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ONE

Victor Green had long come to the conclusion that the sun only shone on weekdays. From Monday to Friday he caught the number 2 bus to Newport, where for seven hours he stared from the window of the tax office, a caged creature locked away from the summer glory. The view from his office was tantalising, looking as it did across Church Litten, the old Elizabethan burial ground where once plague victims had been hurriedly disposed of because the churchyard was full. Now most of the tombstones had gone, the area was landscaped and mature, and beautiful trees provided summer shade. Victor loved to sit there during his lunch hour. One of the remaining gravestones was dedicated to John Hamilton Reynolds, who had been John Keats’s best friend. Like Keats, Reynolds had been a poet, and Victor liked to think that the two men would appreciate his own modest verses. Sometimes he had imaginary chats with them, sitting under the weeping birch tree.

The view from the office also served to remind him of what he was missing at home – his sweetpeas, his hanging baskets, blue tits nesting in the bird box on his wall and the occasional glimpse of a fox. When he finally surfaced full of hope on Saturday mornings, the first thing he usually heard was the patter of rain.

Today, however, was different. It was one of those fresh, glistening mornings that promised a balmy day ahead. Suddenly alert he flung back the duvet, visited the bathroom, boiled an egg with toast, cleaned his teeth, stripped off his pyjamas and put on his gardening clothes. Two weeks ago a letter had arrived from the council, telling him to get his lime tree trimmed back or they would take matters into their own hands. Victor lived in fear of upsetting the authorities and for two weeks the letter had lain heavily on his conscience, but between them, work and the weather had prevented him from obeying the law.

Hurriedly he washed up, dried the dishes and put them away, fed the birds on the table outside the kitchen window then repaired to the garden shed, where a ladder, saw and various other paraphernalia were lined up in readiness. Victor was not very keen on heights. Indeed, two rungs up the ladder and his hands became clammy. In its own way, this was an act of heroism, overcoming the fatal flaw that was his vertigo. He had already studied the overhanging tree at some length and knew which branches must be amputated. To his mind it was an act of vandalism, but the law must be obeyed. The tree was a lovely tree-like shape, smooth straight trunk with lemony foliage fanning out to all points of the compass. He knew that by the time he finished it would look butchered – a word that conjured up images of mindless violence.

Victor liked words, not only their meanings but their shape and sound. He had once had a verse published in the village magazine, stirred by the memory of the pond that had formerly graced the grounds of the local manor house. Now the house was a hotel and it was up to the council to keep the pond according to its former glory but, sadly, the busy visitations of ducks and the addition of an old fridge and battered mattress meant that it now had a neglected air. Silently he recited some of his poem: Trembling weed amid the rushing foam – he thrilled to the metre of the line.

As he walked down the drive he had already made up his mind that if there happened to be a bird nesting in the tree then he would refuse to act and face whatever penalty the council might impose rather than have it disturbed. He saw the headlines in the Clarion: ‘Local man faces gaol to protect blackbirds from council slaughter.’ Like butcher, slaughter was one of those words red in tooth and claw. He shook off the lurking thoughts of death and destruction.

Victor was not much of a handyman but he had read up on ladders and safety, and knew about how to secure the steps, ensuring that they stood on level ground, stabilised with a wedge so that they would not slip away and leave him stranded in the tree. Local man spends night among the branches … From the garden shed he fetched two warning road signs that he had purchased in Halfords. Twice a year he had to trim the front hedge and, there being no pavement, he was careful to ensure that a distracted driver did not come round the bend too fast and plough into him. Accidents were always high on Victor’s list of preoccupations.

Having placed the signs and looked up the road several times to ascertain whether a lost juggernaut was about to attempt to negotiate the lane, he grasped the saw and ascended the ladder. Don’t look down, that was the advice that had come from somewhere, a film perhaps, some cliffhanger that had made him grip the arms of the cinema seat and look away.

As he braced his knees against the rung of the ladder he felt them begin to tremble. Steady on, get on with it, get it over and done with. Later he would have the satisfaction of a job well done.

Tying the top of the ladder to a branch, he leaned across and, with a deep intake of breath, began to saw. The angle was difficult and his arms quickly began to ache but he ploughed on. After an eternity he heard a cracking noise, the branch suddenly succumbed and fell away. Victor followed its flight with his eyes, grabbing the trunk for support. Don’t look down!

He breathed out long and hard, and gathered himself to tackle the next branch, a bigger and longer one reaching out across the lane. When he had cut it down he would have to descend and move it to the side of the road. Going down was worse than coming up. He had the same trouble in castle towers, spiral staircases, lofts. It was always the coming down that worried him.

He began to saw with intensity. The branch was made of sterner stuff than its neighbour. Perhaps it had witnessed his attack and was ready to fight back. Victor felt sweat running between his shoulder blades and stopped for a second to wipe the back of his hand across his forehead. Afterwards he couldn’t remember exactly what happened next, except that a wood pigeon preparing to crash-land onto the absent branch had realised too late that it was no longer there. With a squawk it veered off, struggling for the safety of the electricity cable above, but the sudden fluttering in his face caused Victor to jerk back and his worst nightmare became reality. Somehow his boot slipped on the rung of the ladder and he took flight, a short, sharp descent to the road below.

At the same moment, he heard a shout and the alarmed yapping of a small dog. He hit something soft but solid, and as his head cleared he realised that he was lying on the ground, only not the ground but something cushioning his fall. Groggily he struggled up to find a large man spreadeagled beneath him.

‘I’m so sorry. Are you alright?’ He leaned over ready to help the man to his feet but the man did not move. Victor blinked and looked closer. On the gravel of the path he noticed a trickle of blood slowly seeping into the dust. Like the millstream in his poem, it seemed to be gaining momentum.

