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Ernie Wright was sitting in the office when the first phone call came through.

"Is that the Ann Perkins Detective Agency?"

"Yes," he said. "How can I help you?"

"Is that Ann Perkins speaking?"

"Yes. I'm Ann Perkins. How can I help?"

"I know your secret, Ernie. I think we ought to talk."

Ernie had answered the phone using the persona of Ann Perkins, but the caller knew he was really Ernie Wright. For a moment, he didn't know what to say. Even after the initial shock, he still didn’t know what to say, so he hung up. 

The phone rang again straight away. He tried to ignore it, but it continued until automatically diverted to his answerphone. At least, he thought, I can listen to what they say at my leisure.

The phone rang again. The caller must have immediately re-dialled on being transferred to his answerphone. He ignored it again, and again there was no message left, just an immediate redial.

As far as he knew, nobody was aware Ann Perkins and Ernie Wright were the same person. In the past, he’d committed perjury giving evidence in the fictitious name of Ann Perkins, and he’d been extremely careful. They could send him away for a very long time if anyone found out.

Whoever was calling was certainly persistent. The same process continued several times, with the caller redialling immediately after each answerphone diversion. They obviously had no intention of giving up, so eventually, despite his growing apprehension, he answered the phone.

"Ernie. We do need to talk, and I won't take no for an answer."

He considered hanging up again, but curiosity trumped his fear.

"Who is that?" he asked.

"You don't know me," the woman's voice said, "but I know you, and I know there is no such person as Ann Perkins. Your real name is Ernie Wright, and I have a proposition to put to you."

He should have hung up. He really should. In the long run, it would have saved him a lot of anguish.

“What sort of proposition?” he asked.

“That’s better left till we meet face to face. You’ve no other appointments today.”

Ernie wasn’t sure he wanted to meet this mystery caller who seemed to know everything about him. Until that moment, he believed nobody knew Ann Perkins and Ernie Wright were the same person. He’d always been careful to arrive at the office long before anyone else turned up, and had always been the last to leave at the end of the day. He’d even taken to sleeping at the office when late night observations hadn’t allowed him time to change. Even more worrying was how the woman knew he had no appointments that day.

Ernie was desperate to give himself some thinking time.

“I do have an appointment, so we couldn’t possibly meet today. I would need to consult my diary, but I think sometime next week may be possible.”

The woman’s voice laughed down the phone. “Nice try, Ernie, but I know you haven’t any appointments, and if you look out of your window, you’ll see my car arriving. The driver knows the way, and I’ll see you in about an hour.”

With that, the line went dead.

Ernie looked out of his office window to see a dark coloured Jaguar just driving into the car park. A tall, well-built man in his mid-thirties got out, walked around to the rear nearside door and opened it. He stood there, holding the door open whilst staring at Ernie through the window.

Ernie returned his stare for a moment before moving away. He wished there was someone else in the office to ask for advice, but he was on his own. Bob Hinchcliffe usually worked every day, but he had called in sick. Bob’s daughter, Emma, sometimes came on her way home from university, but that was several hours away. Tim Armstrong, his accountant, only worked one day a week, and today wasn’t that day.

He moved closer to the window. The man hadn’t moved, and was still holding the door open as though expecting Ernie to appear at any moment. Ernie wrote the car number on a piece of paper, added the time and date, together with a brief description of the driver, and put the note in a sealed envelope.

He did not know who the woman was, hadn’t recognised her voice, and had no idea who the driver of the car was. As far as he knew, they had never previously met. Ernie had been a private detective long enough to take precautions, so on the way out, he gave the envelope to Dave Craddock, the communal receptionist.

“If I’m not in tomorrow morning, pass this envelope to the police and tell them you think I may have come to some harm.”

“Bloody hell, Ann. What are you getting yourself into this time?”

“I’m probably not getting myself into anything, Dave, but I’m meeting some people I don’t know, so I’m being extra careful. Will you take care of it for me?”

“Of course. I’ll put it in the safe and let you have it back tomorrow morning when you are next in. If you don’t come in, I’ll pass the envelope to the police, but I hope it won’t come to that.”

“You and me both,” Ernie replied. “I’m hoping to see you tomorrow.”

Ernie walked out of the door and into the car park, where the driver was still waiting for him.

“Good morning, Ma’am.”

Ernie slid into the rear seat. “Morning. Where are we going?”

The driver acted as though he hadn’t heard the question, shut the rear door, and walked around to the driver’s door. Once he had started the car and was driving away, Ernie leaned forwards and tried again.

“Where are we going?”

Ernie was sure the driver had heard the question this time, but had chosen not to answer.

“Who do you work for?.... “I’m Ann. What do I call you?.... I know you’re not mute because you’ve just wished me good morning. The least you could do is tell me where you’re driving me to.”

“I’m sorry, Ma’am. I can’t tell you that. You’ll see soon enough. If I were you, I’d just sit back and enjoy the ride. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to concentrate on my driving.”

It was obvious the driver wasn’t going to answer any more of his questions. Much as he disliked being told what to do, on this occasion Ernie appeared to have been given no option. Giving a sigh, he relaxed back into his seat. The woman had told him she’d be seeing him in about an hour and he imagined a circle around Manchester of an hour’s car journey. It covered a vast area. 

Christ, he thought, I could be going anywhere.
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Within a few minutes, they had left the M60 ring road and were speeding out of Manchester and north on the M61 towards Preston. Within forty-five minutes, they had turned off the Preston Bypass onto the A59 toward BAE Systems near Samlesbury. The driver still didn’t speak as he was waved on after producing a pass at a security barrier.

Ernie had relaxed slightly. Not totally, but slightly. He’d recognised the place. He’d never been there, but the signs said this was BAE Systems, the largest defence contractors in Europe. The company was massive, and befitting its size, the site was massive too. It seemed to stretch for miles in all directions.

Eventually, they pulled up at a series of new buildings on the far side of the airfield. The driver got out and opened the rear door.

“Here we are, ma’am. Through those doors there, and someone will look after you.”

The car sped off, leaving Ernie standing in front of a darkened glass door. He wasn’t sure about being told he would be looked after, and he wondered what the phrase meant in his current situation.

A camera followed him as he walked towards it. The door opening automatically before closing behind him as he stepped inside. He was confined in a small space. The closed door behind him, and a darkened glass barrier in front of him, broken only by the presence of an airport style full body scanner behind which he could see two security guards. 

There didn’t seem to be any facilities to empty his pockets, so he just walked through, the scanner picking up his phone, his watch, a pen and his belt. Once through, he could see two armed police officers who had previously been hidden from view by the darkened glass. 

A man approached him from behind a reception desk. 

“Mrs Perkins. We’ve been expecting you. Please follow me.” He strode away without waiting for a response, leaving Ernie to quicken his pace to catch up. Down a corridor towards a bank of lift doors, and then up to the second floor and along another corridor.

The walk gave Ernie time to think. He was so comfortable in his disguise as Ann Perkins that he usually didn’t even think about it. He decided to bluff it out. The person on the phone seemed to know he was really Ernie Wright, but he couldn’t see how they could know. They must have guessed somehow, but they couldn’t know, and it certainly wasn’t obvious or the police would have already arrested him for perjury after he’d given evidence in court using his false name. 

“Here we are, ma’am. They are waiting for you inside.” 

Ernie opened the door, took a deep breath, and walked in, not knowing what to expect or who he was going to meet.

“Ernie! So pleased to meet you in the flesh.”

The woman had risen from her desk and walked towards him with arm outstretched. Ernie instinctively stretched his own arm out in response and shook her hand.

“Hello,” he said. “I’m Ann Perkins, a Manchester based private detective, but you seem to have mistaken me for someone else.”

“It’s alright Ernie, I know who you really are. You’re amongst friends, so don’t look so worried.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about. There has obviously been some sort of mistake.”

“And yet you came?”

“I’m a private detective and mysteries are my stock in trade. You certainly seemed mysterious on the phone, and I was intrigued to see who you were and what you wanted. What is it you want with this Ernie person anyway? What’s he done?”

She looked him straight in the eye as she sat back down at her desk. “You know very well what you’ve done, Ernie. Trying to rob a bank for one thing. Committing perjury for another thing. Not to mention the small matter of accepting money under false pretences.”

Ernie gulped. How the hell did she know all that? Nobody knew except him, and he certainly hadn’t told anyone. He thought of the two armed police officers on the main door. He didn’t know what this place was, but it had been hard to get into and would be even harder to get out of. Even if he found his way out of the building, he’d be in the middle of nowhere, and he hadn’t even come in his own car. He was trapped, and there was nothing for it but to keep denying everything.

“You say this Ernie person tried to rob a bank. Do you need my detective agency to investigate him?”

“No, Ernie. I’m not saying this Ernie person tried to rob a bank. I’m saying you tried to rob a bank. I’m also saying that you are Ernie Wright and not Ann Perkins.”

Ernie wasn’t ready to concede defeat. He had told people Ernie Wright was his twin brother. The woman had obviously mixed them up and wanted his brother rather than him, but he still didn’t know how anyone could know about the robbery and perjury. “I’m sorry, but you’re obviously mistaken. I’m Ann Perkins. You seem to be mistaking me for my twin brother, Ernie Wright, although I’m not aware of him having robbed any bank.”

“You don’t have a twin brother, Ernie, or a twin sister. More to the point, Ann Perkins doesn’t exist, so she certainly doesn’t have a twin of any description.”

Ernie wasn’t sure where this conversation was leading, but he didn’t want to wait and find out.

“I don’t know who you are. You’ve not introduced yourself, and for some reason you seem to be under the misapprehension I’m my brother. That’s obviously not true, so it’s time I was leaving. Perhaps you’ll be so kind as to recall your driver, or call me a taxi, so I can get home.”

“Not so fast, Ernie. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” She reached for a bell hidden just out of view, and a side door opened as someone he recognised strode in.
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“Baz! What are you doing here?” 

He had met Baz at Emma’s graduation. His parents originated from South Africa and his full name was Bangizwe Mnikathi. People found it hard to say, so everyone called him Baz. He’d got engaged to Emma at her graduation and they were due to be married in a few months’ time, after she’d finished her masters. Both Emma and Baz were doing cyber security degrees. Emma had been doing a first degree whilst Baz was doing his masters, and now Emma was doing her masters at Salford University whilst Baz was completing his doctorate at Oxford. They had both helped Ann Perkins in some of her more complicated cases in the past, but Oxford was over 180 miles away.

“Hello, Ann.” At least Baz was calling him by his right name. “You know that as part of my doctorate at Oxford, they seconded me to GCHQ at Cheltenham?”

“Yes, I remember you telling me about that.”

Baz put a piece of paper on the desk in front of Ernie. “I’ve almost completed my doctorate now. I’m still working for GCHQ and this lady is my boss. Before we can tell you any more, we need you to sign the Official Secrets Act.”

He held out a pen, and Ernie took it and signed the paper in front of him without bothering to read it. Things were making a little more sense to him now. Not completely, but a little, and he didn’t need to read the Official Secrets Act to know what it said. Basically, he could end up in prison if he disclosed what he was going to be told. Things were obviously about to get more interesting.

The woman spoke as soon as he’d put the pen down.

“Baz has been on secondment to GCHQ for the past year. We’ve been so impressed that we’ve offered him a job here, at the new National Cyber Force headquarters. His job will become permanent on completion of his doctorate. GCHQ2, as it’s known, is going to become the home for thousands of people like Baz. Cyber hacking skills like his are becoming vital for national security, and for combating criminals and terrorists. In the event of a war, we would conduct offensive and defensive operations; trying to destroy the vital infrastructures of an enemy, and trying to prevent them from destroying ours. It’s vital we employ people like Baz, but it’s just as vital that we do not mistakenly employ someone like Baz whose sympathies may lie with a foreign power.”

“I’m sure Baz is alright,” Ernie said. “He’s been a great help to me in the past.” Ernie saw Baz look at him. He’d said too much. What Baz had done for him in the past had bordered on the illegal.

Baz’s boss didn’t seem to have noticed.

“We think he’s alright too,” she said. “He wouldn’t be here otherwise. We always do a full background check before we offer anyone as talented as Baz access to the state-of-the-art cyber warfare facilities we have here. Baz’s background check involved us doing full background checks on all his known associates. These included his fiancé, Emma, and ultimately led to us doing a background check on Ann Perkins, who both Emma and her father, and Baz have done work for. A private detective agency is unusual. It’s not everyone’s idea of a career choice, but we expected it to be a routine check which would only reveal inconsequential trivialities. The more we investigated the background of Ann Perkins, the more discrepancies we found. It took us a while to work out the full picture, but we have done that now.”

Ernie wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting once he’d signed the Official Secrets Act, but he hadn’t been expecting that. He still wasn’t sure what they wanted from him, but he was sure they knew who he was, and he was intrigued to know how they had found out.

“There’s no point in me denying it then, but I am curious to know how you found out. I’m worried that if you can find out, then someone else may find out. I’m also curious about what you want from me.”

Baz looked at his boss, and his boss continued.

“You don’t need to worry about anyone else finding out, Ernie. We have access to information unavailable to most people. We found no trace of an Ann Perkins being born, or emigrating to Australia, or of marrying and becoming widowed in Australia, or of coming back as you claimed to have done. But there you were, as large as life. So we began with what we knew and worked backwards. The earliest we could trace you back was to the attempted bank robbery. After re-viewing the CCTV from the bank, then CCTV from the tram on the same day, then the CCTV from close to your home, we realised the truth. We soon suspected Ann Perkins and Ernie Wise were the same person, and once we suspected it, our facial recognition software confirmed it. We especially liked your performance in court.”

“Have you told the police?”

“No, we haven’t informed the police. As far as we can tell, nobody else knows. We certainly haven’t told anyone else, so there’s no reason you can’t continue working as Ann Perkins if you want to. We’ve had you thoroughly checked out. It’s a bit unorthodox, but there was no reason for us not to employ Baz, and no reason compelling us to tell anyone else.”

“That’s a load off my mind,” Ernie said.

“No, the problem isn’t with you. It’s with your neighbour, Colin Hutcheon, at number five.”

“Colin! What’s wrong with Colin?”
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Ernie had met Colin when he moved into City Court on the East side of Manchester a few years ago. They hadn’t exactly become friends. More acquaintances, who said good morning or good afternoon to one another as they passed on the way in or out of their respective apartments. One day, he’d bumped into him whilst coming out of the flat dressed as Ann Perkins, and had explained his appearance by saying he was Ernie’s twin sister. Colin had accepted the explanation, but had developed an unfortunate crush on the person he thought was Ann Perkins, and had become rather a nuisance.

“In the course of our enquiries into your background, we found no information on Ann Perkins, but we found no information about Colin Hutcheon either. He doesn’t seem to have existed prior to moving into City Court, and despite all our resources, we haven’t discovered who he is, where he comes from, or where he works. We’ve even put his picture through face recognition software. It could all be completely innocent and he could have legitimate family reasons for lying low and simply trying to avoid childcare costs. On the other hand, he could have had plastic surgery and be the world’s most wanted. We just don’t know, and we don’t like things we don’t know. It makes us jittery, and that’s where you come in.”

“Me? You want to employ me as a private detective and try to find out who he is?”

“Not exactly. We don’t need a private detective. We need a spy. Someone who can gain his confidence and get close to him. He likes you. It should be easy for you to develop a relationship with him.”

“I’m not sure I like the word relationship. He’s been trying to chat me up since we first met, and I’ve been fighting him off. A relationship with Colin is the last thing I want. He’d be really disappointed if he started getting randy.”

“Perhaps a relationship is too strong a word. What I mean is that you should make friends with him. Try to get close to him with the hint of a future romance. Find out whatever you can about his past, his family, how he earns a living, that sort of thing. Then let Baz know, and he’ll report it back to me.”

“I’ve always assumed he was a part-time office worker of some sort. He’s usually smartly dressed and seems to be out nine to five on the days he goes out. I’ve seen him carrying a flask and sandwiches, so I assumed he takes his lunch at a desk.”

“That may be true, but he’s not registered for tax or national insurance and he doesn’t receive any state benefits. On the face of it, he doesn’t appear to have any legitimate means of support, but that’s one of the things only someone close to him could find out.”

“Is this for my usual fee?”

“No. We want you on the payroll. You’ll receive a salary and you’ll be an official employee. We don’t know where this is going to lead. It may lead nowhere, but on the other hand, it may quickly develop into something serious. If you’ve got an official ID card to flash, it may get you out of any bother you find yourself in.”

He quickly agreed, and Baz accompanied him to have his picture taken and a pass issued. He’d settled for being a private detective, but he’d always wanted to be a James Bond type of spy with all sorts of special gadgets to get him out of trouble.

“What will my code name be, Baz?”

“Code name? Why would you need a code name?”

“007, M, Q. I thought everyone had a code name.”

Baz laughed. “Not everyone. People have nicknames like they do in all offices, and that’s why everyone calls me Baz. You’ll be Ann Perkins. That’s the name that’ll be on your ID, and there’s no need for an additional code name.”

“I suppose an Aston Martin is out of the question?”

“Have you not heard about austerity? A new bike would be pushing it. You’ll use your own car like the rest of us. There is no limit when it comes to state-of-the-art surveillance and hacking equipment, but when it comes to stuff in the real world, you’ll just have to make do with what you’ve got.”

“So, no code name and no Aston Martin. I’m regretting taking on this assignment already. At least the pay will be worth having.”

Baz looked at him with a grin. “Of course! You’ll receive the same salary as every other junior civil servant gets. Administrative Assistants are the backbone of our service, and are excellently remunerated.”

“What about expenses?”

“The security service will pay your expenses in cash. A standard amount up front that doesn’t need to be accounted for, and a bank debit card in the name of a fictitious company for any larger items you may need.”

“Like an Aston Martin?”

“Like petrol if you have to follow someone.”

“How about the latest iPhone?”

“We’ll be providing you with an iPhone, but it won’t be the latest.”

“So, no real perks!”

“Standard pay. Standard expenses. Standard perks. What you will receive is the undying gratitude of the Government.”

“A medal?”

“Not even a medal.”

Being a spy was not turning out how Ernie had imagined.
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Ernie stood looking at the traffic through his living room window. All those people in mundane jobs travelling to or from work along Manchester Road. People going shopping. Parents with young children. Pensioners doing whatever pensioners do. 

There was a middle-aged couple walking hand-in-hand towards Droylsden, laughing and smiling at one another and seemingly without a care in the world. A mother walking with a toddler by her side. A tear formed in the corner of his eyes as he thought of what might have been. 

It had been seven years since the death of his wife, Doreen, from the stroke that had also taken his unborn son, Daniel, and for a moment he imagined his life as if his wife hadn’t died. He had expected they would have grown older together, sharing in their joint experiences of married and family life. Playing with Daniel’s toys, playing football with him, riding their bikes as a family, having family holidays, and being proud of his progress through school.

He was often caught off-guard at how often he missed them, and surprised at how often he thought about the son he had never known. No, that wasn’t right. He had known him. They had both known him. His hands on his wife’s belly, he had often told his son about their hopes and dreams. God, he missed them both more than he could ever say. The pain was relentless. Their deaths leaving a void which he could never fill.

In an effort to jolt himself out of his melancholy, he wiped the tears from his eyes and took his new phone out of his pocket. At least he only had two phones and not three. In his earlier days as Ann Perkins, he had two separate phones, one for Ann Perkins and one for Ernie Wright. He’d since learnt he could put two sims into the same phone, and only needed to carry one. A different number and different ring tone for each sim. He had to concentrate at first whenever he answered his phone to make sure he was answering in the right persona. He was used to it now. The familiar ring tone immediately pushing him towards answering correctly without conscious thought.

Now he was back to carrying two phones, a Samsung for Ann and Ernie, and an iPhone for his work as a spy. He wondered if there were any three sim phones he could add the GCHQ sim to. The phone supplied to him was not the latest iPhone, but it was an improvement on the Samsung and came with an opaque back cover behind which he had secreted his new ID card.

He removed the cover to inspect the new Ann Perkins photo, her name, the crest, the electronic chip, and the words United Kingdom Government Communications Headquarters GCHQ. He knew GCHQ was the service responsible for signals intelligence, but he’d been expecting his ID card to say he was a spy working for MI5 or MI6. GCHQ didn’t have the same ring to it somehow, despite the growing threat from phones and computers they dealt with on a daily basis. 

He continued looking out of his window, but this time without seeing anything other than what was in his mind’s eye. He imagined his wife asking what on earth he was doing dressed as a woman and carrying a GCHQ ID card. 

“I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,” he muttered. 

He grinned to himself. He was still grieving, and still missing her, but at least he’d reached the stage where he could sometimes think about her and share a joke instead of a tear. 

He re-secreted the card into its hiding place, checked himself in the mirror to ensure his disguise was as perfect as it should be, and prepared himself to face Colin. 

He could never understand why Colin fancied him. Neither of them were gay. It wasn’t as though Colin fancied him as Ernie. It was the fact Colin fancied him as Ann Perkins he didn’t understand. As a woman, Ann Perkins was no beauty. The rough skin where Ernie had constantly shaved or hidden his five-o’clock shadow would have been enough to put most men off. They say there is a woman for every man, and Colin had decided Ann Perkins was the woman for him. God only knew why.

Despite having occasionally bumped into one another whilst entering or leaving the block of flats, they had never had a prolonged conversation or entered one another’s flat. Just the opposite. After it became obvious Colin had a crush on Ann Perkins, Ernie had kept his distance, doing his best to avoid bumping into Colin at all whilst dressed as Ann.

All that would have to change now. For the sake of his country, he had to put himself in harm’s way and allow Colin to try to seduce him. In his wildest fantasies, he had often imagined himself as a spy. Exotic sexy women in exotic sexy locations. Enormous expenses, and large cars. Endless high-tech gadgets and ridiculously high pay. The reality was proving completely different. 

He still had a vision of Ursula Andress walking out of the sea in her bikini, and that was his ideal fantasy of a James Bond girl. Never for one moment, even in his wildest fantasies, had he ever imagined James Bond trying to seduce someone like Colin. 

A dull overcast day in Manchester was far away from any of the exotic locations he had imagined, and instead of attending a high-class casino in a suave dinner jacket he was about to knock on the door of his next-door neighbour’s flat whilst dressed as a woman. His car was about as far from being an Aston Martin as you could get, and instead of the high-tech gadgets disguised as something innocuous, he had been supplied with a mobile phone which as far as he was aware was no different to anyone else’s mobile phone. Even his pay was nothing to write home about, and he was receiving the least amount of pay and expenses the civil service could get away with. 

Things were not always what they seemed, he thought. He grinned again, and muttered again as he walked out of his door, “Says the man who makes a living dressed as a woman.”
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This was the first time Ernie had ever been to Colin’s door, and he could hear him sliding several bolts before the door finally opened. Ernie only had one bolt on his own door and wondered why Colin needed so many.

“Hello, Colin,” Ernie said as the door opened. “I thought I’d take you up on that offer of coffee. Is now a good time?” 

“Ann!” Colin was too stunned to reply at first. The last time they had met, Ann had told him in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t interested in him. Already had a boyfriend, in fact. He’d been disappointed, but had since come to terms with the fact that she just didn’t fancy him. “Er, yes, come in,” he said, as he stood to one side to allow Ernie to enter.

The layout of the flat was the same as Ernie’s, so he knew where the living room was and he made his way straight to it with Colin behind him. Although the layout was the same, the decor was completely different. The landlord had painted all the walls in Ernie’s flat magnolia. He’d always intended changing things by painting the walls a different colour or putting wallpaper up, but he’d never got around to it. 

All the walls in Colin’s flat had been papered, and it all looked to be expensive paper too, even the hallway between the door and the living room. 

“Nice,” said Ernie. “I love your wallpaper. Did you do it yourself?”

“I chose the paper, but I got a local tradesman to put it up. I’m not very good at that sort of thing.”

“Me neither,” Ernie said. “I have tried in the past at previous addresses, but it’s never looked right when I’ve finished. I’ve ended up pulling it off again each time, and then getting a professional in to do it. You’ll have to give me the details of whoever did your paper, and I’ll give them a ring. I’ve never got around to getting it done, but it needs doing. The magnolia paint is doing my head in.”

“I’ll dig his card out and pop it in your letter box,” Colin replied.

Ernie had almost seated himself on one of the two chairs in the living room before remembering why he was there and plonked himself down on the settee in the hope Colin would sit next to him. 

“You’re not a decorator yourself then,” Ernie asked. “What do you do?”

Colin had gone straight to the kitchen to put the kettle on, but returned to move a coffee table to the front of the settee. “Oh, I’m an office manager for an insurance company in Manchester. Pretty boring really. Just paperwork. Nothing as exciting as being a private detective.” 

Ernie knew Colin was lying. If that had been true, then there would have been a record of him paying tax and national insurance. “My jobs not as exciting as you may think. Most of the time I’m doing nothing between jobs, or on routine jobs involving a lot of surveillance, like waiting outside someone’s house for a suspected lover to call.”

“Sounds more exciting than my job anyway,” said Colin. “All I do is basic administration.”

“When one of my cases ends, I never know how long it will be till I get another client,” Ernie said. “At least administration brings in a steady salary. Have you been there long?”

“About five years,” Colin said, as he placed two coffees on the table and sat beside Ernie. “How about you, Ann? How’s your detective agency going?”

“Can’t really complain. I’ve attracted a steady stream of clients, and sometimes I have more than one at a time. I worry at the end of a case in case a new client doesn’t materialise, but so far that hasn’t happened. It’s been steady and just ticks over nicely. Nicely enough to keep my head above water anyway.”

“That’s good,” said Colin,

Neither man knew how to proceed. Ernie needed to find out as much about Colin as he could without it becoming obvious that was his only reason for being there. Colin was desperate to start a relationship with Ann, but the opportunity had presented itself unexpectedly and he’d not had time to prepare himself. He sat beside her and wanted to put his arm around her and kiss her, but given how she’d reacted before, he didn’t want to scare her away.

“Are you still going out with Vic?” he asked.

Ernie had forgotten about Vic. It had been a while, but he’d never been going out with him. Vic had been a builder involved in one of his previous cases when Colin’s amorous advances were becoming a nuisance, so when Colin had seen Ann talking to Vic, Ernie had told him Vic was Ann’s boyfriend. He had hoped that would dissuade Colin from making any further advances, but that lie was no longer required. 

“Vic? No. I finished that a long time ago. I only went out with him for a few weeks, but it turned out he was married, so I dumped him. I can’t abide lying, cheating bastards.”

“There’s hope for me then?”

“Maybe. As long as you’re not a lying, cheating bastard too, and as long as you’ve not got a wife and kids hiding away somewhere. Have you never married?”

Ernie thought there was a slight hesitation before Colin replied. 

“No, I’ve never been married. No kids either, or at least none I know about. You?”

“No,” said Ernie. He was wracking his brain to remember all the lies he’d told in the past as to why Ann Perkins had returned to the UK from Australia. “As you know, I’m a widow. My husband died in a tragic car accident, and there was nothing to keep me in Australia once he’d gone. I’ll never forget him, but I am slowly getting used to being single again.” He wondered if he was being unfaithful to the memory of his wife. That led him to think about his son, Daniel. “We never got around to having children,” he lied. 

Tears formed in the corner of his eyes as his unbidden grief momentarily and involuntarily overwhelmed him.

Colin saw the tears and put his arm around Ernie’s shoulders. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked about your husband.”

Ernie tried to deflect Colin from the real reason for his tears. “It’s alright. To tell you the truth, I don’t think I’ll ever find anyone who will hold a candle to my late husband. He was the love of my life. My soul mate. My best friend. I still can’t think about him without bursting into tears, and it makes it almost impossible for me to move on. Just when I thought I could, with Vic, it turns out the scumbag was already married.” 

In describing all the fine qualities of his fictitious husband, he realised he was describing the genuine qualities of his poor dead wife. He couldn’t help himself. He sobbed loudly.

The sight of Ann in tears made Colin feel protective and randy in equal measure. He gave her a hug with the arm he had around her shoulder, and placed his other hand on her knee. “I can see how upset you must have been when you found out Vic was married. Perhaps it would help if you got back in the saddle with someone you could trust,” he said, as he leaned forward to kiss Ann on the lips.
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Ernie had been facing Colin as they spoke, but as soon as he realised Colin’s intention, he moved his face to one side so Colin could only kiss his cheek. Everything was moving too quickly, and he needed to slow things down. Platonic friendship would be fine. Anything more would provide more than a few surprises, especially for Colin.

He moved Colin’s hand from his knee. “I’m sorry, Colin. My past experiences have made it difficult for me. Whenever anyone gets close, I compare them with my late husband. He truly was one of a kind. So loving and attentive. We were sweethearts, and at the moment I can’t imagine ever finding anyone else quite like him. Vic hasn’t helped either. Just when I think I may have found someone, it turns out he was married. To be honest, the best ones always are. There’s usually a good reason some middle-aged men are unmarried.” 

As soon as he had finished speaking, Ernie saw the look on Colin’s face and realised he had gone too far. 

“I’m not saying we could never be romantically involved, but it is still too soon after my husband’s death. I do like you, but we need to take things steady and get to know one another better first, and I would need to know you wouldn’t lie to me like Vic did. I guess what I’m saying is that we need to take things slowly.”

Colin hid his disappointment. “I quite understand, Ann. Let’s just take things one day at a time.”

“I’d like that,” said Ernie. “I’m sure over time we can become the best of friends and who knows what may develop. I like you, and the more I see of you, the more I like you, but I’m not ready to make a full commitment at the moment, so let’s leave it like that for now.”

Colin had always found Ann attractive. She wasn’t a classic beauty, that was for sure, but there was something about her that made her different from any other women he’d fallen for. The fact she was a private detective had an aphrodisiac effect, as did the sight of her recent tears. He could wait. She was worth waiting for.

