
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
Daydream Believers
 
 
 
First, 
we become what we are.
Later, 
we are what we become.
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Prologue
 
The world is governed by very different personages 
from what is imagined 
by those who are not behind the scenes. 
Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli (1844)
 
Of all the women in the group, for Sir Digby Chalfont, a connoisseur, one stood out. She was tall, with impeccably cut gleaming bronze hair. He noted the Givenchy Pandora box bag slung over the shoulder of her black crepe trouser suit, a Tyrwhitt, if he was not mistaken, and the raspberry shirt that softened the aquiline face was certainly an Emilio Pucci. He imagined a crop twitching against her Eleonaro black riding boots; the thought causing him to smile as he homed in. He had no idea of her standing in the group, although the clothes gave a hint to her status, he cared little; she was the most attractive person in the room and he intended to make himself known to her; his newly acquired knighthood must be good for something. 
The faint silk scent of the window drapes was now combined with the perfume of luxurious colognes. The Chairman, a portly man with a well-used face, experienced the effect without enjoyment; well used to the smell of money. Taking advantage of his central seat on the small platform he surveyed the room. He was impressed all over again at the power of the Committee; to summon two hundred people from the international political, military, industrial and social elites
at such short notice and achieve their attendance was no mean feat. Clusters of men, mostly white and middle-aged, their dark, sombre suits offset by a few in full dress uniform, others in crisp white djellabas and several in multi-coloured dashikis. He noted the women; not enough to tip the balance. All were veterans of this type of gathering, some chatting easily to each other, most keeping their own counsel. At his nod, the man who'd been awaiting the signal detached himself from the group and walked to the podium; tall, slim, dark hair at the distinguished stage.
Kurt Silverman, Head of the Institute of Research. He cut an athletic figure; he looked good and he knew it. He also knew that he was amongst those for whom personal appearance mattered less than power and holdings; in that respect he was not their equal, he was there to serve them. The view offered to him from the uplifted podium was of rows of seats, each one occupied by a glossy A4 booklet he'd prepared and placed there earlier.
Gradually, as if in response to an unspoken suggestion, members of the group began to move to their seats. After a short time the Chairman rose to his feet, his dark grey Kiton suit struggling valiantly to contain and command his ample body. "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome," he said, his voice carrying without effort to the back of the room. Given the ratio of male to female and, more pertinently, the balance of power he might have been forgiven for saying, 'welcome gentlemen'. Having caught the eagle eye of the auburn-haired woman in black, seated next to Sir Digby, such a lapse had been rendered impossible. He waved his hand towards the podium, introduced Kurt in a few crisp words and resumed his seat. 
Kurt spoke, his voice betraying a slight nervousness; this was an august company and he would have been a fool not to have regard for their power, "Thank you for inviting me here to deliver, for your consideration, the proposed solution to the most pressing issue of our times; 'Peak Oil'." 
He paused, making deliberate eye contact with the front row, then continued, "As you know, in the 70s it was estimated we would reach Peak Oil somewhere around 2015, after which the rate of production was expected to enter terminal decline, giving us a global fuel crisis somewhere about 2075." 
He clicked a hand held device and the screen behind him came to life, showing a map of the location of the last known oil reserves, "However, increased warfare, rises in manufacturing and rampant population growth has meant a massively increased demand. We passed Peak Oil in 2005. As a result, we will reach the projected fuel crisis much sooner than expected."
He clicked again and the screenshot changed, "Of course, we took steps over the last few decades to try and contain the situation. Thanks to the work of the Neo Liberals in the eighties and nineties we were able to offset the increasing costs of oil production by shifting costs of manufacturing to the more cost effective labour force of the third world." 
Kurt indicated with a smile the six-strong delegation from China, all male, in identical Prince of Wales check suits and to his eye, with identical faces. He gestured to the smaller group from India, two serious-looking men and one elderly, petite, sari-clad woman. 
"You may recall it was estimated that we'd need a further three decades before the third world would be strong enough to take over the consumption of the West." 
He paused before delivering the punch line, "I'm happy to say our recent studies have revealed that the new consumers are there in abundance as we speak, and more than able to take up the slack." 
A few heads looked up at this revelation, most didn't react at all. Kurt had no time to wonder if they'd already had this information, he had to move on to the crux of the matter. 
"This being the case not only have we no further need of the northern hemisphere labour market, we now have no interest in their continued ability to buy our products. In short we have no further need to sustain this part of the population."
Kurt was moving with poise now, as another chart appeared on the screen showing world population levels, "You will be aware of various natural phenomena supporting our aims of constraining population growth; the greatest of which are Aids and famine. The policy of appearing to work towards their eradication whilst achieving very little seems to be working. That takes care of Africa. Helpfully, Eastern and Southern European countries are being depopulated via sustained civil war and ethnic cleansing." 
He paused, then, "Rapid economic cleansing is also underway; highly desirable areas of France and Spain are being de-populated and in the UK, London is being cleared to make way for settlement by the very wealthy, with the rest of the South-East to follow." 
He couldn't prevent the smug grin that crossed his face; he'd recently snapped up some exquisite properties just outside Primrose Hill, so felt he had to follow up with, "Of course, you will get first pick of these prime slices of real estate as they become available. In fact, I believe you can book your plots now, is that right, Mr. Chairman?"
The Chairman rose awkwardly, caught out by the change of subject, but the words flowed with practiced ease, "Superior Homes has created an exclusive brochure, copies of which will be available in the foyer as you leave conference. You'll find outline plans for a deluxe chateau in an average lot size of 3,000 hectares in the new territories. "
An electric buzz swept the room.
Kurt judged the time was right for the big announcement, "However, attritional reduction of population in these areas is not enough for our needs. We must contain America, the biggest oil consumer on the planet." Kurt looked round the room, then invested his voice with strength, "We now need to move into the last phase of our plan, which we are calling 'Operation Downsize'. I'd like to introduce General Nathan Goldhirsch of the US Army who will explain it to you." 
The US contingent stirred in their seats and a tall man in full dress uniform rose to his feet and headed towards the platform. "That's US Marine Corps, Kurt," he said, smiling. There was a smattering of laughter, quickly suppressed.
"Okay," said the General, his frown bringing them back to complete order, "let's get down to business. We need to reduce the US of A population by at least 25% and we can't pussy-foot around. Economic destabilisation brings its own problems and we have one helluva civilian army out there, all armed. If they get a sniff of what's going on all hell will break loose. So, we gotta do it quickly." He turned to the screen and pointed at the image that appeared, "This here is La Palma, one of the Canary Islands." 
A hush settled on the room, this was where it started to get serious. 
The screen changed. "And this is the Cumbre Vieja volcano, it is extremely volatile." The screen changed again, "This is the western face of the volcano, which is gradually collapsing. One day, in the natural course of things this side will fall into the sea creating a mega tsunami which will sweep across the Atlantic, ravage the Bahamas and reach the Eastern seaboard in a matter of hours." 
He allowed the magnitude of the pronouncement a few moments to settle then delivered the coup de grace, "Well, we don't have time to wait for the natural course of things, ladies and gentlemen, so we intend to blow the whole damn thing sky high. And we're doing it soon."
 



episode 1
Workmen 
 
Barry slumped onto the verge, regretting the decision even as his buttocks hit the turf. He'd struggle to get up from this position and his gang was just up the road and ready to take the piss. He could hear the comments in his head, fat bastard, beached whale and other such insults just waiting to find an outlet. Still, he was here now and he might as well get on with it. 
He pulled out his note pad and punched the number into his phone. It was only 30 seconds before it connected but he was through to the usual auto service; if you want blah, blah press 1 or if you want such and such press 2. It took him 4 minutes to get through to the service he wanted, then there was a queue and he had to wait a further 5 minutes before a female voice came on the line.
"Hello, my name is Jane. How may I help you today?"
"Ah Jane," he said, for a moment forgetting why he'd called, "My name's Barry Halliwell, I'm ringing because I got a parking ticket the oth....." He was aware he'd put on his telephone voice, articulating carefully in the hope that a show of good breeding would get a better result.
"We can't take payments over the phone," said Jane, helpfully, "you need to send a cheque to the address on the back of the parking charge."
"Ah, no, that's not what I was after, erm.....I sent a letter with a copy of the ticket that I purchased on the relevant date." He spoke fast hearing her draw breath for her next dismissal, "the letter explained that I had displayed the ticket, but when I shut my car door the ticket must have blown off the dash into the car well and was missed by your warden. So I did in fact buy a ticket and, therefore, shouldn't have to pay a fine."
"Tickets have to be displayed," said Jane, brightly.
"Ah, yes I know that," he kept his voice even, "and it was, but on this occasion the wind must've blown it off the dash when...."
"Tickets have to be displayed," repeated Jane.
"Right," it was getting harder to maintain the even tone, but he managed to swallow his irritation, "I know that but the main point is that people buy a ticket, I mean, that's the whole point right?"
Jane didn't respond.
"That's the whole idea, to pay for the parking space for a given period of time, well I did pay and I have the ticket to prove it...."
"Tickets have to be displayed," said Jane, adding firmly, "at all times."
"I know that, Jane, but I'm telling you I bought a ticket, so I rented the space, and something occurred be it an act of god or what, but something occurred so that the ticket fell from my dashboard into the car well. I didn't avoid buying a ticket, I bought one, still have it and sent you a copy...." He was losing it, and losing her, he knew it but he couldn't stop.
"I'm sorry sir," said Jane, her voice still at the same equable pitch, "but I will have to terminate this call."
"Don't do that," said Barry, wildly, "it took me fifteen minutes to get through."
"Sorry sir," said Jane, sounding anything but, "I've advised you that tickets must be displayed so I can't help you any further, good day," with which she hung up.
Barry clenched his fists, incandescent with suppressed fury, knowing it was bad for his blood pressure but momentarily unable to get a grip. He breathed deeply and counted to 10 then punched the number in again. His heart slowed to normal during the enforced waiting period. He avoided looking at his team idling down the road, working on the childish premise 'if I don't look at you, then you can't see me.'
It was 10 minutes before he heard the voice he'd been waiting for.
"Hello, my name's Gareth, how may I help you today?" Smooth, silky.
"Hi Gareth," said Barry, aiming for instant camaraderie, "I'm having a little problem with erm.....a parking ticket."
"We can't take payments over the phone, sir" said Gareth, helpfully, man-to-man, "you need to send a cheque to the address on the back of the parking charge."
"I know that, Gareth but the thing is, you see, I did buy a ticket so this fine isn't really relevant to me."
"Was it adequately displayed in your car window sir?" asked Gareth.
"Right," said Barry, thinking 'this is going pear-shaped fast', "let me explain ..."
"I'm sorry sir," said Gareth, oil-slick smooth, "unless the ticket was displayed in your car window I won't be able to help you."
"I get that," desperation was taking his breath away, "but can you please explain the purpose of buying a ticket?"
"To rent the parking space sir," said Gareth, happy to oblige, "but the ticket has to be displayed. It's part of the terms and conditions. This is displayed on the sign where you would have purchased the ticket and on the reverse of the ticket."
"So you don't dispute that I bought a ticket?" This is not what he had meant to say, the conversation was getting away from him again. 
"I'm not in a position to comment on that, sir."
'Stop calling me sir when you mean shithead', Barry thought savagely, whilst forcing his voice into an even tone, "Surely you have a procedure in place that takes accidents into account?"
"The rules and terms are clear; the ticket must be clearly displayed."
"But that's criminal," now he'd lost it, "that means you get money for the parking and then you get to fine people 60 quid with no recourse or....."
"I'm afraid I can't progress this any further sir," said Gareth, all firm and righteous, "so I'm terminating the call, good day."
"Don't..." shouted Barry to the dial tone, "You fuckin' bastard, right, I'll 'ave you!" he snarled, manhandling the number into his phone, cursing violently as each digit went in, heart palpitating ferociously as he waded through the auto service and this time waiting a further 20 minutes for an operator, neurotically convinced they knew it was him and were making him wait longer on purpose.
"Hello, you're through to Diane," yet another well-modulated voice. Were they churning them out of a fucking sausage machine somewhere? "How may I assist you today?"
He launched straight away into his speech, hoping to catch her unawares, "I bought a parking ticket and I placed it on the dashboard of my car, but when I returned to my car I had a parking fine ...."
"Ah, well sir," began Diane.
"If you could just wait for me to finish please Diane, you see I then sent a copy of the ticket and a letter explaining what must've happened to...."
"Was the ticket displayed in your car window sir?" 
"It was when I left the car but it must've fallen off...it was on the floor," he was aware how piteous he sounded; it was all he could do not to cry in rage and frustration. 
"If the ticket wasn't adequately displayed we are entitled to levy a fine...."
"Surely once I present evidence that I bought a ticket ............"
"Do you still have the ticket sir?" asked Diane.
Breakthrough, he thought, she's listening, "Yes I do Diane," he said warmly, he could cuddle her.
"Good," said Diane, her voice bright and even more helpful than before, "then if you look on the reverse you will see it says in the terms and conditions...."
He blinked. For a moment he was too shocked to speak, then he rallied, he'd come too far to stop on a technicality, "Yes I know what it says, but you're not listening to me, I paid for the ticket, I paid to park there and now you're fining me for an act of god."
"The rules and terms are clear; the ticket must be clearly displayed."
"Diane, please, am I talking to a human being or a robot here? I'm telling you that I bought your lousy ticket, I paid to park there, this fine is all wrong."
"I'm sorry sir, but unless the ticket is adequately displayed...."
"Right!" said Barry, "in that case give me my money back. The money I paid for the parking ticket, £3.50, I want it back. If you're going to fine me anyway then you have to give me my money back."
"I'm sorry sir," said Diane, sounding infinitesimally off-balance. He felt like he'd scored a goal at Wembley, "there are no circumstances under which we'd offer a refund."
"But I paid for the ticket, I paid to park there, so you owe me a fucking refund if you intend to sting me for 60 quid."
"If you are going to verbally abuse me," said Diane, balance restored, "I will have to terminate the call, good day."
He dialled again, he would do this all day if he had to; it now meant more to him than his job, in fact he would commit the rest of his life to achieving this one thing. Verbal abuse? I'll give you verbal abuse. He readied himself to launch a vitriolic tirade when he heard an electronic male voice on the other end, "We have received several nuisance calls from this number, therefore, I'm immediately terminating this call." 
 



No 10 
 
Sir Phillip Blackmore was shown into the Cabinet room. The PM, Mark Cholmondeley, already seated, flicked his hand at the chair opposite and watched as Sir Phillip duly took up his station. Cholmondeley owed his position to Blackmore and deeply resented the fact.
"How are things with you and Cynthia?" he probed, aware of Sir Phillip's dislike of intrusion into his personal life. He'd heard rumours of a split and was keen to poke at the wound.
"Cynthia is well, Prime Minister," murmured Sir Phillip, deliberately misinterpreting the question.
"Hmm," said the P.M, "and the children? What are their names again?"
"Damned if I know." 
The PM looked down at his notes, hiding a wry smile. "To business then."
"The terror threat is back at AMBER, Prime Minister, no other issues in the offing," said Sir Phillip.
"Hmmm," said the PM, looking up, "I think it much more useful for it to be at RED."
"Of course, and so it will be once we have a new initiative in play. In the meantime, there's still the underlying unrest from the recent riots. They should provide ample opportunities to use certain parts of the Bill."
"We really need something bigger." He sounded petulant; a child demanding more.
"Quite so," said Sir Phillip, "I'll get my team working on something, something that will make it easier to concentrate the majority where we want them."
"Mmm," said the PM, it was clear now that he was enjoying a private joke, "well, actually Blackmore, there is a major event pending. Bigger than even 12/12. It's still at the planning stage as I understand it, but it will enable us to use the bulk of the Act."
Sir Phillip's teeth gritted as he strived to show no reaction; this was news to him, "Prime Minister?"
"As you know I recently attended 'the' meeting," said the PM, struggling to hide his merriment. 
Sir Phillip conceded that he did know, still determined to show nothing but polite interest.
"I'm not yet at liberty to tell you what that event will be but, suffice to say, when it does occur we will be more than justified in implementing every aspect of the Enabling Act."
"Is there anything the service should be doing at this time?" asked Sir Phillip, trying to find a way in without betraying an interest.
"Not yet, Blackmore," the response was curt. Cholmondeley was annoyed at the compete lack of curiosity, damn the man for his breeding. "The relevant areas have been notified of their obligations, as soon as I get clearance you will also be notified."
"I see," said Sir Phillip.
"Actually it's mainly a military show, and the bulk of it will be carried out by the cousins."
"Is that wise?" questioned Sir Phillip, shocked out of his studied indifference.
"Oh don't worry," said the PM, airily, score one to him, "shan't affect us directly, not like that anyway but we will benefit from the fallout."
 



La Palma - Uno 
 
Sir Digby Chalfont took his seat at the centre of the oblong table; opposite him sat Graham Baxter, the deputy chair. They had no need to confer as they waited for the invited delegates to take their designated places; the pre-meet with their superiors had been full and frank and had left neither in any doubt as to the consequences of failure.
"Good morning gentlemen" he said, adding with a wry smile, "and lady." 
This last was directed at a tall brunette; mid-thirties, arresting, maroon Armani skirt suit, she'd drawn all eyes as she entered and had held the attention effortlessly until she was seated. No-one would deny she was there on merit but the extra physical component she brought to the occasion was not lost on any of the men in the room. As Sir Digby had discovered at 'the' meeting, she was one of the Sussex Henty's; exceptionally wealthy, scathingly witty and extremely talented. He'd discovered more on the few occasions she'd deigned to entertain him in the weeks that had followed. She accepted Digby's greeting with a slight closing of her eyes; the gesture would have been lost if he hadn't been searching for it amongst the series of nods, grunts and other acknowledgements.
He cleared his throat and his mind, moving brusquely to the point of the meeting, "For those of you with whom I've had only telephone contact, I'm Sir Digby Chalfont and my client is a leading global financial institution." He allowed a small silence then continued, "It might be helpful if we go round the table...if you would please be so kind as to introduce yourselves though I recommend you do not state who you represent. Suffice it to say you were all selected with great care. So, starting with Sir Henry Moore on my left....."
The introductions continued around the table. No-one took notes; it was enough to hear the names and recognise the kinship of wealth and power.
"To begin then," said Digby, "the board of directors met recently and discussed at some length key issues pertaining to the current and pending world economic situation. We are here to discuss the practicalities of implementing the policy that was decided at that meeting."
"That may well be the case, Digby," interrupted one of the delegates, a distinguished looking man, possibly naval background given the beard, a horse-like face attesting to his breeding, "however I don't have a copy of that policy."
"Neither do I," said a bluff-looking man seated opposite him. 
Digby pictured the biopics he and Graham had studied before the meeting; first man, Laurence Goodison, ex-navy; second interlocutor Archie Carruthers, eldest son of a very well-heeled Scottish family, old money, important connections galore.
"I have no written copy, either," said Digby, intervening before it turned into a round the table complaint, "although, as you would expect, I was present and I have been fully briefed on the actions we require you to take."
"I have no intention of committing my client to actions pertaining to a policy of which I have had no sight, Chalfont," stated the naval man, brusquely, barely masking his irritation, "nor can you expect me so to do."
In deference to the task Digby betrayed no sign that he had noticed the lack of regard for his recent knighthood; if he could slight him later he would. "And neither should you, Goodison," he murmured, recalling the man's name with an enviable ease, "nor should any of you."
The Deputy Chair was forced to glance down at the biopic in front of him, he didn't have Digby's recall, Laurence Goodison, ACNS (retd). He flicked a quick look round the table; the rest of the delegates seemed happy to let Goodison argue the case for them. Therefore, it followed, once Digby had dealt with him it should all proceed swimmingly.
Digby moved his mouth into a smile, "I can confirm, however, that all of our clients have already signed up to the policy; that is to say, your companies. I have the fully notarised document here for your personal perusal, signed and sealed by your senior executives approving the board's decisions and confirming an intention to stand by all those decisions. Not only that but the document also authorises our actions here today. This will be our mandate."
"Let me see that," demanded Goodison. 
"Certainly," said Digby. Slight irritation could be detected in that one word if you knew the man well as did both the Deputy Chair and the tall brunette. The Deputy Chair looked over at her and she allowed herself a small smile before leaning back in her seat. Digby needed no help. "You shall all see it." 
As he spoke he passed the sheet to his left, to his friend and colleague, Henry Moore on whose complete support he could count, not least because of certain things he knew about him that were best left to the imagination. "I ask that you confirm the authenticity of the signatures and the company seals, in fact if you wish to contact anyone please feel free so to do for it is no small matter that we are here to resolve. However, I would impress upon you that we must reach our initial conclusions by mid afternoon, at the latest."
Moore gave it a quick glance and passed it on. Each person handled it with varying degrees of interest, bemusement and annoyance depending on their ego, place in their company and level of complicity with the scheme. It finally made its way back to Digby and he slipped it into the document folder on the table in front of him.
"And now," he resumed, their acceptance assumed, "let me outline the background. It will help clarify our predicament and why we have to act now with determination and fortitude."
He took their silence as the final seal on their acquiescence.
"As all of you know when Hubbert first identified Peak Oil..........." 
"Yes, yes," said Goodison, "which has been achieved, why the history lesson?"
"If you'll bear with me," said Digby tightly, "you will see."
Silence.
"To continue, it was concluded that world consumption of the oil reserves, based on 1960's usage and projected usage to include global population increase, meant that we would face a world energy crisis by 2075." He paused and looked around the table, "However, for various reasons, these figures have proven to be somewhat adrift from what is our current reality."
"We're using oil faster than predicted," this from Carruthers, languidly, "we know that, what's the problem?"
"I thought we had Venezuela in the bag now that Chavez is out of the way," said a thin man who had kept silent up to this point.
Digby saw his deputy riffling through the seating plan in search of the speaker's name and couldn't hide a smile of triumph as he beat him to the punch, saying smoothly, "Good point, Galbraith", thinking old money, no brains and a gambling habit.
"I thought we were going to fall back on nuclear energy," said another, an older man, tanned from life on his yacht, Malcolm Mickerson if memory served Digby; it usually did.
"Tidal and wind farms, that's the ticket." This from Murchison, an old duffer whose first name Digby had allowed to escape him; he was not long for the world and his place would be taken by his son, Giles who resided quite firmly in Digby's pocket.
"Please," said Digby, raising his hand to the room, "if you'll allow me, I have to say it's not going to be as simple as that."
"Why not?" demanded Carruthers, "surely it's just a matter of switching to a new energy source."
"Allow me to continue," said Digby, just the right side of polite, "and I will enlighten you all with the facts."
They fell silent, hamstrung by the signatures on the paper Digby had handed round.
The woman spoke, coolly and with authority, "Put simply, we have greater demand than accessible supply of a product upon which we all rely." 
"Well said, Caroline," Digby acknowledged, as all heads turned towards her.
"And the other forms of energy that have been suggested?" 
The Deputy Chair consulted his notes; the voice belonged to Gilbert Murchison, son Giles, Scottish laird, held the rights to a whole series of wind farms as wells as having licences for other green energy forms.
"The obvious ones; tidal, wind, solar, hydro are doing their bit," said Digby, trying not to sound too dismissive, "but they can never hope to meet the energy demands of a growing world population or the growing world economy."
Sir Henry added, as it had been agreed he would, "Without either an increase in production or an increase in prices the profits will dip and our investors....." 
"Exactly right," Digby ran with the theme, "our investors will see a decline in their profits and given we are here to ensure permanent growth it is imperative we ensure there is no decline."
"What about nuclear?" asked Mickerson.
"Nuclear isn't so simple; there's been a steady move away from nuclear power in the west, the result of Long Island, Chernobyl and obviously what happened in Fukushima."
"It's surely just a question of finding a new economical energy source," said Goodison.
"I still think we need to plug on with nuclear energy," said Mickerson, "but we just need to ensure we address any contamination issues."
"We could always build them in the deserts," said Galbraith, with that asinine giggle that always made Digby want to punch him.
"Gentlemen, please," said Digby, glancing quickly at Caroline, "We are not here to discuss new options nor to debate the issues. We are here to implement the resolutions of the board." There was a general murmuring of discontent. "But first, refreshments, please Baxter, could you show the waitresses in, thank you."
 



The News
Carol turned to the central camera, "Later in the programme we have a report on how prison will affect the lives and career prospects of the July rioters; some of them likely to receive custodial sentences for stealing, what some might regard, quite insignificant items."
∞



The PM had this to say...
.....about the recent riots.
 
"We must
send a clear message
to these feral dogs, they're a bunch of anarchists and gangs bent on causing chaos and disruption on our streets."
 
"Prime Minister, what do you think of the claims that the death of a young man in police custody was a prime cause of these riots?"
"There can be no excuse for
gangsters causing mayhem
and anarchy.
Their intention was to kill and maim"
 
"Prime Minister, some people are saying that youth unemployment and lack of hope are the prime movers for social unrest? What is your view on that?"
"Frankly, these are feral dogs. There can be no excuse for this. They were out to destroy and should feel the full weight of the law..."
 
"Thank you Prime Minister."
 