‘I say,’ he touched the man’s shoulder but he did not respond. Across the lane the little dog, a white poodle, had taken refuge on the bank and was barking spasmodically in a high-pitched key.

‘Sir?’ Gradually Victor metamorphosed from a man who had fallen from a tree into a first-aider at work. Check for vital signs. Do not move – or should that be put into the recovery position? Uncertainly, he placed his fingers on the man’s neck, hoping for the gentle throbbing of a pulse, but there didn’t seem to be anything. Oh god, surely he hadn’t killed him? Would this be murder? Of course he hadn’t meant this to happen. Was it the equivalent of driving without due care and attention? No one had warned him that an absent-minded pigeon might barge into him. At the very least it must be manslaughter. His legs buckled beneath him and he grabbed the foot of the ladder for support. It felt totally secure. At least he had done something right.

He looked helplessly up and down the lane hoping that someone would come along, but the road was empty. From the houses opposite, no one emerged to see what was going on. Somehow Victor stumbled his way up his drive and into the house, grasped the phone and dialled 999.
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They soon arrived; the police, an ambulance and the neighbours attracted by the flashing lights and the wailing sirens. By now, Victor was sitting on the bank under the assaulted tree, struggling with black waves that whooshed in and out of his head. On the ground the other man, now well and truly dead, formed a motionless obstacle at the side of the road. The ambulance had to pull in further up, and on the other side, to avoid hitting him.

‘Can you tell us what happened, Sir?’

Victor’s tongue seemed to have lost contact with his mouth. Disconnected words escaped in a jumble. ‘Tree … pigeon … man.’ The policemen looked around at the growing audience. ‘Did anyone see what happened?’ No one had.

At any other time, Victor would have enjoyed the spectacle. He only knew about crime scenes and accidents from television dramas. Now real policemen and surgeons and photographers were plying their trade, right on his doorstep.

The ambulance men had examined the man on the ground, shaking their heads and brushing the gravel off their trousers. They turned their attention to Victor.

‘Are you hurt anywhere?’

He didn’t know. He didn’t think so as he had managed to negotiate the drive and the telephone, but he certainly felt strange.

They took his pulse, looked into his eyes, asked him if he had hit his head. Not that he remembered. Instead, he felt again the whoosh as his body landed on top of the man, who was even now being photographed as evidence. Someone had gone through the dead man’s pockets in search of his identity. Across the road Mrs Randall, who lived in Princess Beatrice Cottage, had picked up the poodle, which was still whimpering.

‘I’m afraid we’ll have to ask you for a statement,’ the policeman said. A big, solid man, he seemed very nice, understanding. He said, ‘Let’s get you indoors, shall we? I expect you’d like a cup of tea?’

Victor certainly would. He wanted to sit in his favourite armchair and close his eyes and wait for the darkness inside to go away. He wanted to wake up and find that it was all a silly dream.

The nice policeman sat himself opposite Victor at the kitchen table and took out a notebook and pencil. He seemed to spend ages simply arranging things before he asked, ‘Right now, can you tell me your name and date of birth?’

‘Victor Rudolph Green, March 21st 1963.’

‘The year that President Kennedy was assassinated,’ the policeman observed. For a terrible moment Victor wondered whether he was making some connection between the president’s death and the unfortunate accident of the man outside. Something in his brain reminded him that he had the right to remain silent.

‘And your address is?’

‘Princess Alice Cottage, Queen Victoria Avenue, Shanklin.’ He seemed to be running out of breath before he reached the end of a sentence and took a calming mouthful of tea.

‘A nice royal neighbourhood,’ the friendly policeman observed. Victor nodded. It was nice, much too respectable for murder.

Somehow he stumbled through the rest of the statement. He explained about the tree, showing the man the council letter as proof. The constable asked him about the man who had broken his fall. Did he know him? Had he ever seen him before? He didn’t and he hadn’t. He asked him about his job, who he lived with, if he had ever been involved with the police before? He answered all the questions as best he could, all the time wondering if the poor dead man had a wife waiting for him at home, and, what would become of his dog?

‘Do you know who the man is?’ he managed to ask.

‘Not yet.’ The policeman explained that there would have to be an inquest but that for the moment Victor’s doctor was coming over to give him something to help him with the shock.

‘It looks like an unfortunate accident,’ the nice policeman said. ‘Whatever happened, we’ll get to the bottom of it but in the meantime, try not to worry.’

Clearly he didn’t know Victor. He worried about everything; work, his garden, the world economy, whether there was a God… And now he had killed somebody – oh yes, there was plenty to worry about now.
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TWO

Doctor Delaney signed Victor off work for a week. He had known him since he was a child and knew all about his nerves. In the distant past, Victor’s mother used to bring him to the surgery for a variety of ailments that usually sprung from some fear engendered by school bullies. Victor’s father had died when he was eleven, not early enough in Dr Delaney’s opinion. He had bullied the boy, and made no attempt to hide the contempt he felt for this rather wan, willowy child who was more at home in the poetry class than on the rugby field.

Doctor Delaney recognised in the young man the boy he remembered. At thirty-seven, he was still wan and willowy, with a hesitant lisp and an inclination to stutter when he was nervous. ‘Try not to worry,’ he advised. ‘It wasn’t your fault. It was an unfortunate accident that might have happened to anyone.’

Silently Victor answered: Not to an intrepid tree climber who wouldn’t flinch when a wood pigeon accidentally barged into him! He remembered once going to the America Woods and climbing a horse chestnut tree in pursuit of large conkers, which were hanging invitingly out of reach from a branch about twenty feet off the ground.

