board, but
he couldn’t find Frank’s name, so he started buzzing people at random. Finally, an elderly
woman on the main floor answered, and when Finney told her he was a police
officer she stepped out of her flat into the hallway to look him over. Finney
flashed his badge at her, and she buzzed him in.


“Do you know which unit Frank Ponder is in Ma’am?”


“… are you taking him to jail?”


“No ma’am. I just want to talk to him.”


“That’s too bad, because he’s a filthy man, and bad tempered. He’s in there,” she said pointing at
the door across the hall from her suite.


Finney pounded three times hard on the door and
shouted for Ponder to open it, but there was no response. He repeated the
pounding and shouting, but there was still no response. He stepped back from
the door a little and kicked it hard with the flat of his foot just to the
right of the doorknob. The elderly woman shrieked in surprise as the door
splintered from the impact with a woody sounding crunch. She scurried back into
her apartment and slammed the door closed behind her. Finney kicked the door once
more and it swung open to reveal Ponder’s small, untidy
domicile.


Inside, he found three rooms: a combination
kitchen and sitting room, a bedroom and a bathroom. Ponder wasn’t in any of them. He
remembered what Wendell had said about looking for clues as to Ponder’s whereabouts, and he
tried to imagine what Ponder had been doing just before he left the apartment.
It was obvious there had been some activity at the kitchen table, and he
carefully surveyed each object on the table one-by-one for a clue that might
tell him where Ponder had gone.


When he got to the copy of The Sun Daily, the
partly completed crossword puzzle and the words scrawled beside it jumped out
at him. Two things occurred to him immediately: First, the handwriting looked
similar to the writing on the note Ponder had left tucked under his windshield,
and second, why hadn’t Ponder finished the puzzle? Had he been interrupted?


Finney picked up the newspaper and read the
scribbled words aloud.


“Tower Hamlets… 22 Black?” he said.
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An unmarked police car on route to Tower
Hamlets.



 

Wendell and Hornby were in an unmarked police
cruiser racing toward Tower Hamlets. The problem was they didn’t know exactly where
they were going. Wendell had caught just a glimpse of the location on his cell
phone before it died. He and Hornby frantically searched the office to find a
charger, and they took it with them to charge the phone on their way to Tower
Hamlets. Hornby called for backup units to converge on the general area and had
them standing by, so they could move in at a moment’s notice.


Hornby cast a glance sideways at his junior
inspector, who was sitting in the passenger seat beside him. Wendell had hooked
up his phone to the car cigarette lighter, and now he was watching the screen
intently for signs of life.


“Anything yet?” Hornby asked.


“No. Nothing yet. Shouldn’t be much longer.”


Just then, the police radio crackled to life and
a voice came up on the speaker.


“Chief Inspector Hornby? I have constable Lewis Finney on the line
with an urgent message.”


“Patch him through,” Hornby replied.


“… Constable Finney here, sir.”


“What have you got for us, Finney?”


“Well sir, I searched Ponder’s apartment like Inspector Wendell told me.”


“and… ”


“He’s isn’t here, but he left a note, sir. It looks like an address. It may be
where he went.”


“What’s the address, Finney?”


“It’s 22 Black, Tower Hamlets, sir.”


“… 22 Black? Doesn’t sound like any address I know.”


“It’s 22 Blackfield Road,” Wendell interjected. His phone had finally
come back to life. He held it up, so Hornby could see the little shimmering
blue dot in his Queclink GPS locator marking the spot.


Hornby gave a quick nod and turned his attention
back to the police radio. 


“That’s fine, Finney. Give me dispatch again.”


“Dispatch here, sir.”


“Have all my back-up units converge on 22 Blackfield Road in Tower
Hamlets and establish a perimeter. Tell them not to make a move until I get
there. Over and out.”


Hornby activated his lights and siren, shoulder
checked to his right, and swung the big cruiser around in a wide circle to make
a U-turn.


“We have to go back,” he said shooting a quick sideways glance at Wendell. “We’re on the wrong side
of Limehouse Cut.”