P.A.C.T - one
 









Society needs people who take care of the elderly and who know how to be compassionate and honest









Alvin Toffler, The Third Wave









 
All around him lay his comrades, brave men of the 24th. The crack of rifles mingled with the cries of the wounded. He loaded a cartridge into the breach of his Martini-Henry and levelled the bayonet to meet the oncoming Zulus. He felt the warmth against his face, eyes closed he smelt the dry air, a slight breeze ruffled through his hair as he slowly exhaled. He heard the tune of Hound Dog and Elvis blasting away, then a heavy banging... 
"Alb, you alright in there?"
"What the...?" he mumbled, rubbing his forehead, "Bugger."
"Alb?" Gerry sounded concerned; next step would be the warden and the master key.
"Yeah, yeah," he responded, struggling out his chair. His current favourite book, 'The Washing of the Spears ' slid off his lap and onto the floor, "Coming, give us a chance, won't you."
∞
During the years they’d lived in the Eden Hall Retirement Village, as residents died and apartments became vacant, Alb Rayner and Gerry Arbuthnot had contrived re-locations until they now lived next door to one another; best friends as children, best man at each other’s wedding, they’d billeted together in the army and saw no reason why they shouldn’t support each other in their dotage. (Alb’s words) 
Now Gerry's hands trembled slightly as he put the two mugs of tea on the low table and slumped gratefully into the armchair. He looked across the room; at the lines of bookshelves that held the non-fiction that had sustained his friend for all the years he'd known him. For once Alb had no book in his hand, although one was lying open nearby, instead his attention was fixed on the TV, a large flat screened, surround-sound, effort bought so recently that the excitement of watching even boring shows on such a large and loud scale had yet to wear off. Alb had justified the purchase with the stridently voiced comment that since 'not a lot else' was going on in his life except counting the days to death and since he'd no-one to leave his money to even when that happened he would spend it while he could.
“You're just in time, some people’s issues programme's about to start," he muttered, remote in hand, "that poncey prick Tommy Boyle.”
“Ah, the lie detector show, that crap, turn it up, will ya.” There was apparently even less going on in Gerry's life.
"Did you see old Pete died?" Alb was a font of local knowledge, mostly from reading the obituaries.
"A real shame, he wasn't that old either," said Gerry, for once he too had heard the gossip.
"76 next birthday," said Alb; to them at 80 and 81 respectively Pete had been a mere stripling. "Not yet 76 and his bloody kids bunged him in a dump like that." He shivered; 'that' had been a state-run nursing home and could've been his fate too if it weren't for his Army pension and some good investments. His greatest terror, something that could wake him at night sweating, was the loss of his freedom and his beloved books. 
"You'd have thought they could've looked after him, bloody selfish little shits." Gerry was instantly outraged, like blue touch paper lit on a firecracker, "You remember, when my old mum moved in with me and Gwen after dad died, we knew how to look after our own in those days."
"Yep," said Alb, who'd done the same for his dad, "it wasn't all me, me, me back then, people were a community."
"We looked out for each other," Gerry was warming to the theme; though they'd gone over the ground time and again, "no-one would've put their parents away, even in places like this." 
He waved his hand to take in the whole set up; thirty-two separate one bedroom, ground floor apartments, arranged in a figure of eight around two central courtyards. Each had its own kitchen and lounge but there were communal facilities; a kitchenette, a sun room, a casual dining area and a large TV lounge. The Eden Hall Retirement Village was well equipped with all manner of amenities; available to all with the money to pay for it. 
They fell silent, both taking a sip of tea and staring at the TV, the music started and they were entranced in an instant, part of the show, ready to be introduced to the mess-ups some people call their lives, ready to be entertained.
The host of the show, Tommy Boyle, tall, debonair and utterly lethal, his frame dominating the scene, turned to the large, amorphous mass on his right, “Felicity, please, tell us why you’re here.”
“Well, Tommy,” Felicity (all 22 stone of her) bounced in the chair, her arms gesticulating this way and that, “I’m pregnant right an’ Randall, my boyfriend won’t believe I ‘aven’t ‘ad sex wiv no-one else, just ‘im.”
"Bugger me, I'd believe her," Gerry was leaning out of his chair, nearly spilling his tea, "I'm surprised she's had sex with anybody, I mean who the hell could fancy that?"
The crux of the story laid bare the audience relaxed, waiting for the maestro to begin his dissection; “So for you, Felicity, it's clear, it's your boyfriend's baby.”
“Yeah,” said Felicity, the coquettish look she produced sat uneasily on her shapeless face.
"Right, let's get him in here," said Tommy. He put out one arm in a welcoming gesture and onto the stage slouched a tall and skinny youth with a spotty complexion. He made a face at the audience, some hissing at him having already made up their minds, and slumped into a chair.
"Okay Randall," started Tommy, "Felicity has told us that she's pregnant and that you don't believe it's yours."
"I know it ain't," spat Randall, adjusting his position, angling his body away from Felicity's.
"Gawd, will you look at that," guffawed Alb.
"What a bloody mess," said Gerry, trying to make up his mind if the youth's hair was wet or simply greasy. "A quick spell in the army wouldn't do him any harm." 
"Too bloody right," agreed Alb, "reckon that goes for most of the lay-abouts."
"Yor a liar," barked Felicity, rising monstrously from her chair. The two book-end bouncers waiting in the wings moved closer at a quick signal from Tommy but she subsided into her chair as quickly as she'd risen from it.
The argument raged back and forth on screen, the all too familiar pattern of lies and deceit; baring your lives to the studio audience's ridicule as well as that of the watching millions, all in the name of entertainment. 
Gerry sighed heavily; the repetition was depressing, "We got any biscuits?" 
"No, you got any in your place?"
"No," said Gerry, "but I bet Ken has."
Ken Grewcock lived in one of the apartments along the way, a mere minute's walk yet neither could summon the energy to move; they continued to stare at the TV.
Tommy was in command again, doing his showman bit, playing to the audience, "Okay, Randall, we get the general idea, you don't trust Felicity." He paused for effect, “So, if you don’t trust her, why is it that you’re still with her?"
Randall fidgeted in his seat and played with his nose, then picked it with his thumb, "'Cause I luv 'er, doan I." The camera homed in on Randall's tears and then cut to Felicity. She put out a chubby arm and looked tenderly at him.
"Well, if you love each other so much, why are we here?" asked Tommy, "Surely you can make it work together, for the sake of the baby."
"It ain't my fuckin' kid," retorted Randall, tears dried.
"What makes you think it isn't?" asked Tommy.
"I just know, ok," sullen now, head on chest, his voice a low mumble.
"It's your baby," Felicity's voice was ragged with tears, "I love you an' I ain't been wiv no-one else, on my muvver's life."
"Well, we can establish the truth of that statement," said Tommy, stretching his hand out for the 'golden envelope of truth' in a theatrical gesture, "Felicity took the lie detector test this morning and we asked her 'have you had sex with anyone else since dating Randall?'"
Both Gerry and Alb had leaned forward, breath bated, in an unconscious mirroring of the studio audience's reaction. 
Tommy glanced round at the audience and then looked at Felicity, ".....and she said 'No'." 
He paused for effect and the audience, expectant, leant further forwards in their seats, a pin dropping would have caused mayhem, "and the lie detector test said.....she was........LYING."
At that the audience erupted with gasps, groans, laughs and general abuse directed at both individuals on the stage. Gerry added his own tirade to the general cacophony. 
"D'you know," Alb's voice sounded strained, "I blame Thatcher, her and her 'no such thing as society'. We used to look after each other, in the old days, but it's different today." Gerry had half an ear on the TV and half on Alb, never a good thing to do as he would keep talking until he got proper acknowledgement of his point. "No-one looks out for anyone anymore, as soon as you're old they bung you somewhere to die, 'cause that's what they want to do... forget us until we die, then they whisk us away and bung us in the ground, just like that." 
"Yeah," said Gerry, "know what you mean."
"And everything we were, everything we stood for, our experiences...."
Gerry caught his drift, "Yeah ...it's a real shame, a man like Pete, all his memories and now they're all gone, lost forever." 
He was now quite depressed and was about to say more when Alb, in one of his quick mood changes muttered, "Still, no use cryin' over spilt milk," whilst pulling himself up and out of the chair. He fiddled with the remote, turning off the TV, "Come on; let's go see about those biscuits."
 



What harm can it do?
 
 
“I still can’t believe this is happening to me,” she giggled, leaning into him, her head dipped down to reach his. 
If she’d had one extra wish it would have been that he was a tiny bit taller but she could work that out, wear lower heels perhaps… She wrinkled her nose; the endless legs that gave her the height were her stand out feature, although surgically enhanced breasts, and white blonde hair helped. That’s what had attracted Anton on the beach – sent by an Italian photographer to find the next top model and he’d picked her. The first question he'd asked was to check she had a current passport; he'd made up his mind about her so quickly. She giggled again; the speed of her new life was exciting, the secrecy made it more so. Anton had arranged everything so fast there’d been no time to show off even to her friends, let alone tell her mother. 
“You’d better believe it, ’cause everything you’ve ever wished for is about to come true, baby." He was murmuring into her ear, his hand possessively on her bottom, giving it a little squeeze. "You’ll live in a mansion in Chelsea; have servants and cars, a swimming pool….” 
She purred in response, “and holidays in the Bahamas?” 
“Wherever, you just name it, princess.”
It was unfortunate there'd been no time for the promised shopping; they’d cut the journey time fine and had had to scramble for the taxi. Luckily, they were travelling light, passing through to boarding with little delay and took their seats, both a little flustered. Alin had been expecting business class but Anton explained a ticketing error, and she’d stifled her disappointment. She snuggled against him, at his suggestion it being her first flight she’d dosed herself with the airsick pills he’d handed her and was already beginning to doze. Anton switched on his iPhone and sent a short text, ‘on time.’ Then he switched it off and settled back into his seat.
Two and a half hours later the plane touched down in Heathrow. Anton and a still dozy Alin made their way through customs to the collection point where a car was waiting as promised. Alin barely noticed the make although she did note that it didn’t seem quite as luxurious as she’d hoped. She had no time to think much about it; Anton had opened the door and urged her in. He put their bags in the boot and slid in next to her, encouraging her to lean on his shoulder and continue her doze. 
The car drove a few miles then pulled into a hotel forecourt. Anton extricated himself carefully from Alin’s embrace; not so pretty now, her mouth open in a silent snore, and slid noiselessly out of the car. The driver had already removed his bag from the boot and stood waiting. He passed Anton an envelope, they shook hands then Anton walked away. The driver checked that the child locks were on, shut the rear door, resumed his seat and drove off. 
 



Something in the Wind
 
Platform ranting in the trees, disturbed voices on the breeze
huddled round the mad eyed screamer, a pointed finger - the tin can schemer









Mad Eyed Screamer - The Creatures









 
Skies darkened over central London, lightning cracked and thunder roared as the heavens let loose a deluge of biblical scale. Everywhere the citizens of that great metropolis scurried for shelter from the sudden squall; some of them diving into the entrance of an old theatre. Then, as soon as it had started, the rain stopped; to be put down as yet another of the meteorological anomalies brought about by global warming. 
Deep inside the theatre the Preacher prepared himself mentally before he strode onto the stage. He stepped onto his gaudily painted box; it was the one he used on London Bridge and it made him feel confident. He stared out at the sparse gathering, 12 in all, ‘not bad, a few more than yesterday.’ He pondered his approach, he never had a planned set, always played it by ear but he needed some inspiration. He looked around and saw a half eaten burger lying nearby and he had it. “GREED!” he yelled surprising himself; he thought he had given up the aggressive approach. A few heads turned. “We constantly gorge ourselves while others starve, while they scrabble around in the dust for a morsel before they begin their futile search for water. Yet we take our good fortune for granted; we are like the sinners of old who have turned their backs on their fellow citizens and soon the world will turn its back on us.”
Audible groans met his words and some of those who had sought shelter at the theatre entrance scurried away. A few remained; curious maybe or still uncertain of the weather, either way they stayed.
He cast his net wider, “We are so corrupted by self-serving greed that we don’t consider the homeless, the weak, and the ill. We glibly drop our coins in the charity boxes believing that we are cleansed, that we have bought some respite from the final judgment but we don’t see the truth - we are lost in the wilderness of selfishness and we need the desolation of despair to bring us back to the world of humanity.” He pointed to the heavens, “Global warming is just the beginning for it is one of the Horsemen that were promised - Judgment Day is at Hand.”
There were more groans and several of his unwilling audience drifted away from the entrance only to be met with another torrent of rain followed by a crush of people trying to get inside. 
Heartened, the Preacher leapt off his box, left the stage and dashed up the aisle to the entrance where he tried to coax people further inside. At first, reluctant, they resisted his efforts but with more and more people seeking shelter they found themselves forced in. Finally, accepting the inevitable, they consoled themselves with the promise that they would make a run for it the minute the rain stopped.
He got back on his box, spread his arms and began afresh, this time for-going greed for a new tack, “The four horsemen are here and one of them is the complete collapse of neo-capitalism; the financial system has collapsed, we just haven’t accepted it yet.” 
His eyes wide, he scanned the shadows of the room, where his audience, some seated, relaxed in their plan to wait out the rain, appeared to be either deep in conversations of their own or otherwise engaged with their phones. He still didn’t have them. He tried again, “And why is capitalism in its final death throes? Why is the world economy in ruins? Because our foolish leaders have for the past 30 odd years sold the naive theory of perpetual growth, an insane psychopathic theory based on nothing but whimsical day dreaming by so called economic geniuses.” He stepped off his box and moved to the edge of the stage, “These people only understand the simple parameters of numbers and equations and they have built our world on their restricted thinking, on their limited understanding of the world, and of nature and the natural resources that exist on this planet.” 
One or two heads turned, interested in his comments on natural resources and the obvious links to global warming. He pressed on, "They see the world as a series of columns on a spreadsheet and they see people as resources put there for them to exploit and we, the people, allow them to behave as if this is acceptable." He paused, raised his hands questioningly as if inviting his audience to consider his words. They continued with their conversations.
The Preacher put his hands to his forehead and tried again, "Don't you see? The world has been here for billions of years, life has been here for billions of years but it is only in the last few decades that people have become slaves to the machine, the ever hungry, grinding machine of supply and demand, of servitude to the quest for more and more money whereas the true meaning of life is just to live your life." 
He looked out into the audience, "Don't you understand!" he shouted. Some stopped their conversations and stared at him. He didn't care anymore; at least they might listen for a few seconds. Again he approached the edge of the stage, "Listen to me, please listen and examine your lives, think about what you're doing, how you're spending your time."
A couple in the front stared at him, they were holding hands, "Listen to me," he said catching their attention, "just for a minute, think, do you believe in god?" 
The girl smirked and the boy shook his head, "No thanks, mate, we don't do the god thing."
"Neither do I," said the Preacher excitedly, "there is no god, no heaven and there is no hell."
"Right," said the boy. The girl looked behind her and pulled a face at someone in the next row.
"So tell me," said the Preacher, "if there's no god, no heaven and no hell, why do you spend your life travelling to work in a box, then sitting in a box for 8 hours a day before returning home in a box to sit in another box, watching a box until you end up 6 feet under in a box? For what? For barely enough money for your family, your children's education, your enjoyment?"
The boy grinned, "You gotta work mate, or you can't buy things."
"Nothing wrong with having money to spend," said the girl, snippily, "how else are you going to improve your position in life?"
"Madness!" yelled the Preacher reaching to the heavens, "Do you hear yourself? You were born free; free to wander, free to enjoy each day as your own, free to do with your life as you wished but you have allowed their conditioning to convince you that working in near slave conditions for the super elite is the natural way of things."
"Hang on a minute," said the boy, "I'm not a slave, I've got a good job."
"See," yelled the Preacher, reaching out to the others in the audience, "Social conditioning has blinded him to reality. You have all been groomed by the super-rich elite to do their bidding."
"Wanker!" said the boy, and the girl giggled.
"You have been tricked into thinking that what you do is necessary to make society run, but that isn't true, that isn't right, for societies have existed here on earth for millions of years."
"Let’s get out of here," whispered the girl, "he's annoying me."
"You don't see that the dull and mundane function you perform every day isn't even designed to be of any real use, it's only purpose is to make profit and the question you should be asking is, who benefits from that profit?"
"Leave it out, mate!" shouted someone from the back of the hall.
"Ah!" cried the Preacher, stretching his hand in the direction of the heckler, “Leave it out!” Everyone paused their conversations and looked a little worried as the Preacher ran around the stage repeating, "Leave it out!" at the top of his voice.
"Nutter," said the boy.
"Why do you work?" demanded the Preacher, spinning on the spot, "you work to make rich people richer. Why do they want to be richer? Because they want to live like Kings and Queens."
"To be fair, he's got a point," murmured the boy.
"And whilst they live their lives to the full, enjoying each day and each night to the maximum, living each second of their lives, you exist in stress and misery in your meagre surroundings."
"Commie bastard!" yelled someone.
"I want you to think about this," said the Preacher, "You were born into this world as free individuals yet you will spend your entire lives trapped in debt and economic servitude. Held captive by a system created by the wealthy and designed only for the benefit of the wealthy."
"Commie bastard," repeated the heckler.
"The rich live like gods, they live large on your labour. You will never be free all the while you play their game and work within the system."
"Nutter!" yelled the boy and the girl giggled.
"Am I the nutter?" the Preacher's voice rose, he pointed at the boy who squirmed at the unwanted close attention, "Who is looking the wrong way through the glass, me or you?" With that he spun off his box and disappeared back stage, leaving the theatre strangely silent and empty.
 



The Diary - Final entry
 
He opened his diary, not so much a diary more a notebook, dog-eared and abused from months of being bent into his pocket, his constant companion for jottings and musings and now this, his end note. He began to write, not his usual scribble but a slow movement across the page, dignified and portentous. ‘I know there will be consequences, not just for me but for my family, who love me. But all other options were closed to me and for me this final act is a culmination of all that has gone before. This record that I leave behind will ensure there is no avenue of retreat’ That bit was important otherwise he might bottle it, ‘I must act and my deed must be so devastating that others can find the strength to shake themselves from their media induced lethargy, so that they may also shake themselves free of this overpowering and suffocating slumber, this all encompassing nightmare. I do this to redeem others.’ He finished with a flourish and tossed the pen down.
He sat in silence for a few moments then he picked up his cup, sipping lukewarm tea with a grimace, reading what he’d written, smiling and nodding. Then once again took up his pen ‘…and so to the deed, its conception, planning and …’ he paused, unable to think of the right word, “enactment?”… No that wasn’t right” he tried the word out loud but it sounded no better, “completion, fulfillment…” he screwed up his face, “Ah! Execution!” he burst out, then he wrote it down, ‘execution.’
The book would be left in the room for the cleaner to find. Hopefully it would be handed in and not just tossed in the rubbish. He considered keeping it on him and handing it in himself after this final act but somehow, leaving it for someone else to find suited his sense of the theatrical.
 



Chit Chat
 









Why is propaganda so much more successful when it stirs up hatred 









than when it tries to stir up friendly feeling?









Bertrand Russell









Alex logged into 'froMe2u', the new social network site that was taking over from its rivals at a rate of knots; everyone was banging on, if not about the bomb-damaged building site that was Wembley Stadium then about the sentences being handed out to the rioters. He clicked onto Jessica's site – she was bound to be in on this, ever since he'd first met her and that was in primary, she was always riled up about something.
Megan had commented ...should be locked up for eva for killing 2 coppers.
all cops need guns- from Dan. Alex laughed, a bitten off snort, I bet that sent Jess through the roof!
feral dogs - Pete with a direct quote lifted from TV; always an original thinker.
worse than dogs- Wilson; in copycat mode.
we need guns like US- this from Nate. Alex grinned; good old Nate, always on about the US.
yeah blow those fuckers away- Kingers; frighteningly hostile.
lazy scroungers- Lucy could always be relied on to bang on about 'lazy' and 'scroungers', the fact she’d not had a proper job since Uni obviously escaping her – again.
slobs claim £££ in benefits spend it all on drugs and all the kids they keep having - Dan, trying to creep to Lucy, so obvious it was painful.
 deport them all to some island - could this be an attempt at original thought from Wilson?
waste of space serve no purpose - Dell was blunt.
they rioting cause that boy was killed in the pig sty i wud do same for my friend
what the fuck u on jess - Alex did a double take; even from Jess this was extreme. He banged out a response, not sure if she was still out there but one day she would get picked up for comments like that and despite her views, he liked her. 
what you know about it you weren’t there you don’t live in their world - Jess's response was quick, forceful and practiced; she'd obviously been getting stick from elsewhere. 
they not like us the gov says they scum - he typed fast, angry that she wouldn't listen to reason
He waited for a reply but Jess was silent. She’d clenched her fists and stormed out of her room to the toilet, they were really getting her annoyed. Why were her friends such fools? Couldn’t they see they were being manipulated? Everything was all wrong, their responses were over the top. She rushed back to her pc and checked the flood of incoming messages.
Jess you suck - Cliff. Pathetic.
thick - from Dan, who’d barely made the grade in a single exam.
drugged up leftie - Deep, Tom, really deep.
they killed two cops deserve everything they get should be killed - Scary Kingers.
your so off track again- typical from Megan
shoot them myself- from Dell.
not for the gov to suggest sentencing - Jess's fingers flew over the keyboard
you'd better not come down to my local young lady - from Bill. Bill? Who the hell’s Bill?
why not am i not allowed an opinion - she demanded, tell me that Bill, whoever you are.
grow up Jess - responded Dell.
not if it’s contrary to what everyone else thinks, and it’s what the government thinks, so it must be right - answered Bill, clearly he knew who he was
the gov said they ruthless gangs - Pete with more TV quotes.
oh so now you’ve got a hotline to the gov - Jess's sarcasm was biting.
they were rioting or did you miss that bit - Dell's response was immediate.
they cop killers all our police need guns to shoot on sight - Megan made her point again.
courts full of woolly minded leftie liberals like you who can't deal with criminals - Tom was on one against the Left, clearly.
who said they were criminals - Jess's frustration was bubbling over, leaving her breathless.
come on Jess, you must see they're criminals - Alex chipped in. He'd never known how to stop her in full flow but she was a danger to herself so he had to try.
of course they're fuckin’ criminals the gov has proof they drug gang - Wilson was determined to have his say.
they’re the gov and wouldn’t lie - Lucy's comment betrayed anxiety.
how do you know that luce - Jess was hoping to gain an ally.
bloody right too - Tom’s comments were just as annoying when typed, as when they met face to face. Jess ignored him.
they should bring back hanging get rid of these scum - Cliff raised the stakes
scroungers living off the rest of us - Megan had picked up Lucy's earlier point and the argument had gone full circle.
they should be herded together into special camps - Wilson was struggling now to say something new.
Are you mad that’s exactly what happened in Nazi Germany - Jess was furious, 
im talking about the gov doin it - Wilson, defending his position
Hitler changed the laws first you idiot made sections of society out to be evil so it was the gov in germany that did it. just like here, today, and you lot are falling for it - Jess pounced swiftly,
they trying to protect society from lazy scum - Cliff argued.
point proved i think  - Score 1 to me. Jess was seriously considering 'un-friending' the lot of them.
rubbish you leftie idiot these scroungers are draining the country of resources that’s why we can’t afford the nhs or anything - Tom had found some more energy.
you saying the poor are why we have austerity, that they've taken all the money in benefits?
that’s what the gov says - Megan commented comfortably.
they should arrest you as well you’re a rabble rouser no better than those scum- Wilson added, daringly. Jess was a thought leader and it wasn't often he felt this comfortable slagging her off.
hey Wilson that's enough - Alex sprang to Jess's defence.
yeah Jess why don’t you just get lost - Tom; getting childish now.
yeah Jess - Cliff jumped on the bandwagon.
they should throw all the lefties inside as well - Ouch; et tu, Lucy?
leave sensible people to get on with things - Dell banged it out, thinking to have the last word.
Jess tried to stem the tide but found herself unable to type fast enough, for every response she sent she got 3 back, “morons!” she shouted finally before switching off.
 



P.A.C.T - two
 









We don't stop playing because we grow old; 









we grow old because we stop playing.









George Bernard Shaw
 
Ken had lived in the same street as Alb and Gerry when they were children, too young to have been in their gang, an acquaintance rather than friend. He now lived in a corner apartment in the same part of the complex, having arrived at the Village, out of the blue, some years after them. Almost all the male residents were ex-army, navy or air force; Ken had no military connection. Alb was certain he had used questionable excuses to avoid playing his part. For this and myriad other reasons, Alb and Gerry held Ken in no particular regard. 
"You in there, Ken?" asked Alb, thumping on the door.
"Ken!" added Gerry. "We're after biscuits, you got any?"
Silence. Then they heard movement and muffled voices; a door opened and closed.
"Who's in there with you? Is that Val you've got in there? 'Cause it better bloody not be," Alb was rattling the letterbox, scowling. He considered bending to peer through it but Ken's voice was suddenly close at hand.
"You can't come in here yet; I'm not decent."
"Who's that with you?" 
"No one."
"Is that Val? Val, is that you?" demanded Alb. He couldn't have explained why he felt so territorial about it; he had no claim on Val, it just got his goat to see her wasting herself on slime ball Ken.
Gerry was holding back laughter, his eyes watering with the effort. He couldn't understand Alb's fixation with Val Compton, the Village siren but there was no doubt, fixated he was.
She opened the door, pink-cheeked and flustered, adjusting her skirt, her voice aquiver, "I'd appreciate it if your tone wasn't so insinuating."
"Insinuating?" repeated Alb, "I'm not insinuating, I'm downright bloody accusing."
"Well, you'd better not be." She pushed past him with a toss of her head, a gesture that in her younger days would have resulted in hair rippling attractively but currently only served to slightly disturb a carefully constructed blue rinsed concoction. Age not withstanding she was off down the corridor as fast as Alb had ever seen her walk.
"Where you going?" demanded Alb to her swiftly disappearing back.
"And what were you doing?" asked Gerry with barely suppressed glee.
"Certainly nothing that concerns you, Gerald Arbuthnot,” she threw over her shoulder.
"What were you two up to?" Alb was now addressing Ken, whose head had appeared round the door. He looked flustered, and his hair always heavily 'Brylcreemed', was a bit mussed up.
"Nothing." Ken’s voice was surly, every bit the recalcitrant child.
"Then why won't you let us in?" Alb was desperate to see round the door, identify what it was that Ken was trying to hide, "What's that about you not being decent?"
"Val was just helping me with my back," offered Ken.
"Doin' what with your back?" pressed Alb; they all knew about Ken's slipped disc, ancient history yet he moaned constantly about the discomfort.
"Erm...she...she...she was rubbing it for me." 
"Oooh, she was ‘rubbing it for you’." Gerry was enjoying himself too much to let this one go despite Alb’s obvious distress.
Ken was anxious to placate Alb, not wanting to have him for an enemy, not even at this late stage in their lives, "You remember, she used to be a professional masseuse?"
Alb mulled this over, "Okay," he said, letting it go, "you got any biscuits?"
"Oh yes," said Ken, keen to move on, "Bourbons." He opened the door fully and ushered them in.
The apartments were all organised the same way; no hall, front door opening straight into the living room, with a compact kitchen off. The bedroom with en-suite bathroom was accessed via a short corridor; this also led to the 'outside space' - a small easily maintained courtyard. 
"Custard creams?" asked Gerry, adding in a mumble, as he and Alb bundled in, taking the best seats, "bit dark in 'ere, more like a bloody cave…and what’s that smell?" 
Ken crossed to the window and pulled back the curtains, hastily snuffing out scented candles before Alb, who'd grabbed the TV remote, turned up the volume, and was busy flicking through the channels, made some caustic comment, ".... uh...would you like a....."
"Cuppa?" Gerry nodded happily, "Yes please."
Alb had found the lie detector show, and settled down in the recliner to watch the next pair of unfortunates. "Bugger, we missed the end of that Felicity and Randall." 
"Don't matter," said Gerry, pulling over the velvet pouffé Ken kept by the side of the TV, “we saw enough to know she was lying." He leaned back, settling his feet up for a long stay.
"True," said Alb, "spotted that a mile off. You just had to look at her to know she was lying."
"That Randall had her bang to rights," Gerry responded, with a deep sigh of contentment.
"Well," said Alb, "I'd definitely know if a woman was lying to me, that's for sure."
"Did you see the news?" asked Ken returning with the biscuits, overhearing the tail end of the conversation and keen to move it on. Gerry grabbed a custard cream, filching a Bourbon as well as the plate moved away. Ken continued despite the lack of interest, "Some of the top families have agreed to adopt the orphans of 12/12."
"What do you mean?" asked Alb, his mouth full, "top families?"
"I saw that," said Gerry, nodding, into outrage mode in an instant, "Adopted by the richest families in the country, hah, they'll live like pigs in muck for the rest of their lives." 
Ken nodded, even though having lost his own parents when he was quite young he had some sympathy for their plight. He was disappointed that Gerry appeared to have forgotten; still Gerry and Alb weren’t the types you argued with; not when they were kids and not now.
"That's not the bloody point," spat Alb, "what are they doing about the terrorists?"
"Well, they're dead," said Ken, amiably.
"I know that," snapped Alb, "destroyed Wembley fucking stadium in the process, the heathen bastards. But, what about the rest of them? All those other ‘home grown terrorists’. It's them that should be in the news, not a bunch of kids." 
"What’s up with you, Alb? It wasn't the kids’ fault was it?” Ken had drawn strength from somewhere and continued, “At least they'll get something out of all this."
"And it's better than the orphanages they've been stuck in," Gerry was aware he was arguing both sides to the middle as his mum used to say, but Alb did that to people sometimes.
"Bollocks to that," snapped Alb, "it's the bloody politicians’ fault anyway."
"How d'you figure that?" This from Ken. 
Gerry nodded; it was the question he would've asked had he not been munching his third custard cream.
"Because the politicians let them in here in the first place." Alb looked over at Gerry and Ken and saw blank incomprehension. "The bloody foreigners," he continued patiently, speaking now as if to children.
"Ah well, yeah," agreed Gerry, "you're right there, but what can you do."
"They're here now," murmured Ken, pacifically.
"That's not the point," stated Alb, "just 'cause they're here doesn't give them the right to go around blowing things up and killing British people does it."
“Course not," said Gerry and Ken in unison.
"So what are the politicians doin' about it?" 
"Well," said Ken, "they're getting the kids adopted...."
"Not the kids," blurted Alb, "what are they doin' about the bloody mess they've created?"
Gerry responded quickly, sensing that Ken was stuck, "They're fighting the terrorists, Al Qaeda and that."
"Not Al Qaeda, what's that to do with home grown terrorists anyway?"
"Well," started Ken, "they were...."
"Shut up, Ken," snapped Alb, "if these foreigners weren't here do you really think 12/12 could've happened?" Ken opened his mouth to comment, but was cut off by Alb’s dismissive, "Don't give me that, just tell me, do you think 12/12 and 7/7 could've happened?"
"Well no," said Gerry, answering for both of them, "As it happens.”
"Exactly," said Alb, "so what are the politicians doing about that then?"
"Well," said Gerry thoughtfully, "I don't know, maybe behind the scenes they're...."
"Behind the scenes? Tosh," Alb’s dander was up now and no mistake thought Ken, reminding himself to stay out of it, "you know as well as I do that behind the scenes they're not doing anything, oh...with the exception of placing these bloody orphans that is, how's that going to help? How's that going to change anything?"
"Well...." started Ken, best intentions forgotten.
"There are millions of these buggers in our country now and they can do whatever they want." Alb's tone brooked no interruption, "They can protest against our troops in the streets, our troops, British troops coming home from fighting a war to protect us from these bloody terrorists…."
“I know,” agreed Gerry, “where’d they get the idea they can do that? And how'd it ever come to pass that they'd murder one of our lads in broad daylight?”
“And who let the bastards in? We fought for this country, in Korea and Aden and the like, who the fuck let them in?”
Ken had sidled out of the room, least said soonest mended, another cuppa that was what was needed. His back was sore from Val’s ministrations amongst other things best not mentioned and he could do without one of Alb’s tirades
“That’s right,” said Gerry, “Enoch had it right, blood on the streets, an’ to my mind, it wasn’t their colour he was talkin’ about, it was their not bein’ British.”
Alb nodded, “An’ what's the bloody Government doin’ about it? Nothing as usual. I really don’t get it, why don’t they just deport all these bloody foreigners and make the streets safer?”
 “We fought for this country,” said Gerry, his eyes taking on a ruminative stare, “an’ we lost mates, an’ that’s what hurts the most, the fact that we gave everything.”
“I know,” said Alb, passion spent, an old man again, reaching for the solace of a Bourbon, “what was it all for if they’re just going to give it all away?”
 