‘Dare you!’ Douglas ‘Glossy’ Glossop and James ‘Jimbo’ Gray had taunted him, classmates of the same age but twice the beef, boys always in search of amusement at someone else’s expense. Victor had shaken his head, listened to the jibes, then, in a rare moment of defiance, scaled up the tree with remarkable agility for him. On a branch level with the conkers, he realised that they were still out of reach.

‘I can’t!’ he shouted down. ‘They’re too far away.’

‘No they aren’t. Climb out on the branch. Go on!’

He tried but his nerve failed. He began to cry and they booed him, jeering, calling him cry-baby, sissy, namby-pamby. Once they calmed down he prepared to descend and face his humiliation, but something awful happened. His body seemed to seize up and he couldn’t move.

‘Come on! Come down!’

He couldn’t. Finally bored and shrugging off any responsibility, Glossy and Jimbo left him there, still shouting insults until they were out of hearing. When he didn’t arrive home for tea his mother went out to find him, defying his father’s injunction to leave the boy alone, that he had to learn to stand up for himself, fight his own battles.

When his mother finally discovered him he was clinging to the branch as if his life depended upon it, which it did. It was she who summoned the fire brigade and, like a cat up a tree, he was hoisted down and told off for going up there in the first place.

He couldn’t bear to remember his father’s contempt, the endless, ongoing sneering.

‘I will sign you off work for a week, so just take it quietly now.’

He realised that the doctor was speaking and with a gushing sense of relief he thanked him.

In the coming week, safely freed from the yoke of the tax office, Victor read about himself in the paper. In view of his condition he was excused attending the inquest, which was more or less a formality, the case being adjourned until more could be discovered about the man on the ground.

He was pleased to see himself described as a local poet, although they had got his name wrong, calling him Vincent Green instead of Victor Green. That aside, the strange thing was that nothing seemed to have been learned about his victim. No one had reported him missing. His photograph, taken with his white poodle, was featured in the press but nobody seemed to recognise him. Eventually, Mrs Harris from the Beau Rivage guesthouse down on the Esplanade had come forward to say that he had rented a room from her for a few days. He had paid in advance but on the second morning he had simply left. She had only just heard about the accident.

The police examined the room looking for clues but there was nothing to indicate who he might be. He had left no luggage and had signed in under the name of Smith. The only defining evidence as to his identity was the small white poodle that looked strangely incongruous alongside the bulk of the man.

Victor studied the man’s face. It was large and pugnacious. He appeared to have suffered a broken nose and had cauliflower ears, although Victor couldn’t imagine that he had inadvertently inflicted such damage. Remembering what a cushion Mr Smith had made, he thought that he might have been a bouncer or a bodybuilder. It was some tiny consolation that he didn’t look like the sort of man who was kind and considerate and a valuable member of society, but then he chided himself for such unkind thoughts. Who was he to judge another man’s worth?

The fate of the little dog kept him awake. If no one had claimed ‘Mr Smith’, then surely no one had claimed the poodle, who he had come to call ‘Fluffy’. Poor Fluffy, where was he now? The next time the nice policeman popped round to report that there had been no progress, he asked him where the dog was.

‘Dogs’ Home. They’re hanging on to him in case someone comes forward.’

‘And if they don’t?’

The policeman shrugged. ‘Bit of an old dog, bit of a flea bag, I doubt if anyone else would want him.’ The death penalty loomed for Fluffy. Victor, amazed at his temerity, said, ‘I’d like to take him in. It is the least I can do.’

‘Up to you Sir.’

The next afternoon, feeling guilty because he was off sick and therefore shouldn’t be fit to go out, Victor caught the bus to the Dogs’ Home at Godshill. Being summer, the village thronged with people meandering happily along the narrow road, filling the giftshops and overindulging in cream teas. This was the quintessential English rural village – thatched roofs, leaded windows, a stone church on a nearby hill giving rise to legends about it having been moved overnight to the crest of the slope by magical hands. The bus dropped Victor a little further on, at the corner, and, as he negotiated the narrow lane on foot, a cacophony of barking reached him long before the buildings came into sight. He had daydreamed about getting a dog before – ever since his mother had died in fact, and that was nearly three years ago – but then, being at work all day, it didn’t seem fair. This was different though. It was either his house or the doggy heaven for Fluffy, no contest.

Somewhat hesitantly he explained who he was and what he wanted. The lady on the reception desk was less than forthcoming. Too late, he realised that the RSPCA didn’t just hand dogs over to anyone who asked. They wanted to know more about him. He felt like an adoptive parent needing to prove his suitability. They asked if he had ever had a dog before – no. Was his garden properly fenced in – no. In any case, until it was established that no one, no ‘next of kin’, was going to come forward and agree to sign the dog over, ‘Fluffy’ was not up for adoption.

Victor felt the weight of disappointment but, just as he was about to turn away, the lady suggested, ‘You can take him for a walk if you want to?’ They were always short of dog walkers. One more would be useful.

She smiled, seeming to empathise with Victor’s situation. ‘You can see then if you suit each other and, if everything else works out, then you can apply to take him home.’

Victor readily agreed. He felt a thrill of expectation at the prospect of being a dog owner. For the moment this was the next best thing. The lady called for an officer who took him through a gate into the magic area of the kennels. The barking grew louder, an insistent demand for attention. They walked down a narrow alleyway, past cages occupied by a series of unsuitable-looking dogs – big, wild-eyed, frenetic, boisterous – and suddenly they stopped in front of what at first appeared to be an empty cage. There, cowering in the back, was Fluffy, all of a tremble and emitting the occasional pathetic yap.