At that moment, a car parked on the other side
of the road pulled into traffic, and Hornby slammed into it head-on.
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Diana knew her chances of surviving the day were
slim, and it seemed a cruel irony that her life should end just when the possibility
of a new beginning had presented itself; however, the moment she accepted the
notion that her life might soon be over, something strange happened. Her senses
suddenly ratcheted up, and she was alive to everything around her; every sound
seemed amplified, every sight popped with color, clarity and light. It wasn’t just her sensory
perceptions that were amped up either; Her psychic powers were also keenly
tuned to her own emotion vibrations and those of the people around her.


The tension Diana sensed from the others, as she
walked the short distance from the office to the workbench with Jason, was absolutely
palpable. She could feel it on her skin like the prickle of a static charge
from an impending lightning storm on a hot summer night. Like Jason, Harry was
sullen. Diana sensed that he secretly dreaded the unpleasantness ahead, but he was
resigned to it. Abagail and Frank were absolutely terrified. Diana could only
see their eyes above the duct tape that covered their mouths, but their stress
and fear was obvious. Danny looked completely withdrawn, catatonic almost. He wouldn’t even look at her.


The only one who wasn’t sending out dire
signals of loathing and despair was Tommy Hill. On the contrary, he seemed
energized by the fear and emotional turmoil of the others, as though he was
feeding from it like some sort of energy vampire. He stood facing the unfortunate
captives who were lined up in a row about 10 paces in front of him. That awful
smile was on his face, and Diana could sense his excitement rising as he
contemplated the pain and suffering he would soon inflict on the four
unfortunate souls within his power.


He advanced slowly forward toward the workbench
and came to a stop in front of the toolbox that Harry had left there for him.
He undid the latch and flipped open the top. The box was filled with evil-looking
instruments of every description, but there was only one tool that Tommy wanted
from the box—the small upholstery hammer that his father had
given him so many years before. He took it out and held
it up for everyone to see. Crimson-colored streaks and splotches covered the
metal head and handle, and Diana guessed, correctly, that they were stains from
the blood of Tommy’s former victims.


Tommy eyed his unfortunate victims waggling the
fearful instrument of torture at each of them in turn.


“So… who’s going to go first?” He asked. “… any volunteers?”


No one answered.


“I thought not,” Tommy said.


He stepped forward holding the hammer close to
Frank Ponder’s face, so he could get a look at it close up.  


 “Maybe we should start
with you, Frank,” Tommy said in a menacing tone. “Some of you don’t know, but Frank is the
maggot-bastard put me in Belmarsh for a 10-years stint. You remember my little
hammer, don’t you Frank? You sure chirped your head off about it during the
trial.”


Frank tried to say something, but it was useless
with the tape stuck to his mouth.


“… or maybe,” Tommy continued. “We should start with his sweet girl, Abagail, so he can see what a
mess I’m going to make with her.”


Diana caught a subtle wince from Jason as Tommy
pronounced the word “mess.”


“Eh, Frank? What about that? Is that something you’d like to see?” Tommy continued. He
paused for a second, and then he suddenly shifted his attention to Danny,
slouched lifelessly in his chair 


“… or maybe we should start with this spineless piece of crap,” Tommy said, shaking
the hammer at Danny. “After all, this is all your fault, isn’t it Danny?”


Tommy was building up to something; Diana could
feel it. He was about to go off like a roman candle, and she was so surprised
when Jason suddenly found the courage to speak up.  


“Are you sure you want to do this, Tommy?”


A deafening silence filled the shop.


“What ...?” Tommy replied. “Did you say something, Jason? Am I sure I want to do this? Is that
what you said?”


“It’s just… It’s going to take all bloody day to do four of them… this way. We could
just do ‘em quick like. Pop, pop, pop, pop, done!” Jason replied,
gesturing at each of the four captives like he was holding a gun in his hand.


“That’s not good enough, Jason,” Tommy replied. “That’s not anywhere near
good enough. They have to suffer.”


“What’s the difference, Tommy? They’ll be just as dead.
Who’s going
to know?”


“I’ll know. You’ll know. They’ll know.”


“It’ll take too long,” Jason protested.


“What’s your hurry?” Tommy demanded.