Superstar
 
He that is of the opinion money will do everything
may well be suspected of doing everything for money.
Benjamin Franklin
 
He poured a cup of tea and took it with him into his haven; his games room. Upstairs he could hear Fiona and the girls, 3 year old twins, getting ready for their weekly shopping trip. He never went with them, hated the crush, hated shops, besides he had a big game tomorrow and he needed his rest; it was the crunch end of the season and he was carrying a few niggles that worried the Boss.
He grabbed the hand control to his Bang & Olufsen and Strauss' Blue Danube started up. He relaxed into his chair, scanning the walls, the showcased shirts of his favourite players. He stopped when he reached Pete Bowthorpe's shirt, legendary central defender for his beloved Newcastle United. He couldn't help it, every time he saw that shirt it tore at his soul, every time he heard the Geordie fans it tore at his heart, leaving him breathless. He drifted back to the early days when he actually enjoyed the game, when he played for the team he loved.
Sammy and Charlie ran in, screaming, vying to see who could get to him first and give him the biggest hug. Fiona's two dogs followed at their heels, yapping loudly.
"We're off then, Darren," yelled Fiona from the hall. The dogs flew off towards the sound of her voice, this time the girls were at their heels. "You gonna come and wave us off at least?" 
Five minutes later he was back contemplating the shirt, eyes half-closed, hearing the chanting crowds and remembering how it felt as he went to the stands after scoring, re-living the thrill and the love he felt for them and the love they gave him. Feeling the same old pull; always for him it would be the Magpies. 
He looked down, one of the dogs was attacking his left ankle, this was the blue bowed one which was meant to be some kind of clue but he never bothered to listen so never knew which was which. He stood up, shook his leg and flicked it off.
He flopped down into his chair and stared up at the Geordie top. Tomorrow he was up against his old club, and it was him everyone would expect to score the winning goal. This time it would be crucial to both clubs, United could win the league yet again and Newcastle would be relegated. Simple as. If he scored the winning goal then he would be the one to send his old club down, a pain he knew he couldn't bear. How could he do that when all his life he had supported the Toon, when he had spent his youth in the stands with his dad and his cousins and then his mates, it was unthinkable that he was the one expected to sink the hopes and dreams of the town he loved. 
He drifted back to the United v City game of the '73-'74 season when Denis Law thought he'd scored the goal that relegated United. As it happened United were already relegated but that didn't stop it passing into folk law that it was Law's goal that sank United. Was that his destiny? To be the man who destroyed the dreams of every Geordie? He conjured images of Law trudging from the pitch. 'Thing is it wasn't even as bad for Law 'cause he was a Jock and he only adopted United,' thought Darren, 'this is my club, my home town. Is this where greed and a desire for glory has finally brought me?'
The letterbox clattered and the pink and blue bowed tormentors scurried off, yapping wildly. He rubbed his forehead as their high pitched yelps penetrated deep into his brain. He checked his watch, he was due at the club for physio; the Boss would be there ready to pep him along, big him up and stress the importance of the game. "Bloody Bergson," he moaned, 'it's alright for you, you've pretty much always been United and you'd love to see the Magpies go down. Bastard."
An hour later he was stretched face down on the table whilst Mike, the club physio, rubbed his hamstrings. Mike had tried to start up a conversation but gave up after receiving only grunts in response. Bergson was in the corridor outside, talking to Terry Finch, one of his assistant trainers. He sounded excited, energised and as they broke off Darren closed his eyes. He hadn't realised just how much he didn't want to see his manager, the man who had tempted him away from St. James' with the prospects of glory, medals and, of course, money. 
"Darren," said Bergson, bursting into the room, a big man, with a big head and a florid face and a voice he used like a weapon, "how you feeling? How's he looking for tomorrow, Mike?"
"He's good, Boss," said Mike, crouching down and wringing his hands Uriah Heep fashion; he was fearful of Bergson’s temper.
"How's that leg?" Bergson grabbed the limb in question, the one that had scored a total of 260 goals, 89 of them for United; an incredible 36 this season. Darren flinched at the contact. "Listen son, I want you to take it easy today, no training just physio, it's more important to rest than anything else. You get us an early goal tomorrow I'll get you off and shut up shop, no point risking further injury, there's still the final to come and we could end the season with the 'double'."
Darren tried to come up with a suitably positive response, though none was necessary, Bergson had moved on, pushing Mike aside, "Turn over a minute I need to see your face."
Darren rolled over, 'here we go,' he thought, 'the pep talk.'
"Listen, son, this is the very last game of the season, we're in prime position, but Chelsea are only 1 point behind us."
"But we've got better goal difference, Boss," Mike interjected enthusiastically, his head nodding up and down.
"Yeah, yeah," said Bergson, eyeing him coldly, then adding dismissively, "got work to do, Mike?"
"We're gonna win Boss," Mike said, missing the cue in his enthusiasm.
Bergson's look closed the supply of breath to Mike's throat, then thankfully the attention was back on Darren, "If we win...."
"When we win," whispered Mike, superstitiously touching two fingers to his head, his chest then left and right shoulders. He repeated the movement at speed until it became meaningless.
Bergson took a deep calming breath, if Mike wasn't such an accomplished masseuse and so well-loved by the dressing room he'd have him out on his ear faster than... he dipped his head and rubbed his forehead, "If we win," he continued through gritted teeth, "we win the league."
"Yeah!" shouted Mike throwing his fist in the air.
"Mike!" snapped Bergson, "if you don't mind."
"Sorry Boss, just kinda...well you know."
Bergson turned his back on him, focussing the blue eyed laser beam directly into Darren's troubled brown gaze, "Tomorrow's a really big day for this club, you do know that?"
Darren resisted the urge to blink, "Yes Boss."
"We could win the League again, and you know what that means to the club and the fans."
"To the club and the fans," repeated Mike, reverentially.
"And to me personally, Darren?"
"To the Boss," intoned Mike.
"I went out on a limb bringing you to this great club; you know that, don't you Darren?"
"Yes Boss." Although he'd heard it all before and it had lost some value in the repetition, it was still an unarguable fact, Bergson had fought a lot of people to get his transfer past the Board.
"They certainly didn't want to pay the salary, you remember that too, don't you Darren?"
"Yes Boss." Darren kept his face straight, stopped his lip curling in disgust at his own greed. Money, the root of all evil.
"So now's the time to show I was right and what a great investment it was."
"Right Boss," he managed a nod this time.
"So tomorrow I want you to go out there with only one intention, to make us champions again."
There was a small silence while Bergson held Darren's gaze, even Mike was in awe of the moment. There was an elephant in the room and they had been circling it but now it was time to shine the light.
"Notwithstanding consequences for Newcastle."
It was out in the open. NEWCASTLE UNITED. In letters as large as life. Darren thought it must be obvious to anyone with eyes that he was dying inside.
"But you can do it, I know you can." Not obvious to Bergson then.
"Yes Boss, don't worry about me, Boss," said Darren, "I'm United through and through." There, he'd said it, United through and through, the Newcastle bit was in his head only; he'd got away with saying it.
"Good lad," said Bergson, "so remember, a win tomorrow and....."
"We will win, Boss," said Mike keenly.
"That's enough, Mike," said Bergson.
"We will win," muttered Mike, crossing himself again.
Bergson dipped his head, then lifted it in a roar, "A WIN TOMORROW," he paused, offering Mike the bait but he wisely held his tongue, "and we win the league. However, if we draw..."
"We won't draw, Boss," said Mike, "Darren's leg will get us the goal we need."
"MIKE!" Bergson calmed himself, "Mike. Could you get me some water, Mike?"
"Sure thing Boss," Mike dashed from the room.
"I've been a player, Darren, so I know where you're at right now. I know that it's not only your old club but the club you've supported since you were a lad."
"Boss." Least said, soonest mended, Darren remembered from somewhere.
"I know that a win for us sees them relegated and, believe me, I never like to see a club go down, especially a great club like Newcastle, but that's the name of the game, right?"
Darren nodded, "Boss," he said, thinking, 'but you hate Keith.'
Bergson replied as if the words had been spoken, "I know Keith Morgan and I have had our differences," a small word to cover a huge depth of loathing, "but you know I think he's a great guy and I admire him as a manager, right?"
"Right, Boss," said Darren, thinking, 'You hate Keith 'cause he found out you shagged his missus and he took your Maureen in exchange.'
"It's just not been their season, right."
"Right Boss," said Darren, desperate to say out loud, 'Yeah but you didn't help, knifing and niggling at him in the papers.'
"And they'll spring back from this."
"Boss." Yeah right.
"Besides which, you're a United player now."
"United through and through!" Darren was having real problems maintaining this. How Bergson couldn't hear the double meaning was beyond him.
"So, tomorrow I want you to go out there with nothing else on your mind but scoring that winning goal and making us champions again. Then we can move onto the cup final and do the 'Double' for the fans, for United, for Manchester United."
"Sure thing, Boss."
"Remember," said Bergson, his eyes turning icy, "all that really counts is us being champions again. Otherwise Chelsea will get it and that would fuck me right off."
"Me too Boss," said Darren. A measure of sincerity entered his voice, he was no fan of the Blues that's for sure.
"Here's your water, Boss," said Mike returning at the run, slopping liquid in his excitement.
"Cheers Mike," said Bergson putting the plastic cup down without taking a sip and nodding for Mike to follow him into the corridor, "Well?" 
"Boss?" Mike looked mystified.
"How is he? How's the leg?"
"Oh, it's good, Boss." 
"He'll be alright for tomorrow?"
"Sure thing, Boss."
"What about up here?" said Bergson, tapping a finger on his temple.
"I think he'll be alright Boss," said Mike.
"You're sure?" pressed Bergson, "Terry's not so sure." The assistant trainer wasn't Darren's biggest fan so to a certain extent his comments could be taken with a pinch of salt, but Bergson wanted to be sure.
"Who can tell what a guy's really thinking," said Mike, "but he seems ok to me."
Bergson looked through the glass at the top of the door, Darren had rolled onto his stomach and was resting his head on his arms. "Well, if he doesn't look interested we'll whip him off."
A voice from the top of the corridor hailed them, and Pat Seymour, Club Director, bore down, face wreathed in smiles, "We're all but there, man."
"Aye!" replied Bergson, grimly, "Just the one more hurdle."
"Hurdle? Newcastle? They're shite, they've been shite all season." He included Mike in the breadth of his smile, "We'll tear them apart especially with our Darren, he'll bury them and send the bastards back down where they belong. Serve that bastard Keith right for shacking up with your Maureen."
Bergson raised his finger to his mouth and shook his head. Mike pointed at the door of the physio room. Pat pulled a face and wrapping his arm around Bergson's shoulders, dragged him off to talk more of victory and glory.
Darren closed his eyes, 'What am I doing here?'
 



See All, Hear All, Know All
 
Sir Phillip dunked his bourbon biscuit in his tea, lifting it out with impeccable timing; not so wet that it fell into the cup but moistened sufficiently to melt in his mouth, "I want to know what this event is," he said, "and I want to know before my next meeting with the PM, is that understood?"
"Close of play today?" questioned the man standing to attention in front of the desk. Rupert Moresby, ex-Sandhurst, dismissed for conduct unbecoming, snapped up by Blackmore who could use a man with a history.
"Before my next meeting," said Sir Phillip through gritted teeth, "pump everyone, put pressure wherever you can, I want to know what the hell is going on."
"Sir."
"And Moresby, make sure they know the consequences of talking out of school."
"Yes sir."
 
 



episode 2
Workmen - Again
 
Barry pulled on his fluorescent jacket, stuffed his mobile in the top pocket and his clip board under his arm. Then he took a deep breath and set off towards his road gang; his ex-mate, Andy Blake, now all venom and snide remarks; Denzel Carmichael, a tall, black bloke with attitude; bloody Wayne Webber, sex-obsessed and useless; Gary Caswell, only a youngster but getting to be just as bad as the rest. One absentee, Norman Horton, bright, arsey but marginally more reliable, currently getting their breakfasts. The rest of them taking full advantage of Barry's distraction and idling by the roadside.
"'ere 'e comes, Fat Bastard," muttered Andy, grizzled and rheumy-eyed, well-suited to his Old Boy nickname, hiding the comment behind his hand as he drew in another drag of tobacco laced smoke, "look at 'im, can barely walk, waste of fucking space."
"Nah, nah, Andrew, I thought 'e was your mate, Bazza this, Bazza that, time was you were bum chums," said Denzel, head shaved to cover imminent baldness, polished like a walnut, shining richly in the morning sun.
Andy glared and was forming a retort when Gary spoke up, "Wouldn't get far wiv the nature fing, would 'e, Old Boy?" Called the 'Kid', nothing clever about the nickname; he only looked about 12, his face screwed up as he sought the words that would illuminate what he meant. 
"What you sayin'?" said Wayne, aka Mohican, aka Pinky, on account of his hair.
"He means natural selection, Pinky," said Denzel, a hint of irritation in his tone, he being the only 'person of colour' in their ranks.
"Be fair, Baldy," continued Gary, "Lions would take a week to eat all that." 
"Feed the whole pack," said Wayne, scratching at the pointed pink thatch on top of his head.
"Pride," corrected Andy, eyes screwed up, cigarette bobbing as he spoke.
"Is he gay, Old Boy?" Gary looked puzzled, an expression his face was well-used to carrying.
"Lions, Kid ...it's a pride, not a pack," said Denzel, stroking his head, amused by his own total lack of mane, "a pride of lions."
"Alright you lot," said Barry, joining up with them after several breath absorbing moments, aware all the time of their scornful scrutiny, knowing the cruel nickname and hearing its echo with every footfall, Fat Bastard, Fat Bastard, seeing it ricochet off the tarmac, "we gotta plug the targets on the left side of the roundabout, so best close down this side. Kid, you set up the cones from ten metres back, block off this left side and we'll filter everyone round to the right."
"Like we couldn't've worked that out for ourselves," muttered Andy, his erstwhile friend, over-looked in the promotion stakes and still bitter, "dunno why we had to wait for you to turn up."
"Because I'm in charge here," Barry said, "and I don't want you lot going off half cocked... Baldy." That was said with a heavy look at Denzel, known as Baldy to his workmates. The others smirked.
"That was a one off," Denzel protested, the main culprit for what would be forever known as 'the disaster at Wickham'. Barry had been late arriving so Denzel had taken responsibility for the set up of the job. Only problem - the map was upside down, so they'd dug the hole in the wrong part of town, in front of Colonel Ashington-Smedley's drive. To make matters worse, the lights got set up with the wrong time delays, consequently drivers were rushing to beat the lights. The end result was Ashington-Smedley's Bentley angled at 45 degrees in a very deep hole. An event Denzel would never be allowed to forget, the more so because he was meant to be one of the 'bright' ones, second only to Norman in the gang's intellectual pecking order. 
"Just get on with it," said Barry, "Pinky, you set the lights up. Andy (he resisted the urge to use his ex-friend's nickname) and you, Baldy, you mark out the targets."
"Holes," hissed Andy, "they're holes, not bloody targets, when you gonna drop the military shit you keep tossing out, eh?"
"Yeah, like you could get in the army, Fat Bastard," said Gary, although not loudly.
"Leave it out, you lot," Barry said, he'd heard Gary's mumbled dissent if not the words, "it's how everyone does things these days."
"Yeah," said Wayne, his hand hovering just above the spikes of his Mohican, "Fuckin' ETA this and why the fuck is everything an 'objective'? We just dig holes and fill 'em in again."
"It helps co-ordinate the team effort," said Barry coldly, walking away to join Gary.
"There he goes again, Fat Bastard," moaned Andy, "co-ordinate the team effort, fuckin' 'ell."
"Come on, Old Boy, just dig the bloody targets, won't ya," said Denzel.
"Not you as well, Baldy," Andy was incensed, he had no sense of proportion when it came to Barry in the ganger position, not when they'd worked side by side for years.
"No, OB-wan, I just can't be arsed to argue with the idiot." 
"Oi, Baldy, not so much of it, I heard that," Barry shouted.
"You were meant to," said Denzel, "and when you going on that fuckin' diet, you fat git?" The last was a muttered aside but Barry's antenna was finely attuned to insults.
"Who you callin' a fat git?"
"Talking about diet, where the fuck's Bookie wiv my breakfast?" Andy put his hand up against his eyes, scanning the road ahead, looking for the van that would herald Norman's arrival.
Barry caught up with Gary, who was disconsolately dropping cones down, bored with the task but dutifully fulfilling it. Gary spoke without looking up, "Dunno why you mind that if your nickname's Fat Bastard?" 
"That's different, Kid, he's being personal," Barry turned and yelled back at the watching group, "that's a disciplinary, that is, Baldy."
"Oh, fuck off," muttered Denzel, then shouted back, "I tell you what, when you have your fuckin' coronary I'm not givin' ya the kiss of life, that's for sure."
The rest of the group fell about laughing at this, "Me neither," said Andy, "Pinky'll have to do it."
Wayne stopped laughing abruptly, "Fuck off, why me?" 
"'Cause you're queer, so it won't matter to you," Andy said, as if stating a fact, not tossing insults.
"I'm not fuckin' queer, you knob, just 'cause I got pink hair it don't make me queer."
"Then why've you got pink hair?" 
"Because I 'ave. Anyway if you'd known me last month you'd know it was blue then." He was laughing again now, preening his spikes.
"That was when you were a boy," smirked Denzel, nudging Andy in the ribs, "but now you're a girl."
"Fuck off, Baldy," Wayne's mood changed, "that's bullyin' that is, I could 'ave you for that."
"Don't be an arse, Pinky," said Andy, "we're just ribbin' ya."
"Well, I could still 'ave youse two, an' anyway there's nothing wrong with pink, in fact my Mo says it's a sign of my self confidence and masculinity." He was back to preening.
Gary, having finished his cone placing, was walking back to join the group, "Your what?" he called.
Wayne shouted back, wanting him on side, "My feminine side, Gazza."
"What?" guffawed Denzel, "Your what side?"
"We've all got a feminine side, and a masculine side, it's Ying and Yang." Or was it Yin and Yan, he could never remember.
"Bollocks to that, Pinky," said Andy, "I want it understood here and now that I ain't got no feminine side so if any of you faggots try an' stick your tongue down me throat I'll knock your fuckin' block off."
"Hey, you lot, this is getting well out of hand," Barry was approaching fast, breathing hard, almost apoplectic, he'd heard so many breaches of the Equality and Diversity regulations he could hardly note them all, "Andy, you can't say half of what you just said."
The banter continued unchecked.
"I ain't no fuckin' faggot," Wayne was so angry he was spluttering, "I got a girlfriend."
"That's debatable," said Denzel, with another nudge at Andy's ribs, "I've seen 'er an she's pretty fuckin' rough."
"Don't you slag off my Mo." Wayne took up a pugilist stance, the pose contrasting oddly with the pink spikes.
"Ok, Pinky," said Denzel, raising his palms, "take it easy, it's just that she ain't no looker, is she?"
Wayne dropped his hands. He looked round at them, a glint in his eye, "her girlfriend is."
There was a short silence. Gary looked puzzled. Andy's eyebrows had gone skyward, and Denzel shook his head, slightly bemused.
"Whaddya mean, Pinky, her girlfriend is?" asked Gary; the Kid asking the obvious question.
"Mo's Bi, int she," said Wayne, really smug now.
"She goes wiv girls, Pinky?" said Gary, scandalised "An' you let her? I couldn't handle that."
"You're not seeing the whole pictcha, Kid," Wayne demurred silkily, "I gets to join in, doan I."
"You what?" said Denzel, athlete of the group or not, he was between girlfriends and feeling it.
"Come on you lot, get some work done." All this talk of who was and who wasn't getting any was making Barry uncomfortable.
Wayne smiled, a self satisfied smirk, "So, if they want me to have pink 'air for the privilege, it don't bother me none."
Barry lost it, "Fuck off, Pinky, and the rest of you, just fuckin' get on wiv it, all of you, NOW!"
 



No 10 
 
"If you could, PM, we really need a few words on immigration." Blackmore was working hard to hide his impatience; despite Moresby's best efforts something was about to happen about which his intelligence team had been able to uncover nothing. He needed Cholmondeley to tell him what it was; he could not, would not, ask. "The usual crack down statements," he continued, his well-modulated voice betraying nothing, "and if you could feed in something to rebut some of the hysteria around Sharia Law that would be very timely as well." He smiled without teeth, "Other than that Prime Minister, everything is on track."
"Good," said the PM, a knowing look in his eye, "now, I have something for you, Sir Phillip."
Blackmore managed little reaction, save his eyebrow lifted, raising a question of its own accord.
"The event I mentioned," said the PM, conspiratorially, "will be on a scale never before imagined." He rubbed his brow nervously, "Global in fact. You'll need to get a team together."
"What sort of team?" asked Blackmore. He was aware of the PM's edginess and this served to heighten his own concern. 
"People you don't mind losing," said the PM, "there can be no question of them being allowed to survive the event." He smiled in the face of Blackmore's hastily concealed desire to know more, then added, mysteriously, "oh, and they need to be Muslims, Blackmore."
He slipped a sealed folder across the table and signalled for Blackmore to open it. The eyebrow raised again and, after removing the seal and opening the buff folder, he pulled out the papers. One was an aerial photo showing a large island. The other sheet was a long list of letters and numbers. Blackmore quickly realised that the letters were country abbreviations but he was unclear on the numbers by the side of each entry. 
"Projected casualties, Sir Phillip," the PM said, answering the unvoiced question, his tone unusually subdued.
Blackmore scanned the list again, then checked the total at the bottom, exhaling heavily as he did so, "How? Unless they're planning to start World War III?"
"Cleverer than that," said the PM, "that's a photo of La Palma."
"La Palma?" repeated Blackmore, shaking his head, "The Canaries? I don't understand."
The PM suppressed a grin; he really enjoyed it when he knew more than Sir Phillip Blackmore.
 



La Palma - Dos
 
All those present would agree that one of the benefits of meetings like this was the quality of the food. It was always excellent, and it was free and plentiful; the delegates appreciated both in equal measure. However, it was also one of the problems; washed down as it was by copious wine from an excellent cellar. It took Digby and Graham an inordinately long time to shepherd the delegates back to the business at hand when what they really wanted was to retire to a comfy chair with a glass of port and some cigars. 
So many egos, so many people used to giving, not receiving, instructions, Digby longed to simply shout at them all. Finally they were all re-seated; obviously replete and some of them likely to fall asleep. Caroline looked across the table at him and smiled, her eyes disconcertingly heavy lidded and lustrous. He cleared his throat and stood up abruptly.
"Alright," he said, brightly, "pressing on, why are we here? What are the Board's conclusions?" There were murmurs and other noises he decided to take for urgings to continue. "Context: world population swelling to unsustainable levels, food shortages developing all over the planet, fossil fuels depleted, industrial and general demand for oil exceeding availability of supply, no viable alternatives to fossil fuel and because nuclear energy has damaged our planet we moved away from further construction. Upshot, we're decades from building the next generation of plants."
He paused and looked around the table, ignoring Gilbert Murchison's slightly raised hand, knowing he would want to protest the summary dismissal of alternative fuel sources and not willing to re-work the argument, "We must ration the last of the world's fossil fuels, ration supply against demand. We know there will be rebellions, if not revolutions as the people of the world reject the new state of affairs. We also know that our investors want to maintain their standard of living during these changes."
"But how are we meant to do all that?" asked Archie Carruthers, "How can we ration the energy supply and at the same time maintain profits and the status quo?"
"Put like that, we can't," stated Digby, baldly, "however, there is a resource that, if rationed, would have a wide ranging impact. In fact, it has been calculated that it would extend the lifespan of fossil fuels by another 40 to 50 years."
The delegates perked up and leant slightly forwards in their chairs; that would see them out, and their children and possibly even their children's children, can't say fairer than that.
"The board has approved this resource for treatment and we are here to prepare the processes for the implementation of a programme that will see its fulfilment." 
"Well, get to it, man, what is this silver bullet?" demanded Goodison.
"It is quite obvious, gentlemen," said Digby, "we must reduce demand." This was the tricky bit; the nub of it. He needed full compliance, anything less and they would have a problem.
"You've already said that," said Mickerson, the flush of good wine heightening his perennial tan.
"In fact, we're doing it already, or inflation is," offered Murchison.
"That isn't going to be enough," said Digby.
"We know that," said Galbraith, irritably, "but you said we'd have rebellions if inflation gets too far out of hand."
"Exactly," said Carruthers, "so how does rationing even begin to work?"
"Gentlemen," said Digby, raising his hand in a staying gesture, "I'm obviously not making myself clear." Caroline could see how much the effort of not denouncing them for blithering idiots was costing him and she smiled in mild empathy. He glanced at Sir Henry Moore, looking for support. "When I say rationing, I'm not advocating a reduction in demand by raising prices, I mean rationing by the process of reducing demand."
"We need a reduction in the world's population," said Henry, sick of the shilly-shallying round the subject, they'd either go for it or they wouldn't.
"Obviously," said Carruthers, dryly, "but that would take decades. Besides, there'd be the nightmare of changes to the laws and god alone knows what to achieve it."
Henry stared at him. Christ, man, do you need it spelled out?
"I assume you're suggesting some form of sterilisation or mandatory birth control," said Carruthers, speaking as if Henry was the idiot.
"I thought we'd already made it abundantly clear," said Digby, his patience finally running out, "we don't have time for such a policy to take effect."
"Which is Archie's point," Goodison interjected snappily, "so how do you intend to achieve it?"
Digby was still hoping they'd get to it by themselves. Not usually squeamish he was finding this harder than he'd thought would be the case. He noticed Caroline's slight frown, a question in her eyes. He couldn't afford to lose her respect so early in their relationship, so he made himself say it, "If society, as we know it, is to go on without chaos on an unimaginable scale, then we must achieve global population reduction in an instant."
"How in hell? And by how many?" asked Mickerson.
"Initially by 100 million," said Digby, ignoring the gasps that met his words, "but in subsequent months we can escalate that figure to 500 million, with a potential to achieve 1.5 billion."
"Excuse my French, Caroline, but what the fuck, Chalfont?" said Goodison, "How on earth can you do that? Without a nuclear war which would destroy the rest of the world for the bloody survivors."
There were mutterings of angry comment, echoing Goodison's views, Digby heard 'bloody fool' and 'blithering idiot' uttered a few times then he spoke loudly into the scrum, "La Palma."
"La what?" said Galbraith, hand behind his ear.
"Do you mean the Canaries, La Palma?" said Goodison. He'd got a yacht moored in Santa Cruz.
"Henry, if you wouldn't mind," said Digby. He sat down, thankfully; the worst was over.
"La Palma," said Henry, "is a small volcanic island in the Canary Islands. It is still active but nothing really happens apart from a few vents letting off steam now and then." Out of the corner of his eye he could see Goodison nodding, so far so good, "however, there is a section of the island that is collapsing into the sea, very slowly, but collapsing nonetheless."
"And?" asked Carruthers, his tone dismissive, "What has that to do with anything?"
"When this piece of real estate eventually falls into the Atlantic Ocean it will create the mother of all mega tsunamis, the largest in recorded history."
"Mega what?" asked an exasperated Galbraith, thinking it was his hearing that was letting him down.
"Mega tsunami," said Digby, signalling Henry to continue.
"This particular tsunami will destroy all of the costal towns and villages on the west coast of Africa, throughout the Mediterranean, along the European coastline including the UK and Ireland. It will also sweep across the Atlantic and swamp the Caribbean islands, hit the East coasts of America, Canada, Mexico, Brazil and Argentina, it will be the most devastating natural disaster in history."
 "Bloody hell!" exploded Mickerson, paling under his tan, "Is it imminent?"
"It should happen naturally sometime in the next 20 to 50 thousand years," said Digby, neutrally, watching their faces now for understanding, dawning comprehension.
"My yacht's safe for a bit, then," laughed Goodison.
"If it were left to happen naturally," said Digby, his voice portentous.
A hush descended across the room.
Henry spoke solemnly into the silence, "If we could induce this event, then the subsequent devastation would reduce the world's population figures in line with identified requirements."
"Steady on, Digby," mumbled Galbraith, his hearing was up to speed now, "I've got a fair bit of property on the coast, both in Southern England and Ireland."
"As have we all, Algernon," said Carruthers dryly, "I rather think that's why we're getting fair warning."
"How would we induce it?" asked Goodison, a man of action, albeit retired.
"A volcanic eruption would achieve the desired objective," said Digby, comfortable now they were on side, all bar the self interest expressed by Galbraith, all easily dealt with, "but we can't wait around for that to happen so we will induce one of our own."
"A nuclear device?" Goodison was nodding, seeing the ingenuity, yet simplicity of the scheme.
"Several actually," said Digby, "although obviously we can't just drop nuclear bombs on the Canaries, we could never hush that up."
There was muted, slightly nervous laughter, Galbraith giggled. It was left to Mickerson to voice the concern of them all. "How in hell are you expecting to get away with this, Digby?"
Digby ignored the question, "No doubt experts will want to examine the islands and find out what triggered the disaster that claimed so many lives. They will reach the inevitable conclusion that it was a nuclear event. To that end we will need scapegoats."
Carruthers stood up abruptly, he'd heard enough, "Look here, Digby, time's running on ...."
"Well put, Archie," applauded Goodison, "So, Chalfont, what exactly is it you want from us?"
 