The man got Fluffy out, fixed a lead to his collar and suggested that Victor took him down a path and into a wood at the bottom. ‘Don’t let him off the lead,’ he warned.

Victor gave the lead a hesitant jerk, and in response Fluffy crouched down on the ground and refused to move. Victor tugged a little harder and Fluffy was dragged a few inches across the ground. All the time the officer was watching. Seeing Victor’s dilemma, he said, ‘You’d better carry him as far as the wood. He’s scared of the other dogs.’

Victor realised that to reach the wood they would have to continue along the alley, running the gauntlet of an array of large, aggressive dogs throwing themselves against the bars. It dawned on him that they were the canine equivalent of Glossy and Jimbo and in that moment he fell in love. Scooping the poodle up, he shielded him from the threat and swept him along to the sanctuary of the trees.

Once in the peace and quiet of the wood, he put Fluffy on the ground and the dog instantly peed against a weed and then started along the path. He walked on tiptoe, a tiny, mincing bundle of white curls.

As they walked, Victor explained to him how sorry he was about what had happened to his former owner but not to worry because if no one else claimed him, he would take him home. After they seemed to have exhausted the wood, Victor took Fluffy back, carrying him again past the barking bullies. He felt guilty at leaving the dog behind. He looked so small and vulnerable, so in need of someone to love and protect him. Victor had found his goal in life.

He went again to the kennels the next day and the next. On the third day, Fluffy actually wagged his tail. It was now the weekend and Victor was due back to work on Monday – no more walking Fluffy in the afternoons. He wondered if Dr Delaney might sign him off for another week. Then he wondered if he might take some leave, but decided that he had better save it in case he could suddenly take the dog home. He’d need to settle him in, work out a way of leaving him while he was at the office.

Victor heartily wished that he could give up work. The tax office was only a slightly more civilised place than the school playground. People did not take kindly to being taxed. Angry, aggressive men came in to complain. Some of them reminded Victor of ‘Mr Smith’ – big and bulging and full of testosterone. Robbie Chambers, one of his colleagues, had been assaulted by a dissatisfied taxpayer. Assaulted sounded too vague. It could mean anything. In fact, he had been punched on the nose, resulting in a black eye. For a moment Victor wondered whether Mr Smith might be a tax officer who had been assaulted, thereby acquiring the bent nose and dodgy ears. It seemed unlikely.

If the public were a reason for unease, he did not find his colleagues much easier. He knew that behind his back they laughed at him and made up stories about his private life. Sometimes he wished that the stories were true, that he did live at home with a dowdy girlfriend, but those other stories about him lurking on the heath and exposing himself, giving sweets to little girls – and sometimes to little boys – were hurtful.

Victor had a favourite daydream where he worked as a librarian, not in the public library but in some reference place where he gave advice to interesting people wanting to research interesting things. Here he might meet a girl who would share his passion for words, someone he could take to concerts, go for hikes with on summer Sundays, make love to on Friday evenings. They were disturbing thoughts that roused his timid libido, and he only allowed himself to indulge them when he felt he deserved a little pampering.

The reality was that he had never really had a girlfriend, that he was not gay as some of his colleagues implied, and was not scared of girls but was rather shy, and that just because he had no interest in football or the pub, this did not make him a weirdo.

Thinking that he needed a little boost to prepare him for work the next day, he indulged himself in imagining the Friday night routine with the fantasy girlfriend he had long ago christened Elizabeth. Their lovemaking was invariably accompanied by a vast orchestra of violins and, when it was over, Elizabeth always said, ‘I do love you Victor.’ On this happy note, he fell asleep.
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THREE

The events of the previous Saturday had unaccountably made Victor a hero at the office. When he arrived his colleagues crowded around, wanting to know all the details.

‘Gosh, it must have been awful.’ Pamela Yates, a rather dowdy woman of about his own age, stared at him with wide-eyed admiration. He had long ago schooled himself not to think of Pamela as a possible Elizabeth. Like him, she had worked in the tax office for a long time. Like him, she had lived, and in her case still lived, with her mother. She wore blouses with little frilly collars and skirts that reached just below the knees. Her shoes were sensible and her glasses were rounded, adding to the moon shape of her face. She had rather nice thick, brown hair, which she usually wore curled up at the nape of her neck. Once or twice she had let it loose and Victor had been entranced by its lustrous length. He would have liked to touch it but could just imagine the scandal if Pamela screamed sexual harassment! In any case, he knew that she had the hots for Robbie Chambers, and had been very anxious to mother him over the punched nose affair, but Robbie in turn had a wife at home and an easy way with women that Victor could not help but envy.

Anyway, the first day passed off quite enjoyably. For a while, at least, Victor was someone to be reckoned with. He embellished his role in trying to revive ‘Mr Smith’, and played down his non-existent injuries in a way that suggested they had actually been quite serious.

When he got home, he went through the routine of changing his clothes. For work he wore corduroy trousers and a tweed jacket, grey winceyette shirts in winter with a pullover, and pale blue cotton shirts in summer. Every day he wore the tie that his mother had given him for his last birthday before she died. It had little starbursts on a blue background and he felt that it was understated but at the same time quite trendy. At home in his old jogging trousers and a red tartan shirt, he felt relaxed.

This was the point at which he prepared himself a sandwich (he had lunch every day at the tax office cafeteria) and allowed himself a glass of wine (always red as white was too acidic and inflamed his stomach). Coming up the path, he had been so aware of the now disfigured tree and of the drama that had taken place beneath it that he had forgotten to check if there was any mail. Putting on his slippers, he popped outside to the box fastened to the gate.