“It’s like I told you before, remember?... the radio message from the
cops? They might be on their way here right now for all we know.”


“What radio message?” Harry asked.


“When I was dumping the car,” Jason replied. “A radio message came
in asking for Edwards to check in.”


“Who’s Edwards?”


“… the cop we wasted? The one we dumped in the ditch.”


“Oh… that one,” Harry replied, his face knotted up in concentration as he
considered the ramifications of the radio message. “You know Tommy, maybe
Jason’s right. I don’t want to spend a decade in jail for the sake of… of… I don’t even know what it’s the sake of.”


“It’s a debt!” Tommy exclaimed, losing his patience. “It’s a debt, and it’s got to be paid in
full. One way or another, it’s got to be paid. If it isn’t paid in money, I’ve got to take it in
blood. Otherwise, I lose my respect, and if I lose that, I lose everything.”


Harry looked a little doubtful. 


“Did you finish the count?” Tommy asked him. 


“Yes,” Harry replied.


“How much was there in the case?”


“Two hundred and forty-five thousand, give or take.”


“Two hundred and forty-five thousand U.S. against $2.4 million
British pounds. Does that sound like a good deal to you Harry?”


“… not really.”


“No. Because it’s not a good deal. It’s a shit deal, and a simple pop-pop in the
head doesn’t even begin to cover it.”


“Did you include the jewelry?”


A deep hush fell over the room at the unexpected
question. Of course, it wasn’t the question itself that was surprising. It was the person who
asked the question. Several seconds ticked by without anyone responding, so Diana
posed her question again.


“Harry? Did you include the jewelry in that total? The two-hundred
and forty-five thousand?”


“… what jewelry? I didn’t see any jewelry.”


“Oh? There’s jewelry. I’ll get it for you.”


Without asking permission, Diana turned on her heel
and marched briskly to the second case that Harry had left unopened on the
workbench. She flipped it open and retrieved a small, ornate storage container.
It looked just like a jewelry box, but it was actually a hard metal container
satisfying all the requirements for transporting an unloaded firearm on a
commercial airliner. She walked with it back toward Tommy holding it out in
front of her like it was a birthday cake with chocolate icing and candles.


When she was within point-blank range, she
flipped open the box, pulled out Danny’s gun and pointed it at Tommy’s forehead. The box
dropped to the ground with a noisy clatter, and Diana held the gun straight out
in front of her with both hands, and stared into the cold, dark eyes of the
irredeemably evil Tommy Hill.


“Hello darling,” he said, his eyes steady and unblinking. “What’s this now?”


“What does it look like Tommy?” Diana replied.


“You be careful now, sweetheart. That thing’s got a hair trigger.”


“Oh, I know it does. You won’t be the first person I’ve shot with it, Tommy.” 


“Are you sure it’s loaded, dear?”


Actually, Diana had no idea whether the gun was
loaded. What was it Gaspar had said that day at the Café de Paris when she had
accidently grazed Danny’s cheek? He said the gun was a Kimber Solo 9mm Luger with an
extended hand grip and an extra-large magazine, and that it fired either seven
or eight rounds—he wasn’t quite sure which. Therefore, the gun either had one shot left, or it
had none. 


“… just move a muscle Tommy, and we’ll find out.”


“Okay… just be cool, Diana. We don’t want any… accidents.” Tommy smiled at her,
his eyes locked on hers like a couple of tractor beams.


She stared back him, never losing eye contact,
and then quickly and deftly, she circled around him, so that she was positioned
with her back towards the doors of the shop. From that vantage, she could keep
everyone, Harry and Jason and the three unfortunates taped to the chairs, within
her field of vision.


“Tell Jason to take off his jacket,” Diana commanded, her
eyes still trained on Tommy. 


“… do as she says, Jason.”


Jason removed his jacket, revealing a shoulder
holster containing a semi-automatic weapon.


“Okay, now take off the holster and lower it to the floor,” Diana told him.  “… and keep your hands off the gun. Just
handle it by the straps.”


Jason did as she said.


“Slide it over here to me… soccer style with your foot.”