The News
Graham stood relaxed, "Today's headlines, the Government confirms that this month's known immigration figures are again 50,000 bringing this year's total to approximately 200,000."
∞



The PM had this to say...
....about Immigration...
 
"This government will crack down on immigration. There are simply too many people
coming into the UK  and we must shut the door."
 
"Most of the recent migrants are coming in from Europe, surely there's nothing you can do to stop them."
"Let me be clear, we can identify and deport
other foreign nationals. People who come here to study but never turn up at their university. We can find them and deport them."
 
"What about the growing number of Muslims in the country, Prime Minister? And the suggestion that Sharia Law is already being practiced across the Midlands?"
"The laws of the land are quite clear and put frankly, they must be upheld and honoured by all members of the community. 
In this country we do not have Sharia Law and neither shall we."
 
"Thank you Prime Minister"
 



P.A.C.T - three
 









We shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be ....









we shall never surrender.









Winston Churchill









 
Alb and Gerry chose to breakfast in the communal room, both wanting the proximity of others although the gruffness of their exchanges hid this well; to the uninitiated it would appear that the last thing either of them required was the company of another living thing.
"Bloody Muslims," muttered Alb, head in his newspaper, "It says here they're pressing to have Sharia law. Foreign laws here, in England? What's that about?"
He sounded grumpy, never at his best at breakfast, not yet having unwound from the night’s tightening that welded his joints together. He'd had his tablets; fifteen in all, some to counter the side effects of another and so on. He was privately convinced that that was where the last vestiges of his sex drive had gone. One day he'd stop the lot and just see what happened. 
"The government wouldn't let them introduce that," said Gerry, looking up from the demolition of his second boiled egg.
"Says here that they're thinking of it," said Alb, "and apparently they have it in Canada. There's a piece about these so-called honour killings as well, apparently there's more of it going on all the time. We've let these bloody people into our country and they go around flouting our laws."
Gerry nodded, happily eating his toast soldiers, aware that his doing anything other than listening would be superfluous to requirements at the moment.
Alb continued, "And there're the Muslims who prey on our young girls, as well. What's that about, why aren't the police dealing with that, eh? I bet they're worried about causing offence."
Gerry nodded vigorously, still waiting for the right moment to speak; he knew from experience it was not yet.
"We're English so this land should have English laws, we can't go around changing our laws just because some idiot let too many bloody foreigners in. And don't even get me started on that mutilation they're doing to young girls right under our noses..."
"Hmmm." Gerry wasn't sure that that was Muslims but the point was valid so he let it pass.
"That's why we fought the bloody krauts in the first place," said Alb, "to defend England so that we could live like Englishmen, with our own laws and own way of life."
He went back behind his newspaper, explosion over. Gerry waited a few moments, munching steadily, then said, ruminatively, “You know, someone should do something, something to make people sit up and take notice.”
“Eh? Like what?” asked Alb, muffled words emerging from behind the newspaper.
"I don't know," said Gerry, "something."
"That's all very good and well," said Alb, "but what?"
"Petition our local MP," offered Gerry.
"Ah, what good would that do?" dismissed Alb, "When did they ever listen to what we want? It's all about them and their fancy careers."
"True, and whether or not they can claim it on their expenses. Well, what about getting a local protest movement together?"
"Waste of time," Alb snorted, "who'd turn up?"
"We could do a Hitler and form our own party?" 
"At our age? Anyway, it's a waste of time," Alb was back into his newspaper, "there's nothing that we can do to save our country. If Churchill were alive today he'd turn in his grave."
"Ha!" said Gerry, "turn in his grave, like it."
"What?" Alb was frowning; he'd already forgotten his exact words.
"If he was alive today he'd turn in his grave," repeated Gerry.
"Oh, you know what I mean, he'd know what to do." Alb was in no mood for jokes.
"Of course he would," said Gerry, "he knew what to do when the Nazis were threatening....we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds...." 
"We shall fight in the fields and in the streets...." Alb chimed in.
"We shall fight in the hills," said Gerry, with a wide smile, they'd done this before.
"We shall never surrender," spoken in unison, loud with a deep growl.
They were quiet for a few moments in homage to the Great Man and also to give some of the other occupants of the communal dining area a chance to eat in peace.
Then, "He'd lead a bloody revolution against this lot, that's what he'd do," said Alb, "but there's nothing we can do about it." 
Gerry sat upright and lengthened his neck, "Well, there is," he said, his voice mild as befit the fact of other people’s proximity, “we can fight back.”
“We already covered this, Gerry.” Alb was curious as to why his friend was re-working the argument, it was unlike him. He surveyed him, his head bent forward at an odd angle the better to see him over the top of his reading glasses.
“No, I mean as in 'fight' back.”
Ken plonked himself down, jarring the table as he did so then leaning past Gerry and helping himself to toast. Alb surrendered the newspaper to him, folding it in half and half again, like the old days when it was a broadsheet and had proper news in it.
“Like the rioters, you mean?” now a little more interested. 
“No, like soldiers.”
“Ah,” said Alb, propping his chin in his hand, “you mean a proper military campaign? Like Churchill would organise if he were alive today.”
Gerry was pleased with Alb's interest, and his idea grew on the strength of it, “We were in the forces, we’re trained, we’ve all seen dead bodies, we’re more than qualified to take these bastards on.”
“Dead bodies? Take who on?” Ken whispered, looking round at the other tables. "Have I missed something important?"
Alb ignored him, playing with the idea. “Mmm, they’re all a bit fitter and younger than us.” 
“Yes, but we're trained,” said Gerry, “and we’re not afraid to die, I mean, at our age an’ all.”
"Die? Why would we die?" Ken was aghast, his voice high. 
“You’re right, Gerry and when you’re right, you’re right!" Alb nodded, thoughtfully, musing, “We could do it, you know.”
Ken looked from one to the other, his face almost young with wide-eyed astonishment.
"And let's face it the army and police can't go after them, the government won't let them, they're chasing votes and it's not 'PC'," Gerry did the fingers movement as he spoke.
"What?" Alb stared at him
"PC – you know, ‘Politically Correct’."
There was silence for a few moments; Ken appeared to be having difficulty swallowing and his voice was strangulated, "I don't understand, Gerry - go after who?"
Gerry continued, “We need to get the others together and see what we can come up with. But, there's Pete for starters, he was a sapper." 
"An' Wilf," said Alb, naming one of their oldest friends, "he was a marine and did a spell as a mercenary in the Congo, if I recall correctly."
"Pete's not very ...fit, though, is he." Ken inserted a down-to-earth bubble buster into what he rather hoped was a purely fanciful conversation.
"Then there's Jonesey, he's an ex-para."
"And David Hall, he's ex-REME," said Gerry.
"Now Dave, I do know, finds it hard to walk very far." Ken was growing desperate. "And you know I...I didn't serve in any...my feet for one thing..."
"Okay, that's settled, we'll get them all together, later on and sound them out."
"Sound them out for what?" Both Alb and Gerry turned to stare at him as though he'd appeared from nowhere.
"More toast?" asked Gerry, proffering the now empty plate at him.
"Oh, yes," said Ken disappearing with alacrity into the kitchenette.
"What about him?" whispered Alb.
"Don't know, do you think he knows too much already?"
Alb nodded, "We might have to silence him."
"I can't do it," said Gerry, affronted, "he's my bridge partner, it wouldn't be right."
"Well, I can't do it either," said Alb, "he went out with my sister."
"Not Margie, she'd not..."
"No, Flora."
"Oh, 'cause I liked Margie," said Gerry, ignoring Alb's quick scowl.
They fell silent; Gerry in contemplation of a tall girl with warm brown hair and equally warm brown eyes, married a spiv who left her high and dry. By that time he'd married his Gwennie and that was that. Alb's mind was on the potential disposal of Ken and the wider campaign, running through the inhabitants of the Village, discarding all the women, about whom he knew little, remembering past conversations whereby each man on arrival had paraded his military credentials to demonstrate a prouder time.
"What about Johnno? He's a mate, he'd do him for us."
"No," said Gerry, "heart condition and besides he likes Ken, they play chess together."
"Someone will have to do it if he bails on us."
"Don't worry," said Gerry, "if he bails, we'll find someone."
"If who bails?" Ken asked, approaching soundlessly, plate proffered.
“No-one, Ken,” Gerry spoke fast, grabbing toast off the plate, "and get Mags to bring some of her Angel cake, she makes lovely Angel cake.”
“Right on,” said Alb, a high colour in his cheeks, have to sharpen up, be more alert if this was going to work, walls have ears and all that.
∞
Gerry and Alb passed the afternoon in an agony of impatience; Ken had retired to his room to lie down. Given he'd not long got up Alb took it to mean he was shocked and wanted to be alone with his thoughts. Gerry was all for smothering him if he dozed; he could get another bridge partner if needs must. Alb urged caution; an unexplained death would 'draw the heat' and they needed to keep a 'low profile'. They consoled themselves with making a list of those in the Village who could prove useful, bearing in mind the need to be selective, and firming up their plans for attack.
 



What harm can it do? 2
 
The two men swayed down the road more than a little worse for wear. The taller of the two was seriously regretting taking up his friend’s invite to after work drinks; if he’d been given a moment to think he could have come up with an excuse but since everyone knew Stacey had dumped him he couldn’t use her as a pretext and the hesitation had been his undoing. Ever since school when Phil had been the first to start drinking, taking to it like a duck to water, it had been clear that his ability to sink pints would become the stuff of legend. Often in the past in trying to keep up Malcolm had taken on board far more than he could handle, much as now, older but no wiser. 
“Fancy a shag, Malc?” asked Phil, with an unattractive leer.
“What?” For a horrible moment Malcolm thought he was being propositioned, and then he realised what Phil meant and shrugged his shoulders, “What you got in mind?”
Malcolm watched him weaving down the road, a short, stocky figure, bouncing on his toes as he walked, and debated the wisdom of following. He took off after him when he headed down a side alley next to a launderette; feeling responsible and interested despite himself. He caught up as his friend stopped and slipped into a doorway.
“Bit grim, isn’t it,” said Malcolm, looking over his shoulder nervously.
“Best whore house in town,” whispered Phil.
“Shit!” said Malcolm, “I ain’t goin’ in there.”
“Ah! Strap on a pair,” challenged Phil, “it’s only sex.”
“Er, prostitutes?”
“What did you think? Where else you getting it? Got any better ideas?” The questions flew at him with mounting ferocity. Phil was not an attractive drunk.
Malcolm frowned, “It don’t seem right.”
“Why not? Girl’s gotta make a livin’ ain’t she, besides these bitches love it, all East European.”
“Shit, they sex slaves?” demanded Malcolm, stepping back slightly.
“Don’t be stupid, Malc, they’re here for a husband,” Phil said, smirking, “though fat chance after what they’ve been doing.”
“To be honest Phil, I’m not altogether happy with this,” said Malcolm, sobering up.
“Fuck!” wailed Phil just as the door opened and a customer exited. “Come on, what harm can it do?” he urged, diving in the doorway. Malcolm paused briefly then followed. The inside was lit by several red light bulbs; the wallpaper was red as was the carpet.
“They believe in creating an atmosphere,” said Malcolm in a low tone.
“I’ll ‘ave anyone you got available,” said Phil to the smiling woman on the desk, “but give my mate the best one you got, new customer.”
The woman smiled and disappeared behind a beaded curtain returning a few moments later with a short buxom brunette and a tall blonde.
“Yours is the blonde,” said Phil, “I’ve got Anya here," he put his arm round the brunette, squeezing her, "she knows what I like,” was his parting comment as they disappeared down the hallway.
Distinctly uncomfortable now, Malcolm felt the room closing in on him and he turned, looking for a way out. The blonde smiled, white teeth, no accompanying warmth in her blue eyes, took his hand and lead the way to a room at the back, where the red theme continued.
Malcolm was breathing hard by now, part terror and, he couldn’t deny, part excitement. The girl sat on the bed and let her robe fall away revealing her nakedness. He closed his eyes against the sight then opened them again, trying to see without staring. Pale skin, long legs and unbelievable breasts – could they be real?
“Urm…urm….” He stammered, “How does this work? I mean, do I pay now or later?”
“Up front,” said the blonde.
“And….and what then?”  He was shaking, breathing hard.
“You say whatever you want, then you pay,” said the girl, her words seemed to come from outside of her, slightly disconnected from her facial expression. “Then we do it.”
“Right,” said Malcolm.
She stared at him for a few moments, and then she rose from the bed, closed in on him and started to undo his belt. He instinctively went to stop her but then pulled back his hand, ‘shit, she’s hot,’ he made another feeble attempt to resist his desire, then ‘she must want it or why else would she be here? I mean, Phil’s gotta be right.’
 



Something in the Wind 2

 
By abortion, the mother does not learn to love, 
but kills even her own child to solve her problems
Mother Theresa
 
The Preacher collapsed into a chair in the rundown dressing room, drained and tired; it had been a good session. There was a knock at the door and a man strode in, shaking the rain off his coat and brushing his hair back with his hand. A powerfully-framed man, mid-thirties, the Preacher had noted him in his audience, he’d come early and stayed until the end. He might even have been before.
“Hi, Barry, Barry Onslow,” he said, sticking his hand out for the Preacher to shake. When no hand materialised he let his own drop, ignoring the slight. “And that was truly amazing.”
The Preacher’s eyes narrowed and he tilted back his head, unused to such praise.
“I mean, you really had them there,” Barry continued, unfazed by the silent scrutiny, “especially with all that ‘live your life’ stuff.”
The Preacher said nothing; he didn't trust many people and this man was too confident and bullish.
“Look," said Barry, unruffled, "those people out there, they’d like to hear more from you.”
“They are always welcome to listen,” said the Preacher, his voice a quiet dismissal. He was still trying to get the measure of this new arrival; irritated that once he would have been able to assess in seconds what now seemed almost impossible, so out of touch was he with the world.
“Well that’s just it, er…I don’t know your name?” said Barry, settling himself into a chair he’d pulled from a stack in the corner. When he received no response he continued smoothly, “Where are they welcome? Here? Do you own this place?”
The Preacher shook his head, “No, I use it when I can get in.” He left a pause, then thinking it would do no harm to unbend a little, volunteered, “At night it’s usually full of the homeless.”
“So where can people hear you? Some of these people are busy, with jobs and families ….”
“Of course,” said the Preacher, “I know how busy they are – that is part of my point, after all.” 
Barry recognised the need to proceed slowly, “I’m just saying that not everyone can get here.”
“I also work on London Bridge…..I go to them because I know they can’t come to me.”
“Right,” said Barry, his attempt at patience abandoned at the first hurdle, “Look friend, I get what you’re saying but if you want to get through to as many people as possible, to get your message across, then you need to be more organised, you need to have a proper place to present your views, you need to have regular times, to advertise….”
“No,” said the Preacher, his eyes darkening, “I’ve turned my back on that culture.”
“I get all that,” said Barry, leaning forward in his chair, causing the Preacher to sit back in his, “but what about the people who would join you? What about the people who would also turn their backs on this crazy world of ours if they were just shown the way? If they were just given some help, some hope, guidance even? Surely you want to reach out to them?”
The Preacher shrugged. Barry took it as a sign and arranged a session for that afternoon.
∞
The Preacher scrunched up his eyes and rubbed his face. He was bone-tired. He had nothing inside him, no clue what to talk about, his mind a blank and then it came to him and he said, quite conversationally, "I have always held the firm belief that it is any woman's right to have an abortion if she feels it is the correct thing for her to do. It's her body that will be ruined by the pregnancy and she will be the one left holding the baby if the male runs out on her." 
Barry froze; abortion, what next! He started to make swift assessments of the audience then gave up worrying; if it worked, it worked, if it didn't, then he'd lost nothing by it.
The Preacher started to pace slowly, "It is a valid argument; it could also be that the relationship is not one in which she would like to raise a child but that is a different conversation, that of the inherent responsibilities attached to the act of copulation." 
The Preacher's glance fell on a woman looking up at him, she was nodding emphatically. He recognised that with his next words he was going to alienate her. "However," he was nodding himself now, "the current pro-abortion argument only takes into consideration the views and feelings of one, possibly two, of the three individuals involved."
He stopped and looked out into his audience, "Please can I have a show of hands, who believes abortion is acceptable?" Several arms went into the air and he did a rough count, "Well I make that roughly two thirds the hall, which must mean that the rest of you don't support it. Now, of those who support the idea of abortion, do you have any views you would be willing to share? Please raise your arms."
"You madam," said the Preacher, pointing to a matronly woman with a bitter expression.
"Why should the woman have to carry and look after a baby on her own? Two people made the mistake, it's a shared responsibility," she said, emphasising her point with a chopping movement of her head.
"Agreed," said the Preacher, "however, that's not relevant to the concept of ending another life that's merely relevant to the female position."
"Are you saying then," said the woman, her tone challenging, "that the woman has no right to choose? It's her body, why should she be the only one to bear the consequences?"
He looked out into the audience, making eye contact with the first few rows, raising his voice to reach those at the back, "This woman's argument is about the selfishness of the male who leaves the pregnant female in the lurch. Followed by the self interest of the female who would sacrifice her own child so that she can continue to live an unencumbered life."
"That's not what she meant," stated another woman, half standing in her agitation.
"Then help me to understand," said the Preacher moving towards her.
"Mistakes happen," said the woman, "why should two people who had a short sexual relationship have to commit to each other forever as punishment for that mistake?" 
Several people applauded, others jeered. 
"I understand your argument but what has that to do with terminating a life? That's like running your finger down a telephone list and saying whether or not a person should be allowed to live."
"No, it's not," shouted a man, "those people are alive, a foetus is nothing more than gunk."
"It's murder," shouted a woman from the back of the hall, "if you don't want a baby, use a bloody contraceptive." There were cheers from some parts of the hall, a few bursts of laughter. "Abortion isn't contraception, that's all some girls see it as these days."
"You'd have us go back to backstreet abortions with coat hangers," shouted the first woman.
"It's a woman's right to choose what happens to her body," said another, standing up and then sitting down again, point made.
"You are making my point," said the Preacher, "when we discuss abortion we talk only about the rights of the woman who will carry that child."
"What about where the baby threatens the mother's life?" asked a man from the balcony.
"Or rape?" demanded another man, "why should she get saddled with a rapist's child?"
"Again," said the Preacher, "you all make valid points....yet, it's all about the mother, or the partners who don't want a baby, or the family of a rape victim." 
He paced back and forth whilst the audience argued amongst themselves, then he spoke again "Of course, where the mother's life is at risk, abortion is the only course of action. And if the rape victim is a child then clearly the experience of birth could be dangerous and mentally disturbing. So in child rape scenarios, abortion is acceptable." He waited whilst the murmurs of assent rippled round the audience, seeing nods of approval. "However I maintain that all other scenarios put the selfish needs of the potential parents above those of a defenceless individual."
"Contraception doesn't always work, mistakes happen...." This came from the matronly woman who had spoken before. His argument clearly wasn't reaching her.
"What about the child's rights?" demanded another woman, leaning over the balcony and shouting down at her.
"Shouldn't have sex if you're not prepared to live with the consequences," stated an elderly man two rows back from the front.
"Fuck you!" shouted the matron, "why should women be denied free sex? Men have always had it easy and women have always been made to feel like sluts if they do the same."
"You're a chauvinist," shouted another woman, "you want to fuck around but marry a virgin."
The Preacher returned to the centre of the stage and watched as the arguments flew around the hall. He waited for things to calm but when they didn't he reached down for the foghorn he had taken to keeping nearby and let rip. Shocked silence.
"I hear all of your arguments," he said, his voice emollient and placatory, "and I understand the points you are making but none of them address the crux of the matter." 
He paused, waiting until he had their full attention, "Which is that, except in exceptional circumstances, abortion is the act of ultimate selfishness effected by either an individual or group of individuals who have behaved or are behaving irresponsibly." 
The argument in the stands between both camps erupted again. He left the stage.
 



The Diary
Diary entry 1
My mind was in turmoil before, a torment of indecision, a myriad jumble of thoughts crashing in, leaving nothing but desolation and confusion. He liked that line; it felt good articulating what was now in the past. But now all is clear, all is serene, all is revealed to me, I know what I must do, why I must do it and I know there is no alternative. Today, everything changed for me, I can't begin to describe the feelings of elation or the sense of freedom that has enveloped me. The years of heaviness and the constant burden that weighed me down, the years of never really knowing what I thought or felt, all that has ended, I am a different man, from here on I make my own rules and will never again allow myself to be submerged under the burden of bitter lies that keep a soul tormented, tormented to the state that it is ready to end things just for a moment's peace, a moment's respite from debt, from misery, from the constant pressures and stresses that they squeeze you under, from the years of a loveless marriage in a joyless life, from here on that all ends - FROM HERE ON THAT ALL ENDS.
Diary entry 1a
I've called this entry 1a because I wasn't going to enter it, I went to bed and tried to sleep but I find I am so elated that I have to write it down and in truth I think it will be valuable for future reference. Something amazing happened to me tonight, something totally liberating. On the way home from the station, as I was crossing the bridge over the river I passed someone I didn't recognise, a fat drunk leaning over the bridge wall and I was going to walk on by when he called out to me, by name. I had to look several times before I realised who it was, Clive Peters, one of the jocks who had made my life a misery at school, he had married the girl I loved. He was considered by everyone, except me and a few others, to be the kingpin of our year. I nearly didn't recognise him because he was hugely fat, his face was distorted and he was totally drunk which I guess was enough of a victory for me but it gets better, he was so fucked up that he couldn't climb onto the bridge wall to jump in the river and he wanted me to help him and I did and he jumped in and presumably drowned - amazing - I have successfully rid myself of an old burden, of an old curse, of an old weight that I have borne without realising it for years, for decades and now it is gone, it is floating out to sea somewhere and I feel an immense release. No-one will ever hold that spell over me again. 
 