He took his arm from around Ernie’s shoulder. “I’d like that, Ann. I’d like us to get to know one another better. I won’t mention this again, but when you know me better, and when you’re ready for another relationship, I’ll be here for you.”

The embarrassing bit was over. The rest of their evening’s conversation centred around them quizzing one another for additional background information. Colin was probing for any information he could use to progress his chances of a future romance. Ernie was seeking information about Colin’s past.  

Ernie thought he could detect a slight accent in Colin’s voice. Scottish perhaps, or Irish.

“Have you always lived in Manchester?” he asked.

“No. I moved here when I moved into this flat. I’m from Birmingham originally. Got a job working for the insurance company straight from school, and when they opened their Manchester office, they asked me to transfer.”

“They must have thought highly of you to ask you to move.”

“Not really,” Colin added, “It was easier for them to ask me to move than to recruit and train someone new. I was basically doing the same work up here as I was in Birmingham, and on the same salary, so it was a change of location but not a promotion.”

“The least they could have done was to have paid you more,” said Ernie. “I hope they at least paid all your removal expenses.”

“They did. And a bonus to cover additional expenses. That’s how I paid for the flat to be decorated.”

Ernie didn’t believe a word of it. He already knew Colin was lying because he knew he wasn’t paying tax or national insurance. Even without that knowledge, he would have known something wasn’t right. There was no way Colin was from Birmingham. There was a slight accent there. A tinge of Scottish or Irish diluted with something else, but there was certainly no trace of a Birmingham accent. Believing Colin was from Birmingham and had a Birmingham accent was as believable as saying Dick Van Dyke was from London and had a Cockney accent. He looked out of the window, half expecting to see Mary Poppins floating down with her umbrella.

“Were your parents from Birmingham as well?” he asked.

Colin was uncomfortable answering questions about his fictitious past, but he could hardly ignore the questions. He decided to keep things as vague as possible.

“I’m not sure,” he said. “Obviously, they lived in Birmingham when I was growing up, but I don’t know whether they had always lived there. It never seemed important enough to ask.”

They each batted off similar questions by answering as vaguely as possible and it soon became apparent to each of them, they would not learn any more about each other’s backgrounds on this first ‘date’.

Eventually, Ernie stood up. “Well, thanks for the coffee, Colin. I would like us to remain friends, and for our friendship to develop, so I hope I haven’t put you off.”

“No worries, Ann. I quite understand that you want to take things slowly. Take all the time you need. I’ve no intention of rushing things.”

“Thanks for your understanding. I really appreciate it. Perhaps we could go out for a meal next time? My treat. How about that new restaurant in town at the back of Deansgate?”

“That would be nice,” Colin said, “but only if you let me pay, or at least share the cost.”

“Either way, what about next Wednesday evening? I’ll book a table for eight and you could call for me about seven?”

“Eight at the restaurant, but I’ll pick you up at seven. Got it,” said Colin. “Are you staying at Ernie’s tonight?”

“Yes. I don’t want to go home on my own this time of night, so I’ll stay with my brother and make my way home in the morning.”

As Ernie walked towards the door of Colin’s flat, he couldn’t help noticing the three heavy duty bolts, one at the top and bottom, and one at the middle of the door. “That’s some heavy-duty security you’ve got there, Colin.”

“You can’t be too careful,” Colin replied. “I suppose it comes from reading the Manchester Evening News. It’s always full of crime. People being mugged or breaking in. It’s made me paranoid. I know I’m pretty safe in here, but the extra bolts give me peace of mind.”

There must be more to it than that, Ernie thought. “That’s overkill though, isn’t it? One top and bottom would be enough surely,” he said?

“Perhaps,” said Colin. “But better to have too many than too few. Anyway, if I don’t see you before, I’m looking forward to seeing you on Wednesday.”

“So am I,” Ernie replied. “So am I.”
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Ernie arrived at the office early like he always did. He usually left home dressed as Ernie, but made a point of being the first to arrive at his serviced office building near Salford Quays. The other offices had people from various businesses coming and going all day, and the communal receptionists worked from eight in the morning until six in the evening. Ernie usually arrived at six in the morning, long before anyone else arrived. He found it a bit of a pain at first but had soon got used to the routine. 

Leaving home as Ernie Wright prevented anyone wondering where he’d disappeared to, and prevented his neighbours from asking awkward questions if they saw him leaving home. He had been seen by an upstairs neighbour who was looking out of his bedroom window one morning, but when the neighbour had mentioned it a few days later, Ernie had told him he enjoyed going for an early morning stroll before anyone else was about. 

His early arrival at the office gave him time to change into his Ann Perkins disguise and get his makeup on before anyone else arrived. In the evening, he did the same thing in reverse, was the last to leave, and changed from Ann’s clothes back into Ernie’s clothes for his journey home after everyone else had left. 

He was already at his desk when Bob Hinchcliffe arrived. Bob was a former burglar with a string of previous convictions, who had tried his hand at a bank robbery on the same day, and at the same time, as Ernie decided to rob the same bank disguised as Ann Perkins. In the ensuing chaos, Bob was arrested for robbery whilst ‘Ann’ was ironically hailed as the heroine who had prevented the armed robbery. 

She was called as a prosecution witness at Bob’s subsequent trial, but Ann’s evidence resulted in him receiving a suspended sentence instead of the expected custodial one. The likelihood that Bob would go to jail for several years was averted, but the whole experience had convinced him crime was a profession with unacceptable risks. He was so grateful to Ann for her part in preventing his incarceration that he offered to help Ann with her first case. They had been working together ever since, and at the conclusion of her first case Ann had made him a shareholder of the Detective agency.

“Morning Ann. Coffee with two sugars as usual?”

Ann had actually just finished her second cup of the day. “Not this morning, Bob, I’ve only just finished one. I was in early.”

“Have you got a new case on the go?”

Ernie was receiving a salary from GCHQ, but that was personal and nothing to do with the agency. 

“No,” he said. “Nothing new at the moment.”

It was enough for fate to intervene, and the phone on his desk rang as soon as he’d finished speaking. It was Dave Craddock the communal receptionist.

“Got a chap in reception called Jonathan Jones. Hasn’t got an appointment, but he says you know him and he’s asking to see you.”

“Jonathan Jones? Yes, that’s fine. Send him along.”

Ernie hadn’t seen Jonathan since the day he had awarded Ann Perkins fifty thousand pounds to set up her detective agency. 

After failing to rob the bank successfully, Ernie had decided it would be easier to rob a jeweller. He had selected the Jonathan Jones Jewellers in Manchester as a suitable target. He was again disguised as Ann Perkins, was again determined to get things right, but again everything had gone pear-shaped. 

The robbery ended with a triple shooting which left two other criminals dead and the security guard at the jewellers seriously injured. Ann had saved the doorman’s life, and, as far as anyone else knew, had been a customer responsible for foiling the robbery. Jonathan Jones was so grateful that he paid ‘Ann’ a reward and helped her set up the detective agency.

Jonathan had a chain of jewellery shops and usually worked from his head office in London, so Ernie hadn’t seen him since the presentation. He guessed Jonathan was visiting to see how well his money had been invested.

There was a rap on the door. Ernie opened it and shook Jonathan’s hand.

“Come in, Jonathan. It’s lovely to see you again.”

“Thanks Ann. I was visiting my shop and thought I’d call in. Most of my shops are down south so I only get up this way a couple of times a year.” 

Ernie introduced Jonathan to Bob and began to tell him about his earlier cases, but it soon became apparent this was more than a social call.

“If you’re not too busy, I’d like you to do some work for me, Ann,” Jonathan said.

“Well, we are quite busy at present,” Ernie lied.

“I’ll double your usual fee.”

Ernie laughed. “There’s no need for that. We wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t for you. Bob can take care of the existing cases so I’ll be able to give your case my full attention.”

“Thank you. I have been wondering whether to do anything about it and couldn’t make my mind up. Being in Manchester I thought of you, and I’d like you to look into it.”

“Sounds intriguing. We’ll help in any way we can.”

“We had a robbery at our main London jewellers just over ten years ago, when a large amount of jewellery was taken. It was the largest single loss we’ve ever suffered. Not loss exactly, it was all covered by insurance, but it was the largest robbery there has ever been in any of my shops. The most violent one too. One of my jewellers never returned to work and has been on disability benefit ever since. There were no clear suspects, none of the jewellery has ever been recovered, and the police have long since stopped actively looking for the culprits.”

“How much was the robbery worth,” Ann asked.

“The insurance value was around three million, but that was in its original form. Most of the jewels were diamonds that were mounted in some form or other, and most were being displayed on gold necklaces. They obviously knew what they were doing as they took the most expensive items on display whilst leaving the cheaper stuff. It’s unlikely they look like they originally did now though. They were professionals, so they would have known better than to leave them in their original condition. It’s likely they unmounted everything pretty soon after the robbery, melted the gold down and kept the jewels separately. It would have reduced the value to about a million, but made everything a lot easier to sell.”

“A million is still a substantial amount,” Ernie said.

“It is. That’s why I want them recovered, or at least don’t want them being sold. Will you take the case on for me?”

“Of course,” Ernie replied. “Give me the details.”
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“I need as many details as you can give me,” Ernie said. “You said you think the jewellery has been broken up, the gold broken down, and the diamonds separated?” 

“I think it’s likely, but I don’t know for sure. That’s what I’d have done if I’d stolen them myself. It doesn’t mean they would definitely have done the same, only that I think it’s likely. What makes it even more likely are the rumours I’ve been getting from industry insiders.”

“What sort of rumours?”

“Nothing concrete, but I keep getting whispers of single diamonds from the necklaces being traded around Manchester. My own staff are beyond reproach, and in any event, we only sell high value new items. Many other jewellers buy and sell second-hand stuff as well as new stuff, and there is a whisper about some of them buying the occasional higher value stone than they would usually come into contact with on a second-hand market.”

“So, your jewellers know who these other jewellers are?”

“No. It’s not as clear cut as that. Jewellers get together at trade and social events, and when they do, they are relating stories about the occasional high value purchase. It never seems to be the person telling the story who has done the buying. It’s always third hand. Someone has heard that someone else has purchased one. Nothing concrete. Nobody specifically named.”

“Would you be able to identify an individual jewel?” Ernie asked.

“The larger ones, Ann, yes. Most of them were diamonds. No diamond is perfect and they all have flaws visible when seen through a microscope. I learnt very early in my career to plot those flaws on my more valuable stones and keep a record of them. No two diamonds are alike, and the flaws are as identifiable as a fingerprint.”

“So, if we were to find a suspected diamond, you could identify it as one of yours?”

“Almost certainly. As long as it wasn’t one of the tiny ones. Anything larger and I’ll have a plot of its flaws and can identify it. Unfortunately, there are plenty of unscrupulous traders, and if someone offered them a diamond, they would not ask any questions. They would give the seller the benefit of the doubt and turn a blind eye.”

“So, you’d like me to investigate?” said Ernie.

“The police have stopped looking, so yes. Not you necessarily. I know your agency hasn’t been going very long, but thought you may have contacts who were more likely to talk to you than talk to the police.”

“Perhaps,” Ernie said. “They’re not usually likely to talk unless there is something in it for them though. Is there a reward for their return?”

“Not directly from me, no. Our insurers offered a reward immediately after the robbery, but I’m not sure if that reward is still available. It was ten years ago. Our window displays are too tempting for some people, so we do suffer small robberies from time to time, but this one stands out, not only because of the value but also because of the violence used. We put all our effort into prevention. If someone approaches the door in a helmet and carrying a baseball bat, the shutters would come down straight away. Even if they get into the shop, we now have shutters that come down between customers and displays. This robbery was different in that they arrived in suits and were in the shop for quite a few minutes before one of them took a sawn-off shotgun from beneath his coat and shot one of the jewellers without any warning whatsoever.”

“Blimey,” said Ernie. “They sound like real bastards.”

“They were. Another member of staff had the sense not to argue the toss, and stood by as they emptied the shelves, but that didn’t save him. One of them hit him with the butt of his gun and fractured his skull before they left.”

“And you want me to track these people down?”

“It’s been ten years, so whoever is selling the diamonds now is unlikely to be one of the original robbers. They’ve probably been sold several times in the interim, and the original robbers are probably long gone. No, I don’t expect you to track those people down, but if you could track some of the diamonds down and get them returned, at least that would be some justice. I still keep in touch with the two who were injured, and it would be nice to let them know I hadn’t forgotten about them and was still pursuing things.”

“That’s a relief then,” said Ernie. “Not sure I’d feel happy taking on anyone that violent.”

“The likelihood is that whoever is selling the diamonds now is just a low life,” Jonathan said. “If they’ve been sold on several times, they’ve likely lost value each time. Anyway, I only know my own staff in Manchester. I don’t have any criminal contacts here, but I thought you may have.” 

Ernie laughed and looked at Bob. Ernie himself had planned a bank robbery and jewellery robbery in the past; and Bob knew every criminal worth knowing in Manchester, and a few not worth knowing. “He thinks I may know a few criminals,” he said to Bob.

“It’s not that. You’re in Manchester all the time, have your ear to the ground, and know what’s going on. I’m usually only here twice a year.”

Ernie winked at Bob. “I may know a few villains. I do have contacts who can pick the odd lock or two, or who can hack the odd computer when called for.”

“I don’t think there will be a need for anything like that. I just need someone to make enquires to try to find who is selling the odd high-class diamond. If you can get your hands on one of the diamonds, I can prove whether it’s one of mine or not, and if you can provide evidence to convict whoever is trying to sell it, that would be a bonus.”

“A bonus for you, or a bonus for me?”

Jonathan laughed. “Nice try, Ann. A bonus for me. I’ve already said I’ll pay you double your usual fee. That should take care of any bonus.”

Bob had been listening with interest. He hadn’t been a very good burglar, as evidenced by his long criminal record and long periods of imprisonment, but he had emptied the odd jewellery box of its contents. “I can think of several people who would take stolen jewellery,” Bob said. “Especially high-class stuff like you’re describing. I’ll ask around for you, Ann.”

“There we are then,” Ernie said. “Leave it with us and we’ll make some enquiries. If we get anywhere, we’ll let you know. And I was only joking about the bonus. There will be no fee, double or otherwise. Any cases you bring to us will always be free. We wouldn’t exist as a detective agency without you trusting me with the money you provided to set the company up.”

“Thanks, Ann, but I insist. I gave you the money to set yourself up in business as a way of saying thank you for how you saved Dave’s life. If it hadn’t been your prompt action, my doorman would have died. That was my thank you for that. Employing you to do something else for me is business. You can’t afford to do things for free and my offer is non-negotiable. Double your usual fee.” Jonathan wanted to change the subject to prevent Ann arguing the toss about the fee. “By the way, how’s your brother Ernie?”

“He’s fine. Don’t see much of him these days,” Ernie lied. In the early days of the agency, Ernie worried constantly as he moved between the different personalities of Ann and Ernie. These days, lying about his brother had become second nature when dressed as Ann, and lying about Ann had become second nature to him when dressed as Ernie.

After a few more pleasantries Jonathan stood up to leave. “Let me know how you get on, and don’t forget, I expect to be paying for some expenses as well as for your time.”

“I’ll see you to the door,” Ernie said. “Did you come in your own car?”

“Yes, It’s in the car park.”

Ernie accompanied him to his car, and on his return to the office he asked Bob if he was alright about making contact with his old friends. “I know you keep your distance from your old gang members,” he said, “but they are far more likely to have information about stolen stuff than my friends are.”

“Thanks to you, most of the violent psychopaths who had it in for me have been put away,” Bob said. “The only ones I’m in contact with now are your ordinary career criminals, and hopefully I can talk to them without fear of being shot at or mugged on a dark night.”

“I don’t want you putting yourself in any danger, and I’m not asking you to grass your old friends up, just to ask around.”

“Okay, Boss, I’ll see what I can find out. I can’t promise anything, but if the diamonds are being sold in Manchester someone must know about it, and it’s more than likely to be one of my old contacts.”

“That’s fine, but look after yourself and take care. All Jonathan really has is rumours and whispers about jewels being sold. The rumours may be true, but may also be a load of rubbish. Even if they are true, the diamonds may have been sold on again since and be miles away from Manchester. They could be anywhere in the country. I don’t want to let Jonathan down, but I’m tied up with another job at present, so if you can look after the Jonathan job I can concentrate on my other job.

“What’s the other job?” Bob asked. “I thought we had nothing on at the moment.”

“I could tell you,” but then I’d have to kill you, Ernie thought, “but it’s nothing important,” He said. “Just a small job for a friend.”
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Bob’s circle of friends had changed significantly since working for Ann at the detective agency. By and large he was associating with decent people. They may have to bend the rules a little in order to get their work done, but when they did bend the rules, it was all in the public interest. Like the time he taught Ann how to pick a lock so she could break in to that crooked accountant’s where they had Tim Armstrong chained up in a back room and were about to kill him. That bit of law breaking undoubtedly saved Tim’s life.

Emma and Baz, his daughter and future son-in-law had both broken the law too. Their respective cyber security courses had given them the skills necessary to prevent data being exposed or hacked by unauthorised sources, but in the hands of less scrupulous persons those skills could equally be used to do the opposite. Their skills had provided essential help in past cases, and it had been the hacking of the accountant’s CCTV system that had provided evidence Tim Armstrong was being held in the building.

So, there were grey areas, but by and large, the people Bob Hinchcliffe was now associating with were law-abiding citizens, or at least, if they did break the law, it was only broken in order to help someone.

That was almost the exact opposite of his life prior to coming into contact with Ann Perkins. Then, apart from his wife and daughter, his regular associates were all criminals of one sort or another. Thanks to Ann, the Manchester gangland boss, Alf Sidebotham, was now in prison, but Bob had been a member of that gang and had known most of the other gang members. Some of them, like Bob, worked alone. Others, did crimes that required a team. All of them paid a percentage of their takings to Alf for services rendered. Services such as paying for a solicitor when they got in trouble, or paying to support a partner or children of any gang member who ended up serving a jail sentence.

When Bob broke into a house, the organisation was such that he always knew in advance what he was going to do with the proceeds. Cash, he always kept, but he knew who would buy any bank cards or passports from him, who would buy small electrical items such as phones, tablets, or laptops, and who would buy any jewellery. He knew at least half-a-dozen people who would buy jewellery from him, and what type of jewellery to take to which person in order to maximise any profit.

Bob’s last custodial prison sentence had been a seven-year stretch, so when he appeared in court for the attempted armed bank robbery, he, and everyone else in the courtroom including his own defence solicitor, expected a substantial prison sentence. The 300 hours community service stunned everyone, not least Bob himself, but from that moment on he had decided to go straight.

Working for Ann had helped. He had been able to use his experience to teach her some of the more questionable skills needed for her role as a private detective. How to pick locks and how to break into the homes of suspects being two of the most obvious ones. 

He may have found a use for his old skills, but he didn’t have a use for his old friends. He had the sense to realise his old friends would have sucked him back into a life of crime, so from the day he left court he had given them a wide berth. He had a different circle of friends now. He had occasionally seen some of his old friends by chance in the street, but he had not acknowledged them and they had walked on without acknowledging him.

The only time he had associated with any of the previous gang members was during Ann’s last case, when Ann’s brother Ernie had been arrested after a gun was found hidden behind the bath panel in his flat. Bob had approached the gang’s old quartermaster to try to find out who the gun had been supplied to, but she had refused to help.

Now, he was being asked to approach some of his old acquaintances again, and to say he was anxious would be an understatement. The people he knew, who were likely to buy stolen jewellery, were not necessarily strong-arm types. They were more cerebral than muscular. However, they were also the type of people who were extremely careful, and who didn’t suffer fools gladly. Most of them did not have a criminal record. They could smell something dodgy a mile off, and they kept their noses clean by passing on whatever they bought as quickly as possible. They also only bought stolen goods from people they knew and trusted. They always refused if someone they didn’t know tried to sell them something they thought was stolen.

They worked by word of mouth and reputation, and their customers had to have earned their trust. That trust worked both ways. Without exception, they had legitimate businesses which gave them an outlet for any stolen goods they purchased, so they were not dependent on crime. The assets from crime were a bonus on top of their legitimate income. They never took risks, and could afford to refuse to buy anything that didn’t feel right. Not right in the sense of not having been stolen, but right in the sense that the seller may have been an undercover detective, or worse, an undercover news reporter looking for a local crime story. There were others of a similar nature who were less particular, but the fences Bob knew were the very best. They never took chances, and were experienced, long established, reliable, and few had criminal records. 

Bob knew the people who were likely to buy stolen jewellery, and they knew him. Whether they would talk to him about their other clients was another matter. He thought not.

It was raining in Manchester, and the dull back street on which the pawnbroker was situated looked duller than usual. Bob had his collar and hood up to stop the rain going down his neck and to keep his head dry, but he turned them down just before entering the shop. He knew how nervous the owner could be if they didn’t immediately recognise who was entering. 

“Bloody hell! Look what the rain’s dragged in. What the hell are you doing here? I heard you’d gone straight, Bob. I’ve missed your business, so it’s really good to see you.” 

“Hello, Craig. Sorry to disappoint you. I’m not really here on business. Not that business anyway. You’ve probably heard I’m working for the Ann Perkins Detective Agency now.”

Craig, who had been so welcoming a moment ago, was immediately more guarded.

“Yes, I’d heard you’d gone to the other side. I hope you’re not here to cause bother.”

“Not to you, Craig. You’re an old friend who has always treated me well in the past. I’d never betray that trust.”

“Glad to hear it. What can I do for you then?”

“I’m working on a case involving some diamonds that were stolen from a jeweller in London about ten years ago, so none of your regulars would have been involved. I’m just wondering if you’ve had anyone new sniffing around. Someone you don’t know who has tried to sell you some unset diamonds.”

“Sorry, Bob, I can’t help you. You know what it’s like. Everyone needs to start somewhere, so someone sniffing around today as a newcomer may become one of my best customers of the future. If someone new came in, I wouldn’t have bought anything off them, but I wouldn’t be betraying them either.”

“I appreciate that. The loyalty to your clients is legendary.” Bob saw Craig smile at the compliment. “I know you, though. If someone unknown to you had come in, you wouldn’t have bought anything off them, but you may well have pointed them towards someone else. Not directly, perhaps, but with a hint. That’s all I’m asking for. A hint as to where you may have pointed someone.”

For a moment, Craig looked as though he was weighing up his options, and Bob thought he was about to give him some information.

“Sorry, Bob. No information. No hints. No nothing.”

Bob didn’t want to alienate Craig by pushing too hard. He didn’t think it would get him anywhere.

“I quite understand, Craig. Your loyalty and discretion have served me well in the past, and I have always appreciated it.”

“Thank you. I knew you’d understand.”

“I do. Thanks for your time anyway. It’s been nice to see you again. If I ever return to housebreaking...” Bob made his way towards the door. “I don’t intend to, but you never know what the future may hold. If I ever return to housebreaking, I’ll bring you some business.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Craig said, and, as Bob was closing the door behind him, he added, “You need more patience.”
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Bob was chewing over the reply as he walked away. Why did Craig tell him he needed more patience? Perhaps Craig had given him a clue after all, but if he had, he didn’t understand it.

He knew the word patience was sometimes used as a girl’s name, but he didn’t know anyone named Patience, fence or otherwise. It was sometime later, only after he’d stopped consciously thinking about it, that he worked it out. Like all eureka moments, he wondered why he hadn’t seen the connection straight away. It was the girl’s name connection that had confused him. He’d spent the last hour going through all the female fences he knew, trying to think if any of them had a middle name of Patience. He had come to the conclusion Craig had given him a clue, which, if things went wrong, he could deny having given. The only problem, was that the clue was so vague that Bob couldn’t make head nor tail of it.

The answer had come to him as soon as he had given up trying to understand it in the belief it hadn’t been a clue after all.

His eureka moment came as he realised the answer was a man’s name not a woman’s name. Patience was an anagram of Pete Cain.

Peter Cain was someone he certainly did know. He’d never worked with him, but he was known by repute.

Craig was very definitely a company man. Loyal to the gang he’d been working for, and in some respects controlled by that gang. They had demanded a certain level of service, and in return had offered a certain level of protection. 

In contrast, Peter Cain was the exact opposite. A loner who pleased himself what he did and how he did it. Bob knew him as someone to avoid. Someone who cut corners and was not as careful as he should have been. Someone who, sooner or later, would be arrested, and who, sooner or later, would take his clients down with him in his attempt to do a deal.

Bob knew where Peter Cain operated from. The whole world knew. He wouldn’t be surprised if the police knew, nor that they kept him under constant observation.

The single entrance was something else that stopped professional criminals from dealing with him. The single door off the street led down to a basement store which had no windows and no rear entrance, and it was there that Peter Cain conducted his business, both buying and selling. 

Unknown to Bob, he was correct in his estimation that the police knew all about him. He was so incompetent that the C.I.D had decided to treat him as an asset rather than as a liability. They kept watch, not to catch him but to catch his customers. They watched. They photographed. They identified. They arrested and searched homes a couple of weeks later without any of them linking the police raid with the fact they had previously visited Cain’s premises.

Bob was nervous about the single entrance. He didn’t know what his reception would be once he began asking questions, and once in the basement he would be completely invisible to anyone passing by on the street above. He stood there for ten minutes without seeing anything untoward, before crossing over. This time he didn’t bother putting his collar and hood down, and he kept them up as he descended the stairs.

“Are you Peter,” he asked the only other person visible.

“That’s me. What can I do for you?”

“I’m a private detective and my current case involves working on behalf of an insurance company,” he lied, “and I’m making enquiries about some diamonds stolen about ten years ago which have been turning up in Manchester.”

“And what’s that got to do with me?”

“The company are offering a substantial reward for the recovery of the diamonds. More than would be obtained from anyone selling them.”

“I still don’t get you. I don’t understand what that’s got to do with me. I never buy or sell anything dodgy.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard,” Bob said, and as the man looked startled, he added, “It’s alright. I’m not here to criticise. I’m here to make you an offer. I’m sure you would never knowingly buy any stolen diamonds, but if you did buy any and later found out they were stolen, what would you do?”

Peter knew exactly what he would do. He’d sell them on as he always had. “I’d hand them over to the police so they could be returned to their rightful owner,” he said.

Bob lied again. “That’s what I assumed,” he said, “but the owner has already been compensated by the insurance company I work for. If you were to contact me instead of going to the police, I could return the diamonds directly to the insurance company, and you would be in line for a substantial reward.”

“How substantial? How much are we talking about?” 

“Very substantial,” Bob replied. “More than the value than if you tried to sell them second hand.”

“If, and I’m not saying I have any now, but if I get offered any in the future, all I would need to do is phone you and let you know?”

Bob could see that greed had got the better of him, causing him to overcome his reluctance. Now all he needed to do was bait the hook. “That’s all. Well, almost all. We’d also need to secure a conviction.”

“What!”

“There is a slight reward for the recovery of the diamonds, but to be honest with you that’s peanuts. The real money is in preventing future jewel thefts, and the insurance company is offering a life-changing amount for information about whoever stole them. That would probably be the person who’s trying to sell them. Naming him, assuming it is him and not a woman. Naming him, and supplying a single jewel as corroborating evidence which leads to a conviction, would probably be enough for them to give you the reward.”

There were a couple of words in Bob’s sentence which had stuck in Peter’s consciousness. “Life changing, you said?”

“That’s right. Life changing. It’d be like winning the lottery.”

“For a single diamond?” 

“Of course. The insurers are realistic enough to know they won’t get all the diamonds back. That’s why they’re more interested in the person than the diamonds themselves. It’s the person they want. An identifiable diamond would simply identify the right person.”

Peter wasn’t all that bright and hadn’t realised the implausibility of what was on offer. He was already doing the calculation. He could keep all but one of the diamonds, grass the person who had sold them to him, and retire with the life-changing profits.

He thought about taking a diamond out of his safe and providing a CCTV image of the seller, but at the last minute reason prevailed, and he decided to give himself more time to think.

“As I’ve said. Nobody has tried to sell me anything stolen. That’s not what I do.”

“Of course.”

“If someone does come in, though, how can I contact you.”

“Here,” Bob said. “Take one of my cards. Just give me a ring if you remember anything, or if someone turns up in the future with diamonds you think may be dodgy. If you see anything, give me a ring and we’ll take it from there.”

“I’ll do that,” said Peter. He looked at the card and recognised the name of the Ann Perkins Detective Agency from the papers, but the name ‘Robert Hinchcliffe’ meant nothing to him. “Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

“No. Nothing else. Thanks for listening, and don’t forget. If anything crops up, please get in touch.”

Fortunately, there had been no other customers in the basement whilst they’d been talking, and they’d been able to have a free and frank exchange without any interruption. Bob had even turned his collar down and removed his hood. He’d seen the four sections of the CCTV screen whilst they’d been talking. The main two cameras took a front and rear view of customers as they entered or left the premises, another covered the till, and another presumably covered a safe on the far wall. None of the cameras covered him whilst he had stood at the makeshift counter.

He replaced his collar and hood as he retraced his way back up the stairs and onto the street, almost colliding with Peter’s next customer as they entered.

“Sorry,” Bob muttered, as he stepped out back into the rain. 
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From Ernie’s viewpoint, Colin and Ann’s dinner the following week had gone well. Ernie had struggled to call it anything other than a dinner date. He’d not liked the term, couldn’t think of anything better, and had worried for days about what might happen. He needed to gain Colin’s confidence, but without raising his expectations.

He needn’t have worried. Colin seemed to have taken Ann’s request to back-off to heart and made no advances. In fact, despite Ernie’s misgivings, it had been a success. Romance had been removed from the agenda, leaving only small-talk, and they found they had plenty of things to talk about. They liked the same science-fiction books, the same detective television series, the same superhero films, and even read the same newspaper, but they were both skirting around the subjects they really wanted to talk about. They both wanted to find out more about one another’s background. Ernie wanted to find something out about Colin’s background that he could tell to GCHQ, and Colin wanted to learn anything about Ann that would help him progress the relationship he yearned for.