Jason slid the gun in its holster along the
floor to a spot near her, and then Diana repeated the routine with Harry. The
entire time, she held Tommy’s gaze, not daring to look away for a fraction of a second. She knew
Tommy was watching her, looking for a momentary lapse in focus and the chance to
make a move on her, but she was determined not to let that happen. Once Harry
was disarmed, she turned her attention to Abagail, Frank and Danny.


“Untie them,” Diana ordered, nodding at the three captives. “Danny first.”


Jason and Harry slowly shuffled over to the
chairs and began tugging half-heartedly at the duct tape. Only, instead of
starting with Danny as Diana had commanded, Harry worked on untying Frank, and
Jason started on Abagail.


“Jason. I said Danny first,” Diana shrieked at him. Her voice sounded
nervous and shrill—not at all the tone she was trying for.


Jason pantomimed an apology, as though he was
just a confused buffoon and had gotten it wrong. While Jason tried to draw her
attention with his little show, Harry began walking away from the workbench to
Diana’s left leaving Frank still bound to the chair.


“Harry! Where do you think you’re going?” Diana yelled.


“What? Me?... I’m just going to get a utility knife…” Harry said, pointing
vaguely toward the back of the shop. “You know… to cut the tape.”


“Stay where you are… use your hands.”


While Diana’s attention was
trained on Harry, Jason made a sudden flanking move, darting to his left. Tommy
watched Diana’s eyes as she shifted her attention from Harry to Jason, and he
seized the moment to make his move. Stepping forward, he swung out hard with his
left fist knocking Diana’s outstretched hands away from him, and the gun with them. When he
hit her hands, Diana pulled the trigger firing the last remaining bullet. It
hit the concrete floor a few feet in front of Harry and ricocheted upward
lodging in his left leg just above the knee. Harry howled in pain and collapsed
in a heap to the floor. Clutching his wounded leg with both hands, he bellowed
out a steady stream of filthy obscenities.


At the sound of the gunshot, Danny summoned every
last shred of his strength and kicked out fiercely with his left leg while
simultaneously punching out with his right arm. The tape binding his limbs
finally gave way, and he bolted towards Jason dragging the chair that was still
attached to his left wrist and right ankle with him. He could see Jason was
headed for the discarded holster on the floor near Diana, and he hit him like a
linebacker cutting down a running back in a football game. Danny heard Jason
grunt as he brought him down hard on the unforgiving concrete floor, and wrapping
his free arm around Jason’s legs, he held on. Jason punched him repeatedly in the head and
face, struggling to get free, but Danny wouldn’t let go.


Diana, meanwhile, turned and fled toward the
loading doors at the front of the shop. She knew Tommy would follow, and after
a few steps, she suddenly planted her foot, and wheeled around, swinging the
empty gun in a wide arc. Tommy was not expecting the maneuver, and he ran
straight into it. The gun caught him flush in the face with a meaty sounding
thud, and he dropped to the floor like a rag doll. Sliding into her, he took Diana’s feet out from under
her, and the two of them ended up in a tangle on the floor. Tommy was out cold.


Looking up, Diana saw Jason pummeling Danny with
his fist as he held on to Jason’s legs. Scrambling to her feet, she ran to Jason’s holster lying on the
floor and pulled out the gun. Flipping off the safety, she took aim at Jason’s head.


“Stop that!” She yelled at him. “Stop hitting him!”


Jason stopped pounding on Danny and put his
hands up. As Diana held the gun on him, she heard a loud banging noise coming
from behind her. She looked around to see what it was and realized it was
coming from the front door of the shop. Someone was pounding on it from the
outside. As she watched, the door began to splinter under the barrage of blows
from a heavy metal battering ram. The door burst open, and about a dozen
uniformed officers rushed inside. One of the officers opened the loading door
at the front of the shop, and four police cruisers screeched inside and took up
positions in a semi-circle around Diana and the others.


Two men dressed in plain clothes emerged from
one of the vehicles and began walking toward Diana. One man was older than the
other. Diana noticed the younger man was walking with a limp. As they
approached, the older man held up an ID badge.