Chit Chat 2
 









Either, you repeat the same conventional doctrines everybody is saying, 









or else you say something true, and it will sound like it's from Neptune
Noam Chomsky









 
That he was annoyed by the reporting on the recent racial unrest was putting it mildly. More particularly, Alex was irritated that he couldn't shake it off like he usually did. He couldn't quite believe he was so tired of the official view that he wanted to express his own opinion. Much more of this and he'd be doing a Jess and protesting about everything. 
He logged into 'froMe2u', checked around to see what, if anything, was being said. There was nothing out there from his friends, weird. Where was Jess when you needed her? He made a cup of coffee and brooded over it. Finally he decided to kick start a debate on the subject. He'd seen the news the previous night and they'd been condemning the EDL and saying that they were the same as radical Muslims, something that Alex didn't understand. He typed quickly hoping someone was out there who'd join in.
anybody see the news about radical muslims and the EDL bein different sides of  same coin
saw that bloody racists - Dan was online then.
dont think they are - Alex.
EDL hate muslims so must be racists
islam not a race it a religion like judaism - Jess chipped in.
still against the law -  Dan dug in.
all muslims are radical - stated Alex.
you dont know what you talking about - Dan was clearly up for this.
all muslims want sharia law they dont integrate they take over territory thats radical - Alex was off and running now. He'd not realised he was so bothered. 
its just their religion -  Dan responded quickly.
So what you call them if they go around killing people then - demanded Jess. She was an odd one and no mistake, hated dogmatic statements unless she made them herself.
Exactly what they call themselves jihadists soldiers for the cause - Alex had thought this one through already.
Soldiers dont murder people - Dan had toyed with the idea of the Army but backed off when the body bags started returning from Iraq and Afghanistan.
Depends which side you on - replied Jess.
all armies are terrorists for their own national purposes - chipped in Kingers. 
you cant say that - Jess was quick off the mark, boot definitely on the other foot tonight, eh, Jess?
muslims dont convert to christianity or adopt our culture or language  they muslim first - Alex
deffo racist - Dan.
Alex is right and the Jews are the same - Kingers was in supportive mode.
Am I the only sane one here is everyone going all 'Golden Dawn' on me - Dan was showing off his learning from a recent visit to Greece.
Jews don't inter-marry, they keep their own faith, they even got their own DNA -  Kingers.
the blacks adopted our way of life they're christian they speak english they don't want to convert us Jews don't integrate Muslims want to change England into something else - Alex jumped in.
You can't say that - Megan entered the fray.
Not PC Alex - Jess
 they should all go home - this from Cliff.
Well said mate - Dell, better late than never.
You can't just send people home, anyway where is their home - Jess was not having any of that.
Jess's right if they born here this is their home - Lucy was anxious to make amends for her desertion of Jess in the last exchanges they'd had.
this is their home so they want to convert it to Islam they want Sharia Law in UK - Alex had been reading up on it and was not to be shaken off.
but only the radicals - offered Dan.
even the moderates want Sharia Law - Say what you like about Jess she was always fair.
no such thing as moderate Muslim just more quiet ones - corrected Alex, thinking 'and you know what they say about the quiet ones.'
you can't say that - from Lucy.
he can if it's true - from Kingers, support from an unexpected quarter.
it's a generalisation and you're victimising the whole community because of some nutters -Jess
they do honour killings as well - Alex
that's the parents....their children are different- Lucy
girls are different boys get more radical as they grow up - Jess 
that's because they aren't getting any - Cliff 
wondered when we'd get down to sex - Lucy
Is that an offer?- Cliff
In your dreams - Lucy
 
 



P.A.C.T – four
 
You've got to fight for what you want
For all that you believe
It's right to fight for what we want
To live the way we please
Fight - Alex Masters
 
It was early evening, the sun low and reddening in the sky, 'warm enough if you wear a light coat' as Alb had got tired of saying to each resident's complaint about meeting outside. Despite their reservations all those on the list were gathered in the Rose Garden, the centre of what Alb referred to as 'their' courtyard. The close proximity to apartments 1 - 16 gave them ownership in his eyes, by the same token, apartments 17 - 32 could keep the ornamental shrubbery. 
Having started with their ex-forces mates Alb and Gerry had widened the list to include those with other skills that might be useful like Esmé Fotheringey, ex-Greenham Common stalwart and ardent revolutionary, and those like Cynthia Carlyle and Dora Ashburton (Little and Large as Gerry thought of them) whose personality meant they could not be excluded. Mags Pickles was on the list, ostensibly for her Angel cake; Gerry wasn't about to admit that he had his eye on her for more than her baking. It had been agreed that it was too late to exclude Ken and in the end it appeared that nearly everyone they knew had a potential use, or was a particular friend or like Val, a prospective paramour. 
Thus the group that gathered in the Garden constituted almost the entire complement of the Village with the exception of Doris Miller, too infirm to leave her room, the new lady in no 5, name as yet unknown, and Sir Nathaniel Longbottom, who in the 3 years of his sojourn had retained his right to privacy and thus far had refused to hobnob with hoi polloi (his words). 
It was tight, squashed roughly four people to each of the six benches that outlined the central rose bed and that was even with Gerry and Alb standing. 
Mags positioned herself near her cake trolley and was perched on the edge of the bench, the better to be up and about when the time came. She'd responded to Alb's request for Angel cake with something approaching joy; he'd noticed her cake if not her, it was a start. "Cake anyone?" she asked, not about to let her big moment pass, rising up from the bench with difficulty.
"Oh yes please, Mags," said Ken, a diversionary tactic, delaying the inevitable 'call to arms' that Alb was planning. He rose from his seat next to Val and crossed to the cake trolley. "Val?"
Val nodded, any reply she may have been about to make was drowned out by a chorus of, "And me" that rippled round the benches. Gerry's hand went to his head, he wanted cake and had no wish to detract from Mags' cake-making efforts but, for crying out loud, let's get the meeting started.
"Over here Mags," said Alb, going with the flow, nudging Gerry to relax and do likewise.
"Of course, Alb," said Mags, blushing prettily, pushing everyone else aside and delivering a very large piece of cake to Alb personally.
"Ok ...me too," said Gerry; Mags passed him a thin slither on a less than clean saucer and with barely a second glance.
"Cuppa would be nice." This from Reg Trimble, one of the oldest residents, his voice a whisper, his hand trembling on his plate, invited for reasons of kindness rather than potential usefulness, brought over on the arms of his good friends Gil Owen and Dilwyn Gravenor, aka Gray.
"No," said Gerry, quiet but firm, "Sorry, Reg, no tea. You can have tea when you get inside."
Reg shrank back, using Dora's ample frame and an Arthur Bell standard rose as a shield.
"Alright then," said Alb, striking an incongruous pose, something mid-way between 'attention' and 'at ease', “some of you know why we've called this meeting but some of you might not."
He'd dressed for the occasion; his best worsted trousers nicely pressed, the grey shirt he'd bought for a funeral a few years back and topping it, his Harris tweed jacket. He felt good as he glanced round at the benches, at the people he and Gerry had known for many years, men such as Ken, Wilf Murchison and John Cavendish, known but not all necessarily trusted, Ken being a particular case in point.  He made deliberate eye contact with the ones he'd got to know well during the 10 years he'd been in the Village, confined to barracks as he still thought of it, good mates like Basil 'Sticky' Bennett, Lenny Freeman and Frank Gough.  He made a mental note of their varying expressions. He was buoyed by the look of interest shown by Gil and Gray; like two peas in a pod, slim and dark and dapper. He'd never had much to do with them, they being residents of the 'other' compound, numbers 19 and 21 if he remembered correctly, moved in at the same time as each other, although he knew little about their backgrounds. 
He was surprised by the keen-eyed expectancy of a few, Bill Carpenter looking especially alert and for once with no trace of cynicism in his eyes. Esmé was frowning, her face all concentration and with potential for disapproval writ large across it. She'd swapped her normal combat outfit for a shapeless brown sack-like garment and a green cardigan; he wasn't convinced it was an improvement. He noted anxiety on Reg's face, unsurprised but somehow disappointed by the extent of it, registered Mort's vacancy; Mortimer Claypole, victim to the vague and muddled characterisation of dementia. He was pleased they had all responded to the summons; he had expected a few absentees.
"Well, I'm sure I don't know why we're here, Albert," said Dora, twisting awkwardly to address Reg, "do you know?" He muttered a negative, shrinking back into himself and she turned back, "We don't know, so why don't you tell us?"
Alb smiled tightly, never good with crowds, "Trying to, Dora, trying to..." He looked at Gerry who nodded encouragement, "well, obviously thank you all for coming -I know it's not too comfortable on these benches so I'll be quick about it -  to cut a long story short - we're fed up with the way this country is being run."
"Yeah," affirmed Gerry, "we're fed up with lousy politicians ruining everything we fought for."
"And we think something should be done about all the foreigners coming in."
"To stop the 'Invasion via Immigration' as I call it," said Gerry, he'd thought of it that afternoon and wanted to try it out on an audience.
"That's very good," said Alb patting Gerry on the shoulder, "very catchy."
"It's the damned Labour Party," said Bill to several calls of 'here here'. He looked pleased, nodding his own satisfaction with his comment.
"Bloody Tories," snapped Ron, savagely, to yet more support.
Gerry shook his head; he'd told Alb this would happen, chalk and cheese Ron Holehouse and Bill Carpenter, different ends of the spectrum, with opposite politics and from opposite ends of the country. Thank the Lord they were sitting on different benches or they'd likely come to blows.
"We should give the Liberals another chance," offered Ken, with a sideways look at Val who rewarded his temerity with a small smile.
"Sod off, Ken," this from Ron, trying to rise but wedged in by elbows on either side, "They had their chance - no one's ever goin’ta vote for those bastards again." At times like these his accent became almost incomprehensible and he sounded like he'd just emerged from 't'pit'. 
"Language, please Ron - there're ladies present", Gerry reminded him with a nod at Mags.
"Okay, okay," said Alb, his hands in the air, gesturing for calm, "look, as I see it it's not Labour, it's not the Tories and it's not the LibDems, it's all of them, they're all in it together."
"That's right," said Mags. She was standing, using her cake trolley as a prop, having lost her seat on the bench, the gap closing like a sigh as soon as she'd vacated. It was worth it to be able to move surreptitiously over to Alb and stand staunchly by his side. She too had dressed for the occasion, had eschewed a coat and was buttressed into a royal blue shirtwaister with a white collar; someone had once told her it brought out the colour of her eyes.
Gerry glanced over, frowning. Val got up from her seat next to Ken, and bustled over, sliding between Alb and Mags with an "I agree", statement of support.
"It doesn't matter which party is in power," said Alb, slightly flustered, boxed in, needing to adjust his stance, "they always seem to do the same thing, let more foreigners in."
"To do the workers down, bringing in cheap labour," yelled Ron. For a small man he certainly had a loud voice.
"Hey, come on now, Ron, keep it down," Ken looked round worriedly, "the warden'll be out to see what the commotion's about." 
"We pay enough for the privilege, Ken," Cynthia's cutting tone was sufficient to silence any further objections.
"It's the damned Labour Party, soft on immigration, bringing in votes," said Bill. He threw a glance at Ron, his words a gauntlet.
"It's the bloody Tories bringing in cheap labour," said Ron, half-rising to make up for the lowering of his voice, "to drive wages down."
"It doesn't matter what it is," stated Alb, "or who's doing it for whatever reason, the result is the same, too many foreigners corroding the British way of life."
"It's not affecting us up in the highlands," said Tom Rutherford, getting to his feet. He couldn't abide being confined, and sitting on a bench squashed up even with friends was too much for him to take. "We don't have that many up there."
Alb looked over at him, tall and rangy, his accent still strong after years down south, holding himself erect with a military bearing, a good chess player with a sharp intellect, he could be useful.
"Well, whatever," said Gerry, “we’ve had enough of this multi-cultural rubbish, we're British."
"I'm English," stated Bill, his voice clipped and authoritative.
"English," repeated Sticky and Frank followed by several others.
"I'm not English or British," said Ken. They all stared at him. "I'm Italian by birth."
Val giggled behind her hand, irritating Alb instantly, "Ken? Italian?" he said, thinking, typical two-faced Ken Grewcock, known him for years and this is the first anyone's heard of it.
"Ken's my middle name, my first name's Antonio." He stroked his hair as he spoke, smoothing the gleaming Brylcreem.
"As in ‘o, o Antonio with his ice cream cart?" This came from Frank with a lascivious snigger.
"My parents went back to Italy so I could be born there." 
They stared at him, awaiting further explanation. He complied, saying importantly, "My mum would only marry my dad if their first born son was born in Italy. Her dad, my Italian granddad wanted me to be a footballer and play for Italy."
"OK, so you were born there," said Alb, "but you grew up here?"
"Oh yes, so in essence I'm truly English but I was...."
"Yeah, yeah," said Alb dismissively, "moving on, any other foreigners?"
There were general shakes of the head, then, "I'm Welsh," said one. Alb noted him; Alfred Jones, known as Jonesey, ex-Para, sniper, good bloke to have beside you in a scrap.
"Me too," said Gil, "and so's Gray."
"Scottish and proud of it." This from Tom Rutherford.
"Right, Tom's a Jock, we got any paddies?" asked Gerry.
“I’m a Scot as well, Gerry,” Cynthia’s voice cut across the general muttering, “and as proud of it as Tom, I may say.”
"Noted,” said Gerry, crisply, Cynthia Carlyle of the caustic comments and tight iron-grey perm not being his favourite person, "no paddies?”
"That's Irish to yous." 
Gerry looked over at the speaker, one Robert 'Nobby' Clarke, as English as bangers and mash. "You're not Irish," he said.
"I know," said Nobby, "I was just taking the piss."
“Ladies present,” Gerry murmured. Nobby made a face.
"Be serious!" said Alb, his voice rising in irritation, "We're British, that's the point. It's about being British, our culture, our way of life. It's about them trying to make us believe we're a mixed race of god knows what, when over 95% of us are still White Anglo Saxons.” He was raging now, waving his arms, in serious danger of losing his balance on the uneven paving, “We've been brainwashed into thinking this is a multi-cultural society, when it's still British but they’re working all the time to destroy the British way of life. They've been importing foreigners from all over since the fifties and you've got West Indians here, Pakistanis there, Muslims across the Midlands and now there's East Europeans all over the place. It's an invasion!" 
He paused, then added fiercely, "Our grandparents and our parents fought to keep this island safe and the bloody government have just opened the doors and let every bugger in without a by your leave. Well, we're not going to accept it – not without a fight, by god.”
Alb thought Wilf looked quite excited but apart from him, the rest of them looked blank. There followed quite a bit of shuffling. Alb looked at Gerry and made an eyebrows raised face. Gerry shrugged, glancing at Val who was standing stiffly, seemingly struck dumb.
“Excuse me, Alb – might I say something here?” 
All eyes swivelled to Fiona Pilkington, a tiny, small-boned woman whose complexion matched perfectly her stock in trade beige twin-set and pearls. She'd been forgotten by both Alb and Gerry on their first mental trawl of the Village' inhabitants, living as she did in the 'other' complex, and had been invited solely because it had seemed rude to exclude her. She pulled herself up with the aid of her stick and the arm of the bench. She gained a semi-upright position and addressed them all; her quiet voice gentle in their ears, a balm following Alb’s outraged tones.
“Alb has given us a lot to think about this evening,” She got a few murmurs of agreement from the stunned group. Gerry saw Pete Curtiss nodding energetically and watched curiously as Fiona bestowed a small smile in his direction. “However, I think we would all benefit from taking a break for supper and re-convening tomorrow, perhaps this time in the ornamental shrubbery, those of us that want to do so, to continue the discussion and see where we might go from here?”
She glanced round but the benches were already emptying, the group dispersing as swiftly as old bones would allow. Fiona nodded at Alb and turned away, quickly followed by Mags trundling the cake trolley in front of her like a makeshift Zimmer frame. Val waited a few moments, indecision apparent on her face then she too walked away. Alb and Gerry stood alone, wondering where it had all gone wrong.
 



Superstar 2
 
If women didn't exist,
 all the money in the world would have no meaning.
Aristotle Onassis
 
 
"Darren?" A pause, then, louder, " DARREN!"
"What?"
"Where's my handbag?"
No reply.
"DARREN! Where's my handbag?"
"How the fuck should I know? Which poxy handbag?"
"Don't swear in front of my babies!"
She was still a few rooms away from him so he felt he was ok not moving yet. Then, impossibly quickly she burst into the room to stand in front of him, teetering on skyscraper heels, hair piled into the huge confection he hated with the same amount of energy she'd put into creating it, squeezed into a dress that no doubt cost the earth but had so little material in it he was hard pressed to work out how.
"What you on about, Fee? They were in bed hours ago."
"Not the girls, my babies," she said, bending down to Pixie and Dixie. As she bent over he saw quite a bit more of her than he'd seen of late and felt himself stirring. It did nothing for his mood.
"Fuckin' 'ell," he muttered.
"Where's my crystal handbag, you know, my fold-over Stella McCartney?" 
"How should I know?" He was delaying the inevitable, if he wanted peace he'd have to at least make a show of helping her find it.
"Well I need it, I'm meeting the girls at the Bijou."
"What? But it's gone 10." 
"So?" She paused in her search long enough to flash him an unpleasant look.
"Got a big game tomorrow. I need my sleep."
"And?" She stuck out her chin, "I don't, do I?"
"But you'll wake me when you come in." His voice was sullen; he'd lost the argument before it started.
"Sleep in one of the guest rooms." She strutted the room, picking up cushions, throwing them down, searching out the elusive bag. 
"Oh nice, why don't you sleep in a fucking guest room."
"Shut up Darren, where's my bag?"
"I don't fucking know," he said, thinking, and I care even less.
"Don't swear in front of my babies," She scooped the dogs up again, burying her face in their fur, before depositing them gently on the floor.
"Swear, I'm gonna...." he started.
"You're gonna what?" She put her hands on her hips, the action riding the skirt higher on her thighs.
"You going out like that?" 
"Well obviously."
"It's a bit bloody short."
"Oh shut up, Darren, what's it to you what I wear?"
'Oh here we go,' he thought, 'why do I do this to myself?'
"After that thing with you and Marie 'floozy' Flood, where d'you get off thinking you can comment on what I wear or what I do?"
"It wasn't like that," said Darren, thinking, I pay the bills for this fucking place, you cow, that's why.
"Wasn't like what exactly?"
"It didn't mean nothing," he tried to speak evenly but his voice was surly.
"What? Me or your fling? Or should I say your umpteenth fling." Her voice was rising, she was on one, he could see it but couldn't think how to avert the screaming that would follow.
"Honest, Fee, it wasn't like that," he was seriously hoping not to have to go over the whole thing again, thank god she didn't know the whole story.
"Wasn't like what? You shagged her virtually on my doorstep, the press found out and then the whole fucking world found out and it wasn't like what, exactly?"
"Look Fee...." he began, getting up and moving towards her, arms out for a cuddle.
"Don't fucking, 'look Fee' me," she said, pulling away from his clutching arms, "She wasn't the first, or the last, so don't try to kid me or boss me around."
"Ah, come on, Fiona," he was pleading now, "don't do this tonight."
"Not tonight? Not tonight? What night then? Eh Darren? What night can we discuss your never ending shagging, eh?"
He put his hands down and dropped his head, "Please Fiona, can you stay in just for tonight, it's Newcastle tomorrow and I need your support."
"What?" her voice hit a new high, "What makes you think I give a fuck about Newcastle? I hate football, and I particularly hate Newcastle bloody United and that bloody Keith Morgan." 
"Oh for fuck's sake," he gave up, retreating to the sofa. He picked up the remote and started flicking through the channels.
"Well, Darren?" she was shrieking now and he resisted the urge to put his hands over his ears. The last time he'd done that she'd thrown some seriously heavy and incredibly expensive vases at his head. "When will you talk about Marie?" She had her hands up and was ticking off her fingers as she screamed, "and Candice and Sherrie and Tamsin and....."
"Okay," he snapped, "I get it, I get it."
"Okay then," her voice returned to normal, battle won, hands once again on hips, her skirt just covering what he hoped, but dared not ask, were her knickers, yet revealing the full length of her long shapely legs. He coveted those legs, when they first met and still. 
They were silent for a few moments during which time Pixie and Dixie ran from one to the other, anxiety in every trembling scurry. Then Fiona left the room, her light step carrying her into the hall and swiftly up the stairs, risking serious damage given the perilous height of her heels. She came down clutching a bag, not 'the' bag but a fucking expensive one, in any case.
"Come on, Fee, give me a break?" he gave it a last shot.
"I'm off out, Darren," her voice was firm, "I'll see you tomorrow." With that she was gone, the door slamming behind her.
Darren buried his head in his hands, Pixie or Dixie pulling at his trouser legs. He flicked the dog away, then reached behind him and pulled out Fiona's missing bag, hurling it in the general direction of the door.
 



See All, Hear All, Know All 
 
Blackmore breathed in deeply as he thumbed through the buff folder, then slowly released the air. It seemed to calm him but had the opposite effect on the man sitting across the desk from him. Blackmore grunted a few times, flared his nostrils once or twice then passed the folder across the desk, indicating the man should pick it up.
"Interesting character," he said.
Barry Onslow; real name Barrington Erlom Smythe, remained expressionless. He knew that his opinion wasn't required and most definitely wasn't being solicited. It wasn't the first time he'd done a job for Sir Phillip although he wished seriously that it might be the last.
"Well done, he's a good find, I want you to carry on working this chap," Blackmore spoke mildly, but it was an order nonetheless, "think of some way to keep in with him."
"Sir," said Barry.
"You'll need a small budget. See Tompkins. He'll know what to do. Get some local advertising going for him, I want to see if his message proves popular."
Barry got up to leave.
"And get that theatre wired; I'll want a full transcript."
Barry nodded and left.
 



episode 3
Workmen - Return 
 
Norman, alias Bookworm on account of him constantly reading, parked the van. He jumped out grabbing the McDonald's paper sacks as he did so, then jogged over to the waiting gang. Older than most of the others, trying to keep in trim before age and bad diet made the effort too great.
"'Bout fuckin' time, Bookie," said Barry, "I'm starvin'."
"No surprise there then, Fat Bastard," said Andy, nastily.
"Fuck off, Andrew," Barry snapped back, grabbing his three double sausage and egg McMuffins® and storming off to the grass verge.
"He's in a good mood, OB," said Norman, handing out the rest of the orders.
"Stuff him, Bookie," said Andy, quickly unwrapping a smaller version of Barry's food of choice.
"Took your time gettin' these," said Wayne, a strip of bacon hanging loosely from his mouth.
"Bit of a queue, Pinky," said Norman, amiably, "and the traffic was bad."
"Yeah, yeah," said Denzel, "or maybe you left late."
"What'cha readin' today, Bookie?" asked Gary. He couldn't read very well himself so he liked it when Bookie related what he'd discovered in the pages of a book.
"S'about Stalin, Kid, when he was younger," said Norman.
"Why'd you want to read about 'im? Fuckin' murderin' commie," said Denzel.
"We can't judge that by our views today, Baldy." Norman felt the vibes but chose to ignore them.
"The fuck's that mean?" demanded Denzel, bits of egg glistening in the corners of his mouth.
"They were different times back then," said Bookie, "and Russia was a pretty wild place."
"He killed millions," Denzel was not to be easily shaken off.
"Not personally, Baldy," said Norman, a smirk playing round his mouth.
"He was in power," said Denzel, narrowing his eyes, "and he gave the orders."
"Yeah, but he didn't carry them out, did he, Baldy mate, it's the people who carry them out who are the actual murderers."
"That's bollocks, Bookie," said Andy, joining in, "you got no choice when the order comes."
"You could always say no, Old Boy," said Norman. He leaned back against the van, this might take a while.
"Yeah, Old Boy, you could always say no," repeated Gary. 
"Fuck off, Kid," said Andy, "what do you know? You've never had to make a stand on anything."
"Leave it out, Old Boy," said Wayne, rousing himself from his food, "he's just a kid."
"That's just the kind of argument I'd expect from you, Andy," said Norman, "too busy looking after your own interests." 
"Fuck off," Andy spat back. He didn't much like Bookie. "What the fuck would you know about it? Toffee nose, silver spoon in your mouth, what would you know about bucking the system?"
Gary had forgotten his food in his fascination and stood with his mouth open, watching the people he most admired arguing the toss.
"That's where you're wrong, Old Boy. I bucked the system, that's how I ended up digging roads."
"Point proved," said Denzel, "if you buck the system, they fuck you in the arse." Bookie thought himself a notch above and that irritated him.
"But if we all stand together, Baldy, then we could beat the system."
"If, and it's a big if," said Andy, eyes squinting over his post breakfast cigarette, "because we don't, and we never will."
"There's this famous experiment," said Norman, excitement lighting his eyes, "can't remember what it's called but there are varieties of it, you can find it on YouTube, but essentially there was an experiment where these scientists...."
"Seriously, Bookie, do we care?" asked Wayne, munching through his second McMuffin®.
Norman ignored him, "They employed some actors, one pretending to be a scientist and one pretending to be a volunteer, then they got a load of people off the street and the actor pretending to be the scientist told them that if the guy strapped in the electric chair answered any of the questions wrong ...."
"Where you going with this?" Denzel had lost patience.
"Wait up, Baldy ... keep your hair on," he smiled to take the sting out, and continued quickly, "this links to what we were just talking about.... so the actor pretending to be a scientist would ask the other actor a question and if he got the answer wrong then the person pulled in from off the street was to give him an electric shock. Obviously the machine wasn't really rigged up but the actor was to act like he'd had a really serious volt, you know scream a lot."
The others stared blankly at him.
"And every time he got a question wrong they were meant to give him a more severe shock the next time, anyway these people off the street......"
"What? Poor people?" asked Wayne, fingering his hair, using the grease from his burger to hone the pink points.
"No, Pinky," said Norman, holding onto his patience with difficulty, "ordinary people like you and me."
"Homeless skivers more like," said Denzel.
"Anyway, these people came in off the street and they thought they were following instructions from a scientist so they were willing to give someone they'd never met a painful electric shock."
"Is there a point to this story?" asked Wayne.
"They kept giving this guy higher electric shocks and he kept screaming, pretending he was receiving them." Norman looked from one to the other, waiting for a sign of understanding.
"So what does that prove?" Andy was intrigued and annoyed in equal measure.
"Most of them were prepared to keep giving this guy electric shocks because the person telling them to do it, the scientist, is in a position of authority. They were abdicating responsibility for their actions. It's the old 'I was only obeying orders' syndrome."
"That doesn't prove anything," said Denzel, manifestly unimpressed.
Andy went further, "You can't buck the system, if you're told to do something you have to do it or they'll just get someone else who will and you'll probably find yourself up against the wall."
"That's the thinking that gets you to obey in the first place," said Norman, a hint of censure in his tone, "but if everyone acted with decency then things like holocausts, state murders or even basic witch hunts would never happen."
"I don't understand, Bookie," said Gary, looking even more Kid-like than usual.
"That's what the experiment showed anyway," said Norman, screwing the remains of his meal into a ball and tossing it into the bushes.
"Still bollocks," said Andy.
"Nah, he's got a point, Old Boy," said Wayne, swallowing the last of his breakfast hastily, wanting to get his point across, "I mean, how else could it actually work?"
"How the fuck would what work, Pinky?" Andy had not expected contradiction from that quarter.
"Well, take Hitler right," Wayne was obviously struggling, not a very practiced deep thinker, "by all accounts he was just an ordinary bloke but he got the Germans to kill millions of people."
"Fuck would you know?" asked Andy.
"History channel," said Wayne, grinning.
"They wanted revenge for losing the first world war," said Denzel, in a 'that's obvious' manner.
"That's only part of it, Baldy," said Norman, enthusiasm in his tone, nothing he loved more than a bit of history, "certainly they wanted revenge, but they still needed someone in authority to tell them it was okay to persecute the Jews, that's what he gave them, the right to do what they did."
"Bollocks," said Andy.
"No, no," said Wayne, "I saw it on Discovery, they showed how he seized power and changed all the laws so he could force people to do what he wanted them to do."
Barry waddled over stuffing the last piece of McMuffin in an already full mouth. Andy heralded his arrival with, "watch out, there's a Fat Bastard about."
"When you lot gonna start doin' what you're bein' paid for?" Barry was outraged.
"Bookie's biggin' up Hitler again," said Andy.
Norman shook his head, "I'm saying the people at the top give orders, it's us who carry them out and it's been proved that when we see those orders as legal or from a higher authority we're happy to abdicate responsibility for our actions even if, say, a week before we'd said we'd never do such a thing."
"Ooh la di fuckin' dah," said Denzel, sneering.
"Yeah, yeah, all very good and well, Bookie," said Barry, "but this bullshit ain't fixing the road, is it, so get on with it."
"Alright, alright, fat boy," spat Andy, having lost face in the Bookie exchange, he was keener than ever to get under the ganger's skin, "we're on' it, don't make a meal of it."
"Don't start with me, Andy," retorted Barry, "I'm tellin' you, you're this close to gettin' a formal warnin'."
"Go on then, Fat Bastard," snarled Andy, "let's see you get that to stick."
"See," said Norman, happily, "Barry here is a rule follower, an enforcer. All you need to do is put that sort of person into a position of authority and they can force those below them to comply."
"You hear that, yer Fat Bastard?" Andy crowed, "He's calling you a Nazi." He took a mental step back, awaiting the fireworks.
"You can't call me that like it's my fucking name!" came the angry bellowed response. Obviously less concerned about being characterized a Nazi than being labelled fat.
Norman glared at Andy, "I said that he does things by the book, he's a rule follower. Whereas, Pinky, for instance, isn't."
Wayne preened, touching his spikes with affection.
"Lucky bastard gets a threesome every night by the sounds of it," said Denzel, glowering.
"A threesome?" repeated Norman, this was a new one on him.
"Mo's Bi," explained Gary, awe in his voice, "an' she lets him do her and her girlfriend."
"You've either got it, Kid, or you ain't," said Wayne.
"Yeah, Pinky," said Denzel, grimly, "but how you convinced any girl you had it, is beyond me."
"Shut up the lot of you," hissed Barry, "just get on with your fuckin' job."
 
 
 



No 10 
 
"Sit down, man, what's so urgent it couldn't wait?" Sir Phillip showed his teeth slightly at the PM's peremptory command and did as he was bid.
"Israel, Prime Minister." Laconic, brief to the point of rudeness.
"Bloody Israelis," muttered Cholmondeley, "what on earth did they think they were doing?"
"Same as always, trying to drive out the Palestinians."
"Can't they do it less violently? Every time they bomb the bloody place pictures of dead women and children go viral. How am I meant to sell that to the British people? I've already had 5 calls today from their bloody lobbyists, demanding we come out and publicly support them, how in hell do they expect me to do that?"
"The usual, Prime Minister, blame Hamas and say they hide behind women's skirts."
Cholmondeley exhaled in exasperation, "Is that why you wanted to see me?"
"Not exactly," said Sir Phillip, he couldn't help it; he was enjoying the moment even if it made his life difficult, "it seems the BBC has commissioned a documentary around possible Israeli involvement in 9/11."
"Preposterous," said Cholmondeley, "a re-hash of conspiracy rubbish about dancing Israelis."
"Mmm," murmured Sir Phillip. Whilst he agreed, it didn't do to be too supportive, "apparently it cites the Yom Kippur War as the primary cause."
"The what?" said the PM, history definitely not his strong point.
"The 1973 Six Day War. The suggestion is that OPEC sanctions and the resultant economic crisis left Israel feeling exposed, and I believe Peak Oil is mentioned somewhere as a motivator."
"Oh my god," said the PM, "we don't want people talking about bloody Peak Oil, not now."
"It's due to air in the next week and will allude to the possibility of Mossad involvement."
"It's preposterous," said the PM again, rather less robustly, "isn't it?"
Sir Phillip raised a speculative eyebrow.
"Well, it can't go out. How will it look if I'm out there backing Israel's right to defend her borders and the bloody BBC go and cut the ground from under me. Lose it, Blackmore."
 