It was Colin who broke the impasse and moved the conversation into more serious territory.

“What’s your position about Northern Island?” he asked.

“How do you mean?”

“Well, where do you see its long-term future? Do you think it will remain part of the UK or end up becoming part of the Irish Republic?”

“I haven’t really thought about it much. I’ve never been to Ireland, North or South. If you’d asked me before Brexit, I’d have said Northern Island would always remain part of the UK, but since Brexit I’m not so sure. It’s caused no end of problems and I can’t see any way out of them. A border down the Irish Sea upsets unionists and a border between north and south upsets republicans. Either solution causes problems for one or the other.”

“It’s a mess sure enough,” said Colin, “but where do your sympathies lie, Ann, with the unionists or nationalists?”

“I’m English, and I’ve always thought of Northern Island as part of the United Kingdom. Mind you, if I’d been born in Ireland I’d probably think differently. I know enough about the history of Ireland to know most of the original inhabitants didn’t want English overlords.”

“I wasn’t born in Birmingham like I told you,” Colin said. “I was actually born in the Irish Republic.” 

This was the first time Colin had offered any information about his past, or about where he had come from.

“You’ve not got an Irish accent,” said Ernie. “More a London accent I’d say.”

“I did live in London for a while. Came over here to escape the troubles, and deliberately cultivated an English accent to help me settle in.”

“You’ve done that well enough. I would never have had you down as Irish.”

“Back then, anyone with an Irish accent was looked at with suspicion, especially after the IRA bombings of the mainland.”

“I can see that may have been awkward. Did it cause you problems?” Ernie asked.

“A few,” Colin said, “but nothing I couldn’t handle.”

“What’s your own take on the Irish situation? Coming from the Republic I suppose you’re a nationalist?”

“Just as you would have been if you’d been Irish.”

“Yes, I suppose so,” Ernie said.

“What you’ve got to remember is Ireland was getting on quite nicely on its own before the English took all the best land, gave it to their cronies, then they charged the original Irish owners exorbitant rents they couldn’t afford.”

“But that’s not happening now,” Ernie said. “That was hundreds of years ago. Ancient history.”

“Still matters though,” Colin said. “Put it this way. If the German’s had invaded England and won the war, would your parents have joined the resistance?”

“Of course,” Ernie said. “We’d have resisted for as long as it took to throw them out again.”

“And you? Would you have resisted too?”

“Too right.”

“And your son?”

“I can see where you’re going with this. I don’t know, but I would hope my son would have resisted too, and his son, for as long as it took to get the bastards out.”

“Exactly. That’s how the hardliners in the Republic think too, Ann. England invaded Ireland hundreds of years ago, and they are never going to forget it until they free the whole of Ireland, however long that takes.”

Ernie was uneasy about the way the conversation was going. “Is that how you think too?”

“I used to,” Colin said. “I can see their point of view and where they’re coming from.”

“But you don’t think like that now?” Ernie asked.

“Not since I’ve lived in England.”

“What changed your mind?”

Colin laughed. “English history, or should I say British history. Remember what you said about the Germans? How you’d never surrender, and how you’d fight for as long as it took. Generations if necessary.”

“To right. We’d never surrender.” 

Colin laughed again. “But that’s exactly what you have done. The Angles and Saxons from northern Germany invaded Britain and pushed the original Celts to the fringes. It was those Angles who named the part of Britain they controlled Angle-land. So even the name of your country is a constant reminder you were invaded from Germany, and in many places in England the population have more German genes than Celtic ones.

“You’ve learned to live with it, and genetically England is one of the most cosmopolitan countries in the world. Celts, Angles, Saxons, Vikings, Romans, Normans. The whole country is a jumble of past invaders, and the whole English Language is a mixture of words from all those cultures too.”

Ernie had listened to what Colin had said with interest, but he was no closer to knowing about his past. He did know Colin originated from the Irish Republic and had Republican sympathies in the past, but had no idea where his sympathies lay now.

“I’m not sure what that has to do with Northern Ireland,” Ernie said.

“It’s got everything to do with it. There comes a time when we have to forget about the past and accept the status quo. England has been at war with over one-hundred-and-seventy of the countries making up the United Nations. If they all refused to forget the past, England would be screwed.”
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“You think Republicans in Northern Ireland have to forget about the past and simply accept things as they are?”

“Acceptance is too strong a word,” said Colin. “Not acceptance, but not war either. I guess what I’m saying is that eventually the time for armed conflict ends, and the time for political struggle begins. In a democracy, if people don’t like the status quo, they have the power to change things through the ballot box rather than by the bullet.”

Blimey, Ernie thought. I didn’t sign up for this. He wanted to know more about Colin, but hadn’t been expecting a sermon. 

“So, as far as Northern Ireland is concerned, you used to believe in the armed struggle, but now believe in a political one?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying, Ann. I moved to England believing an armed struggle in Northern Ireland was justified, but once in England I changed my mind.”

“I’m pleased about that,” Ernie said. “We’ve all got to live together whatever our views and political background. Still, you must have felt pretty strongly about it.”

Colin realised he’d probably said too much. It was only their first real meeting, and he didn’t want to put her off by thinking he was too intense. “That’s enough about me,” he said. “Got carried away there, and you must think me a right bore. Not everyone is interested in history or politics.”

“No, that’s fine. I found it extremely interesting.”

“You did?”

“Yes. It’s always good to get someone else’s point of view. I suppose I’ve never considered Northern Ireland before, or about what we’d be like now if Germany had won the war. I’ve been too caught up struggling with questions of my own.”

“What questions?”

Ernie was determined to lighten the mood. “It’s still about forgiveness, but it’s nothing to do with history or politics. It’s far more important. Should I forgive Manchester United for the times they’ve beaten Manchester City, or should I forget about past defeats, get a season ticket for both, and just watch whichever team is playing at home.” 

Colin laughed “I see what you mean,” he said. “I was getting a bit heavy. I don’t understand what you mean about City and United though. Surely, as a Manchester United supporter, it’s me that should forgive City for the few times they’ve beaten us.”

That was two things Ernie had learned about Colin. The first, that he was originally from the Republic of Ireland. The second, that he was a Manchester United supporter.

“That’s another reason I couldn’t get romantically involved with you,” said Ernie. “I could never go out with a United supporter.”

“You’ll come around,” said Colin. “Just wait and see.”

The mood lightened, and by the end of the evening they were the best of friends despite knowing little more about one another’s background. 

Ernie couldn’t be sure Colin had been telling him the truth. Assuming he had, then Ernie had discovered Colin originated from the Republic of Ireland, had republican sympathies, but believed their aims had to be achieved through political means rather than through armed conflict. 

Colin thought he knew a little about Ann’s past too. He believed Ann would also have had republican sympathies if she’d been born in the Republic, but he only knew the fictitious past Ernie had invented.

Notwithstanding their lack of knowledge about one another, both deemed the evening to be a success. Love too, had played a part, as had the alcohol Colin had consumed with the meal. The combined effect was enough for Colin to know that Ann was someone he wanted to confide in.

He had been alone for so long, and the need to share was eating him up.

“Can I trust you, Ann?”

“Of course. What is it?”

Colin was hesitant. “Not now. Later, when we’re alone. This place is too crowded. Let’s drink up and go to my place. I’ll tell you there.”

Ernie was intrigued, but worried in case Colin was going to do something stupid like proposing to him. He thought of making excuses and going straight home, but his curiosity got the better of him and he accompanied Colin back to his flat.

“Coffee?” Colin asked.

“Please. I’ve had enough wine tonight. Coffee would be fine.”

Once they had both got their drinks, Colin continued. “I’ve not found anyone to share this with till now, but you know I’m attracted to you?”

“You’ve made that obvious, Colin,” Ernie said, “but you know I don’t feel the same about you. Not in that way. It’s too soon after the death of my husband.”

“I understand that, but I think I know you enough now to trust you. Can I trust you?”

“Of course.”

“I was in the IRA when I was younger IRA.”

“We’re all idealistic when we’re young,” Ernie said. “Everything is black and white when you’re a teenager. It’s only as we get older that we realise most things are some shade of grey.”

“That’s true, but in my case, I was in the IRA much longer. I was sent to England by the IRA.”

“What?”

“The Continuity IRA that was. They sent me over here as part of an active service unit ten years ago. I was supposed to take part in a bombing campaign, and when I changed my views I didn’t know how to get out of it. I knew too much, and I knew they’d have killed me if I’d told them I no longer believed in their cause. 

“In the end, I thought the best thing to do was to disappear. I had some contacts who gave me fake papers and a fake identity, and I left London behind. I couldn’t go back to Ireland either. Too many people knew me and would be looking for me. They’ll still want to kill me if they can find me. That’s why I’ve remained a loner with few friends.”

“But that was ten years ago, surely they wouldn’t still be looking for you. I thought the Troubles were all over now.”

“They are for most people. The Troubles are history, and there is a whole generation who have grown up only knowing peace. Not everyone has forgotten though. Some people are still looking for me and would kill me if they found me.”
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“But that’s crazy,” Ernie said. “Whatever your past, if you’ve put all that behind you, why would they still want to kill you? What did you do?”

“Following the Good Friday Agreement the IRA eventually decommissioned all their weapons and were pursuing solely peaceful means to bring about a united Ireland. I agreed with that policy, but unfortunately, the group I was in disagreed, broke away, and continued the struggles.”

“You left the group?”

“No, not immediately. That’s what caused the problem. I was becoming disillusioned with the group, but I was bound so deeply that I went along with them for a bit and didn’t express my misgivings. That’s how I ended up being chosen as a member of the team sent to London. I should have refused straight away, but I was still thinking things through. Besides, dissent was dangerous even back then.”

“You didn’t think you could refuse?”

“Not really. The team leader was not someone you disagreed with. He was ruthless, but at the time I wasn’t sure if I was just having misgivings because the team leader was an idiot or whether I had misgivings in the whole process. I decided to go along with things and hoped that would give me some clarity one way or another.”

“And did it?” Ernie asked. 

“It did, but by then I had been involved in a series of robberies. The idea was for the unit to be completely self-sufficient. The robberies were supposed to fund our stay in England as well as funding the bombing campaign itself. By the time I’d worked out what I needed to do, I’d already taken part in a couple of robberies myself.”

“What did you do?”

“I had to wait for the time to be right, but I seized my opportunity once it was. I knew they’d never stop looking for me, but I invented a whole new identity and a new life for myself, and disappeared.”

“But there’s been peace in Northern Ireland for years now,” Ernie said, “surely they’re not still looking for you. It’s all over with.”

“You’d think so,” Colin said, “but you’d be wrong. Memories run deep, and betrayal even deeper.”

“But that wasn’t betrayal. There was a cease fire.”

“Not by them. They thought their leaders had betrayed them by agreeing to the cease fire, and they were determined to carry on. The diamonds were an issue too.” 

Ernie had been paying attention anyway, but the mention of diamonds made him jerk in his seat. Two mentions of diamonds in so short a period was too much of a coincidence. “Diamonds? What diamonds?” he asked.

“One of the robberies was a jewellers in Greville Street, just off Hatton Garden. The jewellery was broken up and divided up and I was given some of the diamonds. If any of us got caught, the others would still have enough diamonds to fund the bombing campaign. When I did a runner, I took my share with me.”

“Diamonds?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ve still got them?”

“Some of them, yes, but most of them have gone. I found it impossible to get a job without providing means of identity such as a passport, driving licence, or national insurance number. I could have got a job in the gig economy, and I could have got involved in further criminal activity, but both those pathways could have led to my past being exposed. I opted for discretely selling the diamonds one at a time and living off the proceeds.”

“If you’ve been in hiding all this time, surely they will have forgotten about you by now.”

“I hoped so, but it seems they still remember, and they’re still looking for me.”

“What makes you think that?”

“The other day, I bumped into one of the people I’d sold diamonds to. He told me he’d had all sorts of problems when he tried to sell the diamonds on. He’d been visited by a couple of heavies with Irish accents who were asking about where he’d got them from and who had sold them to him. Thankfully for me, there was little information he could give them. I’ve only dealt with him twice and he doesn’t know me by name, or know my address or phone number. It was a purely cash transaction.”

“So they still don’t know where you are?”

“I don’t think so, but I can’t be certain. That’s why I need someone I can trust. I’m living with a fictitious identity, but even if I wasn’t, I’ve no next of kin or close relatives. If something happens to me I don’t know what will happen to all the stuff in this flat.”

“They’ll probably auction everything off.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Colin. He pointed to the lamp on the sideboard. “I want you to have the lamp, Ann. This is my spare key. If anything happens to me, make sure you take the lamp.”

Ernie reached out for the key, but then paused. “I’m sorry Colin. I’ve told you. This evening has gone so well, but I thought you understood. I’m not looking for a romantic involvement at the moment, and I’m certainly not looking to move in with you.”

Colin looked flustered. He hadn’t expected Ann to misinterpret his actions. “No.... You’ve misunderstood. I wasn’t inviting you to move in. I’d love it if you did, but I just want you to have the key. If anything happens to me, I want you to have the lamp. Make sure you take it and don’t allow it to be auctioned.”

At first, Ernie had thought Colin was inviting him to move in. Now, he thought he had drunk too much. “What on earth are you on about? I don’t need another lamp.”

Colin touched his nose in a conspiratorial manner. “This lamp is special. Promise me you’ll look after it.”

Ernie assumed the lamp had some sentimental value. It certainly just looked like a bog-standard table lamp. Nothing important, and nothing of value.

“Of course,” he said, “but it’s a lamp not a pet poodle. I will take the key if you want me too, and I will take the lamp if anything happens to you, but I’m sure you’ve nothing to worry about.”

“I hope you’re right, Ann,” said Colin. “But if it does, then use the key and collect the lamp before anyone else has the chance to take it. Promise me you’ll do that for me.”

The evening had been full of small talk, but had then taken a bizarre and more serious turn. Ernie had no idea why the mood had changed. One minute they had been talking football, the next minute Colin had said he was on the run from the IRA, had offered Ann the key to his flat, and told him to take the lamp. 

Ernie supposed there must be something special about it, but it looked like an ordinary lamp. He would check it over as soon as he had an opportunity.

“Alright,” said Ernie. “If it will stop you worrying. If anything happens to you, I’ll use the key and take the lamp.”

“Can I trust you not to use the key unless something happens to me? I don’t want you using it otherwise.”

In his mind, Ernie had crossed his fingers. “Of course not,” he said. “I understand. The key is only for emergencies, and only to be used if something serious has happened to you.”

“Good,” Colin said. “That’s a load off my mind. I’ve had nobody I could talk to about this for years, and it’s been quite a burden. You’ve no idea how much a relief it has been to share everything with someone else. The main problem with running away has been the deep sense of loneliness. Whether or not you return my feelings, it’s good to finally have a friend I can rely on.”

It was as though Colin had turned a light on and off. The evening had progressed normally before being interrupted by the bizarre conversation. Now, things returned to normal, and neither of them mentioned the key or the lamp for the rest of the evening.

They may not have mentioned it, but they were both thinking about different things.

Colin, so lonely and in love, had convinced himself Ann would not misuse the key, and would only use it if something happened to him.

Ernie, wondering what secrets the lamp held, had every intention of looking at it at the first opportunity. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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There were no other customers in Peter Cain’s shop whilst Bob was in, but a new customer came in almost immediately afterward, closed the door behind him, put the snick on, and moved the sign from open to closed.

“I don’t want us to be interrupted, but if you are Peter Cain, a mutual friend recommended I come to see what you have for sale.”

Peter didn’t know the man with an Irish accent, but wasn’t too worried. Most of his new customers came through word of mouth. Most of them didn’t close and lock the door behind them, but this new customer obviously didn’t want to be disturbed.

“Yes, I’m Peter Cain. What sort of things are you looking for?” he asked.

“Jewellery. More specifically, I’m looking to buy some unmounted diamonds.”

Peter’s internal alarm bells rang straight away. There was nothing unusual about the request in itself, but it came immediately after someone else had been asking about the same thing.

“I don’t have anything in at the moment,” he lied, “but I do get some in occasionally. If you’d like to leave a name and contact details, I’ll let you know when I next get something.”

The customer took out a large wad of notes. “I appreciate I’m a new customer, and I also applaud your caution. It’s essential in our game. However, you do come highly recommended, and I do come with a large amount of cash. If you did have something available, we could do a deal straight away.”

Peter took a moment to consider. He hadn’t heard of any new detectives with an Irish accent, and he didn’t think an undercover cop would arrive with that amount of cash. He did have a couple of diamonds, and he could charge over the odds for them.

“Let me see a couple of those notes.” 

The customer fanned the notes out in his hand. “Here,” he said. “Take any two you like.”

Peter took a couple, felt their texture, examined them, then held them up to the light. They seemed genuine enough.

“I do have a couple of diamonds you may be interested in,” he said. “Stay here, and I’ll get them for you.”

He went through the door to the rear of the shop, closed it behind him, and looked at the CCTV screen. The customer was not taking the opportunity to steal anything. He was just standing, and waiting. Peter went to his wall safe whilst keeping one eye out for movement on the CCTV screen. He took out two small diamonds and returned to the customer.

“I have these if you’re interested. They’re not cheap, but I’m sure we could come to some agreement about price.”

“I’ll need to take a closer look.”

He handed one of the diamonds over. “Of course.”

The customer took out a jeweller’s eye-piece and examined the diamond in his hand. 

“Interesting.... Very interesting. I’d be interested in their provenance. Where did you get them?”

Peter’s internal alarm bell started ringing again. This was a new customer, but even a new customer should not expect him to tell where things came from. They were obviously stolen, any fool should realise that, but any fool should also realise he couldn’t say where from.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t tell you where they came from. If you were selling instead of buying, you’d expect me to keep my mouth shut or you’d never sell me anything again. I’d soon be out of business.”

The customer smiled. “Very commendable,” he said. “I’ll take them.”

Peter smiled back. Now the customer understood, perhaps they could get down to some real business. 

“Is that one, or both of them?”

The customer was still smiling. “I’ll take them both.”

Peter had paid three-hundred for both of them, but reckoned they were worth at least a thousand pounds each. “That’ll be fifteen-hundred pounds,” he said.

“I said I’ll take them.”

Peter had been standing with his left hand on the counter. Suddenly, the customer grabbed his hand and pushed one of his fingers back so violently it immediately dislocated it. He tried to move his hand away, but the customer had it in a vice like grip and within seconds had dislocated a second finger.

“I also insist on knowing who sold them to you.”

There was little Peter could do. In a normal jeweller’s shop, he may have had a panic alarm, or a burglar alarm going straight to a control room or police station. He had no such security. The last thing he wanted was to have the police arrive to go searching through his things.

It was clear the excruciating pain was not going to ease any time soon, and the way the customer was pressing back all the fingers on his left hand, left Peter in no doubt the pain could get worse before it got better. Within seconds, Peter had described the man who had sold the diamonds to him.

“There, that wasn’t so difficult was it,” the customer said. He let go of Peter’s hand. “What else do you know about him?”

“I’ve got a picture of him? Everyone who enters is filmed by the CCTV. I haven’t got space to keep all the copies for long, but I make sure I keep a still image of every customer.”

“Let me see?”

The customer followed him as Peter went into the back and opened his filing cabinet. 

“I don’t know who he was, but here’s his picture,” Peter said.

The man identified his former colleague straight away. 

“I know him, and that’s all that matters,” the customer said, as he pocketed the image. 

Peter was hoping the man would simply leave now, but he made no move to do so. He’d got both diamonds, and he’d got a picture of the person who had sold them to him. He couldn’t be sure the man wouldn’t torture him some more, or even kill him. From Peter’s painful perspective, the customer had the look of a killer about him as well as the look of a torturer. 

“Do you want an image of the other man too?” he asked.

“What other man?”

“Someone else was asking about diamonds this morning. You just missed him. You probably passed him as you came in.”

“You’ve got his image?”

“Yes, but I know who he was. I can tell you his name and where he works. He left a business card.”

“And he was asking the same questions I was asking?”

“Yes. Said he was a private detective working on behalf of an insurance company, and he wanted to know if anyone had been selling unmounted diamonds recently. He said there was a reward. Are you after the reward too?”

“Where’s the card?”

Peter retrieved the card from his pocket and handed it over.

“And his picture?”

“It’ll still be on today’s recording,” Peter said. He went to the screen and rewound the images. “There,” he said. “I’ll print it off.”

The man waited whilst Peter printed off the image. He gave it a brief look and then put it in his pocket.

“You’ve got CCTV of me entering too?”

Peter could see where this was going, and immediately recognised the danger. He walked back to the screen, clicked the menu, and selected that day’s date. “I can delete everything already recorded today, then turn the CCTV off altogether until after you’ve left.”

“Do it.”

Peter deleted that day’s recording, and when he then turned the CCTV off at the wall, the screen went blank. 

“And what’s stopping you from turning it back on as I leave, or stopping you going to the police?” the man asked.

Peter began to sweat as he saw the man weighing things up, and for a moment he was sure he was going to be killed. 

“I’m hardly in a position to go to the police. They are the last people I need sniffing around here, and I give you my word that I won’t turn the CCTV back on until at least five minutes after you have left.”

The man stood there glaring at him for several seconds, before finally turning and walking to the door. He unlocked it, changed the sign from closed to open, and walked out up the stairs without another word.

Peter waited a few minutes whilst nursing his left hand in his right, then true to his word he waited a further five minutes before turning the CCTV back on. If anyone else asked about this morning’s events, he could truthfully say there was no CCTV available.

That was true as far as Peter was concerned, but wasn’t the complete truth. Only the lens of the camera in the upstairs room of the cafe opposite was visible through the partially opened blinds. The police camera had continued filming throughout. Facing the open doorway to the street at the top of the stairs the camera had a full-face view of everyone who left, whether they had a hood up or not. The camera only had a small memory drive of its own, but a larger one wasn’t needed as images were continually uploaded to the cloud server for later checking against the facial recognition software.
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The police camera had been set up in the empty store room above the cafe on the opposite side of the street facing Cain’s shop. The owner was paid for the use of his room, and the camera was left running with just a regular weekly visit to replace the external hard drive.

In an ideal world the footage would have been automated and passed through a facial recognition system, but it was low down on the order of police priorities, and the job of trawling through the footage had been given to a civilian employee.

More often than not they would not recognise anyone who entered or left, but once or twice most weeks they would justify their salary by passing names on to CID for further investigation.

When Bob had entered the shop, he had crossed towards the entrance from the other side of the street, and the only image taken only showed the back of his head. The opposite was true when he came out. Although the angle was downwards, the image clearly showed his full face despite his collar being up.

When the civilian operative was not actively viewing the CCTV footage, he filled in his time by studying mug shots of all the most well-known villains in Manchester. Bob had been going straight for some time now, and was not currently wanted or suspected of anything, so if the operative had been new, he may not have recognised him. Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending upon your point of view, the operative had over ten years’ experience. His knowledge of villains extended over all those years, and he recognised Bob Hinchcliffe straight away.

“Ted. Can you come up? I’ve got something of interest for you to look at.”

Detective Sergeant Ted Willis had more important things to do. The last thing he wanted was to waste his time on the first floor, but at the same time he wanted to avoid the Detective Inspector. She had a habit of giving him crappy tasks, so an opportunity to stay out of her way for a bit was not unwelcome.

“I’ll be there in a few minutes,” he said. He hung up, placed the file he’d been reading back onto the pile, and made his way to the lift.

“What have you got for me, Don?” The footage had been stopped to show someone leaving Peter Cain’s. The detective sergeant recognised the exterior of the shop and the stairway leading down to its main door, but he didn’t recognise the face looking up at the camera as they ascended the stairs after leaving.

“It’s a face I’ve not seen for a while, Ted. He used to be a regular at one time. Bob Hinchcliffe. Last I heard, he was supposed to be going straight, but that’s definitely him. Looks like he may be back in the game.”

“What sort of form has he got?”

“Lots. Burglary mainly. Like I said, I’ve not come across him for a while, but he was well known back in the day. Not so long back in fact.”

“So, has he been inside, Don? Is that why he’s not been thieving lately?”

“No. I’d heard he was going straight. If I remember rightly, it was your boss who told me.”

“What, the detective inspector?”

“Yes, I’m sure it was her. Said he was working and had turned his life around.”

“Doesn’t look like it, does it? Was he carrying anything when he went it?”

“Nothing I could see. I didn’t recognise him going in at first, but once I’d clocked him coming out, I ran the film back and found him going in.”

“And he wasn’t carrying anything?”

“He was only caught from the back, but it looks as though his hands were in his pockets. He could have had something in his pockets, of course, but he certainly wasn’t carrying anything bulky. Didn’t buy anything either, or at least nothing he was carrying.”

“Strange,” said the detective inspector. “Bob Hinchcliffe, you say. If he wasn’t selling and wasn’t buying, why else would he have been there?”

“Search me. You’re the detective. I’m just the messenger.”

“Thanks for that, Don.”

“Don’t mention it. Happy to help.”

Detective Sergeant Willis returned to the lift, made his way back to the ground floor, and sat back at his desk from where he could see his boss behind the glass screen. He knew she’d been annoyed with him lately. She’d told him he’d not been pulling his weight, and his excuse had been that it took time to settle into a new place and to build up his own informants.

The information he’d been given could turn out to be useful, but it could equally turn out to be a poisoned chalice. He wasn’t sure whether to tell her or not, and he was unsure what her reaction would be if he did tell her.

Would it be best if he made his own enquiries? If there was something in it, he could end up making a good arrest and clear up a few burglaries. On the other hand, if Hinchcliffe knows the detective inspector and complains her detective sergeant is harassing him, that would really annoy her.

He decided to err on the side of caution, waited until she’d hung up her phone call, and then knocked on the glass door.

She looked up, and beckoned him in.

“Excuse me, Ma’am. I’ve got some information about someone you know, and I just wanted to check it out with you before doing anything about it.”

Sarah Carter was not in a good mood. She had just come off the phone after having a blazing row with her husband, and her faith in the ability of men to do anything on their own without supervision was at a low ebb. 

Her husband worked nine-to-five in an office, and he'd known Sarah’s job entailed long hours when they had first met. He had said it didn’t matter, but it clearly did. Her promotion to detective inspector meant she couldn’t just walk away at a given time. New evidence had to be followed up and suspects interviewed whatever time of day it was if she was in the middle of a complex case. Yes, subordinates could follow up initial lines of enquiries and conduct routine interviews, but when important decisions had to be made or confirmed suspects interviewed, she had to be there in person.

Phil, her husband, continually nagged about her unsociable hours, and seemed incapable of coming to terms with the work she needed to put in commensurate with her new responsibilities. 

Her sergeant was the one person she should be able to rely on to take some of the workload, and here he was checking minute details with her instead of acting on his own initiative.

“What is it,” she snapped.

Detective Sergeant Ted Willis immediately realised he’d caught her at a bad time. For a split second, he wondered whether now wasn’t the right time to ask about Bob Hinchcliffe, and whether he ought to speak to her about something else before quickly escaping from her office. He decided that may make things worse. He couldn’t think about anything else to speak to her about on the spur of the moment, so he ploughed ahead.

“It’s about Bob Hinchcliffe,” he said. “He works for Ann Perkins, that private detective you’re friendly with.”

Bloody hell, she thought. Now he’s coming in to tell me what I already know.

“I know who he is,” she snapped again. “What about him?”

“It seems he may be up to his old tricks again. He was caught on CCTV coming out of Peter Cain’s place. It didn’t look as though he’d bought anything, so he was probably selling, and if he was selling, I was wondering if he was selling the proceeds of one of our recent burglaries. I didn’t know if you’d want me to do the follow up, or if it was something you’d want to follow up yourself.”

Sarah considered for a moment. She liked Ann, but she’d never been completely convinced Bob Hinchcliffe was going straight. Good on him if he was, but experience told her he probably wasn’t. Ann had been instrumental in providing her with information leading to several high-profile arrests, so she didn’t want to upset her. Someone ought to be investigating Ann’s partner, but it would be much better if that someone was her sergeant rather than herself.

“Okay,” she said. “Check it out. But keep me informed.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seventeen

[image: image]


“I need your arse back here, Danny. We’ve been short staffed since that bastard Brendan got arrested and negotiated an amnesty by grassing everyone else up.”

Fergus, the leader of the Continuity IRA in the Republic of Ireland was getting impatient. He could ill afford Danny’s unit to remain in England any longer than necessary, and as far as he was concerned that necessity had passed. 

The war was no longer with England. The battle now was for the hearts and minds of those in the North. A generation of people had grown up not knowing the Troubles, and they were not as embedded into the Protestant and Catholic tribes as their parents had been.

The team he had sent to England had spent ten years there, but had precious little to show for it. Things had admittedly gone well at the start, what with the robberies and bombing campaign, but the lack of any more recent activities made him worried. They just weren’t pulling their weight, and he feared they had gone soft. 

The initial idea was for them to be self-sufficient, but the disappearance of Murphy and the loss of his diamonds had soured things. Danny’s team were being funded by Fergus, and he could no longer afford it. Since the Good Friday Agreement, American donations had dried up and been diverted into the peace process. Fewer people thought the armed struggle was worth the suffering it brought, and Fergus was anxious to begin a new campaign to prove all the naysayers wrong. 

A new approach was called for. He intended using the tactics successfully used against the Provisional IRA in the past, and the confusion around the time of the disarmament had provided the means. 

The loyalist Ulster Volunteer Force had been a relatively large organisation. New members had been joining the UVF all the time, and it was inevitable there were a number of informants among them willing to provide information as the peace process developed.

As a result, the number of arms and explosives owned by the UVF could be estimated pretty accurately, and the destruction of those stockpiles had formed a critical part of the peace process.

The same thing was not true in the case of the Red Hand Commando, another loyalist paramilitary force closely linked to the UVF but which kept its own council. 