There were a couple of things inside, an offer of a free hearing aid, and a plain white envelope with his name and address typed on the front: V Green – not Mr or esquire, as he had been taught to address letters, although the latter was never used now at the tax office. Wandering into the kitchen, he took a sip of wine and sat at the table, carefully slicing the envelope open with a paperknife he kept on the shelf above the table.

A single sheet of A4 paper slithered out, folded in three. As he picked it up, another object slipped from the folds. He picked that up and turned it over. It was a cheque. For a while he stared at it, reading and re-reading the printed information. Pay V Green the sum of Twenty Thousand Pounds. There was no proper signature, only a scrawl and the printed name of a company, Solutions Inc. He read it through again – V Green, Twenty Thousand Pounds, Solutions Inc.

For a moment he assumed that it was one of those advertising ploys, telling you that you were in line for a fortune and that all you had to do was ring an expensive telephone number. Looking once more at the cheque, it appeared quite genuine and he saw with increasing disbelief that it came from the Banque Prive Suisse. Clearly there was some mistake here. For a moment he wondered if he had an unknown relative who might have passed away and made Victor his beneficiary, but he didn’t know of anyone. Perhaps it really was one of those advertising gimmicks – Congratulations, you have won a million pounds or a house in France or a trip to Barbados. Perhaps he should simply tear it up? Although the cheque looked authentic, surely it was just a hoax? Ever cautious, he decided that first of all he should find out whether there was such a bank and, if it was real, return the cheque to whoever had sent it, explaining that there had been a mistake.

Remembering the sheet of paper, he unfolded it hoping for some enlightenment. Across the centre, five words were typed: Be more discreet next time.

What on earth did that mean? For a moment he wondered if he should hand it to the police. He had no idea how he might find the sender. There was no address on the cheque so all he could do was to look up the Banque Prive Suisse and try to post it back to them.

But £20,000; he felt a daydream coming on. A few more anonymous gifts like this and he might be able to give up work after all.
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Shortly after Victor arrived home from work the following evening there was a knock at the door. Still in his office clothes, he opened it to find the nice policeman there. He had long since established that the officer’s name was Alan Grimes, but he still thought of him as ‘the nice policeman’, as if he were the original village bobby like the ones in children’s stories, Noddy, Trumpton, Camberwick Green, Postman Pat. In such communities the residents were always law-abiding. They only needed one arm of the law to keep everyone safe.

‘Come in.’ Victor was aware that his glass of wine was poured out on the table. He wondered if Constable Grimes, Alan, would take note and mark him down as a drinker. Perhaps he should offer him a glass, but then he remembered all those detective series – Not while I’m on duty, Sir.

Constable Grimes took his cap off and sat at the kitchen table. He wore a very crisp white shirt, the sleeves neatly rolled up to allow for the summer sun. He was what Victor’s mother used to call ‘well covered’ and his trouser band strained against the bulk of his paunch. He didn’t look like the sort of man who chased criminals and jumped over garden fences.

Victor would never have dared to wear rolled-up sleeves at the tax office, although some of the younger ones were very careless where a dress code was concerned. He supposed he was a bit old-fashioned, but there were standards.

‘We’ve had a bit of a breakthrough,’ said Alan. ‘We’ve managed to identify our friend.’ He paused for effect and Victor waited politely, his eyebrows raised to show that he was paying attention.

‘You’ve actually done the community quite a service, Sir. Your landing pad turns out to be none other than Tommy Hewson.’

Not sure who that was, Victor waited for enlightenment. A little disappointed that his revelation has fallen on ignorant ears, Alan added, ‘Gruesome Hewson? The Force has been after him for some time. He’s part of the gangland Mafia, thinks nothing of slitting a throat or drowning someone in a toilet bowl.’

Victor shuddered, feeling profoundly grateful that Mr Hewson had not woken up and exacted a revenge for being fallen upon from a height.

‘Anyway, that’s it really. Just thought you would like to know.’

‘I would – I do. Thank you very much.’ Thinking of Fluffy, Victor asked, ‘Is there a next of kin?’

‘I shouldn’t think so. Monsters like Gruesome don’t have normal things like a family.’

Something about his words added to Victor’s sense of having had a narrow escape. He was glad that a grieving relative wouldn’t be coming after him to settle a score. At the same time, it crossed his mind that he had no obvious next of kin either. He and Gruesome had one thing in common, well perhaps two, assuming that for some inexplicable reason Gruesome had felt an affection for the little dog.

‘Well, just thought I’d let you know.’ Alan stood up, glancing at himself in the mirror as he stepped into the hall. He gave a rather soulful sigh followed by a slow exhalation of breath. ‘Things aren’t like they used to be around here,’ he started. ‘When I was a young constable, the worst that ever happened was riding your bicycle without lights. Now…’

Victor waited for some revelation, anticipating the pleasure of being let into a police secret. Alan obliged.

‘The last two years has seen an upsurge in crime around here, serious crime.’ He hesitated, as if wondering whether he should say anything, but then continued, ‘Don’t suppose you’ve heard of the Pretty Boys?

Victor shook his head.

‘Or the Blues Brothers?’ Ah, Victor had heard of them. They were in a film. Clearly the Pretty Boys must be another film. He felt a little disappointed that Alan only wanted to discuss the cinema.

‘Well, they both started out in South London, but recently they’ve spread their theatre of activities as far as the Island.’ He paused for effect, then, lowering his voice, added, ‘Two worse gangs of villains you’d be hard put to find. There’s the Hickman lot, they call themselves the Pretty Boys, and the Rodriguez clan – the Blues Brothers.’ He shook his head at his private thoughts.