The News
Carol looked intently at the camera, "With growing tensions in the Middle East we examine the likelihood that Britain could be dragged into yet another war in that region."
∞



The PM had this to say...
....about Israel.

"These are unprovoked terrorist attacks
against the Israeli civilian population and it was lucky there were no fatalities."
 
"What about the Israeli response? We have reports of over 300 Palestinian casualties?"
"These are unsubstantiated figures so we need to be calm.
Hamas
launch their attacks from densely populated areas so if Israel responds civilian casualties are unavoidable."
 
"It has been reported that most of the casualties in Gaza were women and children," 
"Listen, these are speculative figures.  Hamas fired the first shots
and Israel has the right to defend herself."
 
"By that definition, surely the Palestinians could also claim self defence, bearing in mind the attack was against the occupied territories?"
This was an unjustifiable act of terror by terrorist factions. Frankly, the Palestinians should leave this to the UN
to resolve."
 
"Thank you Prime Minister."
 



P.A.C.T – five
 
I would die for my country but I could never let my country die for me









 Neil Kinnock 









 
The community room was less full than was usual at that time of the evening and those who had come over appeared to be in no mood to talk. The TV was on and most of them were staring at it, a few, like Ken and Cynthia, were reading in corners. Mags was playing patience. Val had joined Alb and Gerry at one of the tables, congratulating herself for her bravery given the fact that everyone else was giving them a wide berth. She'd got changed after supper into something pink, loose and filmy; to Gerry's untrained eye it looked suspiciously like a negligee. 
"We fought across the empire," muttered Alb, his voice thick, "and we all swore an oath to protect this land." He took another swallow from the glass in front of him, a late night toddy to help him sleep.
Val shifted uncomfortably in her seat, then leaned across the table and patted his hand, "I know you care about all this, love, but you frightened them a bit."
As she leaned forward the material rustled, billowing at the neck, offering a slight hint of cleavage. Gerry wasn't complaining; he didn't like Val but there was no denying she was the best looking woman in the place, if you liked the obvious sort, as well as being the youngest. At the sound Ken's head went up from his book; Mags looked over, cards forgotten; Alb, for whom no doubt the rustling was intended, was oblivious.
“But what have they got to lose?" Alb was baffled, "We’re all nearly dead, what’s the problem?”
Gerry nodded, "n’ just 'cause we're old doesn't mean we don't have the right to an opinion."
"Or that we've given up," said Alb, at this moment looking very much like he had done just that.
"I have to ask…” Val’s voice was quiet and she leaned in as she spoke, “is this a racist thing? Because if you've gone all Klu Klux Klan on me, Albie......"
Gerry nearly corrected her – Ku Klux Klan – but thought better of it; at least she was talking to them.
"No, no" said Alb, sighing deeply, "we're not racist; all we're saying is the indigenous population, which is predominately white, has the right to defend its homeland and culture."
"Because a lot of black people were born here, you know," said Val, continuing her theme, "and they're as British as you and me."
Gerry blinked and Alb sighed again. “We’re not saying anything about that, Val.”
"Although, you're right," her voice a whisper, face thoughtful, "There are mosques springing up everywhere, I mean to say, you can go through some places and pass more mosques than churches yet there must be more Christians in this country than Muslims."
Alb leaned back, not sure where this was going. Gerry’s face was a picture and he seemed about to speak when Val called out to the group round the TV, "Isn’t that right, Sticky? The mosques are everywhere. Sticky? I said..."
At the repeated sound of his name Sticky roused from his TV induced torpor, "Eh? What’s that?" He pushed his glasses back up his nose and looked across at her, “What you saying?”  
"The mosques," Val repeated patiently, "when I was doing your feet the other day, you were telling me about all the mosques, in Southampton?"
The image popped into Gerry's head of Val ministering in some way to all the men in the complex, attaching herself to their various appendages and applying her wiles. He couldn't imagine his own parts in her hands but it was beginning to look like he was in the minority.
"Mosques...too right," Sticky responded, interest awakened, "how's that happened, that’s what I want to know? We give 'em their bloody mosques and they repay us by blowing stuff up."
"Because those with power have determined it," said Alb, sensing an opportunity.
"Eh? What’s that mean in English?" Sticky challenged, looking over at Gerry for translation.
"Politicians he means …” Gerry obliged, "an’ it’s about time someone made it clear to them that the White Anglo-Saxon Protestants have had enough."
"I'm Catholic," Cynthia retorted sharply, looking up from her book, her face pinched in disdain. She'd noted Val's inappropriate attire; mutton dressed as lamb, couldn't miss the flouncing that had accompanied her entrance. She'd determined to have nothing to do with that 'crowd' as she thought of Alb et al, and had brought the book in with her as camouflage.
"I am too, Cyn," said Bill reaching across and increasing the volume on the TV, "ignore him."
"I'm lapsed," said Ken. Alb looked at him, thinking 'you would be.'
"No offence meant," said Gerry, hands smoothing the air, "forget the proddy bit."
"The coloured people...sorry, I mean, the black people have been here for decades," said Val, head shaking, "you can't send them home."
"East Europeans are Christians, aren't they?" added Ken, joining them at the table.
"They haven’t been here for decades though, Ken," Val reproved gently.
"Okay, Ken, East Europeans are white and Christians as well," said Alb, "but they're not British."
"You can't send the blacks home," said Harry, still seated in front of the  TV, eyes staring, recalling the streets of his youth, "that wouldn't be right."
Gerry rated Harry Porter, he was a decent bloke, ex-infantry, ex-Londoner, a salt-of-the earth type. They could do worse than get him on-side.
"Anyway, they were a part of the Empire and the Commonwealth," offered Mags, her face wreathed in smiles now that it was ok to talk to Alb again.
"I know some very nice East Europeans," said Jonesey, emerging from behind his newspaper, "They help out at the Community Centre. You know 'em, don't you, Harry. Mind you," he added, "they’re not Poles, I think there're too many Poles in the country, that I'd agree with."
"Oh, I know a Polish chap and he's..." started Ken.
"Hold up, Ken," Alb held his temper in check, aware Val was watching him and not wanting to start the whole Ku Klux Klan thing off again, "it's not a question of who knows a Pole or black person or Muslim, I'm sure that individually they’re decent people. The problem is that they've turned up in vast numbers, swamping communities."
"Like the mosques in Southampton," Sticky chimed in.
Alb flashed him a grateful look.
"Okay," said Val, patting her hair busily, "as long as this isn't some racist thing." 
"Anyway," said Cynthia, book abandoned, "who's going to listen to us?"
"Yeah, who cares what a bunch of old fogies think?" Jonesey surged up, the movement denying his age, newspaper sliding down his legs, arriving in a heap at his feet.
"Exactly," said Harry to no-one in particular, "even my grandkids don't listen to me."
"So, what are we going to do about it?" demanded Val.
"We're gonna fight," said Gerry, slapping his hand on the table, forgetting for a moment the arthritis that plagued him. He sat back, gritting his teeth against the pain. Alb passed him his toddy, with a nod of understanding. "We're going to fight," Gerry repeated, more quietly and without the hand gesture.
Alb watched Val, willing her compliance and approval.
"Fight?" she cried, "What do you mean, fight? Have you gone mad?" Clearly, approval was in short supply.
"Mad as hell," said Gerry, eyes crinkling, the toddy warming his throat, pain forgotten, enjoying the effect of his words.
"Are you serious?" said Mags. She'd moved from her table to theirs; the movement signifying potential support.
"Deadly," said Alb.
"What're you talking about?" said Bill, muting the TV, his voice a sneer, cynicism out in force, "What do you mean 'fight'? A pensioners’ protest rally or something?"
"What's the point of that?" demanded Harry, "Nobody will listen to us, will they?"
"Nobody in their right minds, anyway," Val said rudely.
"Oh, I've had enough of this," said Bill, putting the TV back to full volume.
"Wait a minute," pressed Alb, "just listen for a bit."
Bill turned back, eyebrows raised, one hand steadying himself on the back of the sofa.
"The way Gerry and I figure it, we're at war, but the government isn't fighting like it's a war, they're not fighting the real enemy, they're too busy trying to satisfy all sides to get re-elected."
"We're never going to win," said Gerry, "'cause they're always sucking up to the minority communities."
"So someone else has to take on the fighting," said Alb, "someone has to fight the real war."
"I don't approve of violence," Cynthia chipped in.
"And a lot of us in the Village have seen active service of some sort or another.” Alb raised his hand to forestall Ken’s protestations, “I said 'a lot', not 'all', Ken…."
"So?" said Bill, still in two minds.
"So, the way we see it, we’re more than qualified to do something."
"Do what?" said Bill. He was interested despite his better judgment, his ‘war wound’ was the scar left by a lanced boil and despite a field promotion to captain he had unresolved issues although he’d long since given up hope of ever covering himself in glory. Now maybe Alb and Gerry had an idea that could change that.
"Fight back," said Alb raising his right fist.
"With guns," added Gerry.
Bill sat down abruptly, it was what he'd been pushing for but it was still a shock. Cynthia made a slight sound like someone had sat on her. Val's hand went to her mouth. Ken muttered something unintelligible and walked over to the window. Mags moved closer, her eyes widening as she stared at Alb.
"Alb?" Harry's voice sounded odd, as if it were coming from a long way away.
"We're all trained, Harry, remember," said Alb, "you know, infantry; you, me, Gerry, and Johnno. Jonesey, you were in the Paras; Wilf was a Marine and a mercenary."
"But that was years ago, we were young men then, Alb." Johnno held Alb in deep regard and his voice was gentle despite the rebuff.
“Pete was in the engineers," said Gerry.
"Dave was REME," offered Bill, getting caught up again.
"You're beginning to scare me, Albie," said Val.
"Come on, Val," said Gerry, "think about it, you were in the WAC."
"You're mad, all of you," said Val, "are you really suggesting what I think you're suggesting?"
"Surely you see it," said Alb, "how this country is being destroyed."
"Yes," agreed Val, "but that's not our business now."
"Why not?" asked Gerry, "Just 'cause we're old doesn't mean we can't resist."
"We're at war," stated Alb, "and if someone doesn't do something we'll lose. The England that we all know, the Britain that we and our friends fought for, and many died for, will be lost forever." He paused, staring at her, "so if that means hurting our enemies...."
"You mean kill," said Val, "don't say 'hurt' when you mean 'kill'."
"If that means killing the enemies of this country..." said Gerry, "Then yes, we intend to kill people."
"But only those who are trying to destroy our country," said Alb, still hoping to persuade her, "we're at war, Val, why can't you see it?"
She stepped back from him, ignoring the plea in his voice, and walked over to join Ken at the window. 
Bill stood up, his voice incisive, with an emergent officer-like quality, “Fiona was right - we should meet up again ...those who want to," he paused, casting a meaningful glance across at Val and Ken who were now engaged in frantic whisperings, "and discuss it then.”
 



What harm can it do?  3
 
Malcolm rolled over off the bed and stumbled through to the bathroom, just lifting the toilet seat in time to dump another load of vomit. He leant over the sink and rinsed out his mouth; he knew he should clean his teeth but couldn't be arsed. His mind turned to the girl, she'd been excellent and what a great body. Phil was right, she loved her job alright, he grinned a little and made his way back to his room, at the door he stopped, 'loved her work?', he closed his eyes, "Loved her work," he said aloud, overriding the muddle in his head, adding, "you fucking prick, what the fuck have you done?"
"Phil!" he shouted, bursting into the guest room and switching on the light. He ignored the pain that the noise and the light caused and shouted again, "Phil, wake up!”
Phil jumped awake, put his hand to his aching head then collapsed back onto his pillow, hand over his eyes, "Whaddya want?" he groaned.
"Phil!" demanded Malcolm, "We just got involved with European sex slaves, you know that, right?"
"What?" said Phil, pulling the duvet over his head.
"Sex slaves," said Malcolm, "from Europe."
"Bollocks." 
"Do you realise what we've just done?"
"Fuck off," said Phil rolling onto his stomach, head pushed firmly into the pillow.
"Get up and talk to me."
There was no response other than a groan so Malcolm went into the bathroom, filled a bowl full of water and emptied it over his friend’s head. He knew from long association that this was the only way to get Phil's attention after a night spent boozing. Ten minutes later they were in the kitchen drinking black coffee.
"You know what goes on there, don't you?" Malcolm was not prepared to let this one go.
"Leave it out, Malc." Phil held his cup to the side of his head in a vain attempt to soothe from the outside the terrorist attack going on within.
"We can't just walk away from it."
"What is your problem?" said Phil, wishing heartily that he’d never taken Malcolm anywhere near the place. "They're pros, grown women and they know what they're doing, you'd be insulting them by poking your nose in."
"I want to rescue them," said Malcolm, with quiet resolution.
Phil looked shocked, "Look mate, they have pimps, these guys will not let you rescue them, they will bury you."
"Which just proves my point," said Malcolm, "they're being held against their will."
"Look they're probably junkies who do it to pay for their habit."
"Junkies? You took us to junkies?"
"It's ok," said Phil, irritated, "they're clean, I've been there before."
"I don't care, I don't for one second believe that they're doing that, that ...out of choice and the fact that they're all East European just means that...."
"They're not all European," said Phil, his eyes lighting up, "they've got a nice line in chinks and some black ass as well."
"Yeah, of course," said Malcolm sarcastically, "that makes it alright, they must all be willing."
"World's oldest profession," said Phil.
"A profession born of desperation, and maintained by coercion."
"Oh for god's sake, give it a rest, Malc. I'd never've taken you if I'd known you were going to go all dewy eyed about the first one you shagged."
"I haven't gone dewy eyed," snapped Malcolm, "I just don't believe they're doing it out of choice." He was determined not to let Phil do what he always did; evade the question, make light of everything and end up persuading him to do something against his better judgement.
"Oh what?" Phil's tone was scornful, "come on, some women like to make money that way."
Malcolm stared at him.
"Ugh," Phil's head flopped down as he collapsed onto the table. "Look mate," he mumbled, face hidden in his arms, "the guys who run these girls are for real, they're fucking hard nuts."
Malcolm maintained the glare, emptying all his animosity into his eyes and trying to drill into Phil's brain. Phil raised his head and looked at him, eyes bleary and fearful. 
"Malc, you don't get it, do you...they're fuckin' mean, if they think you're out to mess up their game then they'll..... hurt you so bad you'll probably never walk again, never fuck again, probably never see again." He was shaking his head now, "Christ they'd kill you, man. And think about the girls, will you? If they'll hurt you and you're a Brit in the UK, just think what they'll do to a girl trying to get away from them, you know what I'm sayin'?"
Malcolm curtailed the glare and sat in contemplative silence for a few moments. Phil started to relax. Then Malcolm spoke and it all went tits up, "You're sayin' they're held by threats of violence."
"Malc," said Phil, thinking, shut it, forget it, get out of my face, "leave it okay."
"I can't, not now I'm involved."
"Involved? What? With the girl?"
"It's the principle," said Malcolm, patient but firm, "you got me involved with something that's wrong."
"Look, Malc, for fuck's sake," said Phil, "you can't do anything."
"I can't just turn the other way, can I? Not now I've seen it with my own eyes."
"No choice, mate."
"There's always a choice, Phil." He stood up and began pacing. "For instance, I could help them escape, take them to a safe house somewhere." 
"Oh really?" This was rich; Malc the desk jockey, Malc the couch potato, was going to save the damsel in distress from the evil Count Dracula. Phil's tone was thick with sarcasm, "And just how are you going to do that?"
"I'll have a plan," Malcolm was pacing as he talked, the confines of the kitchen too small for his ambition, "It'll come to me."
"Will your plan involve going into hiding for the rest of your life? Because, believe you me, that's exactly what you'll have to do. These guys don't mess around..."
"If needs be," said Malcolm, his chin jutting and brow furrowed.
"Okay, and what about their families then?" He watched the anticipated bewilderment settle on Malcolm's face, then spoke again, "One of the ways they keep these girls at it, see, they threaten to kill their families if they try to escape."
"Then you knew all along?" said Malcolm, as he sat down abruptly. "They're sex slaves."
"Well, not for sure," said Phil, back-tracking, "still don't, it's just you going on about it."
"But you think they are or you wouldn't have said that."
"Oh for fuck's sake, they're foreign," conceded Phil, "so yeah it did cross my mind, but so what?"
"So what?"
"Fuckin' 'ell, Malc." He'd known him most of his life, they'd been best buddies since primary, same football team in college, now working in the same dead end job but sometimes he just wished they'd never met and this was rapidly becoming one of those moments.
"You're going to help," said Malcolm pointing, "You help me or I tell your Jenny."
Phil was getting desperate, casting about for a compelling argument, anything to stop this twat from ruining everything, "I can't help you and it's because of Jenny...what they'll do to her when they figure out who did it."
"They'll tumble to you anyway, when they find out it was me, they'll link me to you, won't they."
Phil put his head in hands, groaning, mind working furiously then he looked up, "What about your sister? And your folks? What about them?"
Malcolm paused, "Shit! I hadn't thought of that...they that vindictive then?"
"From what I hear, worse..so, as I said, there's nothing we can do, mate." He let out the breath he'd been holding, sipped his coffee, crisis averted, stupid knight in shining armour back in box marked apathetic loser.
"That can't be right," said Malcolm, the gleam in his eye back again. "We can't just turn our backs."
Phil said nothing, this was a pivotal moment.
Malc leant on his elbows and brushed his fingers through his hair, "Fuck," he hissed.
Phil took another sip, then lowered his head slightly, 'now I just need him to go back to bed.'
Malcolm stood up abruptly, slopping the coffee, "Okay, we'll just have to kill them all."
"What!" said Phil, "the girls?"
"No, the pimps and their thugs, all of them ... sorted." 
Phil collapsed into his hands. 
 



Something in the Wind 3

 
Consumerism diverts us from thinking about women's rights, it stops us from thinking about Iraq, it stops us from thinking about what's going on in Africa - it stops us from thinking in general.









Pink 









 
Barry took his seat in the auditorium. He'd taken a few liberties to sell tickets, talked about 'the preacher' as if he was already the cult figure he knew he would become, told them to forget the 10 quid he was asking, soon they'd be paying £100s just to stand at the back. It might not suit Blackmore, but if he could line his pockets a bit while fulfilling the brief, where's the harm?
The Preacher strolled onto the stage, placed his box and wandered over to the edge. He rubbed his hands together, then he was off, "I have tried to explain about the futility of our existence in this insane economic nightmare," he breathed in deeply, then spoke in a rush, "that we live under the heel of a fascist economic elite who live their lives in luxury whilst the masses work to service the fantastically insane concept of profit driven, corporate commercialism."
He paused, they weren't listening. "This nightmare pervades our century like a cancer. A darkness has descended upon the world. It is a darkness driven by the deadly sins which are paraded by our political elites as a virtue," he paused, "all of the sins that were seen as evil by our forebears are now lauded as desirable traits, possessed only by the best amongst us." He raised both his arms in elaborate enquiry, "How is it that we lie and cheat, grub for black gold in the desert, sanction mass murder, turn a blind eye to the sufferings of others in the world? How has it become inconvenient to spare the time to consider the predicament of others?" 
He looked around the hall, making butterfly eye contact with each of them, some of them looked uncomfortable even at so slight a challenge. "And how can we, the British people, be so easily seduced, when we condemned the Germans for the ease with which they accepted Nazi policies?" There was a collective gasp as they registered the comparison and he rode over it, "Are we not complicit when our bombs fall on the weak and defenceless, when the poor go hungry, when the peasants in the third world are forced to work in sweat shops to provide us with cheap goods? Are we not the same as the Nazis?"
"You might be, I'm not!" shouted someone from the back.
"You think your detached position here in the west frees you from responsibility for what is done in your name," said the Preacher, "but it doesn't. You say it because, even here in the west, the majority of us aren't that well off. You feel able to rationalise the plight of those elsewhere with the argument that they come from a poor country so the wages they earn are worth more to them than we can ever imagine. Well, try harder. Imagine their reality, living off pennies, working in deadly and dangerous conditions, slaving in sexually abusive environments. That is their reality."
He paused, "But what of us? In these times of austerity we have a hard time of it." He started to pace again. "Where is our hope?" he cried out. "Our ancestors had the misguided hope that they would be saved because of their self-sacrifice. They believed they would be rewarded in the after-life, in the fictional utopia called Heaven. This gave them their strength, saved their souls, helped them through each nightmarish day. But what do we have? Where is our salvation now that we know there is no heaven, that hell is merely having no money to go shopping." He waited for them to think but he still didn't have them, "We know there is only the here and now, so we might as well grab as much as we can. Everyone else is doing it, so why shouldn't we?" He moved to his left a little, "The simple truth is, as far wiser people than me have already said, shopping is the new religion, consumerism is the new faith, the shopping mall is the new church. After all, isn't that where we now spend our Sundays, at the mall?"
Barry noted that a few were leaning forwards in their seats, not many but a few.
He paused, "Even those who still make the pretence of going to church, even those who can't quite stop themselves believing in God, even those who cross themselves daily, they all go shopping, they all try to out earn their neighbours, they all crave wealth, even you," he shouted, pointing into the audience, "even those amongst us today who would profess to being religious, even you walk past the beggar in the street, ignore the deprivations that occur in the world."
"We all give to charity," called someone from the back. "Red Nose Day," shouted someone else.
"How much do you give? Do you give everything you have? Do you give a month's salary?" he demanded to general disapproving shakes of the head. 
Barry began to be a little concerned, this wasn't going as well as he'd hoped; he'd need to get some proper scripts made up.
"Of course not," stated the Preacher, "and why should you? You worked hard for that money. And that's the point, the life of the starving child in the third world is measured against how much money you will have to go shopping again next weekend. And because we know that God doesn't exist then we also know that the preaching of Jesus is meaningless, we don't have to abide by what he said, we don't have to worry about going to hell, we don't have to do anything other than throw a few quid in the odd collection box every Red Nose day."
There were general murmurs of dissent and one or two got up to leave.
"And so they run away," shouted the Preacher pointing at two men sidling towards the door, "they have convinced themselves they are right to do so."
The two men froze in mid flight and shuffled back and sat down.
Barry was ecstatic; the Preacher was in control.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 2
I have now formulated my plan and having done so I have taken time off to case my target. I have recently started to show an avid interest in fishing, Deidre is concerned as this is out of character but she has noted my tension and feels this might be good for me. Truth be told I can't stand the idea of sitting mindlessly on a river bank as the hours drift away, however, needs must as they say. So I have purchased my rod, tackle, bait, net, stool, my tent etc and booked my room in a B&B barely 5 miles from my chosen target. The time has come and tomorrow I will catch a train there and rent a car. I will steal a set of plates and fit them on the rental.
 
Diary entry 3
Things just seem to be getting better and better. I booked into my hotel, no problems, false name wig and beard and all that, no ID required , it all just seems so very easy and simple. Tomorrow I will fish all day, then in the evening I will go off and scout out my target, Sir Patrick Nichols, ex-chairman of Bentleys Bank.  
 



Chit Chat 3
 
The empty vessel makes the loudest sound
William Shakespeare
 
 
Dan was in his bedroom, bored with trying to find the porn channel Tom had told him about whilst keeping one ear open for his mother. How the hell was he supposed to relax and have fun with her always creeping about? He logged in to 'froMe2u' and checked his friends, there was a right old two and eight going on. He tracked the chat and assessed that they had started off debating where to spend the evening but were now arguing about who had selected the destination on the last three occasions. He threw his three penn'orth in and suggested 'The Swan.'
No way - Jess came back straightaway. No surprise there then.
Why the Swan - Alex.   
it's a dive - Megan.
he fancies one of the bar maids - Tom 
not true - Dan. Gee, thanks, mate. I'll do the same for you one day.
What you don't fancy the bar maid or thats not why you want to go there - Tom.
Dan we all know and we don't want to go to the Swan - Lucy.
Dan's mobile pinged, a text from Tom, 'Lucy fancies you mate.' Dan sent the customary ffs in reply. Privately he thought Lucy was seriously fit but wasn't about to share that intimacy with Tom.
Whatever we do I'm getting wasted - Megan.
Me too, had a really shit day - Kingers.
pub then club - Jess 
well come to yours first I bring bottle get us in the mood - Megan.
Megan and Jess always got together before heading off to the agreed meet. Dan thought it was because neither of them could turn up anywhere on their own but again didn't want to share his thoughts.
Im getting bladdered tonight -  Lucy. 
Dan felt sorry for her, she was trying too hard to blend in.
not me, ive got work tomorrow - Alex
Alex was proud and protective of his new job; Dan was suddenly annoyed, jealous of his friend's success.
Fuck work throw a sickie - Tom 
Dan grinned, Tom was probably jealous also.
Dell posted a pic of some exceedingly fat women in bikinis on the beach.
Gross - Cliff.
Which ones the barmaid in the Swan  - Alex.
Dan fumed but put nothing up.
It should be illegal to be that fat - Jess.
They could feed a small family for a month - Bill.
Dan read this, wondering who the hell Bill was. Cliff posted a pic of a fat man on a moped. Bill posted one of a very fat woman bending over to pick up the soap in the shower. Tom posted one showing two fat people having sex. Dan couldn't make out where one person started and the other ended.
Quit this boys - Megan.
Anybody see that programme on squashing - Cliff.
You mean the blokes who like fat women to bounce up and down on them - Dell.
Gross - Megan.
Tom posted a pic of a white male being squashed by a woman made up of roll after roll of fat.
Men are gross - Jess.
There's something wrong with you Tom - Megan.
Where we going then - Jess.
Dog and Duck - Lucy.
Dog and Duck - Megan.
Okay - Jess.
The Dog and Duck it is then, thought Dan, logging off.
 



P.A.C.T – six
 
If we keep treating our most important values as meaningless relics, 









that's exactly what they'll become. 
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Breakfast was the meal of the day from Lenny Freeman’s point of view, always had been, always would be and for that reason it should be eaten in silence. He sighed deeply, contemplating his plate – eggs, bacon and a piece of fried bread. His wife, god rest her, would have had a fit if she’d been here to see this but that was one of the few last pleasures of his life; that and his pipe. Choosing to sit with three women, as he had done, ensured the silence would be broken but Nobby was there too and the alternatives were one, sitting with Reg, Gray and Gil, closeted together like the 3 Stooges as usual, two, interrupting Fiona and Pete's tête a tête or three, going back to his room. He didn’t fancy that, so Nobby's table it was. He joined them just as Cynthia finished recounting some story about her having had an after supper meeting with Alb, like that was likely, where he'd confided his plan to kill foreigners or some such nonsense.
 