The Red Hand Commando recruited its own members. If the UVF considered themselves to be regular forces, the Red Hand Commando considered themselves an elite. They only recruited those they knew. Those with a known long-term background of Unionist sympathies. As a result, they had never been infiltrated by informants, and they never saw the need to tell anyone involved in the peace process where their hidden stash of arms and explosives were.  

The Continuity IRA had stumbled across one such stash of explosives by accident. They had been looking for somewhere safe to stash some of their own arms, and found that location was already being used. 

After spiriting the explosives away, they were eventually able to prove they had been delivered to the Red Hand Commando.

As the explosives were traceable back to Unionists, Fergus intended to use them against a republican target. He expected Unionists to be blamed, and for the ensuing backlash to reignite the armed struggle. 

The only reason the campaign hadn’t already begun was the difficulty in selecting a suitable target. He needed a republican target, but didn’t want to damage the republican cause.

The debacle in England had provided his answer. The republican cause could manage quite well without the team who had done so little in England. Over the past few years they had been more of a liability than an asset and once they were back in the Republic, he could target them himself and blame the resulting chaos on the Unionists.

“I just need a few more weeks, Fergus. Once we’ve recovered the rest of the diamonds, we’ll be able to sell them. Now the donations have dried up the money will come in useful.”

“I’ll give you a week, Danny. In a weeks’ time I want your arse back here; diamonds or no diamonds. I’ve got a special job for you and I need you and your team.”

“Not sure if I can promise that, Fergus, but I’ll do my best.”

“I wasn’t giving you an option, Danny. I was giving you an order. Back here in one week. That’s an order. You and what’s left of your team.”

“Alright, alright. Keep your hair on. I’ll be back in a week’s time.” Danny couldn’t resist the last dig. He knew Fergus was touchy about the premature baldness that began as early as his mid-twenties. By his mid-thirties he was already as bald as a coot, and woe betide anyone who made fun of him. 

Danny had no intention of returning to Ireland, but he did want as much time as possible. He had been a teenager when he joined the cause, and everything had been black and white. Protestants were the illegal occupiers of Northern Ireland, and he had no doubt about his civil and religious duty to do whatever it took to encourage union with the republic. 

Over the years his certainty had changed into cynicism. He realised many politicians were more concerned about their own welfare than the welfare of those they represented. He saw the trend in both loyalist and republican movements too, and once he noticed it, it was hard to ignore.

He came to believe his leaders wanted to win the struggle, not so much because they believed in a united Ireland, but because they believed in the power and influence a victory would bring in its wake. 

He had seen the political power the peace process had brought to both sides, and the accompanying wealth and prestige, and he had seen the greed in the leaders of his own organisation as they imagined the political power they would obtain from facilitating a united Ireland.

That’s what Danny kept telling himself, but in truth, he too was motivate by greed rather than political persuasion. 

He could see the financial benefit for the leaders of the Continuity IRA, and he understood some of those benefits may trickle down to him in due course, but he couldn’t wait. He wanted his reward now, and the diamonds would be his means of obtaining it. 

The money from the sale of the diamonds would be a drop in the ocean as far as the Continuity IRA was concerned. It would make little difference to the cause if he handed the money over, but it would make a huge difference to him personally. 

Danny planned to retrieve the rest of the diamonds and then disappear to a life of luxury.

Although his so-called bosses in the Continuity IRA didn’t yet know it, he had already killed three of the other four members of his small team in order to steal the diamonds they were holding. 

Murphy would be the last of them, and Danny was close to tracking him down.
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It was a pure fluke. It was late afternoon by the time Danny had followed up his lead and gone to the address on the business card he had persuaded Peter Cain to hand over.

Initially, he’d parked on the road outside, just a bit down from the building itself, but the road was in a no-parking zone and he’d been concerned about how conspicuous he was.

The Ann Perkins Detective Agency was in a two-story office block near Media City in Salford, and Danny could see from the board outside that the building housed several independent small businesses. There was a large communal car park with no security. No barrier, no visible CCTV, and no marked reserved spaces. There was only a sign at its entrance stating the car park was private, and for the sole use of employees and visitors.

Danny drove into the car park and backed into the far corner from where he could see the entrance door and all the other parked vehicles. 

He didn’t know if Robert Hinchcliffe was in the building, and he didn’t know which, if any, of the other cars in the car part were Hinchcliffe’s. He sat there for almost half-an-hour, but nobody paid him any attention. He guessed, with so many small businesses, everyone thought he was visiting someone else.

He considered going into the building, asking for Ann Perkins office, and pretending to be a client, but a man and woman came out as he was still weighing up his options. 

“I’m not going straight home this evening, Bob,” the woman said. “I’m having an early dinner with Colin, a neighbour of Ernie’s.”

“Enjoy yourself,” said the man. “I’m having a quiet night in with June.”

“I wish I was,” the woman said. “I’m not looking forward to this evening. I think Colin’s expecting more out of the dinner than I am.”

The man laughed. “Best not have too much to drink then.”

They both got into their own cars which were parked next to one another. 

The woman had called the man, Bob, so it was possible this was the Robert Hinchcliffe who had been making enquiries. The man hadn’t named the woman. If he was Bob, then it was possible the woman was Ann Perkins.

He’d gone there looking for Hinchcliffe, but as they prepared to drive away Danny was considering what to do. Hinchcliffe had been making the enquiries, but it was likely he was making them on behalf of Ann Perkins. On the spur of the moment, he decided to follow the woman. 

It was the right choice. The woman kept calling the man Colin, but Danny immediately recognised him as Murphy. 

She had picked him up at his home, before driving to the heart of Manchester. Danny parked a few cars down from Ann’s, and was pleased to notice there were no parking restrictions at that time in the evening.

From his vantage point, he could see them sitting in the window seat of the restaurant. At least, he thought, I don’t need to get out. It was a cold evening, and he’d have been perished if he’d had to stand in a doorway to keep watch. He could have entered the restaurant and ordered a meal, but that had difficulties of its own. The last thing he wanted was for the waiter to remember him if he had to rush out in the middle of his meal. Especially if he didn’t have time to pay for fear of his quarry disappearing.

Danny continued to watch from his car as they finished their meal and then drove back to Murphy’s home. It had been a piece of good luck. The woman had not only led him straight to Murphy, she had led him to Murphy’s home too.

It was getting late by the time the woman left, and Danny decided to leave the reunion until the following day. He’d been waiting for years, so one more day wouldn’t hurt, and he felt it unlikely Murphy would open the door if he knocked on it at that time of night anyway.

The following morning, he returned about half-past nine, and sat in his car for a while. There was very little activity, the occasional person entering or leaving, but for the most part nothing out of the ordinary.

Murphy had obviously been hiding, and he’d changed his name and hair style, so Danny couldn’t be sure he’d answer the door. He knocked, then stood to one side, so he wasn’t immediately in front of the peep hole. If Murphy looked from inside, he wouldn’t see him. 

He waited patiently for a few minutes before hearing bolts being drawn back. The person inside couldn’t see anyone, but couldn’t tell if a courier had placed a parcel outside his door, rung his bell, then walked away. Danny had found curiosity caused everyone to open the door eventually, especially if they couldn’t see anyone outside and thought it was safe to do so.

The door had only opened a fraction before Danny pushed hard against it and forced his way in.

“Hello, Tommy. Long time, no see.”

He pushed the door closed behind him, forced Murphy’s arm behind his back, and frog-marched him along the hall and into the living room.

“I’m here for the diamonds you owe me. You’re my only loose end, and I don’t like lose ends. Where are they?”

Murphy could hardly speak due to the pain from his arm which Danny had pushed into an unnatural angle up his back. “I don’t know, Danny. I left with nothing, and I didn’t take anything with me.”

“Don’t give me that shit. I know you took your allocation of diamonds with you. They were for the cause, Tommy. I know you’ve sold some too. We need the rest back. Where are they?”

“I don’t know, I tell you,” said Murphy. “If I knew, I’d tell you, but I left them in my digs when I ran. They weren’t mine to keep.”

“That’s bullshit. You’ve got them, and you’re going to tell me where they are. I’m going to rip this place apart, and if I don’t find them, I’m going to assume you’ve swallowed them and I’ll rip you apart.”

Murphy knew Danny wasn’t bluffing. He also knew he was unlikely to get out of this alive. Danny would kill him whether he found the remainder of the diamonds or not. His only hope was to try to overpower him or try to escape before the inevitable happened. He could do little at present. The pain from the arm-lock he was in, left him few choices. “Search all you like. I never took them I tell you. You can’t find what I haven’t got.”

“Bullshit. I’ve even been to one of the shops in Manchester where you sold some. I need to know where the others are, and you’re going to bloody well tell me or I’m going to rip you apart.”

“I never had them I tell you.” 

The repeated denial seemed to infuriate Danny, who threw Murphy against a chair before battering him repeatedly with his fists. 

“You will talk, you bastard. It will be the only way to stop the pain.” Danny took Murphy’s arm, pulled him up from the chair, and back into an arm-lock. He gave a quick look around the living room before deciding the bedroom was a more likely place to have hidden any diamonds. “Let’s start in the bedroom,” he growled.

Looking for jewels the size of unmounted diamonds was like looking for a needle in a haystack. Danny searched every drawer and cupboard and even turned the bed on its side without finding anything. He took his time, searching between and behind furniture and leaving no stone unturned. It was possible they were there, but he hadn’t found them. An idea gradually formed in his head which he couldn’t shake off. If the diamonds had been in the flat, they were there no longer. Someone had beaten him to it.

“Has someone else been here asking about the diamonds?”

“I never had them you idiot.”

Danny had been called many things during his lifetime, and usually it was like water off a ducks back and he took no notice. He shrugged off being called a bastard, a thug, a terrorist, a dipstick or a doorknob. 

The one thing he did take objection to was being called an idiot. It reminded him of a particularly embarrassing time at school. He had given an idiotic answer to a question from his teacher, and when the teacher called him an idiot, the name had stuck all through the remaining school years. 

That was many years ago now, but the pain, frustration and anger had always returned whenever anyone had called him an idiot since.

The anger returned at the same time as the realisation he no longer needed Murphy. He knew who had the diamonds. That man he had followed into the second-hand shop. The man from the detective agency obviously hadn’t been working for the insurance company. They would have written the loss off years ago. No, he was working for himself. He’d been on the trail of the diamonds, had found them, and had kept them for himself.

Suddenly, Danny knew exactly what to do. He knew what to do to Murphy, and he knew what he wanted to do to that private detective. 
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Like all new relationships, the partnership between detective sergeant Ted Willis and detective inspector Sarah Carter was a work in progress. The detective inspector expected her sergeant to work in a similar manner to which she herself had worked as a detective sergeant under her old boss. Her sergeant expected his new detective inspector to work in a similar manner to that worked by his previous boss. Both had been disappointed with one another, and the detective sergeant in particular was feeling the heat of expectation from above.

He had seized on the opportunity to investigate Bob Hinchcliffe. He knew Sarah Carter had an interest in Ann Perkins. He hadn’t known her before his move and promotion, but he’d listened to the gossip at the station and knew there was some type of symbiotic relationship between Sarah Carter and Ann Perkins. Their different worlds had each benefited from their association with one another, and he had wondered if they were gay, and in a secret relationship of a different kind. Not that any relationship would need to be kept secret, but he knew the inspector was in a conventional marriage, so perhaps they had deemed it best to keep their professional and personal lives in separate compartments.

Ted Willis did not know what the actual relationship was like between his detective inspector and Ann Perkins, but he was sure of one thing. His boss would be taking an interest in his investigation of Bob Hinchcliffe. This was his opportunity to make a good impression, and a chance to get their own relationship on a friendlier footing.

Mindful that his entrance and exit would be videoed, he had put his best suit on and made sure his hair was trimmed and combed. Not his best suit exactly, but his best working suit. He had several suits. Some for social and family events such as weddings, and others for work. His work suits were divided up, depending on what he expected his day to bring. Sometimes, he expected to be doing nothing more strenuous than sitting in a vehicle or interviewing someone at the station. Other times, he expected he may end up clambering over walls, or talking to someone who was as likely as not to be sick all over him.

Today, in view of the CCTV, was a day for a sitting in a car or interviewing someone at the police station. He wanted to look his best for the camera.

“Peter Cain?”

Cain had learnt long ago to never directly answer that question if he could help it, especially if it was being asked by someone he didn’t know. The person asking the question may be about to serve a writ, ask for maintenance for a child he had long since forgotten he had, or any number of other unwanted things.

“Who wants to know,” he said.

Ted Willis put his hand in his pocket and pulled out his warrant card

“Detective Sergeant Willis, Manchester Police.”

Cain was already on his guard. The first question the man asked had made him nervous. The way in which he had then reached into his pocket had made Cain believe he may have been pulling out a weapon. The real clincher, though, had been the statement that he was a police officer.

The detective had already got off to a bad start. The last thing Cain wanted was a detective poking his nose into his business. The manner in which he replied was intended to display his animosity, and to make it clear the detective was not welcome.

“What if I am?” he said.

“I’m here to ask about Bob Hinchcliffe, a well-known burglar who visited your premises a few days ago. Was he buying or selling?”

“He may be well known to you, but I’ve never heard of him.”

“You may not know him by name, but he came in on Thursday, about eight minutes past eleven.”

“Couldn’t have done,” Cain replied. “It was quiet all day on Thursday. I had no visitors that morning, neither buying nor selling. In fact, it was so quiet I closed up the shop and went for a coffee at eleven. Didn’t get back till half-past.”

“You’re lying,” Willis replied. “We know you were open, and we know Bob Hinchcliffe was here.”

Cain hadn’t wanted to engage the detective sergeant in conversation, but he was more interested now. If the detective knew he was open, and if he knew Bob Hinchcliffe had visited, then it could only be because he was under surveillance of some sort. Did they know, or was this just a lucky guess by the sergeant?

“You’ve obviously got your shops mixed up then. Like I said, nobody visited the shop all morning. I had no customers, and I closed up between eleven and half-past.”

Willis was debating what to do next, as he heard another customer enter the store behind him. There was no way he could press the matter. If he insisted he knew it would then be obvious they had a covert camera set up. Perhaps it was too late, and he’d said too much already.

“You may be right,” he said, “but I don’ think so. I think you remained open during that time, and that Bob Hinchcliffe tried to buy or sell something to you.”

“You’re wrong,” said Cain. “I was closed.”

Willis was angry, and he saw his opportunity of impressing the detective inspector slipping away. This should have been a quite simple enquiry. He knew the shop had been open at that time, but Cain was denying it point blank.

“You’re lying,” he repeated.

“Don’t you call him a liar.”

The man who had entered the store, and who was standing behind, spoke with a slurred voice and was unsteady on his feet. Holding a can of lager, he was obviously drunk.

“You keep out of this,” Willis replied. “It’s got nothing to do with you. This is between me and him, and I know he’s lying.”

Cain was about to reply and proclaim his innocence, but before he could do so the drunk prodded the detective sergeant in the back.

“I said, don’t call him a liar.”

The detective sergeant turned his head towards the drunk just in time to see the fist coming towards him, but not in time to avoid it. The fist, together with the can it was holding, caught him on the side of his jaw, knocking him momentarily to the floor.

“He’s police. You’d better go.”

Drunk he may have been, but at the sound of Cain’s voice he knew it was time to leave. By the time Willis had staggered to his feet, the drunk had left by the stairs and disappeared.

“I’m going to have that bastard. Who was he?”

Cain knew the drunk quite well. He was a regular customer who was always bringing him some trinket or other which he would sell in return for booze money. 

“No idea,” he said. “Never seen him before in my life.”

Ged Willis’s day was going from bad to worse. First, that bastard Cain had lied to him. Then that drunk had caught him with a lucky blow. He considered arresting Cain, but couldn’t think of anything to arrest him for. It was true he had lied to him, but he couldn’t provide any proof of that without revealing they were filming everyone entering or leaving his shop.

If detectives started arresting everyone who ever lied to them, there would be nobody left in Manchester.

He considered lying himself. He could say Cain had assaulted him when he’d begun asking him questions. There were no witnesses, and if he arrested Cain at least he would have something to show for his morning’s work.

He was tempted, but in the end, he decided to cut his losses and leave.

“I’ll be back,” he said.

“That’s what Arnold Schwarzenegger said the other day,” said Cain, “but when he returned last Thursday, he found we were shut.”

Detective Sergeant Willis didn’t find the joke funny. He ignored it, and left the shop via the stairs, glancing up at the sky to check the weather as he reached the top.

He’d forgotten about the CCTV camera momentarily, and it was a few days later before his friend, Don, the civilian CCTV examiner, laughed at the image of the dishevelled and beer-soaked detective.
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Chapter Twenty
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Ernie wasn’t going into the office that Saturday morning, so had no need to disguise himself as Ann. He had a lie in before dressing as himself, and intended to go into Manchester to do some shopping. As he left, he saw the door to Colin’s flat was slightly open.

It was unusual, especially in the light of Colin’s paranoia and all the bolts fitted to the inside of the door.

He knocked, but got no reply. Knocked again, and after still getting no response, he pushed the door fully open, stepped inside, and shouted.

“Hello....”

There was still no sign of life. It was not like him, but Ernie assumed Colin had gone out and had accidentally left the door open for once. This was his chance to have a look around, so he pushed the door closed behind him and made his way to the living room to have a closer look at the lamp Colin had been on about. If he returned, Ernie decided he would tell him he’d found the door open and was checking to see if he was alright.

The lamp was disappointing. It seemed to be an ordinary lamp with a brass base and a nondescript lampshade. He picked it up by the stem and shook it, but it didn’t rattle. He wondered for a moment if the brass was really gold, and only disguised as brass, but it wasn’t heavy enough. There was no old master painted on the inner surface of the cloth lampshade. It was just a bog-standard lamp, and there seemed nothing special about it at all.

Wondering if there was more than one lamp and this wasn’t the one Colin had been talking about, he went into the kitchen. There didn’t appear to be any lamp in there other than the lamp to illuminate the inside of the fridge and the lamp hanging down from the ceiling. The fridge lamp had a plastic cover which slid off, and he even removed the cover to see if anything was hidden inside. Nothing. 

Walking into the bedroom, he had expected to see a lamp on the bedside table, but there wasn’t one. It looked as though Colin had re-wired the room with a switch for the main light just above the headboard, but there was no additional lamp. The bed looked as though it had been slept in and left unmade. The curtains were only half-drawn, and the wardrobe door was open. 

It was only as Ernie went to the other side of the bed that he saw the body on the floor. Initially, Ernie thought Colin must have fallen out of bed and knocked himself unconscious against the bedside cabinet. Kneeling beside him, he gave him a shake to try to wake him. When there was no response, he looked at the back of Colin’s head for evidence of a wound. There wasn’t one, but as he was examining him, he realised Colin’s chest wasn’t moving. He knelt there for several seconds before it finally dawned on him Colin was dead rather than unconscious. 

Having already assumed Colin had fallen out of bed and banged his head, Ernie now concluded the shock had somehow caused Colin’s heart to stop. The body was still warm, and as Ernie was already in the perfect position to administer CPR, he immediately began external chest compressions whilst at the same time calling for help as loudly as he could in the hope that someone passing by outside may hear him.

It had been a long time since Ernie had been on a first aid course. He knew he could just carry on compressing Colin’s chest without giving mouth to mouth, but he also knew it was better to do both. What he couldn’t remember, was how many chest compressions before he should stop and give mouth to mouth, and how much mouth to mouth he should give before returning to chest compressions.

After what he thought was an appropriate time, he stopped doing the compressions, put his hand under Colin’s chin, lifted it up, and prepared to give mouth to mouth

It was at that moment the two uniformed police officers arrived. The occupiers of the flat immediately above Colin’s flat had heard banging and shouting, but whilst they complained to one another they hadn’t thought it serious enough to go down and ask their neighbour to make less noise. The scream had been different, and it sent a chill through them. It was the type of scream that made you feel as though you should do something, but at the same time made you want to keep your distance from where the scream was coming from. They had phoned the police, and told them they’d heard a scream coming from the flat below. 

The police officers had been less than a quarter of a mile away. They got the call just as they had turned right onto Manchester Road from Market Street in Droylsden, and within minutes they were at the turnoff to the flats. Finding the door to Colin’s flat open, and hearing shouts of help from inside, they rushed in to find the man they assumed had been crying for help lying on the floor, and saw his assailant kneeling over him with his hands around his throat. They wasted no time in overcoming the assailant and throwing him off the person being assaulted, but they were too late. The poor man had already been strangled to death and was beyond help.

Ernie was arrested, taken outside, and placed in the back of a police car with one of the officers sitting beside him. The other remained in the flat to make sure Colin had no sign of life and to have a quick look around to make sure there was nobody else in the flat, then he joined his colleague in the police car outside from where they could ensure nobody else entered whilst waiting for more senior officers and crime scene examiners to arrive.

Detective Inspector Sarah Carter was one of the first CID officers on the scene. She had recognised the block of flats as one where Ernie Wright lived, and was not surprised to see him in the back of the patrol car. One of the police officers got out of the car and told her what he’d seen, then ignoring Ernie, she went straight into the flat to speak with the crime scene examiner who had arrived a few minutes before her.

The crime scene was like an open book. The door hadn’t been forced, so she assumed the dead man knew his assailant. He’d managed to shout out and alert the people in the upstairs flat, and he’d presumably been strangled to shut him up. Thanks to the phone call from his upstairs neighbours, the first officers had arrived on scene so quick that the offender had not had time to flee before they arrived. She knew all she needed to at this stage, and the crime scene investigators would fill in the finer details later.

“Hello Ernie. Killed your neighbour I see. Had an argument did you?” 

Sarah didn’t need the finer details to know Ernie Wright was guilty. She’d arrested him once before after he’d been found in possession of a gun used in a murder. He’d been lucky on that occasion and she’d had to release him after his sister found evidence someone else had committed the murder she had arrested him for.

This time his luck had run out, and they’d caught him bang to rights, with his hands still around the victim’s throat.

“It wasn’t me. I’d just found him like that when the officers arrived.”

“That’s what they all say,” Sarah said. “But I never believe any of them, and I don’t believe you. Your neighbour appears to have been strangled to death, and you appear to have been caught with your hands around his throat.” 

She’d always had a gut feeling about Ernie. As a detective she’d come to depend upon her instinct. An instinct which developed in line with her growing experience as a police officer, and then as a detective. From her very first meeting, there was something gnawing away that she’d been unable to put her finger on. The feeling he was hiding something from her, or that somehow he wasn’t what he seemed. To Sarah, that only meant one thing. If he seemed to be an upright citizen but her gut was telling her he was not what he seemed, then he was some sort of villain. 

A thug? A burglar? A blackmailer? A forger? Before today, Sarah could only guess at the type of man that was hidden behind the outwardly normal Ernie Wright. The gun had been a clue, but she’d discounted it after the real murderer was found. This time, there was nothing to discount. 

The comparison with his sister couldn’t be stronger. Sarah was friends with his sister, Ann Perkins. They’d helped one another with various past cases, and it was arguable Sarah wouldn’t have been promoted to detective inspector so early in her career had it not been for the villains Ann Perkins had dumped in her lap. Sarah had a sister whose outlook on life was completely at odds with her own. She and her sister had argued about almost everything under the sun whilst growing up, so she found it easy to believe Ann Perkins and Ernie Wright had differing outlooks too. Ann, she believed, was a good friend. Ann’s brother, Ernie, was an out-and-out villain, and she had no doubt he was capable of murder.

“I entered Colin’s flat and found him like that.” Ernie said. “He was dead when I arrived.”

“He’s certainly dead now,” Sarah replied. “I’ve never liked coincidences, Ernie. I found you in possession of a gun last time...” 

“You know that wasn’t mine,” he shouted.

“... and you’ve been found in possession of a dead body this time. I can’t see you talking your way out of this one.”

Ernie knew things didn’t look good. Sarah was like a dog with a bone. There was no way he’d be able to persuade her of the truth if she wasn’t prepared to listen.

“It wasn’t me I tell you. He was already dead when I found him, and I was trying to give him CPR when the police arrived.”

“Did you search the flat before I arrived?”

“No, Ma'am,” one of the constables replied. “We arrested him straight away once we realised the man was dead. PC Griffiths stayed with the assailant whilst I had a quick look around to make sure there was nobody else in the house, then we waited for you and the crime scene examiners to arrive. We didn’t want to disturb anything.”

“And there was nobody else in the house?”

“Nobody else at all. Just the prisoner and the man he’d killed.”

“OK. Good. Take him to the station whilst I have another look around. I’ll interview him later.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Everything had happened so fast that Ernie had not known what to do or what to say, other than to keep on proclaiming his innocence to anyone who would listen. 

Not that anyone was listening. They had all made their mind up. From the first police officers who had arrived as he was about to start mouth to mouth, to the detectives who had arrived on the scene later. They all had no doubt Ernie was the murderer.

The ride to the station had given him time to think. If they wouldn’t listen to him, then he needed to find someone who would listen, so at the first opportunity, he insisted on his right to a phone call. 

Tony Ellis, his solicitor, had been in his office when the call was made, and was now on his way to the police station where Ernie was being held. Everything was on hold until his arrival. No interviews would take place until after he’d had the opportunity of speaking to his client.

Ernie had first come into contact with Tony Ellis when Ellis had been representing Bob Hinchcliffe after his aborted attempt to rob a bank. Ernie didn’t know any other solicitors, so when Ernie had been arrested for murder after the police found a gun used in a murder hidden in his flat, it had been Ellis he’d called upon.

They had been friends ever since. Someone Ernie trusted to represent him whenever he was in trouble with the law.

Ellis had a well-proven formula which he used with all his clients. The no comment replies to all questions were standard, as was the initial statement of an alternative viewpoint which provided an innocent explanation for his client’s predicament. 

He never saw it as his job to persuade the police of his client’s innocence. His clients were innocent and had nothing to prove. It was the police who had the proving to do. After an initial statement, he did not have to do anything, and neither did any of his clients.

He had listened to Ernie’s version of events. His version seemed plausible, but it wouldn’t have mattered if it hadn’t. He got Ernie to write it all out in a statement to the effect that he had found Colin’s door open, had shouted out to ask if Colin was alright, and when he got no answer, he had entered and found Colin lying on the floor, had given cardiac massage whilst shouting for help, and had been preparing to give mouth to mouth resuscitation when the police arrived.

Ellis gave the written statement to the detectives before they had even started their own interviews, and advised his client to give a no comment reply to every future question.

Just like it had been last time, the outcome of Ernie’s interrogation was a foregone conclusion. Immediately after the police reminded Ernie he was still under caution, Ellis reminded the detectives Ernie had made a full formal statement explaining how he had found his neighbour dead and had been trying to resuscitate him when the police arrived. Ellis told the detective, that in the light of his full statement, he had advised his client to say nothing further.

“You were found in your neighbour’s flat. What were you doing there?” Sarah asked.

“No comment.”

“Did you kill him?”

“No comment.”

“What were you doing with your hands around his neck?”

“No comment.” 

“Did you strangle him?”

“No comment.”

“If you didn’t kill him, why did you not call the police as soon as you discovered the body?”

“No comment.”

“Were you trying to rob him?”

“No comment.”

“Had you fallen out?”

“No comment.”

“I’ve got people tearing your own flat apart as we speak, Ernie. If you’ve stolen anything belonging to your neighbour, we’ll find it just as we did last time.”

“No comment.”

“You did strangle him, didn’t you?”

“No comment.” 

“You put your hands around his neck and compressed it so hard in order to stop him shouting out that you were trying to kill him.”

“No comment.”

“Let’s say I believe it was an accident,” Sarah said. “Perhaps you didn’t mean to kill him, just to frighten him.”

“No comment.”

“Weren’t you found with your hands around his neck?”

“No comment.”

“You killed him; and when the constables found you, you made up this story about trying to help him. That story’s a lie, isn’t it?”

“No comment.”

From her earlier dealings with Tony Ellis, Sarah Carter had already made a mental note that if she was ever accused of doing anything illegal, Ellis would be the first person she would call. She knew how slippery Ernie Wright could be, and she knew what a good solicitor Tony Ellis was. Between them, they were lethal. Sarah Carter was frustrated but not surprised.

“What’s your sister going to say about all this?”

“No comment.”

She left him to stew for a bit, hoping the crime scene examiners would come up with something to help get her past the deadlock.

They spent hours searching both Colin and Ernie’s flats and all the surrounding areas. They lifted all the drain covers in case something incriminating had been dropped down, and the roof guttering in case something had been thrown up. They even removed Ernie’s bath panel where they had found a gun last time, but it was all to no avail. There was nothing to find. 

Colin’s laptop hadn’t contained any clues as to why Ernie would want him dead, and enquiries at all the other flats in the block drew a blank. There was a CCTV camera covering the outside of the main door, but it turned out to be a dummy because the real one had proved too expensive to maintain. 

They weren’t exactly sure what they were looking for either. Sarah suspected the excessive number of bolts on the inside of Colin’s door was because he had something of value inside, but despite the fingertip searches there was nothing of any value found, not in Colin’s flat and not in Ernie’s flat. If Ernie had killed his neighbour to get his hands on something of value, he didn’t appear to have found it. Nothing was found on either of them. 

There was only so many places where something could be hidden in flats of their size, and the crime scene examiners had searched all of them.

Sarah held on to him for as long as she could, but the clock had been ticking since his arrest and eventually she had to charge him or release him.

Her gut was telling her Ernie must have killed his neighbour, but there was no obvious motive and nothing incriminating found in either flat. There was no evidence anyone else had been in Colin’s flat other than Colin and Ernie, so she had no doubt Ernie had killed his neighbour.

At the same time, there was no physical evidence disproving Ernie’s written statement of events. She didn’t believe that story about Ernie having found the door open and finding the body. She didn’t believe it for one minute, but she couldn’t disprove it, and eventually she had to release him.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Ernie may have been released, but the crime scene investigation team continued their painstaking efforts for a few more days before concluding there was nothing further to find. There was nothing of value in Colin’s flat despite the heavy-duty bolts on the door. They had considered everything. Perhaps there had never been anything of value apart from Colin himself. Maybe Colin was in fear of his life, and the bolts were to keep him safe. If they were, then the bolts hadn’t worked, and in any event, there was no apparent reason for Colin to have been afraid.