“Chief Inspector Kirk Hornby, Scotland Yard,” the older man said. ”Put the gun down now.
We’ll take
over from here.”
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Twenty minutes later, Diana found herself back
in the office of Hill & Son Expert Upholstery, only this time she wasn’t wearing handcuffs.
She was seated in the visitor chair making small talk with a uniformed officer
named Bets, a short blonde woman in her early 30s with a syrupy conversational
style and the job title of ‘public resource officer.’ Her sole function, it seemed, was to keep Diana
calm until the senior officers were ready to deal with her. Through the office
window, Diana could see the comings and goings outside in the shop as the
police worked the crime scene.


Early on in the proceedings, an ambulance
arrived to take Tommy and Harry to hospital. Diana could see that Tommy had
regained consciousness, but he had a nasty gash across his nose, and he was
bleeding profusely. Harry was obviously still in a lot of pain, and by the look
of it, he was not being particularly stoic about it. He waved his arms at the
paramedics and jawed angrily with them as they loaded him onto a stretcher and
wheeled him to the ambulance.


It was clear to Diana that Hornby and Wendell
were running the show. They went from one group to another supervising the
collection of evidence and questioning the detainees. After a while, a paddy
wagon arrived on the scene and Jason, Frank, Abagail and Danny were handcuffed
and loaded into the vehicle to be taken to holding cells. Hornby had a police
photographer take a picture of him standing by the door with the prisoners sitting
inside the van in the background.


Seeing Danny led away in handcuffs was a
sobering sight for Diana. She had never really thought of him as a real criminal
before. She knew he was, of course. He had told her as much that day in Monte
Carlo before she was kidnapped by Tommy and his men. But seeing him this way made
it real. She wondered how he was feeling—how he was coping with
the situation, but she never got a chance to speak to him. 


After Danny and the others were taken away, Wendell
came to the office to talk to Diana. She saw him coming through the office
window. He walked slowly, and with a bit of a limp. When he reached the office
and stepped inside, Bets rose to her feet and greeted him with a friendly smile.


“I’ll let you have the room, inspector,” she said to Wendell,
and then she turned to Diana.


“Inspector Oliver is going to speak to you now, Diana, about some police
business,” she said sweetly. “I’ll be right outside and when he’s done, I’ll take you to
hospital to get you checked out.”


“I don’t think that’s really necessary, Bets. Could you just take me to a hotel?” 


“Yes, of course, dear. Right after we get you checked out at the
hospital. It’s just routine. You understand.”


Bets smiled reassuringly and patted Diana’s hand. Then she
exited the office and closed the door behind her. Wendell sat on a corner of
the desk and stretched out his leg. Diana couldn’t help noticing that
he grimaced a little as he did so.


“Are you alright inspector?” she asked. “You seem to be in some
pain.”


“Oh, it’s nothing really,” Wendell replied. “Inspector Hornby and I were in a motor vehicle accident on route. We
would have been here sooner, except for that. Fortunately, no one was seriously
injured. Just a little shaken up.”


Diana nodded.


“I just wanted to speak with you, and let you know we’ve ascertained that
you weren’t involved in any criminal activity, even though you’ve been associated
with Mr. Alexander for some time now. We know you were an unwitting party to
Mr. Alexander’s illegal activities, and we are not contemplating any charges
against you at this time.”


“Oh, well that’s a relief, I guess.”


“I will, however, require a signed statement from you describing your
experience during the last several months and in particular, your dealings with
Mr. Alexander and the gangster, Tommy Hill.”


“… dealings? That’s what you call it?”


Wendell shrugged.


“You can choose any word that pleases you, Miss Miller. I think you’ve earned that much.
You’ve been
through a lot. Most people would have crumbled under the strain by now.”


Diana looked down at her lap. A tear welled up
in her right eye and rolled down her cheek. She wiped it away and looked up
again at Wendell.


“… what will happen, to Danny?” she asked.


“Mr. Alexander will go to prison, Miss Miller; however, he has
cooperated with police and his evidence will be key in bringing Mr. Hill and
his associates to justice. I’m sure the court will be lenient. I expect, he’ll be sentenced to
five years, but with good behavior, he should be out in three years, perhaps
even two.”