"Well, I think they've got a point," said Nobby, his mouth full of toast, spraying as he spoke, "there are too many foreigners. It's not the England I fought for any more."
"Personally I can't stand all the foreign accents in the town these days," said Dora, re- settling into her chair heavily. She lifted her cup to her mouth, speaking as she sipped, "but the thing that really gets me is how American everything has become, with all this fast food." She clattered her cup unsteadily back into the saucer, slopping tea onto the tablecloth as she did so, “do you know, my daughter has never cooked a real meal."
"I know what you mean," said Cynthia, daintily nibbling at her one piece of toast, elbows close in to her sides, little fingers pointing out at right angles to her hands, averting her eyes from the mess Dora was making, "my Jane is just the same, it's all pre-packaged and frozen. I’m ashamed to say, I don't think she could even make a simple stew."
Lenny looked shocked, paused, his fork midway to his open mouth, surely all women cooked? 
"And I'll bet they have no idea what goes into that food," added Esmé, darkly.
Nobby tried again, "If Alb's right, what will this country look like in 10 years?" Lenny blinked; that would see out the lot of them, him included. Big Dora would be lucky to make it that far.
"I think Dora’s right," said Cynthia, wiping her clean lips on a linen napkin she'd brought to the table especially for the purpose, "we have more to fear from the Americanisation of this country than anything from Europe, what with burgers and nasty fast food. I saw something the other day that suggests we're the fattest nation in Europe, thanks to American food."
Lenny glanced at Dora’s ample proportions, amazed that she wasn’t offended. He liked a fat woman; in his experience fat women laid out a good feast. He’d married a pipe thin harridan and had regretted it most of his life.
"My sister's grandchildren think McDonalds is like going to a restaurant," said Esmé.
"Well, it calls itself a restaurant, now, doesn't it," said Cynthia, "I took Jane and the little ones to one last month, I paid, as a special treat for them. Of course I didn't have anything, I can't stand MacDonald's myself," Esmé and Dora exchanged a glance, "but on the receipt it called itself a restaurant. Can you believe that?"
Dora and Esmé made suitably shocked noises. Lenny used his fried bread to soak up the rest of the egg, smacking his lips together in complete enjoyment. Now, if only he could light up, his day would be complete. 
Nobby was watching Frank and Mort shuffling along the path outside the sun room, "Let's go," he whispered to Lenny, “Leave the ladies to chat.” Lenny nodded, patting his pockets, feeling for his tobacco, and they stood up and made their escape, unnoticed.
"I believe children should eat proper food, it's important for their bones as they grow, they should get the right amount of vitamins," said Esmé, uncompromising as ever, "My mother always made sure we had good food but I just can't understand why my sister didn't do the same for her family. It's no wonder they can't cook."
"To be fair," said Dora, pausing to adjust the waistband on her skirt, chins quivering, "there were no ready made meals when we were growing up. So the rot started there, with TV dinners. And MacDonald’s adverts always picture happy families eating their food together."
"That's like with the pizza adverts," said Esmé, not to be outdone, "the family having fun around a colourful slice of pizza, when it should show them hovering round a ball of fat and chemicals. It astonishes me, the things these advertising companies are allowed to get away with."
"When I think of all the nutritional things I used to cook," said Cynthia, her mouth prim on the words, "and I did try to pass it on but, I don't know, I was fighting an uphill battle."
"Personally, I don't think Thatcher helped," said Dora, crossing her arms across her bosom, not without difficulty.
"Oh, don't go blaming Maggie," said Cynthia bristling, "she saved this country from ruin."
"I'm talking about school meals," said Dora, "You have to admit they used to be a proper meat and veg with a nice pudding but ..."
"I'm not sure all that can be laid at her door," Cynthia said firmly, trying to close the subject.
"....nowadays the kids just get burgers and chips," Dora finished just as firmly.
"Fries," murmured Esmé. Dora looked confused. "Chips, they call them 'fries' now." 
"See, that's just what I mean," said Dora, "Americanisation."
"Well it's not just that," said Esmé, "they're always eating sweets and crisps as well, whereas when we were kids sweets were a luxury."
"I remember cutting a Mars bar into five pieces for my children to share," said Dora, "but now you see kids as young as four with a whole one to themselves. Parents today have no concept of giving their children values, values are so important, they help develop a young mind."
"Now that I agree with," conceded Cynthia, "It was always a real struggle for Jane to get the children to share. Do you know they wouldn't even drink out of the same bottle as each other?"
"It's just greed," said Esmé, whilst absorbing the unlikely fact that the fastidious Cynthia approved of bottle sharing, "where does it come from?"
"I told you it was Thatcher," said Dora, "her and her 'no such thing as society'."
"The problems started well before her," said Cynthia, "I think it has a lot to do with swearing."
"You've lost me now, swearing?" mumbled Dora, mouth full.
"Yes," said Cynthia, "and abortion, if it wasn't for swearing and abortion then men would treat women better."
Esmé stared, her face falling into rigid frown lines; trying to get a fix on the combination of swearing (which she disapproved of) and abortion (which she had marched on the streets to achieve for women - the right to have control of their own body - whilst personally abhorring the deed) and the potential for the detrimental effect on men's treatment of women.
Cynthia continued, ignoring the perplexed look on Esmé's face, "A gentleman used to stand and offer his seat to a woman in the old days, not any more."
"Now they'll leave a pregnant woman standing in the aisles whilst they sit there, oh it makes my blood boil sometimes," said Dora.
"Perhaps that's what Alb and Gerry are talking about," said Cynthia, "how this country has changed, and none of it for the better. We had such good values in the old days."
"We were all the same then," said Dora, "British." She'd almost said English but had quickly adjusted to accommodate Cynthia. "We had values that we learned from our parents and passed onto our own children, but somewhere those values have gone astray."
"Well that's another thing," said Cynthia, "our mothers were at home with us when we were young; nowadays the women have their careers."
"They have to work, things are so expensive," said Dora.
"In our day we instilled moral principles, passed on family values," mused Cynthia.
"I'm sure all mothers try to do the same, Cynthia." Dora was having none of it.
"Ah but can they? The parents of today spend so much time working and so little time with their own children that it's any wonder they have any communication at all, let alone shared values."
"Oh," said Esmé, "that's really weird, one of those Karma things."
"What is, dear?" said Cynthia, her tone betraying what she thought about Karma.
"Well," said Esmé, “it was in an article my brother read me, a few years ago, about elephants and rhinos." Dora gave Cynthia a look, they'd long thought Esmé had dabbled with drugs in her youth, all that marching about, Women’s Lib and Greenham Common nonsense, bound to have had an effect. "Apparently," Esmé continued, too engrossed in the story to bother about their reaction, "they'd culled the adult elephants in some wildlife park in Africa and all the orphaned juvenile male elephants went on a rampage and killed a load of rhinos."
"Oh that's awful, dear," said Dora. Cynthia shuddered.
"Yes, but that's not the point, by killing all the adults they'd created a situation where the juvenile elephants didn't know that killing rhinos wasn't what they did. Then they reintroduced some adult elephants into the park and it all went back to normal."
"Oh, I see what you're saying," said Cynthia, "the breakdown of society has created the violence of our modern world."
"That's it," said Esmé, "Children eat rubbish food because mothers have to work, and because both parents are out at work all day they aren't around to pass on their values to their children."
"...and if they go to a nursery or a child minder then I suppose they pick up things from other children or from the helpers that might conflict with their parents' values," Cynthia was completely absorbed with this as a concept now, “and that would cause problems at home."
"That could be why there are more divorces these days as well," offered Dora, "how are parents meant to cope with the pressures of unruly children, the stresses and strains of their working lives and then pursue their relationships at the end of the day?"
"The fabric of our society has been damaged," Esmé said firmly, "so when foreign cultures come in we have no strong beliefs to fend off further corrosion to the English way of life."
"Don't you mean British?" said Cynthia stiffly.
"I didn't mean anything by it," said Esmé, unapologetic, "I'm just English, that's all."
"It also means that the problems are bigger than poor old Alb and Gerry can grasp," said Dora.
"Not only that," said Cynthia, "their ideas on how to sort it out are a bit wild, to say the least."
"Boys will be boys," said Dora, complacently. Not having heard it firsthand she'd commuted Cynthia’s recounting of dark tales of death into something altogether more acceptable, "they just want to go and punch something, men and their stupid Neanderthal attitudes."
"Well, whatever happens, we'd better make sure we have a say in how things go," said Cynthia, "Alb is far too fierce for my liking and I don't hold with violence."
"What's that you're saying about Alb?” Mags' ears had pricked up as she entered the room and she’d walked straight over to Cynthia and pulled up a chair opposite. 
"Oh, Mags ...I was only saying he's fierce." 
Mags frowned, "He's done nothing, as yet, and you can't blame a man for talking."
Cynthia retreated from the implacability of her gaze and, with a swift change of subject, brought her up to speed with their discussion about fast foods.
Vera wandered in, a bit worse for wear, never at her best in the morning. "I couldn't sleep a wink last night," she murmured, "Alb's stuff going round and round in my head. What about you lot?"
Cynthia and Dora looked quite put out; Vera Buxton wasn't a breakfast companion they would have chosen. She came from the other part of the complex for one thing, one of Mags' friends but not quite the ticket vis a vis her background. 
Esmé gave Mags a quick look but couldn't resist saying, "Apparently he had even more to say after supper, so Cynthia says."
"Yes, we've heard little else," said Mags firmly, drawing a line. The table fell silent.
"Where's Val?" asked Vera, after a while.
"I don't know," said Mags, "I saw her with Ken earlier though. I feel sorry for Albie," she continued, not noticing the knowing looks that passed between Dora and Cynthia, "Someone should tell him, don't you think, I mean it's only fair."
"I'd leave him to find out himself, Mags," said Vera, "He might blame the messenger and you wouldn't want that."
 



Superstar 3
 
I believe that sex is one of the most beautiful, natural, wholesome things
 that money can buy
Steve Martin
 
The taxi driver was making good use of the time spent waiting; he was sizing up the mansion for the robbery he was never going to commit. He did this every time he was summoned to the house; a glittering quasi-Georgian pile in the centre spot of a gated community. Serve ‘em right if he did burgle ‘em; all that money just for kicking a ball about. He wondered idly if this was a real call-out with a real drive at the end of it or one of her breathy directives to ‘just drop me off at the corner, I’m being picked up’. It made no difference to him; either way she paid through the nose for his discretion.
The door opened and his client tottered out. From the look of her; skirt up her backside, sky scraper heels and hair in a concoction a family of birds could make a nest in, he’d go for ‘drop me off at the corner’. That was another thing that riled him; why have all that money and then let your bird make a tosser of you? One day he’d have to pop in and ask Darren the question.
Fiona slid into the back of the taxi, leaning over to breathe in his ear, clouds of perfume enveloping him; he heard ‘just drop me’ and started the engine, rolling out of the gates and coming to a halt round the first corner. True enough there was a car waiting; sleek, expensive, this one a Bond car, with yet another wanker at the wheel. His mouth fell open when he recognised the face.
Ignoring the gaping taxi driver Andy Bergson jumped out, gave Fiona a good squeeze on her naked bum cheeks and, by way of greeting, rammed his tongue down her throat.
"Hurry up, you two love birds," called a voice from the backseat, "we can't hang around here all night, Shirl wants to get it on, don't you, Shirl." There was a fruity giggle followed by some slurping noises.
"Hi Shirl," said Fiona, leaning in, offering her intimate parts to the open air, "Hi Pat." She didn't like Shirley, thought she was a tart but then she didn't much like Pat either so perhaps they deserved each other.
"Just wait a minute, Pat," said Andy, itching to give Fiona a good slap, controlling himself with difficulty, "I've gotta check on Darren."
"What for?" Fiona’s irritation was obvious as she teetered back to the still gaping taxi driver and thrust cash at him, waving her hands dismissively to make him go away. He took the money but delayed complying; wondering how much someone might pay for what he’d just seen but at the same time hoping to get more in the long run by staying silent.
"I want to make sure he's alright, tomorrow’s a big day for him. I won't be long, just get in the car and be a good girl."
"I’m always a good girl, Andy," said Fiona as she raised the front of her skirt provocatively.
"Ooh, commando, you naughty girl."
"Come on, Andy," she murmured, her hand on his arm, gripping his bicep through the cloth and he started to turn back.
"No, no," he said, pulling himself free, "I've gotta check Darren's alright, I'll just be a minute. Keep it warm for me, baby," he flung the last words over his shoulder, before dashing round the corner and out of sight.
Deflated Fiona slouched against the car; he was getting as unresponsive as Darren and that was no fun.
Andy raced up the drive, pulling up just short of the door, trying to still his heart; wouldn’t do to look out of control, like something was up. Hah, something would be up very soon and it wouldn’t be just his heart rate.
The dogs had heard his feet on the gravel and he could hear them scrabbling across the wooden floors, yapping and yelping as they crashed into doors and walls in a desperate attempt to be first to the front door.
"Coming," Darren yelled, hoping Fiona had changed her mind but knowing it wouldn't be her, not least because she had a key.
"Darren," said Andy, eyebrows high and a big smile on his face.
Darren looked distinctly unwelcoming, "Boss? What do you want?" He stood back from the door controlling the two dogs with one foot. "Sorry...I mean, come in."
"Thanks, Darren," said Andy, fulsomely, as he stepped into the hall, “how’re you feeling? How’re Fee and the kids?"
"Okay," said Darren, slightly mystified. Even for Andy this was over the top. He shut the door and the dogs subsided, panting happily.
"Girls in bed, are they?" asked Andy.
"Yeah."
"Fiona?"
"She's out," said Darren, a sullen defensiveness creeping in to his tone.
"Girls night out, eh?"
"Yeah Boss."
"Good, good," said Andy, "so how you feeling about tomorrow? No worries, or doubts or anything?"
"No Boss."
"Good, good," said Andy, his heart not in it, he had Fiona's naked body on his mind, he shifted his right leg to loosen his boxers.
"You alright, Boss?"
"Yeah, yeah, just wanted to see you were okay."
"Cheers, Boss," said Darren, struggling to accommodate this unwarranted intrusion into his ‘night before the big game’ preparation, "d’you fancy a quick one?"
"Not arf," said Andy under his breath, looking out of the window at the driveway.
"What’s your poison?"
"No, not for me son," said Andy, "I'm not staying, just wanted to check you were ok, you know, up here," he pointed to his temple, "and that you’re planning to get your rest tonight but if Fiona's out, I know that's all okay."
The doorbell rang, startling them both. Pixie and Dixie hit hysteria in a second and both leapt straight at Andy.
"Bloody hell," he said, fighting them off, "what the fuck are these things?"
"They're Fiona's." He watched for a bit, pleased to see someone else taking the brunt then he moved in and grabbed each dog by the scruff and tossed them, none too gently, on to the nearest sofa. They were back on the ground in minutes, shaking and slathering but keeping their distance.
Andy opened the door, trying to arrange his face into suitable surprise if it was Fiona, checking on him, impatient for his return, the surprise in the end came naturally, "Mike?" His irritation levels peaked in an instant, "Mike? What the fuck are you doing here?"
Mike looked just as surprised and defended himself quickly, "Just wanted to check Darren's leg." 
"What?"
"I'm checking on Darren's leg for tomorrow," he said, firmly, pushing his way into the house.
"It's okay, Mike," said Darren, "I'm fine."
"That's as maybe but we can't take any chances, can we, Boss?"
"What?" said Andy, thinking: how the hell do I get out of here now, "Er, no."
"Was that Fiona I saw outside?" asked Mike, his back to Andy, bearing down on Darren, hands out, aiming for the leg.
"Fiona? Where?" said Darren, "is she coming back?"
"No, no," said Mike, "she was in a cab when I saw her. If it was her, that is."
"Oh," said a deflated Darren.
"Don't think she was going far though, thought I saw the cab pull over.”
"Well, never mind," said Andy, rubbing his hands together, "I'm sure it's all alright, where's that drink you promised me, Darren?"
"You said you didn't want one, Boss," said Darren.
"You know me, Darren; always up for a drink." He moved a bit in front of Mike, obscuring him slightly and began shepherding Darren in the direction of the bar.
"Yeah," said Mike, undeterred, "there was a car parked up, it was a bit dark so I couldn’t see too much but there was a couple in the back."
"A couple?" said Darren, stopping so suddenly that Andy almost bumped into him.
"Yeah," said Mike, a rare lasciviousness creeping into his tone, "from what I could hear she was getting a right seeing to as well, know what I mean?”
"What? Who was?" Darren’s eyes were slits and he walked towards Mike in a threatening way.
"Mike," said Andy, moving to stand between them, hands up in a conciliatory gesture, "don't be a wind up, you silly sod." He laughed and punched Mike on the arm, quite hard.
Darren frowned and moved to the front door.
"Well, it sounded like that to me...." mumbled Mike, nursing his arm and frowning.
Andy punched him harder, accompanying the punch with a glare that could freeze a forest fire.
"Don't let him wind you up," he said, his voice assuming avuncular warmth. He moved smoothly in front of Darren and shut the door, "come on then, where's that drink?"
"I was just..." said Darren pointing to the door.
"What, out there?" said Andy pointing to the door, "You don't want to listen to that silly sod."
"Well...he must’ve seen something," began Darren.
"Mike!" Andy said loudly, "Mike! Mike! Stop winding poor Darren up, will ya?"
"But I'm no...." began Mike but Andy stopped him short with another very heavy, very hard yet apparently playful punch to the arm.
Mike bit back on a response; he’d been here before yet never seemed to learn.
"Boss?" said Darren.
"Ha! Ha!" laughed Andy, "Ha! Ha! Ha!"
"You alright Boss?" Darren looked from one to the other, "Mike? You ok?"
Mike was looking a little green round the gills, more through lack of oxygen from stifling his outrage than from pain.
"Dunno why he keeps hitting me, all I said was...."
Andy punched him again, high up on the shoulder and this time there was no disguising the venom of the delivery.
"OW!" Mike shouted, outraged.
With that Andy punched him on the chin, knocking him out.
"BOSS!" yelled Darren, unable to believe his eyes. The Boss’ temper was legendary but this was excessive even for him.
"Oh, shit sorry, don't know me own strength, quick get some water."
 



See all, hear all, know all

 
Sir Phillip poured two fingers of Chivas Regal into two crystal glasses and handed one to his guest. He knew the man would appreciate the gesture as much as the soothing warmth in his chest. He waited a few languid moments until his guest set down his glass.
"How are you finding retirement, Mackie?" he asked.
Mackie's eyebrows always had more to say than the man himself, beetling as they did across his forehead, "Quiet."
"I can imagine," said Sir Phillip. He continued his appraisal of the man in front of him, old now but still a large presence, sharp eyes and a sharper mind.
"Are you going to tell me why you invited me here or do we engage in meaningless chit chat for the next fifteen minutes?"
If Sir Phillip was irritated by the brusque approach he didn't show it, "Your old team, do you still have contact with any of them?"
"My deniables?" asked Mackie, a laugh building somewhere in his chest. "All gone."
"All of them?" asked Sir Phillip, a touch of asperity in his voice. This was not the answer he'd expected and he was a man who asked few questions the answers to which he didn't already know.
Mackie leaned forward and retrieved his glass from the table, buying thinking time while he sipped his scotch, "Why do you ask?"
"There's something coming up, something highly confidential. We need expendables."
Mackie drained his glass and held it out for a refill. Sir Phillip obliged.
"Why would I sacrifice my team, even supposing any of them were still around?" 
"For the greater good," offered Sir Phillip.
"As far as I'm aware they're all dead," said Mackie.
"And 10 million."
"Pounds?" said Mackie.
 



episode 4
Workmen - Still working 
 
Wayne was stationed at one end of the road works, his pink Mohican highly visible in the bright sun. Gary was at the other; the generator for the lights had malfunctioned and they'd been forced to dig out the manual STOP and GO signs.
Wayne turned his sign to GO as his mobile vibrated in his pocket. He smiled when he saw the incoming message was from Mo, she'd sent him a selfy, naked and posed erotically. He looked up the road towards Gary, saw the green GO sign facing him, so he nipped off, hurdled the fence and disappeared behind some bushes to take a picture of his cock for her. He dropped his trousers and was about to take the snap when he decided it would look better fully erect so he started masturbating frantically to get it just right.
Meanwhile, Gary, also texting, casually checked his watch. The five minutes they operated by were up so he switched his sign to GO, the STOP sign now facing Wayne. A couple of the waiting cars rolled by, then he heard a crunch and several horns blaring followed by irate voices. Gary stashed his phone in his jeans and, switching his sign to STOP, ran over to the incident.
"What the fuck?" said Barry waddling over from where Andy, Norman and Denzel were drilling out the holes, "what's going on, Kid?"
"You stupid fuckin' bastard," shouted one of the drivers, a thickset, red-faced man getter redder by the second, "what the fuck were you doin'?" He was out of his van and leaning in the window of the car that had hit him (or he'd hit, depending on your point of view).
"It wasn't me," yelled the still seated driver of a slightly crumpled Audi a3, "I had right of way."
"You did not," Red-Face screamed, his head now right in the other driver's face, "I can see the green from here so it must've been red your side."
"Oh I say, come on you two, get a move on," a third voice entered the affray, this coming from a tall, angular man in a thin turtleneck jumper, leaning out of his MG and making shooing movements with slender, elegant hands.
"What happened, Kid?" demanded Barry. Gary gave him a wild look and raised his hands in submission. "And where's the hell's Pinky?"
Wayne was engrossed in his developing erection. One hundred and fifty yards behind him stood Tyson, a two thousand pound prize bull. Tyson had been staring at the figure in front of him for several minutes, uncertain what he was staring at. He grunted, he snorted, he chewed it over, then he saw the bright pink flash of the Mohican as it bobbed up and down with each hand movement and he started to move.
"Pinky!" shouted Gary, walking off in search of his workmate whilst Barry tried to calm the drivers.
"We'd better take over the signs," said Andy.
"I'll move some of the cones so the other drivers can go round them," said Norman.
"Pinky!" shouted Gary.
"Okay sir," said Barry, thinking it best to try and placate the red-faced van driver even though it was the Audi that had suffered most damage. The two drivers had got down to the insurance details exchange but were both still fuming.
"Okay?" demanded Red Face, "Okay? Who's running this bloody circus anyway? Are you the foreman?"
"I'm the ganger, sir," said Barry importantly.
"The what?" said the man, his eyes narrowing unpleasantly.
"The ganger sir."
"What the fuck's a gander?"
It was at that point that Wayne heard Gary calling him, and he stopped what he was doing. Then he heard the thundering of hooves and casually glanced behind him to see Tyson bearing down, fast. "Shit!" he yelled and grabbing his jeans, he tried to climb the fence but his feet kept slipping so he panicked and headed off across the field, his jeans clutched up around his waist in his left hand and his mobile in his right. Close behind him thundered the mighty Tyson. 
Gary peered over the fence, took out this mobile and filmed the chase.
 
 



No 10 
 
"We should have a team in place soon, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip.
"Deniable?"
"As agreed," said Sir Phillip, "and all Muslims, as specified."
"Good," said the PM.
Blackmore paused, annoyed that he still didn't know the full details behind the request to pull together this team. It hurt him to have to ask but ask he must, "Are there any particulars you can share, PM? About what we will need this team to do?"
"As I said, Blackmore, the cousins are the lead players in this little drama. We will await instructions as and when...need to know basis and all that." He tapped the side of his nose in an irritating fashion. Blackmore ground his teeth. "The imperative, as I understand it, is that we get to blame it on Al Qaeda."
Blackmore sighed; the novelty was wearing off that one.
"It won't be a problem, Blackmore," said the PM, responding to the unspoken criticism, "the Americans can spin anything. If necessary they can blame Iran; suggest that their nuclear programme is more advanced than we'd thought - that sort of thing."
Blackmore nodded, "Perhaps you might mention something to that effect at Meet the Press? Give substance to the idea? "
"Good idea, put something together for me, Blackmore. Although, this one can work whether or not terrorists are implicated, we're just looking at a reduction in headcount and a redistribution of population."
 
 



La Palma - Tres
 
They'd agreed to meet up again, to finish fleshing out the details. The venue was an exclusive hotel in Mayfair. The initial group had been whittled down to Sir Digby, Lawrence Goodison, Malcolm Mickerson, Archie Carruthers and the ubiquitous Baxter. Sir Henry Moore had been relieved of duty having done all that Digby had asked of him. Caroline had entrusted the further protection of her interests to Digby, confident she had enchanted him to the point where he thought her concerns and his were inextricably linked. Sir Digby, for his part, was content to be rid of the irritating Galbraith and decrepit Murchison, who'd both given their agreement in principle and offered to put money and resources behind the scheme but had been only too happy to leave the details to someone else. 
"What's the plan for getting the missiles into place on the island?" said Carruthers.
"SBS," Goodison said quickly, that's how he'd do it.
"And US Navy Seals," said Digby, "this is a joint venture."
"Once the nuclear devices are on the island...." started Goodison, still contemplating how to get his yacht to safety without drawing attention. No point throwing away €18m if he didn't have to.
"We detonate them," said Baxter, happily, "and wait for the resultant disaster to unfold." 
"Wonderful plan," exclaimed Mickerson, slapping his hand on the table, "wonderful."
"The actual devices are American," said Digby, moving them along, "I'm no expert but they're guaranteed to deliver the desired effect. In short order we'll classify it as a terrorist attack. We don't want any amateur geologists pointing the finger elsewhere before we've laid responsibility at Al-Qaeda's door."
"Are you sure it'll work, blaming Al-Qaeda again?" questioned Goodison.
"If it runs, why change the pony?" Baxter threw in, while pouring himself another glass of the hotel's rather excellent whisky.
"Exactly," said Digby, frowning at him, hoping he wasn't going to get plastered, "besides which we need this to go through as many loops and third parties as possible to confuse the audit trail."
"Absolutely," agreed Mickerson, "the more fingers in the pie the better."
"One thing that's been troubling me about all this..." Carruthers began. 
Digby stiffened, any signs of recanting at this point and there would be a regrettable accident; he had his orders. Baxter's eyes narrowed and he nodded at Digby. 
Carruthers continued having noticed nothing amiss, "Let's assume it all goes to plan and we manage to reduce the total population by 1.5 billion within, say 6 months, that still leaves approximately 5.5 billion people running around. Surely that's still too many, isn't it?"
Digby let out the breath he'd been holding, leaving Baxter to fill in for him, "You're right, of course, it is still too many. We want to achieve a total population of fewer than 900 million."
"Bloody hell," said Mickerson. Goodison whistled.
"How in heaven's name do you intend to achieve that?" pressed Carruthers.
Sir Digby looked at him for a long moment, then cleared his throat, "We'll use the spread of disease and famine on the back of the La Palma incident to continue the reduction. We've already prepared the way for a flu pandemic and Aids should take care of Africa."
"We'll still require hoi polloi for something surely?" Carruthers made the point with a slight smile. 
"Naturally, we'll keep the Chinese and Indian resource markets, though much reduced, to generate the wealth for our investors," Digby assured him, "And there will be a requirement for a small service industry. We will be asking for lists of people you consider useful later on in the process."
"Should bloody well think so too, I'm not getting out there to mow the damn golf course," said Mickerson, to some general merriment.
"Overview of the operation is as follows," said Digby, "several Muslim agents will travel to North Korea to be entertained by members of the ruling party. They will leave an obvious trail. They will charter a large merchant vessel which will sail through the Pacific and the Indian Ocean, then up through the Gulf and into the Med. This will give us the necessary links to Al-Qaeda. The ship will then press on into the Atlantic where it will rendezvous with our vessel." 
"What's in it for the Koreans?" Goodison asked.
"Regime change," Digby said brusquely.
"Can you transfer 5 nukes onto a merchant vessel undetected?" asked Mickerson.
"I am assured the Americans can achieve it," said Digby, "so we can it take as read." Mickerson puffed out, not entirely convinced. "As I understand it, they've done this sort of thing before."
"Okay, so far, so good," said Goodison, "then what?"
"Our vessel sails for La Palma where the Seals and SBS take over. They land each warhead and place them in the specially prepared sites."
"Who's preparing the sites?" asked Carruthers.
"Special team," said Baxter. "The tricky part is making sure the Muslims give a convincing show of drilling." Digby thought he detected a slight slur and fixed him with a gimlet eyed stare.
"So the Muslims aren't doing the actual drilling?" Carruthers was looking confused.
"We need scapegoats," said Digby, "and that's our Muslim contingent." There was a silence while this was being digested and Digby broke into it, "I suggest we break for lunch, then when we come back we can assign responsibility."
"Okay," said Mickerson, "though I'm assuming my company will be providing the drilling equipment?"
"And the expert drillers," said Digby, throwing one arm casually round the man's shoulders.
"The experts?" questioned Carruthers, still baffled, "I thought the Muslims...."
"They're for show, we need people who know what they're doing," said Digby, wondering, not for the first time, exactly why Carruthers was a necessary part of the plan.
"Expendable experts," stated Baxter.
"Who'd be an expert?" said Mickerson, jovially, rubbing his hands together at the prospect of a free lunch.
 