Even after the crime scene investigators had concluded their work, a police officer was stationed at the door for a short period in case they needed to revisit the scene for some reason.

Eventually, even the solitary police officer was moved to other duties. The door to the flat was locked with what the police assumed was the only key other than the key held by the landlord, and a notice was attached to the door warning people to keep out. 

So far, the police had found no known relatives for Colin. If that continued to be the case, the goods in the flat belonging to him would be sold off and the proceeds paid into state coffers.

Ernie waited patiently until he was sure neither the police nor the crime scene examiners were returning. Ignoring the warning sign on the door, he used the key Colin had given him to gain entry. There was an involuntary shiver down his back as he closed the door behind him and remembered how he had found the body of Colin last time he was there. Purposefully averting his eyes from the bedroom door as he walked past it did not prevent his mind displaying a picture of what he had found. 

He made his way directly down the hallway to the living room, and then straight to the lamp. He expected to find things had changed, but the lamp looked the same as when he had last seen it, apart from a sprinkling of powder where the crime scene examiners had dusted it for prints. Ernie had been told they’d found his prints on the lamp, but that proved nothing as he’d never denied being in the flat.

Shaking the lamp as he picked it up, nothing rattled and apart from the finger print powder nothing looked out of the ordinary. He removed the lampshade to give himself a better view in case he’d missed something written on its inside surface, but there was nothing.

There was nothing odd about the bulb either. He removed it, but it was just an ordinary energy saving one. Turning the lamp over, he expected to see the brass stem screwed into the brass base as it did in his own lamp, but was surprised to see it was opposite to what he expected. Instead of the stem screwing into the base, it was the base which had a central raised section which screwed into the stem. 

Unscrewing the base from the stem revealed the electrical wiring running from the base and into the stem. The reason nothing had rattled when he had shaken it, was because the space between the electrical wiring and stem had been filled with cotton wool like wadding. He carefully pulled the wadding out, and as he did so, a piece of paper fell out of the space and onto the sideboard. It had been folded up tightly and held in place with the wadding, and Ernie immediately realised this must have been what Colin was hiding. He decided to take it home before looking more closely at it and placed it in his pocket.

He didn’t want anyone to know he’d been in the flat, so he returned the wadding into the stem of the lamp and tried to fasten it back together again. It was more difficult than he thought it would be. He tried several times, but the wadding kept getting caught in the thread each time. Eventually, he decided to pull all the wadding out and reassemble the lamp without it. He reckoned, if nobody knew the wadding was there, nobody would notice it was missing. 

His last act of housekeeping was to put the wadding in the same pocket as he’d previously put the piece of paper. He would put it in his own bin rather than leave it in Colin’s bin, so nobody would notice it.

Ernie considered searching the other rooms in the flat, but decided against it. Colin had given him the hint about the lamp. Without that hint, he wouldn’t have found the paper. Crime scene examiners had been all over the rest of the flat and found nothing, and it was unlikely Ernie’s search would be more thorough than theirs. 

He decided there was nothing else to find. It was only after returning home that he found the diamonds. 

He threw the pieces of wadding into the bin in his kitchen and heard the noise caused by one of the diamonds hitting the side of the bin. After finding the first one, he went through the bin carefully examining all the other pieces of wadding, and eventually found another three diamonds of a similar size. 

He held all four diamonds in the palm of his hand and stood looking at them for several minutes before taking some of the wadding back out of the bin, re-wrapped the diamonds in it, and looked for somewhere suitable to store them. 

Taking out the packet of paracetamol he usually carried in case he had a headache, he removed the tablets and replaced them with some of the wadding and three of the diamonds.

The remaining diamond he wrapped in a tissue, and then placed the tissue inside the empty battery compartment of an old torch he kept in his sideboard. He had always intended to buy new batteries but had never got around to it. Once he’d returned the now more valuable torch to the sideboard, he turned his attention to the tightly folded piece of paper.

He unfolded it carefully, to find it was full of hand-written tightly packed writing. Spidery, but just about readable:

You probably know me as Colin Hutcheon, but my real name is Thomas Murphy, and I was born at Carrick in the Republic of Ireland on the fifth October 1972. Ten years ago, I was living in London as part of a Continuity IRA cell who were opposed to the Northern Ireland peace process. I gradually came to see the peace process as a good thing, but not before I had arrived in London and taken part in robberies to fund the ongoing bombing campaign. 

The Continuity IRA believe the struggle is a lifelong one, and don’t take kindly to members leaving, so I knew my life would be in danger if I left. I knew too much. 

As I no longer believed in the cause, the best thing for me to do was to disappear and make a new life for myself. I also knew once I had disappeared, my former colleagues would leave no stone unturned in their efforts to find me, and that they had the resources to do so unless I was extremely careful.

I hadn’t got enough funds of my own, so I kept some of the diamonds stolen in one of the robberies I’d taken part in. 

After faking my own death, I moved as far away from London as funds would allow, and sold one of the diamonds to purchase a fake passport and driving licence and create a new identity. 

Since then, I have periodically sold the diamonds one at a time, in order to continue funding my new lifestyle. My need to sell the diamonds periodically has always been my Achilles heel, and a means by which my former colleagues could eventually track me down. 

If you are reading this, it probably means I am dead, seriously incapacitated, or have disappeared. Either way, I have no further use for the remaining diamonds. Use them in whatever way you choose. However, you should bear in mind that if I have died other than by natural causes, your use of the diamonds may put your life in considerable danger too.

Ernie’s reaction surprised him. He wiped a tear from his eye at the thought of his neighbour’s death. He imagined the grief Colin’s family and friends must have suffered when told of his faked death, and he thought of the loneliness Colin must have felt during the long years he had been in hiding. He was also reminded of his own grief. His thoughts fluctuated between Colin and his own wife and unborn son. 

There was anger in the mix too. Anger about the bombing campaign ten years ago, and anger at those whose intentions were still to derail the Northern Ireland Peace Process.

Sorrow, bereavement, loneliness, anger. All those emotions, but something else too. Not joy exactly. More subtle than that. Satisfaction maybe. 

Satisfaction that Colin’s death, and his subsequent finding of the diamonds, had solved two cases with very little effort on his behalf. He could go to his GCHQ paymasters having discovered his neighbour’s real identity and background, and he could go to Jonathan Jones and return at least some of his stolen diamonds. Armed with the information about Colin’s background would get him off the hook with the police too. It was far more likely Colin’s IRA friends had caught up with him and murdered him. 

Ernie realised he was still thinking of Colin as Colin, and not by his real name of Thomas Murphy. He had always known him as Colin, and it was difficult for him to think of him as anything else.

From Ernie’s point of view, everything seemed to have gone reasonably well. Not well for his neighbour of course, but from every other angle things seemed to have gone more smoothly than he could have planned.

Experience should have made him realise nothing is ever going to go that smoothly. Nothing ever does. His troubles were only just beginning.
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The death of Colin had left Ernie with a few loose ends to tie up.

He had to let the police know what Colin’s real name was, and about his association with the Continuity IRA. They may already know, but he didn’t think so otherwise the security services would have known.

He also had to report back to his GCHQ paymasters and pass on all the information he had collected. 

What he wasn’t sure about was the order in which he should do things. His paymasters may be annoyed if the police were told before them, but the police would probably be annoyed if they found out from GCHQ rather than from him. 

He’d made repeated no comment answers when the police had arrested him on suspicion of murder and interviewed him in custody, so they would probably be seriously pissed off if they thought he knew all about Colin at the time but had failed to tell them.

In the end, he decided to inform the police first. He was a paid employee of GCHQ, but the police were more local and they’d only released him because there was insufficient evidence to hold him. He also decided it would cause fewer problems if he told them what he knew whilst dressed as Ann Perkins. Ann could say she found out the information as a result of her work as a private detective, whereas Ernie would have a bit more explaining to do.

He wasn’t wrong. Sarah was pleased to see Ann as always. She couldn’t thank her enough for the way in which her presence always seemed to give her career a boost. However, Sarah was a bit anxious as how Ann would respond after her interview of her brother.

They exchanged a few pleasantries before Ernie got to the point.

“I see you arrested my brother, and suspect he killed his neighbour Colin Hutcheon,” Ernie said.

“Well, yes. I know it must be difficult for you, Ann, but I’m sure your brother was involved in Hutcheon’s death in some way. He was found with his hands around his throat, and it did look to the officers who first arrived on the scene that your brother intended to kill him. I hope that’s not going to come between us, Ann.”

“Not at all. In fact, I may be able to shine some more light on the case. I’m sure your investigations are still ongoing, but after Ernie’s arrest I decided to do some investigating of my own. I’ve found some information you may find useful.”

“You really should leave things to the professionals, Ann. I have appreciated your help in the past, but you are hardly an unbiased investigator in a case involving your brother.”

“So, your own investigation is going well?”

“I think so. I am sure your brother killed Hutcheon, and I’m sure we’ll be able to prove that in due course. I don’t think there is anything new you could tell us that we don’t already know.”

“I see,” Ernie said, “so you do already know Colin Hutcheon was not the dead man’s real name?”

“What!”

“It seems Colin Hutcheon was a pseudonym, and his real name was Thomas Murphy.”

“That’s not very likely, Ann. It’s true we weren’t able to find out much about his background or early life, but we have found his driving licence, passport, utility bills and bank statements in his flat. They were all in the name of Hutcheon. What on earth makes you think that wasn’t his real name?” 

Ernie had already made a copy of the note he’d found. He passed the original note over Sarah’s desk, together with the paracetamol box containing the diamonds. 

“His real name was Thomas Murphy, and the reason his false documents were so good was because he was a member of a Continuity IRA cell which came over to London over ten years ago. He funded his false identity using money from the proceeds of bank robberies the IRA were engaged in, and the paracetamol box contains diamonds not paracetamol, so don’t try taking them for a headache.”

Sarah had expected Ann’s visit to be about her brother, and the information about her brother’s neighbour was a shock. 

“How the hell have you found all that out?” She asked. “We were suspicious that we hadn’t found out anything about his early life, but there was no indication about any terrorist activities. Are you absolutely certain? I don’t see how you could be.”

“Yes, I’m certain,” Ernie replied. “I can’t tell you my sources, but once I found out who he was, I was able to discover where the diamonds had come from. You should find they were stolen from a London Jewellers owned by Jonathan Jones, and he should be able to identify them for you. He employed me to retrieve them, so can you ensure they are returned to him once your own investigations have been completed.”

“I’ll do that,” Sarah said, “but I’ll need to confirm everything you’ve said first.”

“That’s only to be expected, but now I’ve put you on the right track I’m sure you’ll be able to solve bank robberies from ten years ago that London’s Metropolitan Police have been unable to solve. That will be quite a feather in your cap.”

Sarah chuckled at the thought of getting one over on the Met. Once again, her friendship with Ann Perkins was paying dividends.

“There’s a bonus for us both too,” Ernie continued. “In due course, as your investigations continue, I’m sure you will eventually discover the Continuity IRA were responsible for the murder of Ernie’s neighbour. They’ve been looking for him all this time, and his murder would have been punishment for leaving their organisation and taking the stolen diamonds with him. His false identity wasn’t to hide from the security services, but from his own former colleagues.”

DCI Sarah Carter was almost speechless. Once again Ann had dumped professional criminals into her lap. Not just a jewel thief, but a member of a terrorist organisation, and a murderer. Without her lifting a finger, she was being given a lead to members of the Continuity IRA. 

“How did you come by this information, Ann? Is the note genuine?”

“It is genuine, Sarah, as are the diamonds.” Ernie touched the side of his nose conspiratorially. “As for how I got hold of them. It’s a trade secret I’m afraid. I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

“Very funny,” Sarah said. “I just find it strange you found the information so quickly after his death. The crime scene investigators went through his flat with a fine-tooth comb and found nothing.”

“I was lucky. It was something my brother stumbled on after you arrested him.”

“Well, I can’t thank you enough. If this information proves to be as correct as your information usually is, it should lead to us arresting the Continuity IRA members responsible for bombings and robberies, and it may even lead to the arrest of whoever was responsible for providing Colin with a fake ID. I think you may be right about Continuity IRA members being responsible for Colin’s death too, so that would let your brother off the hook.” 

“He’ll be pleased to hear it, Sarah. I’ll tell him when I next see him.”

“That doesn’t mean I think he’s not up to something. Tell him I’ll still be watching out for him.”

Ernie worked hard at stifling a laugh. He thought she couldn’t be watching out that hard, or she’d be already seeing him. “I’ll do that,” he said. “I’ll tell him next time I see him.”

“Was Bob Hinchcliffe helping you in this investigation too?”

“Yes, he was. I asked him to visit some of his old contacts to see if anyone had been selling diamonds. Why do you ask?”

Sarah smiled to herself at the thought of her sergeant wasting his time trying to discover why Hinchcliffe had paid a visit to Peter Cain’s place, whilst Ann had already provided the answer without her having to lift a finger. 

“No reason,” she replied. “Just something that came up in conversation.”
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Not knowing his enquiries were no longer needed, Detective Sergeant Ted Willis had just arrived at the Ann Perkins Detective Agency office.

“Sorry,” Bob said. “Ann’s not here at the moment.”

“That’s alright. It was you I came to see.”

“How can I help you?”

Willis had convinced himself Bob Hinchliffe had been responsible for a number of the most recent house burglaries that had taken place locally. He had a video recording of him entering and leaving the premises of someone who had long been suspected of being a fence. That didn’t prove anything in itself, but it had been enough to put the seed of doubt in the detective’s head, and that seed had grown into absolute certainty during the past few days.

His copper’s intuition and gut feeling was now telling him Hinchcliffe had been selling stolen goods, and his intuition was never wrong. Well hardly ever. There was the case of the murder which he’d originally put down as a suicide, and that other case involving the shoplifter, and the time he’d helped someone start their car after it had broken down, only to later discover the car had been stolen, and the....

He pulled himself out of his reminiscences. He knew Hinchcliffe was a burglar in the past, and he had no doubt Hinchcliffe was still involved in burglaries now. He’d soon have a confession out of him, and once he had, he could arrest him, and offer him up to his detective inspector like a sacrificial lamb.

“I won’t beat about the bush,” he said. “I know what you’ve been up to. I’ve got all the evidence I need, but I’ve decided to give you a chance to confess everything first. It will be better for you once the case goes to court if I can tell the judge you confessed up front rather than me having to drag all the witnesses to court.”

The detective sergeant was using a technique that had served him well in the past. Despite having no firm evidence, when he convinced a suspected person that he had more proof than he actually had, they often confessed.

What he had failed to grasp in the current situation, was that whilst he had a gut feeling Bob was guilty, Bob himself knew with absolute certainty he hadn’t done anything. The opportunity being handed to him was too good to pass up. 

“I’m sorry officer. I didn’t mean to do it, but I just couldn’t stop myself.”

The quick admission even surprised detective sergeant Willis. They didn’t usually cave in this quick, and he’d been expecting a lengthy interrogation.

“Just what are you admitting too,” he asked.

“All of it,” Bob said. “You’ve got me bang to rights. It was me alright.”

“What was you? I need you to tell me specifically.”

By this time, Bob had realised something that had not yet dawned on the detective. He hadn’t been told what crime he was expected to have committed. 

“Everything was me. I’m guilty.”

The detective sergeant was just about to arrest him, when it finally registered Hinchliffe had not yet specifically said what he was guilty of.

“That’s good,” he said. “It’s always better to get things off your chest. I’ll make sure the judge knows how cooperative you’ve been. I just need you to spell out exactly what you’ve done.”

“Spell it out? What, like G U I L T Y?”

The sergeant was becoming exasperated by this time, and even he was beginning to wonder if he wasn’t being made a fool of.

“No, not like that,” he said. “I need you to tell me exactly what you are guilty of.”

“But you’ll know my previous record, won’t you?”

“Yes, I know you have a long history of burglaries. Quite a few past convictions, in fact. That’s why I know you’re guilty.”

“Yes,” Bob said. “I was guilty of all of them. I can’t stand here and tell you I was innocent and all my convictions were a mistake. I was guilty all right.”

“But what about now? I need you to tell me about now.” The sergeant had lost it. His cool calm and collected manner had gone, and he was now shouting at Bob at the top of his voice.

“Now?” said Bob. “I’m a reformed character now. I freely admit all my past failings, and I was guilty of a lot of past burglaries, but I’ve learned my lesson and I’ve not committed any further offences since I was last in court.”

“I saw you entering and leaving Peter Cain’s place,” he shouted. “What were you doing there? I know you were up to no good.”

“Oh, that. Yes, I’ve been there. I was seeking information about a case Ann was on.”

“What bloody case?” He was still shouting.

“Can’t tell you that, I’m afraid. Client confidentiality and all that. Still, I’m glad you called round. It’s not often I get a chance to face my past. It does me good to remind myself how far I’ve come from time to time. I can’t thank you enough.”

The detective sergeant stood there for a moment not knowing what to say or what to do. Eventually, and without another word, he turned and left.
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“Jonathan? It’s Ann. Ann Perkins.”

“Ann. Nice hearing from you. How are you getting on with the search for my diamonds?”

“That’s what I’m calling about. I’ve found them.”

“So soon. That’s impressive. Did you find them all?”

“Not all of them. Do you know how many ended up in Manchester?”

“Not exactly. There were quite a few altogether, but they were stolen from my shop in London. There were several people involved in the robbery, but they could be anywhere now. I asked you to look into it because there was a suspicion some were being sold in Manchester, but I don’t know how many, or what proportion of the whole lot.”

“I think,” Ernie said, “only a small number ended up in Manchester. From the information I’ve received, it looks as though all the members of the gang except one remained in London. It was just the one gang member who was selling diamonds in Manchester, and it’s some of those I’ve retrieved. The rest are likely to still be in London.”

“So, you’ve found the person selling them in Manchester. Have the police arrested him?”

“Yes, and no,” said Ernie. “I was able to track the diamonds down, and the person who’d been selling them. The gang who stole them were members of the Continuity IRA. They were using them to fund their bombing campaign in London, but one of the gang members decided to opt out, and he took his share of the diamonds with him.”

“How many are we talking about?”

“Only three I’m afraid. I’m pretty sure they were the only ones which ended up in Manchester though. Those three, plus the ones which were sold up here before I got involved. It’s possible, now the police know where he had been selling them, they may be able to track one or two more down.”

“That’s great though. Three more than I expected to ever see again. Have the police arrested the man?”

“No,” said Ernie. “They know who he was, and I was able to find and retrieve the diamonds from where he’d hidden them, but he was murdered before we could get any additional information out of him about where he’d sold the rest.”

“Murdered?”

“Yes. It seemed the other members of the Continuity IRA team he’d run out on had been searching for him ever since. He’d created a new identity for himself, moved to Manchester, and kept his head down. They had no idea where he was until he ran out of money and started selling the diamonds. The diamonds led them to him, and they eventually tracked him down and killed him.”

“So when you say you’ve got the diamonds. Have you actually got them, or are you just letting me know you know who once had them?”

“No, don’t worry. I got them for you. Not got them now, of course. I found the man’s body, and I eventually found the diamonds he had left. I handed them into the police and told them they were the one’s stollen from your shop. I’m sure they’ll return them to you in due course.”

“I’ve waited ten years to get some back, so I suppose another few months won’t make much difference. Did they give you any sort of timeline as to when I’d get them back.”

“Not really. I suppose it depends how long it takes them to sort things out. It all got a bit messy after they arrested my brother for the man’s murder.”

“What!”

“They arrested my brother for the man’s murder at first. They arrived just after he’d found the body, and thought it was him who had killed him.”

“That’s unbelievable,” Jonathan said. “That’s the second time they’ve arrested your brother for a murder he didn’t commit isn’t it? I bet the local police love him. That’s quite a coincidence though. I don’t suppose there is any chance he was responsible?”

Ernie laughed. “He can be a bit of a rogue, and him getting arrested is becoming a bit of a habit unfortunately, but I’m absolutely certain he wasn’t involved in the murder. I’d stake my life on it.”

“I worry about you, Ann. You’re such a trusting person. You’ve employed an ex-burglar. You’ve also employed a brother who also seems prone to getting himself arrested for murder. A brother, I may add, who you don’t know very well. You still think of him as a young man when you left for Australia. He may have changed a lot since then, and may not be the saint you think he is. I do wish you’d be more careful in your choice of friends and employees, Ann.”

“Don’t worry,” said Ernie. “I know more about my brother than you think. I’m absolutely certain beyond any doubt that he would never murder anyone.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-Six

[image: image]


The following day, as he was driving towards Samlesbury, Ernie was feeling rather pleased with himself. He’d retrieved some of the diamonds for his detective agency client, and he’d discovered the identity of his neighbour, who he still thought of as Colin, for his GCHQ employer.

At his initial meeting at Samlesbury, he’d been given strict instructions to report back face to face when he’d found out something. They’d told him there was a security risk and phones were not safe, and he supposed they ought to know being as they were the ones bugging them.

He imagined driving up to the security gate, showing his pass, and being invited in like a VIP. The names Perkins. Ann Perkins, he would say, and be waved in as though he had a licence to kill. 

His actual welcome was rather different. As soon as the guards on the gate established who he was, they dragged him unceremoniously out of his car, and escorted him to what his escort described as an interview room but which to Ernie looked very much like a cell.

He kept telling them he was there by invitation and had a valid pass, but they had looked at the pass and knew who he was, and still they had incarcerated him. Something was obviously wrong, but he didn’t know what.

The picture and ID on his card was Ann Perkins. He’d dressed appropriately in Ann’s clothes, but they had still dragged him away.

“I’m working for....,” he began to say, before realising he didn’t know who he was working for. Baz’s boss had not introduced herself by name, and at the time it hadn’t seemed an issue. It was an issue now though. 

He tried again. “I’m working for Baz.... Baz Mnicker.... Baz Mnickar.... Baz Mnikathi.” He didn’t even know if he was pronouncing Baz’s last name right, but by this time they were already closing the cell door. 

The door slammed shut, giving him time to take stock. Last time he had visited he had been taken right inside the building. He may have been blindfolded initially, but he had been taken in, employed, given an ID card, and hadn’t been blindfolded when he left. This time, he had got no further than an interrogation room attached to the guard block.

“Hello. Would you prefer it if I called you Ernie or Ann?”

The man who had entered was white, tall, dark-haired, and wearing a suit which emphasise his muscular physique. In contrast to Ernie’s disguise as Ann Perkins, the man who had entered looked how James Bond was supposed to look. At least the man seemed to know Ann Perkins and Ernie Wright were the same person.

“Either,” said Ernie, “but Ann would probably be most appropriate as I’m dressed as Ann.”

“Ann it is then. What are you doing here?”

Ernie was unsure what to say. He didn’t know who the man was or what level of security clearance he had. He looked as though he could walk in or out of the building without anyone stopping him, so presumably the man’s security level was far higher than Ernie’s. 

“I work for Baz Mnikathi, or more accurately I work for Baz Mnikathi’s boss. I have been doing a job for them and have come to report back to one, or both, of them.” 

“I see,” the man said, “and have you spoken to Baz during the last twenty-four hours, Ann?”

“No. I’ve not seen him for about a week. That’s why I’m here now, to see him.”

“It seems events have rather overtaken you I’m afraid. Tell me about your association with the Continuity IRA.”

“My association? I’m not associated with them. I’d never even heard about them till a couple of days ago.”

“But your neighbour was a member.”

“Yes, he was, but I didn’t know. I’ve only just found out myself.”

“And now he’s dead. He’s been murdered. Did you kill him, Ann?”

He thought he’d cleared all this up with the police, so he didn’t know why he was being asked again, or why he’d been stopped at the gate. Something was obviously wrong. Once he’d been put into the interview room, he expected to be questioned about who he was and what he was doing there. What he didn’t expect, was to be questioned about his neighbour’s murder. He thought he’d sorted all that out with the police.

“Of course I didn’t.”

“You would say that though, wouldn’t you.”

“I’ve told you. I didn’t kill him. He was already dead when I found him. I’ve told the police everything I know and they’ve accepted what I told them.”

“Not exactly,” the man said. “There may not be any evidence yet sufficient to arrest and charge you with murder. That’s not the same as saying you didn’t do it. Besides, they are not as suspicious about things as we are, and their evidential threshold is higher than ours. As far as they are concerned, you are innocent until they can prove you guilty. For our purposes, you are guilty until we prove you innocent.”

“That’s silly,” said Ernie. “The whole world would be guilty on that basis.”

“My point exactly,” said the man. “This is a secure environment, and anyone working for us has to be positively vetted. In the current circumstances, you don’t pass that test.”

“But I passed all the information I knew to the police.” 

“And they passed that information onto us. What I can’t understand is why you didn’t tell us before going to the police. You were supposed to be working for us.”

“That’s true, but the police had already arrested me for the murder and I needed to clear my name.”

“Or muddy the waters.”

“Pardon!”

“Or muddy the waters. Look at it from our point of view. We made you aware of our investigation into your neighbour, and within a few days he is murdered and you are discovered over the body with your hands around his throat. That strikes us as an odd coincidence, especially as we now know he was a part of a Continuity IRA cell. It could be you found him. It is just as plausible you are part of the same cell, and killed him once you discovered we were on to him to prevent him incriminating you.”

“That’s nonsense.”

“Is it? Perhaps. Perhaps not. We know you have at least two identities but perhaps that’s a smokescreen to hide your third identity as a member of the Continuity IRA. Whilst we check, I must ask for the return of your pass and remind you that you have signed the Official Secrets Act. You will leave here immediately, never speak to anyone about this place, and never return unless directly summoned.”

“What about Baz? Can I speak to him first and explain things to him?”

“Baz is currently on permanent leave whilst his own clearance is under review. We have doubts about you, and his close association with you have given us doubts about him. Until the matter is cleared up to our complete satisfaction, neither you, nor Baz, will be welcome here.”

“But that’s stupid,” Ernie said. “I’ve been trying to help. You wouldn’t have even known my neighbour was a member of the IRA if I hadn’t told you. I know I didn’t tell you directly, but I did tell the police as soon as I found out, and I came here today to give you all the information.”

“And we are grateful, we really are. But we can’t help wondering if you already knew. We have our suspicions, and until those suspicions are cleared up to our satisfaction, neither you nor Baz will be allowed access to this facility.”

As he drove away, Ernie mused about the problems he’d caused. Not to himself, although that was a concern. He was more concerned about Baz. He’d been suspended from his dream job, the job he had planned all through his first degree, masters, and doctorate. All that work, and all those dreams. Ernie may have messed everything up for him.
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Back in Manchester, Baz was thinking along the same lines. He had been told not to go into work until further notice. He’d also been warned not to give any advanced warning to Ann. 

He was concerned about his future and contemplating the drastic step of putting his wedding on hold. He’d been going out with Emma for some time, although going out was perhaps not the right phrase. In truth, they hadn’t been going out with one another for long, but they had known one another for several years. 

Most of that time they had only been meeting online, both doing the same cyber security courses although he was way ahead of her. They had practised on one another’s computers, breaking into one another’s hard drives with permission, and learning first-hand how to instigate, and prevent, cyber-attacks. Along the way, they had learned one another’s innermost secrets and come to trust one another implicitly.

“But why has the arrest of Ann’s brother led to your suspension?” Emma asked. “I can’t see the connection.”

Baz considered for a moment. He wasn’t supposed to talk to anyone about his work, but Emma was the one exception. They had examined one another’s past, and particularly the secrets on their computers and phones. He knew he could trust her completely, but even so he thought it prudent to not let her know Ernie and Ann were the same person.

“It’s opened a whole can of worms,” he said. “I recommended Ann’s brother for the job of investigating his neighbour, but I don’t know all that much about him. I’ve only met him a couple of times, and my bosses are questioning my judgement in recommending him as well as questioning my loyalty.”

“They surely don’t think you’re a foreign agent.”

“They didn’t, but they do have doubts now, and until those doubts are cleared up, they don’t want me anywhere near the National Cyber Force Headquarters at Samlesbury. The colour of my skin and the fact my parents were not British hasn’t helped, but the real clincher was my recommendation of Ann’s brother. We’ve both helped Ann with her earlier cases. She seemed alright, but in truth we don’t know much about her past life in Australia.”

That’s because she didn’t have a past life in Australia, he thought. Or any other type of past life for that matter. For a moment, he felt guilty about not letting Emma know Ernie and Ann were the same person. He considered telling her, but then decided against it. If it got out that he had passed information to her that was only known to the security services, he’d be in even greater trouble than he was now.

“I’ve almost completed my doctorate and I’ve got a decent job, or at least I thought I had until now, and I was looking forward to getting married and looking after you. Now, I think we ought to put the wedding off until all this has cleared up.”

“For someone who has a higher degree, that’s a stupid thing to say,” Emma said.

“It’s not. It’s how I feel. Your association with me may jeopardise your own career chances.”

“That’s not what’s stupid.”

“So, what then?”

“You said you were looking forward to getting married and looking after me, but it’s the twenty-first century not the nineteenth. Women don’t need looking after by men thank you very much. We’re capable of looking after ourselves. Marriage is a partnership not ownership of one person by another. I thought you knew that.”

Baz was an extremely self-confident person, but with none of the dogmatic certainties sometimes displayed by others. The more he had learnt, the more he realised how little he knew and how much more there was to learn. He realised his mistake straight away once it had been pointed out to him, and had no qualms about apologising.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “I meant to say, I had been looking forward to looking after you, and being looked after by you in return. I just feel, at present, I’d be unable to fulfil my side of the bargain.”

“That’s better,” Emma said, “but you’re forgetting one thing.”

“Which is?”