“… I see,” Diana said.


“There’s one more thing, Miss Miller.”


“What’s that?” Diana asked.


“Based on Mr. Alexander’s actions during the last few days, you might
feel as though you were abandoned, and that Mr. Alexander acted to save
himself.”


“Is that what you believe, Inspector Oliver?”


“No, Miss Miller. It isn’t,” Wendell replied. “It may not be my place
to say, Miss Miller, but I think Mr. Alexander’s feelings for you are… sincere.”
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Diana was driving a rented Mini Cooper along the
B3098 on her way to Erlstoke Prison in Wiltshire county. It was one of those
days in the chalky-soiled countryside of southeast England where the weather vacillated
uncertainly between sun and showers, and so the day stayed an indecisive, cool
gray that dampened the spirits and cheered no one. Still, the short trip might
have been pleasant; Wilshire was farm country, and Diana enjoyed the quaint
pastoral vistas that graced her windshield as the rented Cooper gobbled up the
miles between London and Erlstoke, the town that housed the prison in which
Danny was incarcerated. However, any chance of enjoyment had been dashed by the
negativity and acerbic conversation of her travelling companion, who Diana now
regretted bringing with her—her friend, Cathy.


“I don’t even know why you’re going to see him,” Cathy repeated, yet again. Diana had lost count of the number of
times she had said so during their trip.


“After what he did to you?” Cathy continued. “I wouldn’t give him the time of
day. I wouldn’t. He used you, Diana. He just used you.”


“He was in fear of his life, Cathy.”


“That’s no excuse. He could have got you killed, Diana. Me too for that
matter.”


“It was Roland that nearly got you killed, not Danny.”


“Roland may be a Grade A slime ball, but at least he isn’t locked up in prison.”


“… only because he didn’t get caught. You think that makes him any
better?” 


“Danny’s a criminal, Diana. Tried and convicted. There’s no denying it.”


“… a white-collar criminal.”


“That doesn’t make any difference. It’s just as bad. Worse even.”


 “… it’s Christmas,” Diana replied wearily.
She was getting tired of the conversation.


“Christmas?” Cathy guffawed. “Danny doesn’t deserve any Christmas.” 


“Cathy, please. He doesn’t have anyone.”


“… small wonder,” Cathy said, her attention drifting to the passenger window where
the panoramic of Wiltshire’s rolling hills streamed past her.


“… the scenery here is kind of boring, isn’t it?”


Diana didn’t answer. They drove
the rest of the way to Erlstoke in silence. The prison was located right on the
B3098 just after the tiny village of Victoria Park. It was a right-hand turn
off the highway into the prison grounds. A little way past the turn-in, they saw
a sign for the visitors’ entrance with an outdoor parking lot close by. Diana snugged the Cooper
into a parking spot and switched off the ignition.


“You wait here,” she said to Cathy.


“What? No. I want to go too.”


“I’m going alone, Cathy.”


“No, Diana,” Cathy pleaded. “I wore my special party top.”


Cathy unbuttoned her coat to show Diana her top—a stylish, crimson
blouse with a scooped neck line that revealed a generous amount of cleavage.


“… you know, to tease the inmates.”


“Wait in the car, Cathy,” Diana said, shaking her head.


She exited the Cooper and walked around to the
rear hatch and opened it. Inside was a small package, gift-wrapped for
Christmas. She took it out, closed the hatch and made her way over to an
electronic gate that provided access to the prison. There was a camera and
voice monitor installed on the gate, and as Diana walked up to it, she heard a
woman’s voice speaking to her through the monitor. The woman asked for her
name and the name of the inmate she was coming to visit. Diana gave her the
information and the woman told her to check in at the kiosk inside.


The gate opened onto a short walkway leading up
to the front door of the prison. It was lined on either side by some scraggy-looking
plantings that appeared to be suffering from the onset of winter. Diana opened the
door and stepped into a small foyer with a window at one end. It was made of
thick glass with a row of embedded steel bars on either side of a small opening
in the glass. A woman in uniform was sitting behind a small counter on the
other side of the window, and she spoke to Diana as she stepped into the foyer.