They weren’t talking about films then. This really was about crime. Victor waited.

‘I’m very much afraid that a turf war might be on the cards.’ Alan lowered his voice even further. ‘Just thought I’d mention it so that you can be on your guard.’

Victor began to feel alarmed. Was he in some way implicated? Alan gave him a paternal smile. ‘Best not to say anything though, we don’t want to alarm the public. Besides, it’s bad for tourism.’

Victor nodded. He could see that.

They said their goodbyes, and Victor stood at the front door, trying to absorb what he had been told. Just as Alan reached the front gate, he remembered about the cheque. He should have asked his advice about what to do with it, where to send it, but Alan was already unlocking his car. He would leave it until the next time – assuming there was a next time.
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FOUR

Barton Hickman, known to his friends as Barry, was at the strip club called The Earthly Delights. He had called in to collect the takings. He usually did so in the early afternoon, when the place was at its quietest and when it seemed less likely that anyone would try to jump him. There was always a considerable sum of money to take away with him.

The club stood incongruously in a parade of shops, many selling souvenirs of a happy holiday in Ryde. There had been a big hoo-ha when the Pretty Boys had applied for a licence, lots of hot air and righteous indignation. Barry’s brothers knew how to get round that though, a generous hand-out here, a warning of what might happen there. Amid columns of outrage in the local paper, The Earthly Delights had opened its doors.

At this time of day the place seemed at its saddest, the piped music echoing round the stale auditorium and one or two old men sitting at tables ogling the girls who looked, frankly, bored, as if they could hardly be bothered to stir themselves. Barry didn’t blame them. The club was a different place by midnight though, humming with laughter, very cheap (charged at a premium) champagne flowing, the hostesses animated and stashing back the dosh the punters tucked into their G-strings. He’d never really understood what they got out of it, these sad, inebriated old men. There was a policy that the girls didn’t date the customers. Looking at the sea of sweating, bloated faces, it didn’t look like much of a temptation.

In terms of appearance, Barry was a credit to a family generally known as the Pretty Boys. He had soft wavy hair, not quite brown, not exactly blond, and large blue baby eyes. If the women showed an interest in him it was because he roused a latent maternal instinct. Pretty he might be, but Barry did not have a girlfriend.

Today was different though, for he had just made a date. The girl was about seventeen with long brown wavy hair and legs that reached up to the heavens. He’d noticed her before when he came round to collect the takings. Too often the girls, for all they were paid to be nice to the customers, treated him with a sort of wry amusement, as if he wasn’t someone to be taken seriously. As soon as he’d spotted the girl, though, he felt that she was different from the others, more innocent somehow, and easier to talk to. She was just coming off the stage wearing a couple of tassels on her boobies and a little powder puff thing on her rear. The rest of her was just about hidden under a G-string and she’d given him a smile as she walked by.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Hickman.’

It was nice that, being recognised. Barry liked it too because she was polite, realised that he was one of the bosses.

‘What you doing tonight?’ he blurted out.

‘Working, Mr Hickman.’

‘And afterwards?’

She shrugged and smiled.

Amazed at himself, he said, ‘Good. I’ll pick you up then. What’s your name?’

‘Elaine.’

‘You can call me Barry.’

He walked out of the club and onto Ryde’s Union Street with a jaunty step, clutching the canvas bag in which the money was secreted. At the bottom of the hill, the glittering seascape of the Solent showed a startling cascade of sunlight on the water. As he made his way to the office he was jostled by holidaymakers. This was the busiest time of the year for the tourist trade – lobster pink parents, toddlers painted war-paint white to keep the sun at bay. These passing visitors were not the clients of the club, but they put money into the pockets of those who were.

It wasn’t far to his destination and, cushioning the bag against his chest, Barry concentrated on the night ahead. It was the first time he had dared to proposition one of the girls. Quickly he fought down any misgivings about how he might perform. Instead he dwelt on the misfortune of being the youngest in his family.

More than ten years separated him from his brothers – Harold (Harry) and Garfield (Gary) – an unfortunate interlude when their old man, Lawrence, known as Larry, had been in Parkhurst. Once Hickman Senior was released, there had been some more trouble and he had fled to Spain, leaving the rest of them to ‘run’ things while he orchestrated events from afar.

Barry missed his father. He had been his favourite son. The other two had always seemed to be grown up, been expected to look after themselves, but Barry had been the baby. Unfortunately, his brothers still treated him as if he was a child, even though he was twenty-one. It was two years since he had seen Larry, his dad. He still missed him.

Never mind though, he’d actually asked that girl out. He thought of the number of times he’d chickened out, gone over the words in his mind but in the end never quite had the nerve to say anything. Meanwhile, Harry and Gary seemed to work their way through all the girls in the club. He was fed up with being teased about being scared of women. This time he’d show them. Elaine was going to be his.

Arriving at the office, it was Barry’s job to count the money and see if the figures added up. If they didn’t, he was to tell Gary and he would sort it out.

To look at the modest frontage of the Victorian terrace in Prince Arthur Court, one would never think that it was the headquarters of an international syndicate. The narrow front door was flaked in green paint, the once cream stucco on the walls was peeling and the downstairs windows were conveniently coated with years of grime. Juggling the bag, Barry slipped the key into the lock and turned it, pushing the door open and stepping into a neglected stairwell. Slamming the door behind him, he took the stairs two at a time.

Upstairs it was a different matter, like stepping from a tenement into a palace. On the first floor Barry had his own small room. Like the three bears in the fairytale, the brothers had an office each, but as the eldest Harry had the biggest, while Gary had the middle-sized one and it was left to Barry to make do with the smallest. He spent much of his time feeling affronted.