“We’re in this together, and we need to have one another’s backs. Between us, we’ve got the intelligence and skills to do what the intelligence services are doing, but with more urgency. They may have suspended you whilst they look into Ernie’s background to see if they can find IRA links, but they’ll take their own time to do it and it won’t be a high priority for them. We can make it our priority. We can use our skills and our own resources to examine Ernie’s background, and then we, or rather you, can hand over your findings to your boss.”

Baz thought that was a good idea, but realised there was a problem. Ann and Ernie’s dual persona wasn’t immediately obvious to anyone coming into contact with them one at a time. It was true Ann came over as a bit odd sometimes, what with her five-o’clock shadow when she didn’t have time to conceal it, but there were so many odd individuals in the world that most people take very little notice of them. The problem, as already discovered by the security services, was a more in-depth examination would soon reveal the truth.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Baz said, “but before we begin any checks into Ernie’s background, there is something you need to know. Some information my bosses already know because of the checks they have already done. I shouldn’t be telling you this, because I obtained this information through my work with GCHQ, but you’re going to find out anyway.”

“That sounds intriguing. What is it?”

“There is no such person as Ann Perkins. She doesn’t exist.”

“Of course she exists. We’ve worked for her. We’ve both helped with some of her past cases.”

“No. She doesn’t. She’s really Ernie Wright. Ann’s brother. Ann Perkins and Ernie Wright are the same person and Ernie Wright is that person. Ann Perkins doesn’t exist. He made her up, and Ann Perkins is Ernie Wright in disguise.”

Everything suddenly became clearer to Emma. The little things she’d notice and put on one side now made sense to her. Baz was right. Those inconsistencies would have added up, and she’d have eventually discovered the truth as her enquiries into Ann and Ernie developed. Without those enquiries though, she may never have realised. She wouldn’t have been looking for a split personality, so wouldn’t have found one.

“That’s unbelievable,” she said.

“Not completely unbelievable, because it’s the truth.”

“And you really think she, or rather he, may be a member of the IRA?”

“No, I don’t really think that, but we can’t dismiss it altogether and we need to find out the truth. That could put us in some danger though. The IRA, or more correctly the Continuity IRA, won’t take kindly to us asking questions or intercepting their messages to ascertain if Ernie was one of their members. We’ll need to take some precautions. Like you said, we need to have one another’s backs, and we need to make sure of our own security and safety. 
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The compartmentalisation of the Continuity IRA had its advantages and disadvantages. One of the disadvantages was that the compartmentalisation sometimes left people short of useful knowledge. 

Danny knew all about his own cell in London. Not that there was any of them left, but when they had been living, he had known them all. It was his intimate knowledge that had allowed him to kill them one by one and steal their allocation of diamonds. He’d got them all. All apart from the ones that had ended up in Manchester when that thieving traitor had run out on them.

What he didn’t know, and what he now desperately needed to know, was the names of any Continuity IRA contacts in Manchester. People he could trust to do some work for him.

Back in Ireland, Fergus didn’t know everyone either. True, he was the leader of the whole of the Continuity IRA, but whilst he knew the leaders of each individual team, he didn’t need to know the individual members of each team. He didn’t need to know them, and as sure as the Shannon flowed into the Atlantic Ocean, they didn’t need to know him. The fewer who knew him the better.

“But I need someone I can trust,” Danny was saying. “I’ve got some unfinished business in Manchester and I need someone to do some leg work for me.”

Fergus couldn’t see the need. He wasn’t aware Danny’s team no longer existed, and in any event Danny’s theatre of operation was supposed to be London, not Manchester. The whole idea of cells working independently was to ensure their security, and that security was severely undermined if they knew about one another.

“Of course there’s a cell in Manchester, and of course I know who the leader of the Manchester cell is. But there’s no way I’m going to give you that information. Why do you need it anyway? You’re supposed to limit your activities to the London area.”

“It’s the final lose end, boss,” Danny replied. “The diamonds are somewhere in Manchester. I’m sure of it, but I don’t know who to trust in my own team. I need fresh blood. People I can depend upon, and people who know their way around Manchester.”

In the end, Fergus had relented. Not because he had a high regard for Danny. Just the opposite. He was even more certain Danny and his team were the right scapegoats who wouldn’t be missed, and whose death would re-ignite the troubles. 

He’d let Danny’s team run a little longer until he was ready to put his plan into action. If that meant giving Danny the name of the leader of the Manchester Cell, so be it. Maybe he’d manage to get all the diamonds back, and still be able to use Danny’s team.

He passed the name and contact details on.

“And Danny.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t mess this up, and don’t get caught. It will be bad enough if you and your men are caught in England. If you were to give away the Manchester team too, that would be a bloody disaster.”

“Don’t worry, boss. It’ll all be over in a few days. That’s all I need. Just a few more days and I’ll have all the diamonds back. I’ll bring them back to you personally.”

“Mind you do, Danny. Mind you do. Meanwhile, be careful.”

Danny had no intention of being anything other than careful, but had no intention of doing the hard graft himself. He’d done his bit. He’d disposed of all but one of his team, then he’d followed that final team member to Manchester and disposed of him too. 

The only fly in the ointment was that Murphy had hidden the jewels somewhere. Danny knew he had messed up by killing Murphy before he’d had the chance to interrogate him thoroughly. He had intended putting the frighteners on, but he’d miscalculated and ended up killing him instead. 

As far as Danny could tell, Murphy had only disposed of one or two of the diamonds. The majority were still unaccounted for, and he had a theory as to why he’d not been able to find them when he’d searched Murphy’s flat.

He hadn’t found them because they were not there. Murphy no longer had them. Peter Cain had told him someone else had been enquiring about the diamonds, and Danny had come to the conclusion that person must have beaten him to it and found them first.

Murphy was history, and no longer important. The diamonds were all that mattered, and in order to track them down he had to track down the person he’d followed into the shop.

He’d be more careful this time too. Once he’d got his hands on the person, he couldn’t afford to make the same mistake as last time. He had no intention of the person dying before he’d got sufficient information to get his hands on the diamonds. This time would be different. Instead of applying the type of physical force that could accidentally become fatal, he intended to get his hands on the information he needed through the exertion of a more effective but indirect subtle and emotional force.

***
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The foot soldiers from the Manchester team had done most of the leg-work for him. They didn’t know why, and nor did they need to know. Like most foot soldiers in most armies, they simply followed orders. Those orders had been passed to their boss from the Republic, and simply instructed their boss to make a couple of his men available to someone who would make themselves known as an IRA sympathiser from London. 

When Danny made himself known, they readily undertook the surveillance asked of them.

“The woman’s got quite a high-powered job as far as I can see.”

Danny could see how useful the tall, skinny, and scruffy man could be for surveillance work. He looked inconspicuous even when you knew he was there. In a crowd he’d be next to invisible.

“What does she do?” he asked.

“Works for Manchester Council. I’ve done some asking about and it seems she’s some kind of project officer. When they’ve got a special project, they put her in charge and just let her run with it.”

“You’re right. Seems quite a responsibility. Probably used to thinking on her feet and acting on her own initiative. What about the girl?”

“Some sort of student. Not sure what. We’ve followed her to the university, but we stand out a bit once we’re there because we’re older than the students and younger than the professors. It’s like a rabbit warren too. Typical student as far as I can tell. Seems to attend when and where she feels like it.”

As far as Danny was concerned, the girl seemed a much better option. She wouldn’t be missed at university and she’d be far less dangerous.

“OK. Thanks for all your help. You can leave it to me now, but I’ll make sure our bosses back home know how much of a help you’ve been to me.”

Danny has supplemented the information given to him with information he’d already gleaned, and for the past couple of days he’d been trailing the young woman himself. He couldn’t be too careful, but his own observations backed up what he’d already been told, and soon, he’d got everything in place for the next part of his plan.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Emma was confused, frightened, determined, and angry, but not necessarily in that order and not necessarily in equal amounts. It varied moment by moment and the darkness didn’t help.

She’d been having a gentle walk to university. There had been no rush because she was on her way to use the computer facilities in the cyber security suite and she preferred to avoid the crowd by waiting until the majority of students had made their way to lectures.

The quietness had given Danny the opportunity he needed, and he made his move as she turned into an empty side street.

She was unconcerned about the car that drew up a few yards ahead of her, and as the driver’s door opened, she moved to one side to allow the driver to get out. She had just stepped past it when she was attacked without warning. Two arms snaked around her head, one holding her around the throat, the other holding something over her mouth and nose. She struggled unsuccessfully against the faintness before passing out, and the next thing she remembered was waking up in a darkened room with no windows and only a thin sliver of light showing under the only door.

Her throat hurt from where her attacker’s arm had almost throttled her, and it was only as she went to rub it that she realised both her hands were tied. It took a few seconds longer before she realised her feet were also tied, and somewhat longer before she got used to the almost total blackness.

Gradually, her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she tried to make sense of her surroundings. The floor she was lying on had some sort of carpet, but apart from that the room appeared to be completely bare. 

She was not alone. She knew that from the way in which the light under the door flickered as someone occasionally passed by on the other side. She didn’t know if that someone was a friend or foe and she considered calling out, but her tied hands and feet supported her growing hypothesis the person was more of a foe than a friend. Not sure what would happen if she drew attention to herself, she decided not to alert them that she was awake.

Thankfully, her hands had not been tied behind her back, and she was able to hold them in front of her and examine the bonds. Plastic ties. Not easily removed without being cut, but she nevertheless tried unsuccessfully to bite through them. The sharp edge of a cupboard or table may have helped, but the lack of any furniture had removed even that faint possibility.

There was no sign of her watch, or bag, so she had no idea how long she’d been there and no means of summoning help. She remembered browsing through social media and not paying much attention to what was happening around her as she’d been walking, but there was no sign of her phone either.

The light under the door was her only source of reference, and she sat there watching the periodic flickering for a while. It provided no additional information. There was definitely at least one person moving out there, but she couldn’t determine whether that person was alone or not. Each flicker could be the same person, but could just as easily have been different people.

Maybe she had not fully recovered from whatever had been used to knock her out, or maybe it was sheer exhaustion, but despite her discomfort she fell asleep again only to be woken by the sound of the door opening. The light in the adjoining room had been turned off but there must have been a window as it wasn’t completely dark like the room she was in. Despite that, all she could see in the open doorway was a silhouette. 

“Ah! You’re awake.”

A man. That was something at least. Some glimmer of additional information.

“What the fuck is going on?” She didn’t like swearing in front of strangers, but this seemed no time for false modesty. She wasn’t being treated like a lady, so had no reason to behave like one.

“What the fuck’s going on, is that I’m holding you hostage.”

An Irish accent, and an older man. Some other small pieces of information to tuck away. 

“You’re holding me hostage?” She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. They’d obviously mistaken her for someone else, but she didn’t know whether that meant she’d be released or be disposed of. “You must be fucking joking. My family struggle to make ends meet. We don’t have any money.” 

“Not money,” the silhouette said. “Your dad is Bob Hinchcliffe, and he has something I want. I now have something he wants. And I’m going to propose an exchange. I’ll release you after the exchange, but if he refuses or tries anything, then I’ll kill you.”

Emma shuddered at his words. Not a mistake then. The man knew who she was, and he was threatening to kill her. She tried unsuccessfully to keep the tremor out of her voice. 

“You’ve obviously made some sort of fucking mistake. My dad’s not got anything worth swapping me for. What’s so valuable that you have to kidnap me to do a fucking exchange.”

“That’s something you’ll need to ask your dad when you speak to him.”

The light from the phone he took from his pocket gave her first glimpse of the man. He had a small beard, short ginger hair, and a ruddy complexion.

“Is that Bob Hinchcliffe?.... You’ve been searching for some stolen diamonds.... Cut the crap. I know you’ve already found them. They rightly belong to me, and I’d like them back..... I said, cut the crap. I know you’ve been searching for them and I know you’ve found them. Fuck the jeweller. I stole them and they were stolen from me. They’re mine, and I want them back. ... You may wish to reconsider.... I’m the person who is holding your daughter.”

He approached Emma and held the phone close to her mouth.

“Dad.... Dad.... I was drugged in a side street near the university and brought here. I’ve no idea where I am, but he says he’d going to kill me unless you help him.”

Her dad asked if she was alright, but the phone was snatched away from her before she could answer.

“She’s alright for now,” the man was saying to her dad, “and she’ll remain alright as long as you do as you’re told. I want those diamonds.... I don’t believe you, and I hope for your daughter’s sake you have got them. Her life depends upon it and I’m prepared to do a swap, your daughter in exchange for my diamonds. If you deliver them to me, I’ll deliver your daughter unharmed to you. If not.... well, I’ll leave you to imagine the consequences.... You won’t find me, but even if you do, it will be too late for your daughter. For both our sake, you’d better return those diamonds to me. I’ll be in touch.”

The man hadn’t been speaking directly to her, but she had learned some other facts whilst he’d been talking to her dad. He was Irish, in his forties, ginger hair, beard and ruddy complexion. 

Her night vision had kicked in by then too, and she knew he was wearing faded blue jeans, Adidas ,, and a dark fleece over a light sweater. She’d discovered something else too. The man had no intention of letting her live. The darkness of the room made the light from his phone seem all the brighter, and she’d had a clear view of his face. He wouldn’t have allowed her to see him so clearly if there was any chance she would be describing him to the police.
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Chapter Thirty
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Tim Armstrong and Bob Hinchcliffe were making the most of Ann’s absence from the office. 

Tim had taken responsibility for the agency’s books since Ann rescued him from certain death during the agency’s first case. 

He’d been doing the books for what he thought was a legitimate business, but which was really a front for a criminal gang. When his audit had revealed the truth about their business, they kidnapped him and were going to kill him to shut him up. Ann Perkins intervened and saved his life, and he’d looked after Ann’s books ever since as his way of saying thank you.

Bob had become Ann’s right-hand man after he and Ann had both tried to rob the same bank on the same day. Ann had ultimately been responsible for keeping him out of prison, and he too now worked for Ann as his way of saying thank you.

They had become such an integral part of the Ann Perkins Detective Agency that Ann had made them shareholders in the company. 

Their thanks didn’t go as far as busting a gut when she wasn’t there to see what they were doing. Tim, being an accountant, could do her books with his eyes closed. He had only stayed so long because he enjoyed Bob’s company and the free coffee. Bob was also coasting through the day, and had nothing particular to do other than answer the occasional phone call. 

“How are you getting on with tracking down those diamonds for Ann? Tim asked.

“Not very well,” Bob said. “I’ve made enquiries from all my old contacts, but they’ve all denied having any knowledge about any diamonds.”

“Would they have told you?”

“That’s the thing I can’t be sure of. I used to know some of them quite well. A regular customer. But that was quite a while ago now and I’ve been out of the loop so long it’s not the same. They probably wouldn’t tell me even if they knew, but there was always a chance.”

“That’s the price you pay for going straight,” Tim said. “You can’t expect villains to trust you if you’re not a villain yourself.”

Bob laughed. “You’re right there. I’ve kept away from my old friends, but when I do contact them like I’ve been doing about the diamonds, they are distinctly not as friendly as they used to be. Still, maybe Ann’s been having better luck.”

The phone startled both of them.

“Ann Perkins Detective Agency, Bob speaking, how can I help you?”

Tim smiled as Bob answered the phone. Bob had come a long way from the agency’s early days when he’d answered every phone call with a gruff hello.

“Is that Bob Hinchcliffe?”

“Yes, this is Bob Hinchcliffe, how can I help you?”

The man spoke with an Irish accent. “You’ve been searching for some stolen diamonds.”

Everyone he had asked about the diamonds said they knew nothing, but it seemed as though someone did know something after all. Perhaps his time hadn’t been wasted and he would have something to report.

“Yes. I’ve been asking on behalf of a client who had some jewellery stolen and they are anxious to get it back.”

“Cut the crap,” said the man’s voice, “I know you’ve already found them. They rightly belong to me, and I’d like them back.”

“Firstly, I don’t know where they are. Secondly, I don’t know who you are. Thirdly, they were stolen from a jeweller, so if I had found them I would be returning them to the jeweller not to you.”

“I said, cut the crap. I know you’ve been searching for them and I know you’ve found them. Fuck the jeweller. I stole them and they were stolen from me. They’re mine, and I want them back.”

“Like I said, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Bob said, “I haven’t got any jewels, but if I had I’d be returning them to the jeweller they were stolen from.”

“You may wish to reconsider.”

“I don’t think so. Who are you anyway?”

“I’m the person who is holding your daughter.”

“What!”

“Dad.... Dad.... I was drugged in a side street near the university and brought here. I’ve no idea where I am, but he says he’s going to kill me unless you help him.”

“Emma.... Emma, are you alright?”

“I’m....”

“She’s alright for now, and she’ll remain alright as long as you do as you’re told. I want those diamonds.”

“You bastard. Let my daughter go. I’ve told you; I don’t have your bloody diamonds.”

“I don’t believe you, and I hope for your daughter’s sake you have got them. Her life depends upon it and I’m prepared to do a swap, your daughter in exchange for my diamonds. If you deliver the diamonds to me, I’ll deliver your daughter unharmed to you. If not.... well, I’ll leave you to imagine the consequences.”

“You bastard. If you harm a hair on her head, you’re dead. I’ll find you and kill you.”

“You won’t find me, but even if you do, it will be too late for your daughter. So, for both our sake, you’d better return those diamonds to me. I’ll be in touch.”

“Blimey, what was all that about,” Tim asked.

Bob was still holding the now disconnected phone. “He’s got my Emma.”

“Who has?”

“I’ve no idea. It was a man’s voice, and he spoke with an Irish accent. Said he was the person who had stolen the diamonds I’ve been asking about, but some of them were in turn stolen from him by whoever’s been selling them in Manchester. He believes I’ve got them, and he wants them in exchange for Emma. He is threatening to kill her unless I return the diamonds to him.”

“That’s crazy. You’ve not found them, so you can’t return them.”

“I told him that, but he didn’t want to listen.”

“Who was he?”

“I have absolutely no bloody idea. I don’t know who he is. I don’t know where the diamonds are. I don’t know where Emma is. What I do know is I’ll kill that bastard when I get my hands on him.”

“Which bastard’s that then?” Ernie had returned to the office just in time to catch the end of the conversation. He knew Bob had been engaged in burglaries in his former life, but he’d always thought of him as a placid family man and had never heard him speak with the venom he was hearing now.

“The bastard who has my Emma, Ann,” Bob said. “I need to find those diamonds, or find Emma.”

Ernie listened as Bob told him about the content of the phone call and his need to find the diamonds.

“I can help you there,” Ernie said. “I’ve found them. That’s what I’ve come back to the office to tell you.”

“You may just have saved my Emma’s life, Ann. All we need to do now is wait for the call back from whoever is holding Emma, and organise an exchange.”

“That won’t be possible. I’ve handed them into the police.”

“The police! What the hell did you do that for, Ann?”

“I’m sorry, Bob. I didn’t know what was going to happen, and I didn’t know we’d need them to secure Emma’s release. I managed to get hold of the diamonds, and I asked Sarah Carter to return them to Jonathan Jones. I’ve already told Jonathan we’ve retrieved them.”

Tim didn’t usually take much interest in Ann’s cases, but he’d followed the conversation from the moment he realised Bob was shouting and swearing down the phone.

“Whoever has Emma won’t know the police have the diamonds, will they?” Tim asked.

“I don’t think so,” Ernie said. “Perhaps I can ask Sarah to keep quiet about them until we have a plan.”

“What sort of plan?”

“A plan that will get my Emma home safe, and enable me to get my hands on the bastard who has her,” Bob said.

“Does Baz know?” Ernie asked.

“Not yet,” Bob said. “I’ll phone him in a minute or two. I’d only just found out myself and the bastard had only just hung up as you walked through the door.”

Ernie continued to pump Bob for information about the man who had phoned, but there was little to go on other than he was male and had an Irish accent. If he’d been a friend of Colin’s, it also seemed reasonable to assume the man was connected to the Continuity IRA and may even have been responsible for Colin’s death. If they were going to secure the release of Emma, they would need to act quickly.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Ernie spent the next few hours phoning everyone he knew who he thought could help, and they were now all seated in the cramped office.

“We can’t do much until whoever has Emma makes contact again, but here’s what I know so far,” Ernie said.

“About ten years ago, members of a Continuity IRA cell stole a load of jewellery from a Jonathan Jones jewellers in London. Diamonds mostly. For security reasons, once the jewellery had been broken down, the diamonds were distributed amongst the IRA members for safe keeping. 

“One of those members became disillusioned, left the gang, and moved to Manchester, where he’d been living as my neighbour ever since. He’s been selling some of the diamonds to sustain himself, and that put the rest of the gang onto him. I believe they tracked him down and killed him in an attempt to get the diamonds back.

“Unfortunately for them, I had already retrieved the diamonds, handed them into the police, and asked the police to return them to Jonathan Jones. Unfortunately for us, before I retrieved them, I had asked Bob to make enquiries about the diamonds in an effort to track them down. 

“Somehow, the gang heard about his enquiries and are now assuming Bob has the diamonds. They have kidnapped his daughter, Emma, and are demanding their return in exchange for her safety.

“We can assume the person who killed my neighbour was a member of the Continuity IRA, and we can assume it’s the Continuity IRA who have kidnapped Emma, so it’s pretty serious and a genuine threat.

“I’ve not told her why, but I’ve contacted Detective Inspector Carter about getting the diamonds back, but she had already returned them to Jonathan Jones. She’d have probably refused to give them back to me anyway. 

“I asked her not to say anything publicly about their return as it may jeopardise one of my ongoing cases, and I told her client confidentiality stopped me giving any other details of the case at present. She wasn’t thrilled about it, but agreed not to say anything. 

“I’ve also been on the phone to Jonathan Jones. He owes me a couple of favours so he’s not going to say anything about the return of the jewels either. Even more helpfully, he is sending a courier with copies of all the diamonds if we can find a way of using them and they should be here within a couple of hours.

“It’s clear that any police involvement would almost certainly result in Emma’s death, so I’ve not told them about Emma as I don’t want her life in more danger than it is already.

“I’ve asked you all here to discuss what action we can take to ensure Emma is returned safely. We need a plan we can implement quickly, but we need also need to be extremely careful. Emma’s life may depend upon it.”

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea to use fake diamonds,” Bob said. “Whoever has Emma will realise they are fakes if we try to use them in her exchange. I won’t agree with anything that puts her life in more danger.”

“It’s alright, Bob. Jonathan’s told me they are good quality. He uses them in his window displays to reduce his insurance premiums, and although they wouldn’t fool an experienced jeweller, they would look real to anyone else.”

Bob didn’t look entirely convinced. “I still don’t think it’s a good idea,” he said.

“I wouldn’t want to do anything that puts her in further danger either,” Baz said, “but depending how we use them, they may just provide enough distraction to get her released. I’ve put a tracking device on the office phone for when the man rings back, but we don’t know what information he has. If he knows our mobile numbers, he could make contact with any of us.”

“What about Emma’s phone,” Ernie said. “Can you find out where it is, Baz?”

Baz knew Ann was really Ernie, and it seemed strange to still be calling him Ann. The others didn’t know and Baz had told Ernie he’d play along, calling him Ernie whenever he was dressed as a man, but Ann whenever he was in disguise. 

“Normally I could, Ann, but not this time. As soon as Bob called me, I tried to track her phone. It turned up in the gutter of a side street near the university. It was damaged, but the tracker was still working. Either Emma dropped it as they grabbed her, or more likely they took it off her and threw it out of a vehicle as they drove away.”

“So, they will only know the office number?”

“Not necessarily. Emma knows my number off by heart. Knows your mobile number and her dad’s number too. If they threaten or torture her, she’s sensible enough to tell them any mobile numbers she remembers. It’s times like this I wish I was an over possessive and jealous fiancé instead of easy going. If I’d known this was going to happen, or if I’d even suspected it for a moment, I could have added a bug to her clothing or bag.”

“So, there’s no way of finding out where she is?”

“Not really. Her phone was her best bet. A bug attached to her clothes the second best. We just have to wait until the man makes contact again and hope he leads us to her. We can’t add a tracking device to the diamonds themselves. We could put them in a draw-string pouch and make the draw-string into a trackable transmitter. It would only work over a short distance but it may not work at all. If I collected the diamonds in a pouch, the first thing I would do is empty the pouch into my pocket then throw the pouch away.”

“Let’s hope he’s not that clever,” Ernie said. “So, there is no way of finding out where she is?”

“We can try to follow the man after paying him off, but he’s probably not working alone and may not even go back to where she’s being held,” said Baz. “Once he’s got the diamonds, he could just disappear. If he’s left Emma somewhere safe where she’ll never be found, he could just leave her to starve to death. I hate to say this, but if I was in the Continuity IRA’s shoes that’s what I’d do. I wouldn’t leave any lose ends to incriminate myself. There doesn’t seem to be any way of finding Emma before we pay the ransom.”

Vic Astley had taken no part in the conversation until now. He wasn’t sure why he had been invited. He was a former soldier who worked for Trevor Morris, Ann’s second ever client. Trevor had been falsely accused of a murder and had been wanted by the police. He’d employed the Ann Perkins Detective Agency to clear his name. Trevor had been in hiding at the time, and Vic had to pull a gun to persuade Ann to get into a van to go and see him. 

“There may be a way of finding her,” he said. “I served in Iraq and Afghanistan. I never serve in Northern Ireland, but I know people who did and I’m still in contact with them. If the man who has Emma is a member of the Continuity IRA, then he’ll be in contact with someone back in Ireland. He’ll be taking orders off someone, so he’ll need a phone.”

“Bloody hell,” said Baz. “I should have thought of that. The Continuity IRA use encrypted calls for their important stuff, but regular calls for more innocent messages are made in plain speech. GCHQ know most of the Continuity IRA members and routinely monitor their calls already. I’ve been suspended, but I’ve got one or two contacts who may help. It’s just possible someone known is making regular phone calls to someone in the north of England. There won’t be many, so however innocent sounding the calls seem we may be able to check them all out.”

“Why have you been suspended, Baz? I thought you were getting on fine.” Even in this situation, Bob was concerned about the prospects of his future son-in-law.

“It’s a long story,” Baz said. “I’ll tell you about it one day.”

Ernie wanted to change the subject. “Right, Baz,” he said. “Make whatever enquires you need to make with your GCHQ friends to find a location, and we’ll take it from there. We don’t know when we’ll get a call back from the man holding Emma, but when we do, we need to have everything in place.” 
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Danny needed to arrange the exchange, but knew he was not going to keep his side of any bargain. He needed to keep the girl alive in case her dad needed any proof, but once he’d got his hands on the diamonds, he knew he’d have to kill her. She had seen his face, and could identify him.

He'd worked everything out. He was going to make a final phone call to Hinchcliffe and let him speak to his daughter to confirm she was alive. Then he was going to tell Hinchcliffe to go to the base of the Joseph Brotherton statue in Peel Park, close to where he was holding her. Once Hinchcliffe was sure nobody else was nearby, he was to leave the diamonds in an envelope at the south-west corner of the statue before walking away and leaving the park.

The plan would give Danny plenty of opportunity to make sure Hinchcliffe was acting alone. The park was designed in such a way that he could view the centre of it from afar. So far in fact, that he would have a good view, not only of Hinchcliffe himself, but of anyone else in the park.

Once Hinchcliffe had gone, and once Danny had his hands on the diamonds, he had no intention of returning to Strawberry Hill and releasing the girl. He would have already killed her straight after her final phone call to her father.

As he considered how he was going to kill her, he imagined her in the room next door to where he was making his plans.

Was she a virgin? Once the question had crossed his mind, he couldn’t shake it. Maybe she was, and was ripe for the plucking. Maybe she wasn’t, and was young but experience. His thought process continued, and he felt himself becoming aroused. What a waste, he thought, and immediately decided she was too good an opportunity to waste.

The decision made; he was still aware he needed to be careful. He’d been wearing latex gloves all the time to reduce the chance of leaving any forensic evidence, and his reason for killing the girl was to achieve the same end and prevent her from identifying him. Raping her would leave a trace, but as long as he used a condom the odds of him being identified would be reduced.

His brain and his groin fought a short battle. His groin wanted immediate satisfaction, and was telling him to take her straight away. He was going to kill her anyway, and he would be long gone before her body was found. His brain wanted him to leave her alone whilst he went out and purchased a packet of condoms. To wait, and take precautions.

He hesitated as the battle raged, before locking the door to her room, walking out of the house, and driving away. He wanted to drive some distance away before buying the condoms.

Meanwhile, unaware of the drama playing out in Danny’s mind, Emma lay on the floor of the accompanying room, quietly sobbing to herself.
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The call between Fergus and Danny stood out from the others and was picked up straight away. 

Twenty years ago, it would have taken longer. The plethora of calls twenty years ago would have resulted in less important ones not being listened to for several days. Even ten years ago it may have been a week or so before someone physically listened to less important calls.

These days, there was far less contact between known terrorists and the UK mainland. The Peace Process meant there were fewer terrorists making calls, and the advance in technology meant the calls that were being made were subjected to better screening. The call between Fergus and Danny had been flagged straight away. 

Most terrorists expect security services to be listening for words such as explosives, guns, bullets, or bombs. They are; but today’s algorithms are more sophisticated. The words, arrested, amnesty, and order, would have generated an orange flag placing the call in the worth listening to if we have time category, but the phrase ‘an order’ had immediately generated a red flag and promoted the call to the listen to this now category. Given today’s relative peace, listen to this now, in this context, meant within twenty-four hours.

There were those in GCHQ who would have refused point blank to provide Baz with information if he’d asked them, and Baz wouldn’t have blamed them. In theory, that’s what they should all have done. The Official Secrets Act was unambiguous, and providing information to someone suspended from one of the security services could have led to instant dismissal.

In theory, nobody should have helped him, but in practice things were different. Baz may have been suspended but the friends who had worked with him as he completed his doctorate in cyber security had no doubt about his loyalty. He had colleagues he could trust, and as soon as he told them about Emma’s plight, they were only too pleased to help their friend.