“Diana Miller?”


“Yes, that’s me,” Diana replied, stepping up to the window.


“May I see some identification, please?”


“… of course,” Diana said. Reaching into her purse for her passport, she handed it
to the woman through the opening. The woman checked it quickly and handed it
back.


“That Christmas package that you have there, Ms. Miller. Is it for
Mr. Alexander?”


“Yes, it is.”


“Does it contain any metal?”


“No,” Diana said. “It’s… cookies. Homemade cookies.”


Their eyes met briefly, and Diana detected the
hint of a smile from the woman—but it wasn’t mocking or mean. It was friendly, knowing.


“I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to scan it in the metal detector.”


“That’s fine,” Diana said, and she handed the Christmas present through the
window. The woman took it and ran it through a metal detector on a table behind
her.


“Well, I don’t know if it’s cookies, but it’s not metal.” 


She put a small sticker indicating the package
had been scanned on the top of the box and gave it back to Diana.


“You can go on through now, Ms. Miller.”


“Thank you,” Diana said, smiling at her. “… Merry Christmas.”


“Same to you, Ms. Miller. Have a nice visit.”


The visiting room was not what Diana had
imagined. She had expected a long row of visiting booths with a viewing window
and a telephone like she’d seen in the movies. Instead it was a large, open room filled with
comfortable chairs arranged in groups with coffee tables for easy conversation.
It might even have been kind of cozy were it not for the inevitable constraints
of prison regulations like the black metal barrier that ran down the center of each
coffee table to discourage the surreptitious exchange of objects and the cadre
of stone-faced guards positioned strategically around the room to observe the inmates
and visitors as they talked.


A uniformed officer sitting behind a desk near
the entrance to the room assigned Diana to a spot for her visit. There were
already several visits underway. Little groups of two, three or four people
were gathered around the coffee tables chatting. It was easy to tell the
inmates from the visitors because the inmates all wore orange vests. Diana
found her spot, sat down in a chair and waited for Danny to arrive.


He came in through a different door than the one
Diana had used, and he was escorted by an officer who brought him to Diana. The
officer reminded them that the visit was scheduled for a maximum of 30 minutes
and that touching was not permitted. He retreated a few steps and stood at ease
against the wall so that Danny and Diana could talk in private.


Danny sat down in the chair opposite her.


He had lost weight. She could see that, and he
looked gaunt and haggard. Like the other inmates, he wore an orange vest. It
wasn’t a
good color for him. It seemed to accentuate the guarded look in his eyes and
the tension in his body. The wound on his cheek had healed completely now but
had left a permanent scar.  


“Hello, Diana.”


“Hello, Danny. It’s so good to see you.”


He smiled, but it was strained and awkward, like
he was forcing himself. What did it mean, she wondered? Had his feelings for
her just been an act? Or did he feel guilty for what had happened?


“… I brought you something,” Diana said, and she handed him the
Christmas present.


He took it and opened it, peeling off the paper
wrapping slowly and deliberately. When he’d removed the paper,
he set the box down on the table and pulled back the flaps.


“… cookies,” he said.


They were oatmeal cookies with raisins, the kind
she used to bring him in bed sometimes with coffee.


“I didn’t know what to bring,” she said. “I don’t really know what you
need… here.”


“No… no,” Danny said. “These are perfect.”


For the first time in a long time, he smiled. The
feeling that perhaps things could be normal again began to wash over him, and a
single tear trickled from the corner of his eye and came to rest on the scar on
his cheek. He looked happy for a moment, but then the smile wavered, and his
face clouded over again.


“Diana. You know that day when you were at Jimmy’s and I was in Vegas,
and you overheard that phone call I had with Tommy? The things I said, they
weren’t true, Diana. I was just trying to… to…”


“I know,” she said.


“… and when I left you behind in Monte Carlo…”


“I know. I know. It’s okay…”


He didn’t say anything for a moment. He just sat
there looking at her. Then, finally, he said:


“I love you, Diana.”


He didn’t need to say it. She already knew. She
could see it in his eyes.



 

—The End—
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