Quickly he sat down at his desk and went to work. As he counted piles of notes he felt an all-too-familiar sense of what he thought of as exam nerves, that feeling that came when he knew that later he would have to prove himself, be the man he wasn’t sure he was.

A couple of hours later, just as he was getting ready to go over to the club and wait for Elaine, his brother Harry sent word that there was going to be a board meeting. Urgent.

‘What, now?’ he asked the messenger.

‘That’s what the Gov said.’

It annoyed Barry that Harry was always called the Gov, or sometimes Boss. Just because he was the eldest didn’t automatically put him in charge. Anyway, the real boss was Dad; only he still couldn’t come back to England because the Filth was after him. He’d heard that every port and airport in the country had a permanent notice up to look out for him. In a funny way it pleased him, for it showed that his Dad was really important.

Feeling fed up, he walked along to the boardroom. The corridor was lined with mock marble pillars and each room leading off had large sash windows and heavy curtains. From the window he could see the building opposite that housed a bank and a property development company. The developer had his eyes on the Hickman building, thinking to pull it down and renovate it. They had no idea what it was like inside, the expensive wallpaper, Persian carpets, chandeliers and genuine antiques. There were proper portraits in oils on the walls too, of old-fashioned, rich people. Nothing was said, but those admitted inside were left to conclude that they were Hickman ancestors, part of a dynasty. Barry couldn’t suppress a sense of achievement. His dad had taste all right. Proper posh was that, it screamed money.

The boardroom was kitted out with a long, gleaming mahogany table, and twelve comfortable chairs ranged on each side. Barry couldn’t ever remember when there had been more than five people around the table, but it looked good.

An ornate silver inkstand thing with a rearing horse stood in the middle and each place setting had a leather pad in front of it with a leather-bound notebook and a pen, not a plastic one but made of silver. They had been expensive and Harry had moaned because someone had walked off with one of them. Crystal glasses and a heavy water jug stood on a tray on the side table, and a sideboard doubled as a drinks cabinet.

Barry was the first to arrive and he walked silently across the deeply carpeted floor to the window. In the street below, a Bentley was just pulling in at the kerbside. It bore the registration HH I. His brother Harry knew how to look good. Barry was hoping to get something similar with BH I but unfortunately he had failed his driving test – eleven times. Barry had sulked and asked why they couldn’t simply buy him a licence, but Harry insisted that he should pass his test legit and he was not to drive until he had done so. ‘We’ve got to be kosher Bar, can’t have you getting done for driving without a proper licence, can we? Besides, you can always have a chauffeur.’

Having a chauffeur was alright but it wasn’t the same.

A few moments later, the boardroom door opened and Harry and Gary came in along with Sonia, a former dancer at The Earthly Delights and now Harry’s secretary. She was also his mistress. Barry studied her and thought that she wasn’t nearly as pretty as Elaine at the club.

‘How long is this going to take?’ he asked.

‘As long as it takes.’

They took their places around the table, Harry of course at the head and Gary and Barry on either side. Barry noticed that his elder brother always sat on Harry’s right – his right-hand man. It was like some Bible thing he remembered – about sitting on the right hand of God. Their mother had brought them up to go to church. ‘You need to know the right way to live,’ she had always said. ‘A good grounding in religion and in table manners and you can go anywhere.’

‘Right, the meeting is called to order.’ Harry banged on the table with a gavel.

Why did he have to behave as if there were dozens of people present instead of just him and his brothers? Barry opened his notebook and wrote Eelayne on the first page, then he sketched a sort of hourglass girl with top-heavy tits. He was not very good at drawing.

‘Right, item one.’

Sonia was seated below Harry and taking notes. He tried to catch her eye but she ignored him.

Harry was talking. ‘As you all know, Reggie and Randy Rodriguez have both been locked up. This, as you will realise, is important. With business left in the hands of Roger Rodriguez – ‘Dodge’ – they are in a vulnerable state. This, gentlemen, is our chance.’

Barry drew another picture of Elaine, bending forward and waving her tassels at him. He felt warm and yet nervous at the prospect of meeting her. He wondered why Harry couldn’t talk normally instead of putting on that public school accent he was so fond of using. Silly sod.

‘What have you got in mind?’ Gary asked.

‘Simple. A take-over.’

‘And how do we go about that?’

‘We-ell,’ Harry paused significantly and looked around at them. ‘We,’ he said, turning his attention to Gary, ‘need to go and see Pop in Spain, urgently. Sonia’s already booked the tickets so we are leaving tomorrow. That means…’ He now settled his eyes on Barry, who was busy colouring in his portrait of Elaine, ‘You will have to take charge of things. Do you think you are up to it?’

Barry was caught unawares. He couldn’t stop the panic momentarily showing in his eyes before he managed to say, ‘Of course I am.’

‘That’s alright then.’

Barry’s mind was working overtime. There was a lot to oversee – the clubs, the drug runs, the money, everything.

His thoughts were interrupted as Harry said, ‘We can’t afford to wait. I want you to set things in motion.’

Having no idea what things Harry was referring to, Barry hoped for enlightenment. Fortunately it soon came.

‘We’ve heard through certain sources that the Rodriguez boys are having trouble with a certain smuggling scam. They’re planning to sort it out – permanently. They’re going to send Gruesome Hewson to fix it.’ Here he paused significantly and looked at Barry. ‘You, my son, will arrange to fix Hewson.’

‘How?’ The question was out before he could stop it and he cursed himself. If he had waited, no doubt Harry would have told him the solution and he wouldn’t have looked such an idiot.