Within forty-eight hours details of the call between Fergus in the Republic and Danny in England had been passed to Baz. More importantly, the location of Danny’s phone had been pinpointed. 

“It’s a terraced house on Strawberry Hill in Salford, and it’s not far from the University. If that’s where Emma is, then he’s not taken her far from where he kidnapped her. She may not be there though. That may be where he made the call from but there’s no guarantee he’s holding Emma at the same place.”

Baz had brought the information to him at home, and Ernie had answered the door as himself.

“How do you want to play this?” Ernie asked.

Baz hadn’t thought anything through, and had almost gone straight to the address. He was just anxious to get there as quickly as possible to see if he could find Emma and rescue her.

He had no idea how muscular Emma’s kidnapper was, or even if her kidnapper was armed, but his self-confidence and determination was such that he had no doubts about his ability to rescue her whatever the condition of her captivity. 

If her captor was there, but Emma wasn’t, then he wasn’t sure he’d be able to constrain himself if he got his hands on her kidnapper.

“I think we should play it by ear,” he said. “Let’s just go and take a look. If nobody’s home, we’ll see if we can break in to see if Emma’s there.”

“And if someone is at home?” Ernie asked.

“I don’t know. Perhaps we could knock and say we’ve come to read the meter or something.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a plan,” Ernie said. “Shouldn’t we tell some of the others?”

“Afterwards. Let’s just go and have a look ourselves first.”

“What about telling Bob?” 

“Both Bob and his wife have taken a few days off whilst all this is going on,” said Baz. “They’ll both be at home worrying, but I think it’s a bit premature to tell them before we’ve gone to the house. It may get their hopes up only to see them dashed again. For all I know the place may be a boarding house where he only stayed one night, and it may not be where he’s holding Emma at all. Once we’ve been to the house, we’ll have a better idea of what to do.”

They went in Baz’s car, and they drove in silence until they arrived. Baz had entered Strawberry Hill, Salford, into his satnav, but as soon as they arrived he realised he was at the wrong end of the street. The street was in two halves, with bollards in the middle, and the satnav had taken them to a cul-de-sac of semi-detached houses which was blocked off by the bollards from the terraced houses at the other end of the street where they needed to be.

“Don’t get out,” Ernie said, “It’ll be quicker to drive around the block to the other end.”

Baz was too impatient for that. He’d already stopped the car close to the bollards. They may be on the wrong side of them, but the terraced houses beyond were tantalisingly close.

“They’re only twenty-yards away. We can leave the car here and walk.” 

Before Ernie could argue, Baz had already left the car and was striding away past the bollards. Ernie had no option but to follow. Baz flicking the remote door lock as Ernie closed the door behind him.

“We’ll just walk past, and see what the lay of the land is,” Baz said. “Number forty-two is the one we’re interested in.”

In fact, there were only ten houses at their end of the street. There was a block of two, followed by two blocks of four terraced houses, and number forty-two was the second house of the block furthest away from them. Walking past the house and continuing to the end of the street, they saw no sign of life, and no car parked outside. They walked around the back of the houses before returning to number forty-two where they knocked on the door but got no reply.

“Keep a lookout and let me know if you see anyone coming,” Ernie said. 

He’d been taught how to pick locks by Bob, and always carried a selection of picks on him. During his first case as Ann Perkins, he’d been called upon to pick a lock in the dark when it was also pouring with rain. Bob may have been a lousy crook, as evidenced by the number of times he’d been caught and the number of times he’d ended up in prison until he’d finally seen the light and been offered a chance to redeem himself by working for Ann, but he had proven to be a good teacher. Never knowing when such skill would be needed, Ernie periodically kept his hand in by picking all the locks he could get his hands on.

Baz saw him take a small leather pouch out of his pocket and remove one of the picks.

“You’re going to pick the lock? Wouldn’t we be better around the back?”

“You may think so,” Ernie said, “but the back door is likely to have a couple of bolts. If whoever lives here left by the front door, this Yale lock will probably be the only one securing the door.”

As if in reply, the front door clicked open before he had finished talking. If anyone had been watching, it took no longer using a pick than it would have done using a key.

They stood there for a moment looking up and down the street to see if they’d been observed, before bringing their attention back to the open door.

“Are you ready?” said Ernie.

“Ready,” Baz replied.
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“Hello! Anyone home?” Ernie shouted as he walked in, followed closely by Baz. There was no reply. “I’ll take the upstairs,” he said. “You have a look downstairs. These types of terraced houses usually have a small cellar too,” he added.

Ernie was only half way up the stairs before Baz had already found the door to the cellar and was making his way down. If Emma was anywhere in the house, he was sure she would be in the cellar. Sure, but wrong. The single bulb illuminated the whole of the small single room, and it was completely empty. 

Ernie too, was only finding empty rooms. Two bedrooms and a bathroom. With no furniture in any of the rooms, he could immediately see they were completely empty.

Baz, meanwhile, had returned dejectedly from the cellar to search the ground-floor rooms, and was surprised to find the main room at the front of the house, the one he supposed was the living room, was locked. The key was in the lock, and when he opened it, he realised the full-length blackout curtains were preventing any light from the windows. Despite feeling for, and finding, the light switch beside the door, no light came on when he flicked the switch. 

He took his phone out and turned on the torch. Emma stared back at him. Her eyes wide with fear. Blinded by the light, all she could see was the light itself, and the hand of the person holding it. 

“It’s alright,” he said. “It’s me, Baz.”

Emma tied up body had been in no position to engage in fight or flight, but that had not prevented the automatic adrenaline rush kicking in when she heard someone enter the house. Her body had jerked upwards to make itself as large and as threatening as her small frame would allow. The sound of Baz’s voice brought an immediate release of tension that saw her collapse in a quivering heap as he placed his arms around her shoulders in comfort as she sobbed.

“It’s alright,” he said again. “I’m here now. You’re safe.”

Emma had so much to say, but when she opened her mouth the only sounds that came out were more sobs. 

“Ernie, Emma’s in here,” he yelled.

Ernie had been on his way down stairs when he heard Baz shout, and he almost fell in his eagerness to get to them as soon as possible.

“Thank god,” he said. “Are you okay, Emma?”

Emma smiled and gave a nod, still not sure she could trust her voice to speak coherently.

“I’ll get her unfastened,” Baz said. “If she’s been lying here for any length of time she’ll have problems walking. Can you go and get the car?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Bring it right outside the door if you can. The nearer, the better.”

Ernie left through the front door and made his way along the street through the bollards to where they had left the car. The bollards were too close together to enable him to drive the car between them, so moving the car to the front door meant he would have to drive around the block.

Meanwhile, Baz was busy trying to release Emma’s hands and feet. Her wrists and ankles had been secured with plastic ties which were too strong for him to break.

“I’ll need to see if there is a knife in the kitchen.”

He saw the immediate fear of being left alone etch itself across Emma’s face. “It’s alright,” he said. “I’ll only be gone a minute.”

True to his word, he was back within a minute together with a knife. It was nothing special, but he’d found it in the first draw he’d opened and it would be good enough to cut through the plastic ties.

“Hold your arms out.” 

She held them out, and he heard Ernie returning as he quickly cut through the plastic.

“You’ll soon get some circulation back, and Ernie’s back already, so we’ll soon have you home.”

He was positioning himself to cut the tie from Emma’s ankles when she screamed.

Danny had been to the local supermarket to buy some cigarettes. He had decided Emma’s father had been given enough time to worry about her, and he was going to phone him to arrange the exchange. Having Emma near him when he made the call would help concentrate her father’s mind, and a few screams would remove any doubts as to his intentions.

He had seen the door was open as he parked his car at the front of the house, and he had immediately rushed inside to find Baz bending over the still prostrate Emma. Baz was holding a knife, and that would have caused most people to have hesitated, but Danny was not most people. His anger propelled him forward. His only thought was to prevent Emma’s ties being cut, and he had no thought for his own safety. 

He dived at Baz, knocking the knife from his hand as he landed on top of him.

From Baz’s perspective, everything had happened so fast. Emma had screamed loudly in his ear, and almost immediately he’d been attacked by a man who had winded him and knocked the knife from his hand. He had no doubt he was in a fight for his life. The man he was struggling with was older than him, but no less fit. They were both simultaneously trying to reach the knife whilst trying to stop the other person reaching it first.

Danny’s hand was only inches from the knife, but in order to reach it he had to let go of one of Baz’s hands and Baz was able to lunge for it too. Baz was fractionally quicker. His hand grabbed the knife as he rolled away, and he held the knife in front of him as he came to a stop. Danny had also lunged for the knife but missed. His eyes remained fixed upon the knife as his body followed, only realising at the last moment that it had stopped moving and was being held blade forwards in front of him. He tried to stop his momentum and to turn his body at the same time, but was only partially successful. The knife missed all his vital organs, but slid deep into his shoulder.

Both men were equally shocked.

Baz had never knifed anyone before, and let go of the knife almost instinctively.

Danny had never been knifed before, and just as instinctively he clutched at his wounded shoulder, rolled away, got up, and ran out of the door.

Ernie was also shocked. He had just driven up to the front door to find another car already parked there, and a man running out. He pulled alongside the other car and rushed into the house expecting the worst, only to find Baz in a similar position to how he had left him a few minutes before.

“That was the man who kidnapped me,” Emma cried.

“I’ll soon have your legs free,” Baz said. “Then I’ll carry you to the car. Is it outside, Ernie?”

“Yes, it’s outside.” Suddenly, it was Ernie who was acting from instinct. “Here’s the keys. I’ll get the bastard,” he said, and before anyone could say anything to dissuade him he had tossed the car keys towards Baz and rushed out again.

The man had a start of almost a hundred yards, but at least he was on foot and hadn’t been able to drive away due to Ernie’s car blocking him in.

Ernie gave chase just as Danny was disappearing around the corner at the end of the street, and as Ernie got there, he was just disappearing again. He ran faster, and had closed the distance considerably before Danny vaulted over the barrier of the main road surrounding Salford Shopping precinct and disappeared into a crowd of shoppers. 

The heavy traffic slowed Ernie down and he only narrowly avoided being hit by a car as he ran across the road and followed him into the precinct. Danny was nowhere in sight, but Ernie sped through the precinct, pushing some of the crowd of pedestrians out of the way, and narrowly avoiding some others as he tried to reduce the distance. He’d lost sight of the man he was chasing, but Ernie was hoping he’d run straight through and that he’d catch up with him as they both came out the other side.
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Police Constable Ben Swallow’s reputation and career had taken a knock since the fiasco with one of the Chief Constable’s neighbours. Chief Constable Julie Benson always took a keen interest in whichever driver covered the area in which her own house was located. She didn’t want any probationers covering her patch and insisted on more experienced officers. 

It was a coveted roll. There were over seven thousand officers in Greater Manchester Police, most of whom were personally unknown to the Chief Constable. Being known could be a real boon to a young officer’s career prospects as long as they were known for the right reasons.

Of course, the reverse was also true, and being known for the wrong reasons could have a detrimental effect.

Ben Swallow’s career had begun well. Any police officer worth their salt could arrest some drunk for a public order offence on a Saturday night, but arresting someone in the very act of committing a burglary or robbery was something some officers never accomplished at any time in their career. 

Arresting someone from subsequent evidence happened frequently, but arresting someone in the act was a rare event requiring more luck than judgement.

By luck, Swallow had found himself at the right place at the right time on several occasions. 

On one occasion, he had left his car and walked down a back alley in the middle of the night to relieve himself against a wall. As he did so, he was almost hit on the head by a bag of loot thrown over the wall, quickly followed by the burglar who had just broken into the house to which the wall belonged. It is hard to say who was most surprised, the burglar or the constable, but the constable recovered quickly enough to make the arrest.

On another occasion, he had been walking down an alley behind a youth pushing a motor bike. He was literally only an arm’s length away from the youth when the call came through to say the bike had been stolen.

There was no bravery or skill involved, only luck, but his series of fortunate arrests came to the attention of the Chief Constable at the same time as the officer responsible for the patch in which the Chief Constable’s home was situated was being promoted to sergeant. She was looking for someone to replace him, and Police Constable 4869 Swallow fitted the bill.

His future prospects should have been assured if his luck had continued. His lack of luck was not immediately disastrous. It was true he didn’t have the luck he’d formerly had, but in truth all he had to do was keep his nose clean. From the Chief Constable’s perspective, it was more important to prevent burglaries taking place in the first place than arresting burglars after the event.

The Chief Constable, in keeping with her status, lived in the Carrwood area of South Manchester. There were few drunks, and even fewer burglaries, but she always took a keen interest in any burglaries that did take place.

What few burglaries there were, were usually reported in a morning as householders got up, and were immediately passed on to CID, and they in turn immediately notified Chief Constable Benson.

In order to afford a house in the same area as the chief constable required a certain level of income. As a consequence of that, almost all homes had top of the range burglar alarms. Your average criminal knew there were easier pickings elsewhere, and it was only the more experienced and professional burglars who would take on the challenge.

The more professional the burglar, the more time they would take in examining the area and planning the burglary prior to its execution. Unless something went drastically wrong, the opportunity of catching burglars in the act was virtually non-existent, and the uniformed officer’s role in that area was to act as a visual deterrent.

Ben Swallow thought all his birthday’s had come at once one night, when he saw a car obviously out of place. All the cars belonging to the large detached houses on his patch were appropriately expensive, and the car parked on the street in the middle of the night stood out like a saw thumb and didn’t belong there. He immediately got on the radio for a vehicle check, only to be told the car belonged to Ernie Wright, who was then on bail suspected of murder and believed to be in possession of a gun.

He could see the silhouette of someone in the car, and was warned not to approach, but to keep it under observation from a distance pending the arrival of an armed response unit which was several minutes away.

It was the type of job even the newest of probationers could have done, and he parked some distance away, but close enough to see the silhouette in the back seat.

Everything was in place and the armed response team was on its way. He knew the armed response team would do the arrest, but he also knew he would be praised for noticing the suspicious car in the first place, and for keeping the occupant under observation until the armed response unit arrived. 

Unfortunately, whilst keeping the rear of the car under observation, he could not see the front of the car and had no idea other people were getting out and then back in again.

His first indication his luck had changed was when he looked back at the car after momentarily looking away. There was nothing to see. Neither the car, nor the silhouette, were there . 

He drove forward to where it had been parked, but couldn’t even see the tail lights. What he could see was the flashing blue lights of the approaching armed response unit, and what he could hear was the burglar alarm from a nearby house.

As a result of his lack of diligence, or as he saw things his lack of good luck, he was no longer driving around the affluent areas of Carrwood. He was no longer driving anywhere. Reduced to walking the beat, he had been moved to the city centre of Salford and was desperate for a few good arrests to get himself back in his bosses’ good books.
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Police Constable Ben Swallow was walking around the precinct in Salford city centre with only one aim in life. He needed to make a memorable arrest. 

Shoplifters just didn’t cut it. They were ten-a-penny, and in any event usually detained by shop security guards with the arresting constable being little more than a chauffeur taking them back to the police station. He didn’t think drunks, vagrants, or people swearing and causing public order offences would count either. He could arrest people for those type of crimes almost any day of the week. What he needed was a real criminal, a burglar, a robber, a pickpocket, a.... 

His thoughts were disturbed by the person running across the end of the precinct in front of him. It took a couple of seconds before he realised who it was, and by that time they had disappeared. 

Ernie Wright was a crook. Everyone at the station knew it, not least Ben Swallow. Ernie Wright been arrested several times on quite serious charges including murder and possession of a firearm, but they’d always had to let him go for lack of evidence. The fact he was up to something was obvious. Why else would he be running. The bus stops were not in that direction, and he could only be running away from a crime he had committed.

Constable Swallow saw his salvation and rushed to embrace it. Even if he didn’t get his old beat back, getting a mobile beat of any kind would be preferable to walking the city centre in all weathers. There was only so much policing he could do in the covered precinct. Eventually, in every shift, there came a time when he had to walk outside and face whatever weather North West England could throw at him.

He gave chase, absolutely convinced the arrest of Ernie Wright would be followed by discovery of a major crime Wright had committed. Absolutely convinced his arrest would lead to his rehabilitation.

The man he was chasing seemed to be slowing down, and Ernie was slowly but surely catching up with him. He was aware a uniformed police officer had joined the chase, and assumed Baz or Emma had phoned the police to let them know he was chasing the kidnapper. 

He was gaining on the man he was chasing, and Ernie was pleased to see the constable was gaining on him. He thought that was a good thing. The way things were going the police constable would have caught him up about the same time as he caught up with the man he was chasing. If the man turned violent, at least there would be two of them to deal with him.

Constable Swallow had also seen the other man now. Wright seemed to be chasing him, and was closing in on him with evil intent. God! Perhaps Wright intended to kill him, and he would be praised for foiling a murder if he stopped him. Even if he wasn’t intending to kill him, it was obvious Wright was up to no good and had harmful intent.

The chase was all but over. Danny wasn’t as fit as he should have been, and the distance between him and the person chasing him was diminishing with every step. Ernie was almost within arm’s reach, obviously not as fit as the policeman, and glad for the support that was quickly arriving behind him.

Just one pace behind, Ernie had reached out to grab Emma’s kidnapper when he was suddenly thrown to the ground as he was rugby tackled from the rear. Winded by his fall, he was unable to stand due to the weight of the person who had tackled him. The person who was now lying on top of him. He could only watch as the kidnapper continued running and eventually turned the next corner and disappeared from sight.

“Got you,” the person on top of him said.

“You stupid bastard. He’s got away.”

For a moment, Constable Swallow had a moment of doubt before realising Wright was trying to pull a fast one by trying to convince him the man he’d been chasing was a criminal rather than his intended victim.

“Good thing too,” he said. “I don’t know what you intended to do to him, but it obviously wasn’t anything good.”

“Too right,” said Ernie. “I was going to kill the bastard.”

Ernie had been speaking figuratively, but Swallow took his words literally as they served to confirm he had made the right call.

“I’m arresting you for attempted murder,” he said. “You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”

Not again, Ernie thought. He had a reasonable explanation for wanting to catch the man he’d been chasing, but he’d also had reasonable explanations the last two times he’d been arrested. This time, he had enough experience to know it was best not to say anything, so he made no excuses. He had done nothing wrong, and he was sure everything would all sort itself out in the end.

Ben Shepherd took Ernie’s silence for an admission, and he could hardly contain his glee as he contacted the station and asked for a vehicle to convey a prisoner he’d just arrested for attempted murder. He kept a tight hold of Ernie as, in his mind’s eye, he imagined the Chief Constable commending him for his prompt and brave action.
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Emma was on the floor and rubbing her wrists and ankles where Baz had removed the ties.

“I’m stiff with having been unable to move over the last two days, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to walk far even if I manage to stand,” she said.

“There’s no rush,” said Baz. “Take as long as you like. Once you’ve got a bit of feeling back in your legs, I’ll help you up and support you as you walk to the car. Ernie’s parked it immediately outside the door, so there’s only a few steps.”

Baz had been on autopilot since arriving at the house and finding Emma. He had dropped the knife when he’d stabbed Danny, but once Danny had run out of the door and he’d got over his shock, Baz had picked the knife up again and used it to cut the ties holding Emma’s ankles and wrists. Once he’d made sure she was alright, he went through every room in the house to make sure there was nobody else there.

It was only now, as the adrenalin rush waned, that he realised the enormity of what had happened. Emma could have been killed. The fight with the person holding her could so easily have gone the other way, with him being stabbed rather than the other man.

“I’m so glad you’re safe,” he said. “I love you, and I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“I love you too,” she said. Until that moment, she had experienced a dream-like quality to her rescue, and it was as though her brain had still not accepted she had been freed. Her words brought everything to a head and her overwhelming realisation that she was finally free was accompanied by involuntary sobbing.

It was immediately infective, and both Emma and Baz held one another and sobbed together for several minutes.

“Let’s get you home,” Baz said finally.

“Shouldn’t we stay here till the police arrive?”

“They won’t be coming. We didn’t want to put your life in any more danger than it was, so we didn’t tell them you’d been taken. We’ll let them know everything once it’s all over. For now, we’ll lock the door behind us to secure the scene, and then I’ll take you home to your mum and dad.”

“I could phone them from here if you let me have your phone.”

“You could do, but I know them. They’ll still be worried about you until they’ve seen you in the flesh. The sooner we get you home, the better. We can sort everything else out from there.”

“What happened to Ernie?”

“He’s chased after the man who was holding you.”

“I hope he’s alright,” Emma said. “I thought he’d have come back by now.”

“So did I,” said Baz. “I’ve phoned him, but he’s not answering. The man who took you had quite a head start. My guess is, Ernie’s lost him and is still looking for him. I’ll try again once I’ve got you home.”

Emma could feel the circulation returning to her hands and feet, and Baz helped her and supported her as she walked a few steps around the room. 

“I’m not as bad as I thought I’d be,” she said. “I’ll be fine going to the car as long as I’ve got a bit of support.”

“Come on then. Let’s get you home.”

Baz supported her as they walked towards the front door, then Baz left her leaning against the side of the door as he went to the car and opened the front passenger door as wide as it would go before returning to collect Emma and support her as she walked from the house to the car.

The journey from Strawberry Hill, Salford, to the home of Emma’s parents at Beeston Street, Harpurhey, took Baz the best part of fifteen minutes despite only being four miles away. He pulled up outside, but before he had the chance of opening his own door Bob and June Hinchcliffe were already at the passenger door and helping Emma out.

June was in tears as she gave her daughter a good long hug.

“It’s alright mum, I’m fine.”

“He didn’t.... He didn’t molest you?”

“No. Nothing like that, mum. He kept me tied up most of the time, but apart from that he never touched me. Released me whenever I wanted to go to the bathroom, then fastened my hands and feet back up again straight afterwards.”

“Oh, you poor thing. Let’s get you inside,” Bob said. 

Emma was still a bit stiff from having her legs fastened together for so long, so Bob and Baz both helped her inside.

“When did you last eat?” her mum asked.

“He gave me water every so often, but I’ve had nothing to eat since leaving university apart from the couple of chocolate bars he gave me. I’m starving, but I think we should tell the police what’s happening before I have anything to eat.”

“I don’t think so,” her mother said. “There’s no telling how long you’ll be at the police station making statements once they get their hands on you. I’m going to make sure you’ve got a square meal inside of you before you go anywhere.”

“I’ll give Ernie another call,” Baz said. He was worried when he didn’t get any reply and the call went straight to voice mail but he didn’t want to let the others know. Emma and her parents had been through enough without him giving them something more to worry about. He left a message asking Ernie to call him as soon as possible, and then he called the office. That only increased his own anxiety when he didn’t get any reply from their either.
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Sarah Carter only had the police radio on in her car, but she was singing along to the song inside her head and beating time against the steering wheel with her hands. Today was going to be a good day. She was on her way to Salford Police Station after receiving a message that Ernie Wright had been arrested red-handed whilst trying to rob someone.

Initially, she’d been told Wright had been arrested for attempted murder, but there had obviously been some sort of mix up because she’d later received a message it was an attempted robbery. She wasn’t unduly alarmed. In the heat of the moment, whilst an incident was ongoing, things often became confused. 

Uniformed officers didn’t carry law manuals around in their pockets, and it was a rare officer who could remember all the wording of all the legislation they were expected to enforce. What wasn’t rare, were the occasions when police officers knew someone had committed a crime, but couldn’t at that exact moment put their finger on the precise wording of the precise law they had broken.

Still, she thought, the arresting officer must have been certain he’d committed some sort of serious crime, and she was looking forward to nailing Ernie Wright once and for all.

It really annoyed her that she had arrested him twice without anything coming from it. She was convinced he was a crook but there was never quite enough evidence, and in the past she’d had to let him go both times without charge. This time, Ernie Wright was going to get his comeuppance, and she was going to enjoy seeing him squirm. She didn’t want to miss anything, and had already radioed ahead and left strict instructions that he wasn’t to be interviewed until she got there.

“Are you the arresting officer?”

At first, Constable Swallow had been a bit peeved that he hadn’t been allowed to interview his prisoner himself, but now he’d had time to think about it he was quite pleased. The intervention of the Detective Inspector would ensure everything would be brought to the attention of both the Chief Superintendent and the Chief Constable. Robberies were not an everyday event. Senior officers always took an interest in them because they were loved by the media.

“I was,” he said. “Caught him in the act, just as he was about to rob the man who was running away from him.”

Because of her past experiences, a brief moment of uncertainty flitted across the detective inspector’s mind. “You arrested him before he’d committed the offence?”

“Yes, but he’d been chasing the man through the precinct. Almost caught him too. I only just got there in time.”

“And where’s the man he was chasing? Did you manage to take a statement off him?”

The feeling of uncertainty flitted from the detective to the constable, and for the first time that day the constable became unsure about the action he had taken.

“No. He ran off. Glad to have got away I would think. Saw me arrest the man who was chasing him though, so I’m sure he’ll phone in once he gets home.”

“I hope you’re right,” Detective Inspector Carter said, “for your sake. Can you describe him?”

Constable Swallow had only seen the man from the back, so he couldn’t describe his face. Apart from his clothes, he could only describe the man’s height, weight and hair.

“Height was about five ten, weight about twelve stone, dark hair and ....”

“Average then. What about his clothes?”

“No coat. Jeans and dark sweatshirt, and white trainers.”

“So, an average man wearing nondescript clothing. You are sure it was a man?”

Constable Swallow didn’t like the way things were going. He had expected the detective inspector to come in and interview the man he’d arrested. Instead, he seemed to be getting the third degree himself.

“I was focused on the man I arrested,” he said. “The man he was chasing was just a blur in front of him.”

Sarah Carter had arrived in good spirit, but she physically felt that spirit draining out of her as she tried to get more details out of the arresting officer.

“How far did you chase the suspect?” she asked.

“A few hundred yards. He was catching up with the man he was chasing, and I had to sprint to catch up with him. By the time I was able to stop him, he was just reaching out to grab the man he was chasing by the throat.”

“Are you sure he was going to grab his throat? Is it possible he was going to tap him on the shoulder?”

“It’s possible, but I don’t think so. It looked to me like he was reaching for his throat.”

“Let me get this straight. The man at the front was running, Wright was running after him, and you were running after the pair of them.”

“That’s right.”

“So how sure where you that they were not simply late for an appointment and in a hurry to get somewhere?”

“It didn’t look like that. It looked like the man I arrested was chasing the man in front.”

“And how sure are you that the man in front hadn’t dropped his wallet, and the man at the back hadn’t picked it up and was running after him to return it?”

This hadn’t crossed Swallow’s mind before the detective mentioned it. Now it had been mentioned, he didn’t want to think about it.

“It wasn’t like that. I didn’t find an extra wallet on him when I searched him after his arrest. The man was scared and was running away, and Wright was chasing him.” 

“But you couldn’t see the face of the man in front who was running away?”

“No. He was running away.”

“So how do you know he was scared?”

“He must have been. Why else would he have kept running even after I’d arrested Wright?”

“Late for an appointment perhaps,” Sarah said. “What about Wright? What offence did you actually see him committing?”

“Attempted assault. Even, attempted murder. He told me he was going to kill the bastard.”

“Did he say why he wanted to kill him?”

“No.”

“You said you’d searched him after arresting him. Did he have a weapon on him?”

“I did search him, but he had no weapon.”

“Could he have thrown it away?”

“Not whilst I was chasing him.”

“Did he actually catch up with the man he was chasing? Did he touch him in any way?”

Ben Swallow thought about lying, but then changed his mind. The shopping precinct was full of CCTV cameras and it would be easy enough to check. If everything went pear-shaped, he would be in enough trouble without also being accused of having lied to the detective inspector.

“No,” he said. “He was just reaching out to him, but never actually touched him. I tackled him just as he was about to grab hold of him, and I’m sure he would have done if I hadn’t stopped him.”

“I hope you’re right,” the detective inspector said, “for all our sakes. I don’t want you going anywhere until I’ve finished. I need you to stay here until I’ve interviewed your prisoner.”

Leaving the constable to sweat, Sarah Carter had Ernie brought from his cell to one of the interview rooms.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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“Hello again, mister Wright. I have to remind you that you have been arrested on a charge of attempted robbery and that you are still under caution. Do you want a solicitor?”

Ernie was still bemused by everything. It had all happened so quickly. One minute he’d seen the man run out of the house, the next he’d given chase, and the next he’d been arrested.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Do I need one?”

“That’s up to you. How about you tell me your version of what you were doing leading up to your arrest, then if you need a solicitor, we’ll allow you to make a phone call and get one.”

In the past he’d been found in some quite incriminating situations, and had a good solicitor who had advised him to make a statement then say nothing else. This time, as far as he could see, he wasn’t in an incriminating situation at all. He hadn’t done anything except try to catch a real criminal. 

The arresting officer initially accused him of attempted murder, and then of attempted robbery, but Ernie had no real idea of why he’d been taken to the police station. 

He decided to use the tactics that had proved so successful last time he’d been arrested. He intended making a statement, and then make no further comment.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll start from the beginning. Have you got my phone? I’ve something I need to show you.”

Ernie’s phone had been taken off him when he’d been searched on arrival at the police station. Sarah slid it over the desk to him and Ernie removed the opaque back cover, retrieved his ID card, and slid it back to her.

“What’s this?” she asked. “It’s got your sister’s name on it. Ann Perkins.”

“It’s her GCHQ ID card. She’s been working under cover for GCHQ.”

“But why have you got it?”

“Because I am Ann Perkins. I do not have a sister. There is only me. Every time you have spoken to Ann Perkins you have really been speaking to me in disguise as her.”

Sarah could see the resemblance, but siblings often had similar facial features. She didn’t believe him, but there was a nagging doubt. She had always found Ann to be a little odd. Something not quite right that she couldn’t put her finger on. But Ann was her friend for God’s sake. Not only that, but Sarah was supposed to be a good detective, but how could she be if she couldn’t tell the difference between a man and a woman.

Sarah sat in silence as Ernie told her he and Ann Perkins were the same person, and she was still struggling to get her head around what he had said when he continued.

“I’ve been on a case involving the Continuity IRA, and it ended with an IRA member kidnapping Emma.”

“What! Bob Hinchcliffe’s Emma?”

“Yes, but contacts at GCHQ discovered where she was being held, and I went with her boyfriend, Baz, who also works at GCHQ, to rescue her from a house in Salford. 

“But why didn’t you phone the police?” asked the Detective Inspector. “The man holding her may have been dangerous.”

“To be honest, it was a long shot whether he’d even be there. Even if he was, Emma may not have been there too. He’d warned us not to call the police, and we didn’t want to make things worse. Naively, we thought we’d make some excuse to knock on the door and see if anyone was at home. We intended calling the police once we’d checked the place out.”

“Were they there?”

“Yes. We found Emma there and managed to release her, but the man returned as we were releasing her, and he attacked Baz.”

Sarah was convinced now. She had forgotten all about why she’d commenced the interview, and had become completely enthralled by the story.

“What happened next?” she said.

“There was a struggle in which the Continuity IRA member came off worst, and he eventually ran off towards Salford city centre with me in hot pursuit.”

Detective Inspector Sarah Carter knew what was coming next.

“And you chased the man through Salford Shopping Centre and you were just about to catch him when the constable rugby tackled you?” she asked.

“That’s about the size of it, yes.”

She laughed despite herself. It annoyed her that she’d been wrong about Ernie Wright, and it annoyed her she’d been duped by his disguise as Ann Perkins, and it annoyed her at the thought of what others would think about her detection skills if it ever became common knowledge.

Her annoyance was only compensated for, by the thought of what she was going to put that uniformed police constable through.

She believed the story Ernie had told her, but there was no way she wasn’t going to check it out.

“You’ll need to stay here whilst I check your story, but if it all checks out, you’ll be free to go.”

Just as she stood up to leave, the door to the interview room was opened by a uniformed sergeant. 

“Excuse me, Ma’am. Telephone call for you.”

She left the room before asking the sergeant who the phone call was from.

“An Emma Hinchcliffe, Ma’am. Asked for you by name.”

“Emma. Ernie has just been telling me about you. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. Just stiff from where I’ve been tied up for so long. Did you say Ernie was there? We’ve been worried about him. That’s one of the reasons why I’m calling.”

“He’s at the station. He told me you’d been kidnapped?”

“That’s right. I didn’t know who by, but my dad said it was the Continuity IRA. Baz and Ernie rescued me.”

Sarah took brief details before making arrangements for her sergeant to take a more detailed formal statement, and within a few minutes she had returned to the interview room. 

“Right, Ernie, you’re free to go. I’d appreciate it though if you could give one of my officer’s a full written witness statement before you go.”

“Do I have to have to give one now? I’d like to catch up with the others and check Emma is alright.”

“No problem. Emma’s at home, and my sergeant is on his way to take a statement from her. He can take a statement from you at the same time.”

“That’s fine. I’m free to go?”

“You are.”

Ernie stood up to make his way out.

“Oh, and Ernie.”

“Yes.”

She winked. “Give my regards to Ann. She’s been a good friend to me.”

He laughed. “I will,” he said, “next time I see her.”

A few minutes later, Detective Inspector Sarah Carter had returned to where Police Constable Ben Swallow had been waiting with increasing trepidation.

“Constable Swallow,” she said. “Would that be the same Constable Swallow who was keeping observations on the car of an armed suspect, but who didn’t see them drive away?”

He swallowed. “Yes,” he said quietly.

“And would that be the same Constable Swallow who allowed a known IRA terrorist to escape whilst the same Constable Swallow arrested a known intelligence service agent who was about to catch the same terrorist?”

“What!” Constable Swallow had found it hard to understand what the detective inspector had just said. What he did understand, was that he was in deep shit.
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Chapter Forty

[image: image]


Danny had managed to keep under the radar in London, but he’d found it increasingly difficult.

It was likely the security services hadn’t even known there was a cell operating at first, but by now they had probably worked out the connection between the robberies and the IRA. He didn’t like the name Continuity IRA. As far as he was concerned the Continuity IRA was the IRA. They were a continuation of the original. Others had changed and grown soft, but not them.

He knew the security services would be after him now he’d shown his hand in the North of England. 

Manchester, had been on constant alert following the IRA city centre bombing of 1996 which injured over two hundred people, but that hadn’t stopped the suicide bombing of the Ariana Grande concert in 2017 which killed twenty-two and injured hundreds of others, mostly children. 

He had seen in the media how the emergency and security services had been criticised for the failings which allowed the last bombing to occur, and he knew they would pull out all the stops to apprehend him once they became aware of his presence. They had a reputation to get back.

He should never have run out of the house. He knew that now, but the shock of being stabbed had galvanised him into a retreat from which there was no return. He was sure the police and forensic services would be all over the house by now. He had been careful, but he couldn’t be sure they wouldn’t find a fingerprint or some of his DNA somewhere. By now, they may even know who he was, and have circulated his photo.

He'd been lucky to escape from whoever had been chasing him. Slowing down due to the loss of blood from his shoulder wound, he had resigned himself to being caught as he was in no condition to fight them off. Then, as suddenly as it had started, the chase had finished. He had no idea why, but the heavy footfall behind him suddenly ceased, he turned a corner, and discovered he was on his own. Not bothering to go back and check, he just continued to increase the distance between him and those chasing him until he knew he was safe.

The immediate danger was over, but there was still the small matter of escaping from the country.

Fergus wanted him back in the Republic, and had forwarded contact details to a sympathiser who had a small boat at Rhyl Harbour in North Wales. The mainland’s long coastline was equally helpful to asylum seekers, illegal immigrants, criminals and terrorists. All the major ports had a large police presence, but the coastline had numerous small harbours where small boats came and went on a daily basis with few formalities.

Danny considered going back to see if he could get his car, but decided against it. The police would probably be there by now, and his car towed to some compound for forensic examination. 

Eventually, he decided to catch a train from the nearby Salford Crescent station. There was no sign of any police activity when he arrived at the station and bought his ticket, and within half-an-hour he was on a train to Chester. A quick change, and within a couple of hours he was in Rhyl and making his way to the harbour where he had arranged to meet his contact on the boat.

He'd been expecting something larger, and the size of ‘Lucky Lady III’ surprised him almost as much as the gender of Charlie. At first, he hesitated, walked past, and only returned once it had become clear there was no other similarly named boat in the harbour.

“Are you Charlie?” he asked the young woman in the wheelhouse.

“Might be,” she said. “Who’s asking?”

“A diamond geezer looking for a lucky lady with a skipper named Charlie.”

“What sort of diamond geezer?”

Danny thought the rigmarole was long winded, but had no choice but to play along. Besides, it did show a level of security awareness he appreciated.

“An eighteen-carat diamond geezer,” he replied.

The security protocol completed, she came to the side, held out her hand, and helped him climb aboard.

“You must be Danny then,” she said. “Welcome aboard.”

“I was expecting something larger.”

“That’s the whole point,” she said. “Nobody would expect you to be leaving on a sixteen-footer.”

“Is it safe?” he asked.

She laughed. “It’s safe alright. As long as the seas not too rough. The worst that can happen is that the motor conks out, but we’ve plenty of fuel.”

“Does it conk out often?”

“Has never happened to me yet, but if the worst comes to the worst, we’ve also got oars so I hope you’re feeling strong. This is a Fastliner. It was designed and built for inshore ocean fishing and they’re pretty rugged. A day like today, there’ll be no problem.”

“Hope not,” he said, but he wasn’t completely convinced. The sixteen feet of the boat was almost completely open apart from three sides of a small wheelhouse at the front. The small Yamaha 4-stroke outboard motor attached to the stern was the largest thing on the boat, and the only equipment in the open part of the boat outside the small cabin was a pair of wooden oars stored along the side.

“The tide is no problem for something as small as this here,” she said, “but it is at the harbour where we’re going. We need to go in the next few minutes otherwise we’ll need to wait for twelve hours. If you’re ready, we’ll cast straight off.”

“That’s fine with me. The sooner we’re away, the better.”

“Here. Take this. You’ll look the part.”

He put a large scruffy pullover on top of the clothes he was already wearing as she busied herself untying the ropes and starting the outboard motor.

It wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. Few people took any notice of the boat as it made its way through the harbour and out to sea. The sea itself wasn’t as calm as he was hoping for, but the boat handled the mild swell well.

They had only engaged in small-talk during the ten-hour trip, and he knew nothing about her other than her name and the fact she owned the boat. It was better that way. He didn’t need to know. 

She had shared a flask of soup with him half way across and had radioed ahead to make sure there was an empty berth available for them.

“Bloody hell! That’s tight,” he said.

There had been a reason she’d chosen Balbriggan as her destination. Just North of the Skerries, Balbriggan was small in every sense of the word. A small number of berths, and a ridiculously small entrance channel between large banks of silt.

“That’s why it was important to get here at high tide,” she said. “Even a boat as small as this has problems, and at low tide it’s impossible. That’s another good reason for using it. Nobody in their right mind would use a port like this.”

“Are you saying you’re not in your right mind, or are you trying to say I’m not in my right mind?”

She laughed. “It’s me, darling. I’m the idiot. Must be an idiot to take on jobs like this.”

They may not have spoken much, and they may have only met today, but he liked her. As he stepped off the boat, he considered re-boarding and trying to learn more about her. He looked back, but she was already preparing to leave the harbour again.
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Chapter Forty-One
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The following morning Danny was reporting in person to Fergus, the leader of the Continuity IRA.

Over the years, Fergus had become increasingly annoyed with Danny. His team had been sent to remind politicians in England that Republicans were still a force to be reckoned with, and in that regard they had been an abject failure. 

In the course of the robberies needed to fund their activities, they were supposed to make it clear they were members of the Continuity IRA, but even that part of the plan had gone pear-shaped. In the heat of the moment they had said nothing about the cause, and as far as the police were concerned the robberies had been committed by ordinary villains.

That wouldn’t have been so bad if the subsequent bombing campaign funded by the robberies hadn’t also been a disaster. The whole thing had been managed so badly that the team had time to sit around doing nothing between incidents. That inaction had bred discontent and bickering which had ultimately led to some of the team walking out.

Fergus could have taken some of the blame for appointing such a crap leader for the mainland team. He knew some members did blame him, but that’s not how he thought himself. Once the team was on the mainland, they were out of his sphere of influence. Danny was the team leader, and Fergus had no doubts Danny was the only culpable person.

Two things had made things worse. 

Firstly, Danny had refused point blank to return when Fergus had seen the way things were going and had decided to cut his losses and recalled the team back to the Republic. The undermining of his authority had rattled Fergus ever since, and he was bursting to get his revenge.

Secondly, Danny had returned without the diamonds he used as an excuse for having disobeyed the order to return. He argued he needed more time to retrieve the ones stolen from him by the traitor, Thomas Murphy.

Now Danny had returned, and Fergus planned to use him to restore his own reputation. 

“I’ve been telling you to get your arse back here for the past two years without you taking any notice, Danny. It’s only now you’ve caused a right cock-up on the mainland that you’ve bothered to come back.”

Fifteen years ago, and even ten years ago, Fergus and Danny had been the best of friends. Brothers in arms. They had grown up in republican families and both of them believed passionately in the cause. Danny had no problems accepting Fergus as the leader, and Fergus had no doubts about appointing Danny to head up the team he sent to England.

Since then, things had soured considerably, and the contempt Fergus now had for Danny was mutual. Danny had little time for his boss, and he wouldn’t have come back at all if he’d managed to get his hands on the missing diamonds. The cause was important, but not as important as a life basking in the sun somewhere. Instead, he’d returned with his tail between his legs to an Ireland constantly buffeted by the prevailing westerly wind from the Atlantic.

“Sorry, boss,” he said. “I know how expensive things are, and how much difference the money would have make for the cause. I was desperate to retrieve the diamond for you because I knew how important they were.” Important for myself, more like, he thought.

“Well, you’re back now, and not before time. Gone soft since you went over the water, have you?”

“Gone soft! Like hell I have. What makes you think I’ve gone soft?”

“Just whispers,” Fergus said.

“Well, the whispers are bloody well wrong. I’ve not gone soft. Whoever thinks so can whisper all they like, but if they ever say it to my face, they’ll never live to see another day.”

“So not soft then?”

“No, I’m bloody well not.”

“And still dedicated to the cause?”

“Of course.”

“Glad to hear it,” Fergus said. “We’re starting a new campaign, and I want you at the heart of it.”

Danny wasn’t sure. He’d returned to the Republic because there didn’t seem anywhere else safe to go, but safety was relative. Truth to tell, he knew he had gone soft in England. He’d got used to the life. It was fair to say, once he’d got rid of the other members of his gang, for the most part he’d hardly acted like a terrorist at all.

It was no wonder the security services had not tracked him down, until this most recent debacle, he’d done nothing to draw attention to himself. There was no way he wanted to put himself in harm’s way now, but he could see no immediate way out.

“No problem,” he said. “When do we start?”

“Straight away,” Fergus replied. “It all starts with you.” He handed Danny a backpack. “I need you to take these explosives up the coast to Newry in the north.”

“What’s the target?”

“That’s still being decided. You need to call in at Dundalk on the way. They’ll advise you the best place to cross the border. Since the Northern Ireland Agreement there have been no British troops stationed in the area and there is a scarce police presence on either side of the border, so you should have no problems. Best take the advice of the locals on this side of the border though, and they’ll advise you about the target too.”

“So, I won’t know till I get there?” asked Danny.

“No need. The fewer who know, the better. Even I don’t know everything. Safer that way. It Compartmentalises everything.”

“To be honest,” Danny said, “I was hoping for a couple of days off before getting back in the saddle. Can I leave it a few days?”

“I thought you said you’d not gone soft.”

“Fair enough.” Danny admitted defeat and took the bag.

Looking into the bag, he saw it was full to the top with blocks of explosives. 

“What about primers and timers,” he asked.

“You’ll get them on arrival,” Fergus said. “It’s safer for you to carry them without. Once you get there, you’ll be provided with fuller information about the target, provided with the primers and timers, and helped over the border. Get this done first, then you can get your head down for a week or so afterwards. They’re expecting you at Dundalk tonight.”

“Fair enough,” Danny repeated.

Fergus smiled to himself as Danny carried the backpack towards the door. The explosives had been stolen from the Unionist Red Hand Commando group shortly after the Good Friday Agreement had been signed, and he’d been holding them ever since. 

Things had moved on considerably in the ten years since Danny was last in the Republic, particularly in the realm of electronics. The individual blocks of explosives looked innocuous to him, but inside several of the blocks were miniature electronic timers and primers around which the blocks had been constructed.

Danny didn’t know it, but the target wasn’t in the North at all, but in the Republic. The republican group at Dundalk had been causing Fergus a few problems lately, so they were ideal for his master plan. 

The explosives were set to explode during Danny’s meeting at Dundalk, and as they were directly traceable to the Unionists in the North, it would be the Unionists who would be blamed. This, Fergus expected, would reignite the Troubles. 

Three birds with one explosive stone. He’d get rid of Danny, who despite what he’d said had obviously gone soft. He’d get rid of the troublesome faction at Dundalk, and he would reignite the troubles.

Fergus was annoyed with Danny because he’d disobeyed orders and stayed in England too long, and Danny was annoyed with Fergus because he’d insisted he return to Ireland whereas Danny himself wanted to be somewhere warmer and dryer. What neither of them understood was the annoyance the bomb maker had with Fergus.

Danny put one of the straps of the backpack over his left shoulder and opened the door with his right hand.

“See you when I get back then, Fergus.”

“Ay, you will.”

They were the last words either of them spoke before the bomb exploded. 

It took several days for the bodies of Fergus and Danny, or what was left of them, to be identified from their DNA, and it took several weeks for the source of the explosives to be identified.

Fergus was correct in his assessment that the Unionists would get the blame, but the time-lapse between the explosion and finding the source of the explosives allowed passions to cool.

The peace process held. 

There were still infrequent acts of individual violence perpetrated by individuals on both sides of the political divide, but most were unaffected. Individual improvement, individual personal health and their own wealth and happiness, were of more immediate concern to people than which party, or which country, governed them. 
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Chapter Forty-Two
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Ernie was nervous as they approached the security barrier at Samlesbury. The last time he had entered he had been detained and grilled, and he’d been responsible for Baz getting suspended too. 

He was in Baz’s car, and accompanied by Baz this time, and in contrast to last time they were waved through after what seemed only a cursory glance at their ID cards.

Ernie looked back as they drove through the security barrier, and recognised one of the people who had frogmarched him into detention last time he had arrived. The guard smiled, and waved at him, and Ernie sat on his hands, not knowing whether to respond in a similar way.

It was a similar experience at the new GCHQ building at the far side of the airfield. They were quickly through the darkened glass door and airport style full body scanner. The armed police looked the same as far as he could tell, but somehow they didn’t seem as threatening.

“Mr Mnikathi, Mrs Perkins, so pleased to see you. We’ve been expecting you. Please follow me.” 

The receptionist led them to the lift, and then along the second-floor corridor. Ernie hadn’t noticed before, but he noticed now that the door didn’t contain any name plate. No name. No job title.

“Here we are. She’s waiting for you. You can go straight in.”

The receptionist hurried away, keen to get back to his desk.

“What’s your bosses name?” Ernie asked.

Baz gave a low chuckle. “I’ve no idea,” he said. “I’ve never asked, and it’s never been offered.”

“You’ve never asked?”

Baz chuckled again. “I learned very quickly never to ask too many questions,” he said. “If I asked her name, and she bothered to reply, the chances are it wouldn’t be her right name anyway.”

“So, what do you call her?”

Baz didn’t reply. He simply opened the door and walked in as Ernie walked in behind him.

“Morning Ma’am,” he said.

“Morning Baz. Morning Ernie. Pleased to see you both again. I hear you’ve had rather an interesting and exciting time.”

“Somewhat,” Baz replied.

“Before we go into the details, I need to remind you, Ernie, that you are still subject to the Official Secrets Act you signed, and you must never disclose anything you have heard or seen in this building. Is that understood?”

“Completely,” Ernie said.

“I need your ID card?”

Ernie handed the card over and watched as she put it into a shredder.

“You won’t need that any more. We employed you to find out about your neighbour, and you did that, and then some. Once you had identified him as a former Continuity IRA member, we had reservations about both you and Baz. After our enquiries, and particularly in the light of your subsequent action, we’re now completely satisfied about both of you.

“We’re reinstating you, Baz, with immediate effect. Your record will show you have been fully investigated, but will also show the subsequent vetting fully vindicated you.”

“Thank you, Ma’am,” Baz said.

“As for you, Ernie. I understand a growing number of people now know you and Ann Perkins are the same person. How will that effect your own work as a private detective?”

“You’re right,” Ernie said. There’s Baz, and his fiancé Emma, and I think Emma may have told her parents, but I can’t be sure. Detective Inspector Sarah Carter knows now too.

The more people who know, the more complicated things are becoming, and I even get confused myself sometimes. It’s not a case of knowing whether I’m coming or going, it’s a case of knowing whether I’m Ernie or Ann. 

If I act like Ernie whilst dressed as Ann, it’ll soon become obvious I’m not who I say I am. Same the other way around, if I act as Ann whilst dressed as Ernie. My guess is, it’ll soon get out to the wider public, and if it ever gets into the press, there will be little point in continuing the charade. 

“I’m worried about Detective Inspector Sarah Carter knowing too. I’ve given evidence in court whilst disguised as Ann Perkins, so I’m not sure where I stand with her, and whether she’ll pursue me for committing perjury.”

“I can see how that may be a problem, but I’m sure we can sort the police out for you. We’ll have a little word in the Detective Inspector’s ear.”

“Thank you.” 

“It’s up to you,” she said, “but it would seem to be a good time for Ann to retire and hand the detective agency over to her brother. That way, you could still keep control of your detective agency, but you wouldn’t have to keep dressing up and fear exposing yourself.”

“Yes, that’s probably a good idea,” Ernie said.

“I understand you both came in the one car?”

“Yes,” Baz said. “We both came in mine.”

“Then there’s nothing more to say. Baz, you take the rest of the day off and get Ernie back home. I’ll see you back here first thing tomorrow morning.” She leaned forward and shook Ernie’s hand. “Ernie, it’s been a pleasure working with you. Keep up the good work with your detective agency. We’ll be keeping an eye on what you’re up to.”

Ernie wasn’t sure about the last remark, but decided to let it go. Baz and Ernie made their way to the door.

“Oh, and Ernie.”

“Yes.”

“If we do ever need your services in the future, can we call upon you?”

“Of course,” Ernie replied, “but at my usual rates, not civil service rates.”

She laughed. “I’ll bare that in mind,” she said. “I may have to ask the Chancellor to put my budget up.”
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Chapter Forty-Three
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The return of Ann Perkins to Australia came as a shock to those who didn’t know the truth about who she was or those who thought she was happy in England.

She told them she had acted too rashly after the death of her husband, and should have waited until the rawness of her bereavement had waned before making a decision as major as leaving Australia. She had lived there for most of her adult life, she told them, and she had become homesick for the place in Australia which she considered her home.

Now the pain of her bereavement was not so acute, she felt she was in a better position to think rationally about her future. She had decided to return to Australia despite her detective agency in England doing so well.

She went on to say she had sold all her shares to Ernie, and her brother was now the owner and majority shareholder of the Ann Perkins Detective Agency.

For his part, Ernie had explained to those she hadn’t spoken to face to face, that Ann was not big on goodbyes and had not wanted a fuss. He told them they had both slipped away to the airport and said their goodbyes privately, but he was sure she would write from time to time to let everyone know how she was getting on. 

Ernie also confirmed he would keep employing all the existing staff, and as a tribute to his sister he would retain the Ann Perkins name on the detective agency, simply adding the lettering ‘Founded by’ before the name itself.

Those who knew the truth, thought this was an ideal solution. The others, were disappointed at Ann’s leaving, but soon settled in to the new routine with their new boss. Contrary to their fears, Ernie’s way of working was not dissimilar to Ann’s.

Bob, who had worked with Ann from the beginning, and who Ann had saved from imprisonment, seemed the most effective. He was gutted Ann had returned to Australia before the marriage of Baz and Emma. He’d even pleaded with them to bring the date of their marriage forward, and pleaded with Ann to put off her return till after the wedding, but his pleas were ignored.

Emma almost caved in and told him the truth, but eventually decided not to. She was proud of the way in which her dad had turned his life around. He owed so much to Ann, that Emma couldn’t take the risk of telling him the person he had put so much faith in did not exist.

By the date of the wedding, Ann had already returned to Australia, and Bob was working for Ernie. He had insisted on teaching Ernie all the skills he had previously taught Ann, and was impressed by the speed at which he learned how to pick locks, bypass burglar alarm systems, and master all the other skills Bob considered essential for any private detective.

It took Ernie a while to get used to the new routine. He missed Ann more than anyone, and realised people had treated him differently when in disguise. He missed seeing the world from a different perspective, missed the thrill and excitement of being in disguise with all its inherent danger of discovery, and only slowly did he settle back into his own permanent persona.

Baz and Emma were thrilled they were finally getting married, but were having a hard time whittling the guest list, and cost, down to an affordable figure. 

“I may be able to help you there,” Ernie said. “I’ve got a little gift for you.”

“What sort of gift?” Emma asked. “I’d have thought you would need all the money you could get your hands on to run the detective agency.”

“I do,” said Ernie, “but this is something different. Something I set aside with your wedding specifically in mind.”

“Sounds intriguing,” Baz said. “What is it?”

Ernie took a tissue out of his pocket, placed it down on the table in front of him, and opened it up to display a larger than average diamond.

“I was keeping this diamond safe for you, so you could use it to pay for some of your wedding, or a honeymoon.”

Emma took hold of it and held it up to the light. “It’s beautiful,” she said, “and enormous. Where on earth did you get it?” 

“I’m not sure,” Ernie lied. “I had an old torch which has been lying about the house for years. I can’t even remember where I’d bought it from. It was at some car boot sale years ago. I can’t remember exactly, but I’ve recently been clearing things out and came across it again. I was going to throw it out, but decided to put some batteries in first to see if it still worked. When I opened it up to see what size batteries it took, I found the battery compartment full of tissue paper with the diamond inside it.”

“But who owned it?” Baz asked. “Surely you can’t just give it to us.”

“Well, I’ve had the torch years and can’t even remember where I originally bought it from, so there is no way to trace the owner now. It may even have come from one of my distant relatives, I just can’t remember. I’ve had it so long.”

“I don’t know,” said Emma. “It’s larger than the stone in my engagement ring, and I know how much that cost. Are you sure it’s a real diamond and not glass? If it’s real, it must be worth a fortune. Someone must have missed it.”

Ernie knew it was real, and knew exactly where it had come from, but he wasn’t inclined to tell them. He was the only person who knew the origin of the diamond, and the fewer who knew the truth, the better.

“Honestly,” he said. “It is real. I had it checked out by Jonathan when he was last up here, and if anyone could have discovered its origins it would have been him.”

“And he couldn’t?” asked Baz.

Jonathan James would have been able to identify it straight away as one of the diamonds stolen from him, but he had already said he’d be unable to attend the wedding.

“He said it was untraceable.” Ernie lied. “And he said it would be fine for you to sell it to help pay for your wedding. He reckoned there would probably be a tidy sum left over towards the honeymoon too. He was quite insistent.”

“In that case,” Emma said. “I don’t see how we can refuse.”

The extra funds meant nobody needed to be excluded. In addition to their immediate family, Emma was able to invite all her university friends to the evening event. Baz was able to invite all his friends from university and from GCHQ.

Ernie almost felt like a fish out of water. He’d never met Baz’s parents before, nor any of Emma or Baz’s university friends. Nor did he know any of Baz’s work colleagues, apart from Baz’s boss who he’d caught a glimpse of at the back of the church but not seen at the reception. 

Apart from a few joint friends, Ernie didn’t know the majority of people at the wedding, and as he looked at the happiness on the faces of Baz and Emma, he couldn’t help thinking about his own wedding day. For a moment he re-experienced the happiness of that day, a happiness now tinged by subsequent events. Perhaps, they would have had other children. A daughter like Emma. He thought for a moment of what it would have been like to have been at his own daughter’s wedding, and he felt a tear welling up and running down his cheek. 

Enough, he thought. This is a time of happiness. A time to look to the future. A time of new beginnings. He’d often imagined his wife, Doreen, talking to him whilst dressed as Ann Perkins, particularly in the early days when he’d had so much difficulty getting tights on and his wig straight. He’d imagined them talking together and laughing together.

“Time to move on,” she said, as another tear began to fall.

He pulled himself together in time for the speeches, and the best man, a university colleague of Baz’s, had been asked to read out the messages from cards of well-wishers who had been unable to attend. The card from Ann included a letter, and he read that out first.

“My dear friends Baz and Emma, or should I say mister and misses Mnikathi. 

Congratulations on your wedding. 

I have learned that few things in life are as simple as they first seem to be. For example, the simple name ‘Baz’ is shorthand for the more complex name of Bangizwe. The simple words of your wedding vows are shorthand for the more complex feelings which you have for one another, and for which words are inadequate to fully express. 

This is an important lesson to remember. When you fall out and argue, which all married couples do from time to time, it is important to look beneath the simplicity of the argument to the more complex reality which will underpin your marriage and bind you together. 

We all have different personalities, the personalities of employees or employers, of sons or fathers, or daughters or mothers. Whilst remaining a son and daughter to your parents, you have both embarked today on new personalities as husband and wife. 

Those two simple words describe complex realities which have to be nourished and cherished. 

Marriage is both a simple and complex concept. Something which has been simply completed in a relatively short time today, but a complex journey which will continue to develop over the course of your lifetimes.

I simply wish you a long and happy and complex life together.

Your loving friend, Ann.

Emma looked at Ernie as the best man finished reading the letter.

“Thank you,” she mouthed to him silently.

The rest of the messages were read out and other formalities completed before the evening’s entertainment commenced.

Sarah Carter had been bemused by the wedding invitation. She was cynical about marriage and tried to avoid weddings whenever possible. The long and unsociable hours had finally led to the breakdown of her marriage. Her husband had found someone else who, like him, had a nine-to-five job with every weekend free, and he had moved out several months ago. 

She was still confused and found it hard to get her head around the fact that Ann and Ernie were the same person. 

She had always liked Ann, and had befriended, and trusted her. At the same time, she had always disliked and distrusted Ernie, and had kept him at arm’s length except when arresting or interviewing him.

Now she didn’t know what to think, and she was seeing him in a new light. He’d certainly had her fooled, and that was no mean feat in itself. It took skill, and a fair amount of courage, to do what he had done. All the brave things she’d thought Ann had done, had really been done by Ernie. She had to admit, she had a grudging, but growing admiration for him.

Apart from Ernie, there were not many people at the wedding she knew socially. She had met several of them professionally, and, like Ernie himself, had even arrested a few of them, but that hardly seemed a good enough reason to have been invited to the wedding. 

Nevertheless, she had been invited, and because of the way the Ann Perkins Detective Agency had helped her career, she felt honour bound to attend. So here she was, sitting on her own whilst everyone else from her table was up dancing. She sat there daydreaming about what Ann, if she had really existed, would have been up to at that moment in Australia. She imagined her on some sun kissed beach and having a barbeque.

“Would you like to dance?”

The voice startled her. She looked up to find Ernie Wright standing beside the table with his hand held out towards her. Ernie Wright, who she’d never quite trusted, and who she’d arrested on several occasions without managing to get any charges to stick. She knew now what had caused her feeling that he was always hiding something from her. Her constant suspicion he was a more complex character to what he appeared to be. No way, she thought. 

“I would,” she said. She reached out for his hand, rose from her chair, and accompanied him onto the dance floor.
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