Harry, however, showed no irritation. ‘We need to keep our hands clean on this one. We need to get someone special in, someone who can be in and out before anyone even realises.’

Barry waited for his brother to give him more details, a name, a telephone number, but he merely said, ‘Get Vincenzo Verdi.’

Who? Panic began to set in, for Barry had never heard of him. Gary was looking increasingly restless. Clearly, he wanted to get away. Harry tidied a pile of papers he had placed on the desk in front of him.

‘Er, what about payment?’ Barry asked, hoping for some clue, anything that might explain what he was supposed to do.

‘Twenty grand should do it. Use the Swiss account. Right, any other business?’

Barry had plenty – like where in hell was he to find this Vincenzo Verdi, how did he get in touch with him and what was he to tell him to do? But before he could formulate any of his questions, Harry announced, ‘That’s it, the meeting is closed,’ swept up his files and prepared to leave the room with Gary on his tail.

‘Harry!’ Barry called out. At the door his brother slowed down but looked impatient. ‘Where do I find this Verdi?’ he asked, feeling humiliated in front of Gary.

Harry shrugged. ‘Rumour is that he’s somewhere in the area – oh, and he might be using the name Vincent Green – you know, verdi is green in Italian.’

Barry didn’t know. Already Harry was off down the corridor with his shadow Gary in pursuit. Barry was left alone with his thoughts.

He continued to sit at the table. In his notebook, beside the portraits of Elaine, he had written Get Vinnie Verdi. £20k. Knock off Hewson.

Easy-peasy.
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The evening out with Elaine was not a success. It turned out that she was a student topping up her university fees and this was just a summer job. She was doing something called a D Fill, whatever that was, and her naturally educated voice made Barry feel nervous.

The firm’s odd-job man, Sean, was appointed to drive Barry for the evening, so he took Elaine to the Bai Ram Singh club along Shanklin’s Keat’s Green, where there was late dining. The club was named after some Indian bloke who had done a spot of decorating for Queen Victoria. Like the Durbar Room at Osborne House, where the Queen had spent her holidays, the Bai Ram Singh was coated in ornate white papier-mâché decoration, with statues of elephants and peacocks and other Indian gods. As they waited for their food, Elaine told him all about university life and her plans to be a lecturer. They had a couple of dances. Barry liked to dance but the proximity of Elaine made him clumsy and he kept treading on her toes.

‘Sorry.’

‘Not to worry.’ She laughed and he thought that this was how she treated the customers, always polite although what she was thinking was anyone’s guess.

When it came time to leave, Barry’s invitation to come back to his place was politely refused.

‘Go on, just for a nightcap?’ he pleaded.

‘No thanks, really. My boyfriend will be waiting up for me.’

‘Boyfriend? Then what did you come out with me for if you’ve got a boyfriend?’ His initial disappointment made Barry’s tone petulant, although already relief was beginning to flood him. He had drunk rather a lot and a wild thought came to him. ‘Why don’t you dump him and move in with me?’ That would show his brothers what he was made of!

Elaine looked amused. She even laughed. ‘I don’t know you. Rick and I are doing the same degree. Besides which, we get on well together.’

‘Then why did you come out with me?’

She gave an endearing little shrug. ‘To be honest, I was curious. I wondered what it would be like to be a gangster’s moll, like in all the films – sorry.’

She didn’t even wait for a lift home, just picked up her jacket, popped a kiss on his cheek, thanked him for the meal and walked out, leaving him feeling as if he was about twelve. He sat there for ages, trying to look calm and confident. To be honest, he was hugely relieved that she had gone and, on the plus side, she thought of him as a gangster. This thing with women, however, it reminded him of having to learn to swim. He remembered teetering on the edge of a diving board, his head already swimming with fear and his brothers teasing him.

‘Go on Bar, jump!’

In the end he was pushed. He’d literally taken the plunge and survived without drowning, but he still didn’t like swimming.

Meanwhile, invading every thought was the problem of how to find Vincenzo Verdi, aka Vincent Green.
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Two days later and Barry was no nearer to finding a solution. It even kept him awake at night. If he failed over this then Harry would probably take away the few duties he had already entrusted him with. Everyone would know about it and he would be a laughing stock.

It was his night for picking up the takings at the Prince Leopold, along Sandown’s seafront. It was a glorious evening, the sun lancing down its last spears of light onto the sea. The beach was nearly deserted and the enveloping hiss of the waves was broken only by the occasional echoing growl from the tigers in the neighbouring zoo.

Sean dropped him at the entrance to the club and he walked into the office, where he found the manager, Bernie Lowther, reading the paper.

‘You seen this?’ Bernie asked by way of greeting. He pushed the Clarion towards Barry. Barry didn’t read too well but he struggled through the gist of the thing. What he saw caused his eyes to widen. It was rather a weird story about some bloke falling out of a tree and snuffing out another bloke passing by, but the dead bloke was none other than Tommy Hewson.

It also said that the first bloke up in the tree was called Vincent Green. Brilliant! Barry thought that before he left for Spain Harry must have made contact with the hitman after all. What a relief. The paper even printed his address. He felt a huge weight lifted from his shoulders. All he had to do now was send him the cheque.

Back in the office later, he dug out the paperwork for the Swiss account and carefully wrote out a cheque for £20,000. Just to make his mark he thought he’d add a little note of his own: Be more discreet next time. Discreet was a word he had come across recently and, although he wasn’t sure exactly what it meant, he thought it had something to do with being careful. Dropping blokes out of trees onto other blokes didn’t sound at all discreet to him.

Satisfied with his evening’s work, he placed the note and cheque in an envelope, carefully copied the address from the Clarion, stuck on a stamp and popped it in the post.
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