The News
Graham was his usual relaxed self, "Later, in an in-depth report, we bring you the story of one banker who turned his back on his old life and is intent on encouraging change in our culture." The picture behind him showed a wild-haired man perched precariously on a red box on what appeared to be London Bridge. "Now to the Middle East and Iran where rumours are surfacing, thus far unsubstantiated, of......."
∞



The PM had this to say...
....about Iran.
"Let me be clear about this, there would be dire consequences for the world if Iran ever gets the nuclear bomb."
 
"Why is that Prime Minister? Without a delivery vehicle what good would it be to her?"
"Iran is already designing and developing missiles, it is clear that they would launch a nuclear strike on Israel."
 
"But Israel has had the nuclear bomb for decades now and would blow Iran off the map."
"An Israeli pre-emptive strike would be supported by the U.S . Britain would stand shoulder to shoulder in that regard."
 
"Are you saying that we would support a pre-emptive strike by Israel on Iran?"
"Any country has the right to defend its people and its borders. Israel, under constant  threat of oblivion, would be within their rights to attack installations in Iran before they became operative."
"Thank you Prime Minister"
 



P.A.C.T - seven
 
The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort, 









but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.  









Martin Luther King Jr.









 
He heard the roar of rifle fire on his left and turning slowly, he searched the heaving black mass for the tiny clusters of red coats, men fighting their last ditch struggle for survival. Here and there he spotted desperate men before they were overwhelmed by the black tide.
"Over here, man!" shouted the officer, "be quick about it or you're dead."
He grabbed his rifle and ran over to join what looked like a company of men; he was surprised because it had been years since he'd been able to run anywhere.
"Where's your bloody uniform?" shouted the officer. Alb knew him at once as Captain Younghusband.
Alb looked down at his 'bra and suspenders' apron, his Prince of Wales slacks and comfy slippers, "I...I..." he stammered.
"Grab a rifle and get rid of that....that," started Younghusband, "what is that?"
Alb looked at what he was holding, "It's my DC 48; I was vacuuming."
"Well, get hold of a bloody rifle," snapped Younghusband, "and muck in."
Alb groaned, shaking himself awake. He was slumped in his chair, the Dyson roaring away in his hand.
∞
Mort and Frank had taken up position on one of the benches in the rose garden by the time Nobby and Lenny reached them. Mort had his head back, and was squinting at the sun, a beatific smile on his face. Frank, one of the tallest inhabitants of the Village, always had a problem with the low benches and had been forced to fold himself stick insect like so that his knees were almost up to his chest. He’d given them a wave of encouragement as they approached.
"We want to talk," said Nobby, a bit breathless from hurrying.
"Who are you?" asked Mort, leaning back further and squinting, the better to see the new arrivals.
Lenny gave him a quick look and turned his attention to Frank, "it's about what Alb and Gerry were on about." 
Mort continued to look confused. Nobby inclined his head at him, his face asking a silent question of Frank.
Frank shook his head, "Don’t worry about him; he’s having a senior moment. So, what’re you thinking?"
Nobby was still looking at Mort, not comfortable leaving him out.
"He'll be ok later," said Frank.
"Later's no good," said Lenny, irritated, "we want to talk about it now."
"Well, pull up a pew and we’ll just talk round him; he'll pick it up when he can."
Lenny grabbed hold of one of the other benches, trying unsuccessfully to drag it over. Nobby went over to help and together they half carried, half pushed it a few inches nearer then gave up and sank down gratefully, catching their breath. Frank waited patiently; Mort appeared completely unaware.
"We were just saying,” said Lenny, still puffing, red-faced after the exertion, “maybe Alb and Gerry are right about what this country will be like if someone doesn't do something."
"Is Albie here?" asked Mort.
"What if the Europeans are taking over and we end up speaking German or French?" said Nobby. He’d put his fingers on his wrist, checking his pulse, winded after that unexpected activity, so the question was not put very forcefully.
Mort was shocked out of his vagueness, "I hate the Germans; they killed my mum and sisters."
"That can't happen," Frank’s tone was dismissive, "it won't happen; too big an enterprise."
“What’s all this about the Germans?" snapped Mort, "we won the bloody war, didn’t we?”
"If you'd asked me ten years ago how this country would look today I wouldn't have said multi-cultural. I’d have said British.” Lenny was surprised at how cross he was becoming.
"English," corrected Nobby.
"And another thing," Lenny continued, working up a lather, pipe forgotten, breakfast a distant memory, "everything on TV is American, their crap food, their bloody sitcoms...."
Frank was quiet, thinking, and then said, "It's changed a lot but it’s all the kids of today know. My grandkids don't know anything about this country or the empire, they just know about what's on TV, in fact I'm pretty sure that they just want to live in America or join the marine corp."
"I like American sitcoms," said Nobby, "and their cop shows." He was immediately on the defensive; his late father being half American.
"Not the point," said Lenny, "this is England, so why aren’t our kids learning about our history, about the things we did, and what our parents and grandparents and great-grandparents did? It's like they want to pretend we're another American state or another piece of Europe." He fell silent, appalled by the magnitude of what he’d just said. His hand went automatically to his pockets then, pipe in one hand and tobacco in the other, he prepared his smoke.
“You have to ask, where it will all end," said Nobby, chastened. "We'll disappear like the rest of the Empire."
“Is it the end?” Mort asked with bright enthusiasm.
Nobby was in despair. "This chap I know, he's an Aussie...."
"Someone has to be," said Frank, trying to lighten the mood.
Nobby waved his hand, "At least he's not a Bokker... anyway, he says that Australia’s overrun with Asians, soon they'll be in the majority. There’ll be no monarchy, then eh?"
"Bloody hell," said Frank, “is that why they're always going on about being a republic?"
"No, that’s been going on for years, that's all the Irish bastards out there, they're the ones trying to get rid of the Queen," this from Lenny, roused again. He’d served three tours in Northern Ireland and hated the Irish Catholics as much as Mort hated the Germans.
“Anglo Saxons will no longer have a homeland," Nobby went on, "We'll end up like the Jews before they got Israel."
"An’ then there's the Americans," Lenny tossed in.
"What about the Americans?" Nobby was defending again.
"They gave their country away, didn't they," said Lenny, "just think about it, the revolutionaries, what were they called?"
"Patriots," offered Nobby.
"Oh, well, okay," said Lenny, "anyway, when they created the US most of them were British, you know, went over on the Mayflower or some such. But they're not now; it's mostly Germans over there now."
"Eh? How’d you know that?" asked Frank.
"Googled it," said Lenny, a hint of smug in his voice.
"Doodle bug!" said Mort, grabbing hold of Frank’s arm and pulling him, "it was a doodle bug that did for my old mum and sisters."
"Google," Lenny said loudly, passing his smart phone in front of Mort's face, "Google." 
"Wow," said Frank, leaning across with his hand out, “do you know how to use it?"
"My son bought it for me," said Lenny, proudly, "I keep in touch with the grandkids, we text..."
"Text?" Frank’s outstretched fingers were twitching.
"Really?" said Nobby, "we could've used one of those in....."
"Never mind that," said Lenny, waving his arms, "look, let me get this up on Google." He fiddled a bit, fiddled some more then said, "Okay, talk amongst yourselves for a bit."
"Let me try," said Nobby reaching out to take it, "I'm really good with this sort of thing,” he added, flexing his hands in anticipation.
"There you go, Americans of British descent, on Wikipedia," said Lenny, he turned it to face them, indicating tiny text and a few photos, "see?"
"See what?" said Nobby peering at the phone, "I can't see anything; the print’s too small."
"I’ll read it to you," said Lenny.
"No, let me read it myself," said Nobby, grabbing the phone.
"Give it back, you don't know how to use it," said Lenny, anxiety levels going through the roof.
"Yes I do," said Nobby staring at the heading, "but it doesn't say anything about the population." 
"Scroll down," said Lenny, arms folded, head turned away.
“Scroll on up, scroll on down,” Mort began to sing, discordantly.
"Let me," said Frank taking the phone, "Oh what’s happened? It's changed to something else."
"That's because you touched a link," said Lenny, triumphantly snatching it back, "you have to be careful, need to know what you're doing, here," he showed them the stats he had in mind, "See, US census taken in 2000, Americans of British descent - 36.5 million and Americans of German descent 42.8 million. Point made - if we fought WWII today we’d have no chance of them being on our side."
"That can't be right, surely," said Nobby grabbing the phone, he frowned, seeking but not finding anything  to challenge what Lenny had said, "bloody hell, it says here that only 12% of Americans have a British ancestry."
"Exactly," said Lenny, "whereas when they founded America, what was the percentage?"
"I don't know," said Nobby.
"Scroll up, near the top," said Lenny.
"Here give it to me," said Frank, successfully re-capturing the prize, "There, 74% of Americans in 1776 were of British descent."
"So, in the course of two centuries they’ve given their country away to god only knows who. Where does America really stand? And is it the America of the patriots and their original ideals or has it been taken over by the Germans, on the sly?"
"Bloody Germans," snapped Mort, "we should've killed them all."
"They're taking over the whole of Europe," said Frank, "with this economic crisis they're virtually buying up the whole of Southern Europe."
"It's what they always wanted," said Lenny, "They weren't good enough to conquer us by force so they're taking over countries as their economies fail."
"Like with Greece."
"Like with Greece," agreed Lenny, although he didn't actually know what Germany was doing in Greece.
"And with Italy," said Frank.
"And Italy," agreed Lenny and Nobby.
"Bloody Germans," hissed Mort.
 



What harm can it do?  4
 
Phil slouched into the front room with a bowl of cereal and flicked on the TV, some re-run of a reality show, someone giving a fat girl grief, something about her best friend's boyfriend and a baby. He flopped into the sofa and settled in for a watch.
"Switch that crap off," said Malcolm, shoving Phil's feet off the sofa and plonking himself down, "we've got work to do."
"What?" said Phil.
"We need to make a plan, something that will get those girls out without their pimps finding out or wanting to get revenge on them."
"Oh, well, good luck with that," sneered Phil, "I just want to eat this, okay?"
"No it's not okay," snapped Malcolm, taking the bowl away from him and putting it on the floor, "we gotta do this."
"No," said Phil, "we haven't, look I thought we had this out already, there's nothing we can do."
"Well, there has to be," stated Malcolm, "because I won't let it go."
"You have to," said Phil, "seriously, Malc, nothing good can come from this."
"What do you mean? Freeing god knows how many innocent girls from sex slavery isn't good? Is that what you're saying?"
"No!" Phil was immediately exasperated, "Messing with those gangs, look Malc, these guys are serious fuckers, they won't just kill you, you know, they'll skin you alive or some such shit."
"I'm not stupid, am I? But I can't just walk away and leave those girls there."
"But what else can you do?" demanded Phil.
"I have a plan," said Malcolm.
"What?"
"I have a plan," repeated Malc.
Phil shook his head.
 



Something in the wind 4

 
For what shall it prophet a man 
if he gain the whole world 
and suffer the loss of his soul
Jesus Christ
 
This time the tickets had sold without much effort; they were still too cheap for Barry's liking but that would come later, as word got around. There was a buzz around the auditorium, some of the audience had heard him speak before and they were ready for more. 
The Preacher walked to the back of the stage, took a sip of water from the bottle on the table and then returned, launching an immediate attack on his transfixed audience, "I bet you all support the Wars on Terror, even though we are witnessing the mass murder of the Arab peoples." 
There was the odd shake of the head here and there. Barry was immediately absorbed, he'd forgotten he was supposed to be critiquing; he was simply listening. His man was beginning to look the part; dishevelled though not dirty, wild-eyed but not mad, he’d lost weight and his clothes hung off him. If you’d been asked to draw an Old Testament prophet you might have drawn him; long hair, the same disregard of person, the same almost manic focus. 
"Why is that?" he demanded, "Why do we support the war on terror even though we know it to be a fiction, a total fabrication. Is it because we can't do anything about it? Have you tried to protest against the illegal wars?" He was pointing at various individuals, "Do you realise that it is now treason to criticise Governments in time of war? That means they can do anything as long as we are at war and if anyone criticises them they can be imprisoned indefinitely, even executed if they are in the military." He waited for this to sink in, "How can it be treason to criticise the Government? The Government is NOT the country...the Government is elected by the people, it's just a political party representing specific interested parties."
There were a few nods and murmurs of assent. Barry was impressed; he knew the topics were unrehearsed and were all the more powerful for that.
"If we're fighting a war that's not in the interests of the people, then in whose interests are we fighting? For the world's corporations so they can get their hands on key oil reserves? For the share holders, the company directors, the nouveau riche so they can retain their status, their wealth, their positions of power over us? Are we in the Middle East to enable the spread of commercialism? Are we there so the new high priests, the economists can spread their holy sacrament of greed? To allow their clergy, the shoddy salesmen, to spread the belief that everyone is allowed to want whatever it is they want, regardless of how or where it is produced, regardless of how many people have suffered in misery to bring it to them? Is this the extent of our new religion? The desire to own more, the lust for whatever we can get our hands on? Is this what we have become now that we have lost God and Jesus?"
The diatribe was met by silence. Barry took careful note of the expressions of those around him, they weren't hostile, just confused.
"I want to ask you a question, all those of you who claim to believe in God yet spend your time shopping for goods made cheaply in the third world where children are abused as economic slaves, how do you reconcile your greed with the preaching of Jesus?" He waited but no-one volunteered an answer, "You reconcile it because you don't believe there is a God or that Jesus ever existed. I know that's what you do because I used to be like you. I no longer believed in Jesus and God, only the words of the advertising men penetrated my debauched state. I worked in the City, I earned lots of money, I used to spend obscene amounts on whatever took my fancy and I never cared about anyone else. But I still went to church and said my amens because that's how I'd been brought up. What I didn't realise was that I had replaced Jesus' doctrine with the creed of avarice, selfishness and indifference."
Barry was riveted, the pain in the Preacher's voice was clear to all; he held nothing back.
"But the thing is, even though I was able to laugh at others who still believed in God I didn't find my new found freedom liberating. It led to despair, to sullen darkness that overwhelmed me and possessed every corner of my soul until all I could do was think of getting the next cool gadget the minute it hit the shops, to be first in line for the latest iPhone or Playstation." He tilted his head slightly, "Then of course there were the parties, the women, the drink and drugs, the regular betrayal of my wife, of my family," he wandered along the front of the stage, "you probably don't realise it but the brokers in the City are all doped with drugs and free sex, the perks of the positions held, it is a real Sodom and Gomorrah."
He paused in the centre of the stage, "But then it occurred to me, I didn't believe in Jesus because I don't believe in magic, but, what is magic?" he stretched out his hands, "It's only magic because the events that occur before our eyes are inexplicable, but that doesn't make it magic, that just means I don't understand how it was done. In earlier times TV, PCs and mobiles would seem like magic. Ergo, any references to magic in the Bible were misunderstandings at best or at worst an insidious attempt by the Roman Catholic church to control and manipulate the masses by fear." He raised his palms, "Strangely that made sense to me; I didn't have to believe in silly miracles to justify the words of Jesus." He walked to his left, "But that still left God. What could I do with that? Well there doesn't have to be a God to justify the words of Jesus either, actually."
"But Jesus was the Son of God," called out someone.
"Well timed, thank you." He turned to his left, "I can see where you're coming from, Jesus said he was the Son of God, it's in the bible. But who wrote the bible?" He waited, then answered his own question, "The Romans, and they put in what they wanted and left out what they didn't like." He moved on a bit, "So who was it told the Romans that Jesus claimed to be the son of God? The Pharisees. Excuse my cynicism but how convenient. Jesus was preaching a load of stuff the Pharisees didn't like when suddenly he says something sacrilegious; 'I'm the son of God'." 
He paused, raised his palms and shoulders, "But, what if he didn't actually say that, what if all he did was to go around saying that we should live together as one in peace and harmony? That would actually make Jesus the world's first hippy."
Some people laughed in spite of themselves, Barry grinned and started to make notes on how further to promote his boy's message; and of course to report back to Blackmore.
"That's when it dawned on me, I didn't have to believe in God to love my neighbour or help those in need. I didn't have to think that Jesus was the Son of God to take his words to heart. He had laudable ideas and the code he offered was well worth living by. I did not have to follow this or that religion to understand Jesus' teachings and I did not have to force my neighbour to believe in the same fashion as myself because it wasn't about religion or types of faith or dogma," he shouted out the last word, "because that creates division and that's exactly what every religion has brought to the world, and it's not what Jesus meant and he did not say he was the son of God, just that he was the son of man." He moved to the centre of the stage, "And that's what saved me, the sudden understanding that Jesus could've been just a man and it didn't devalue any of his teachings, any of his words, they are all of great significance and I didn't have to join any religion in order to believe in him."
His whole demeanour had changed with these last words as if he was feeling again the liberation that had brought him, "I was suddenly free of my corruptions, of my despair, of my self-loathing, of my soul destroying addictions; if there is no God and if Jesus could just be a man then I could follow his teachings and not live under the self imposed delusion of heaven and hell but in the open, in the enlightened belief of good and honesty and love and peace simply because it's right, simply because it's the right thing to do, the right way to be, the right way to behave and when I had reached that point I knew that evil was striding across England and I had to make my stand." 
He clenched his fists and leant forwards, "We have been seduced by greed, lust and selfishness and we must work to shake off their deadly influence and help others to free themselves of the mind numbing addictions that have rendered them comatose."
With that he left the stage. There was a shocked silence, then a short burst of clapping. It petered out and a few started to talk amongst themselves, others made for the exits but some made their way forwards to see if they could ask questions. Barry was grinning, really smiling in a way he hadn't for years.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 4
I'm so excited, breathless almost, my heart has been pounding for hours, the thrill is almost intoxicating, I need to write it down but I need to put things in the right order. I'll make another cup of tea, and then continue.
Firstly, I went fishing as I'd planned, spent the whole day there, caught nothing, went back to my hotel, ate, spent an hour or two in the lounge bar then went to bed. At 2am I crept out through my window, fortunately my room is on the ground floor, and drove off to Nichols' house.
At around 3 am I'd been driving for sometime without much luck when I saw someone at the side of the road thumbing a lift, I wasn't going to stop because I didn't want anyone being able to ID me in a line up, however, he kind of forced me to stop, in that he stepped out into the road and you can  imagine my surprise, well horror, when my lights lit up the face of Sir Patrick Nichols. My first reaction was to try and drive round him, to get away, my heart was racing, it was like I'd been caught out in the act of something, but then I just applied the brake. Would you believe his car had broken down 5 miles back and he was walking home and asked if I'd be so kind as to give him a lift. Well I did and he invited me in for a coffee and I saw him disarm his alarm and the guy is a complete idiot, how he ever rose to run a whole bank I'll never know, his security number, from the top down on the left, all three numbers then back to the top for the last one, what an idiot.
I stayed for an hour, chatted, made sure I had properly cased the rooms we were in, now I know where he lives, how I'll get in, where his alarm box is, how to disarm it. Game on.
 



Jackpot
 
Si!" No reply."Simon!" she shouted louder.
He was in the loft and, as she'd obviously recognised, could just about hear her, 'What the hell do you want now?' were his thoughts, his words did not quite match. "Whaddya want?"
"SIMON!" she was at the bellowing stage, "TEA'S IN THE KITCHEN."
"OKAY!" he thundered back, the effort quite exhausting him. He'd been avoiding clearing out the loft for weeks. Sammy had asked him to do it in preparation for storing some of her friend's stuff whilst she moved out of the marital home. Why the bloody woman couldn't just stay married was beyond him; seemed like too much hard work at their age to do the whole up sticks thing. He didn't want Sammy getting any weird ideas about the state of their union.
Sammy wandered into the study, clutching her mug and switched on the PC. He'd be another age coming down, serve him right if his tea was cold. She'd have time before he arrived to check the lottery against her ticket; the extra one she'd bought in the co-op. She fished around in her bag; not there, she checked her purse, not there either, she checked her back pockets in her jeans, not too bothered, they'd never won more than a tenner but still ...'Ah, there you are'. She unfolded the slip and sipped her tea as she checked the numbers off. She froze, her heart actually missed a beat, then it speeded up, she shivered as the hairs on her arms stood on end.
"Si," she said weakly, then "Simon!" with anguished power.
He’d just reached the bottom rung of the ladder when he heard her calling him again, "For Chrissake Sammy," he muttered, "give me some peace, will you?"
"SI!" she screeched as she ran into the hallway and stared up at him. She was crying and laughing, waving the lottery ticket, all the while jumping up and down, babbling "14, 32, 38, 47,50 with bonus numbers 5 & 8". She started again."14, 32..." 
"What?" he yelled, leaning over the banister, "FUCK, really?"
She nodded, her thoughts instantly turning to that nice blue Italian leather coat she'd seen and the shoes that would go with it and the navy print dress and she'd need a good handbag and she could get her hair done, and have that face lift she'd always wanted in fact she could get some lipo and have her boobs enlarged and her knees sorted and god they could move at last, "I'm going to check out houses," she said, disappearing back into the study.
"To hell with houses," he said, "Are you sure?" 
 



He ran downstairs, suddenly light on his feet, "Aston Martin," he mumbled as he walked into the study. He eased his back out, still set in position from hours in the loft shifting boxes, “an’ a boat, fuck that, a yacht,” he fell silent, thinking 'an’ a fuckin' hot girlfriend.' Then he paused, and spoke aloud, "How much?" 
She turned to look at him, "£55 million," thinking, 'If I'm having all this cosmetic surgery either you'll have to do the same or you'll have to go, mate.'
How many winners?" His voice was tight, he was sitting on an explosion of joy.
"Just us." The amount of suppressed hysteria she crammed into those two words was seriously impressive.
"Where's my ticket?" His hand was out, fingers flexing
"It's not yours," she said, a frown furrowing her forehead, "it's mine."
He paused, "What do you mean, yours?"
"You said it first."
"What?"
"You said where's MY ticket," said Sammy.
"Figure of speech," he replied.
"Same here," she said, point made. The ticket stayed where it was.
"£55 million," he said, "for real?"
She paused, turned and rechecked the numbers, "Yes."
"Shit," he said.
"What we gonna do?" she asked. She was almost bouncing, her hands up under her chin, the ticket clutched tightly.
"I don't know," he said, "do we phone them or something?"
"I didn't mean that," said Sammy, "What we gonna do with the money?"
He paused, "Well like we always said, I guess, give some to family and friends then buy a big house and start a business or something." Aston Martin, yacht, drop dead gorgeous girlfriend.
"And give some to charity," said Sammy, face lifts, body tucks, holidays receding fast.
"Oh yeah, of course," he responded, enthusiasm waning. “Charity.”
"You could give some to help the bears and orang-utans like you always wanted to," she said.
He nodded; yeah he could do that, yeah definitely, “£55 million, shit."
Sammy realised she was still standing, clutching the ticket, tension across her shoulders and her neck. She sat down abruptly. "How much do we give the kids?"
"Well," he said, "£5 mil each I guess."
"That's not much," she said.
"Totals £15 mil, be reasonable, only leaves us with £40m."
"Listen to you," she said, laughing, the hysteria bubbling now.
"Okay, well there are my folks as well and yours, don’t forget. How much do we give them?"
"We've got to give them the same as the kids, really." 
"Christ, that's another £10 mil," he said, despair entering his voice, "that only leaves £30 mil, and then there's my brother and sister and your two brothers, how much for them?"
"Let's have a cuppa.” 
She moved towards the kitchen without waiting for a reply.  She needed him to slow down, her head was spinning and she felt he was talking at her. Once in the kitchen she looked round at the units and the counter tops and remembered the dream she’d cherished to gut it all out. She could do it now or, sod re-modelling, she could move out, buy a mansion. She flung herself down on the stool near the breakfast bar and started to giggle.
 
 
 



P.A.C.T - eight
 
Don't find fault, find a remedy.
Henry Ford

 
"Look at this," Gerry's face was flushed, the newspaper he was flourishing obviously the cause of his outrage, "look at this, bloody vandalism and graffiti."
He'd come outside looking for Alb, breakfast forgotten, finding him where he'd thought he'd be, wandering in the rose garden, thinking. For some reason Ken was there too, following on Alb's heels; the picture jogged Gerry's memory, recalling when they were kids.
"I saw it," said Alb, pacifically, head down, hands in pockets, in mooching mode, unflappable.
“Someone wants shooting,” Gerry was incensed, “that park's only been open a few months."
"I went there the other week," said Ken, sidling up alongside, his jacket catching on a rose thorn as he did so, wanting to be in the conversation but careful to omit mention of who he had been with at the time, "it was really peaceful, a nice place for people to sit and think."
"Yeah, well, it's not now," said Gerry, "it's a drugs den, a meet for local yobs and scumbags."
"This is exactly what I'm talking about," said Alb, his head coming up, a spark lighting his eyes, "England never used to be like this, we always knew how to look after her, so what happened?"
"It's like you said, Albie, old mate," said Gerry, "all these bloody foreigners coming in."
"It's not just them," said Ken, falling back a few steps behind as Gerry took his place alongside Alb, "We've had vandalism for years, what with punks and the skin heads and what not."
"Point taken," said Gerry, grudgingly, "and of course, Mods and Rockers weren't foreigners."
"To be fair, Albie," said Ken, bolstered by Gerry's acquiescence, "we've always had bad ‘uns, haven't we… in our day we was Teddy Boys..." His tone was wistful, nostalgic for the crepe soles, the thin drainpipes and his favourite jacket, deep purple with a velvet collar.
"Well yes, some of us were," said Alb, those of us who didn't go in the Army he might've said but didn't, contenting himself with, "we're not saying we've not had our own scum bags, are we, Gerry?" Gerry nodded his agreement. "We're just saying that things have got a lot worse in the last few years, and someone has to do something about it."
"But surely," protested Ken, "that's for the police to sort out, isn't it?"
"If the police could, don't you think they would've done something by now?" said Gerry.
"This has got to be independent of the police, this has got to come from the streets," said Alb.
"From the streets? What, riots?" said Ken in despair.
"We need to raise a resistance," said Alb.
Val arrived, holding in front of her a small tray with a single cup of tea perched on it. She lowered herself onto the nearest bench, carefully arranging her skirt so as not to crease it and then daintily crossing her feet at the ankles. She took a small sip of tea then said, "You're not still going on about this, are you?"
"Course we are," said Gerry, irritated simply by her presence, "it's important."
"I can't seem to get you to understand," said Alb, walking over to stand in front of her, looking down, hands stuck into his trouser pockets, feet angled so his weight rested on the outside of his shoes, shoulders hunched in a despairing pose, "it's just that I feel ...well, I've done everything I can to live properly but I'll be leaving the world a worse place than the one my parents left me."
"It's not your fault, Albie," said Val, leaning forward, longing to pat his hand, "you're just one person."
"One person can make a difference," said Gerry energetically, "if they try hard enough."
Alb flashed him a quick smile, then looked back down at Val, "I can't help feeling bad about it. We had the benefit of a good education, free health care, good jobs, affordable homes and the freedom to bring kids up decent." She nodded, although she'd neither had nor wanted children she felt obliged to concede the point, "But the world these kids are growing up in... what will it be like in 10 or 20 years’ time? ....if someone doesn't do something to stop the rot?"
"It certainly won't be the England we know and love," said Gerry, "in fact, they might call it something else, give it some Sharia name or maybe call it Poland the second."
"Better bloody not," hissed Ken, surprising himself.
"We fought the Nazis for a free country, a place where people would be proud to live," Alb said, tears welling in his eyes as he spoke, "but look what it's become, look what's happened to our country."
"We didn't fight the Germans," said Ken, "that was our pare...."
"You know what I mean, don't split hairs," said Alb, irritably, "we inherited a great country, on the world stage, but what are we passing on?" Ken recoiled, as always Alb's passion frightened him. "This is our country, and we should do something to keep it England."
"But what can we do, Alb?" pressed Val, "What can we achieve, realistically? A few old people in a retirement village, it's a crazy notion."
"You know I'm with you, Alb," said Gerry, "and I think we should fight."
"Even if we should do something," said Val, "you must admit it'd be hard to know where to start."
"Start with the yobs and the bloody vandals." Gerry raised the newspaper again.
"The foreigners," said Alb, "specifically the bloody Muslims, they keep blowing us up, murdering us on our streets and it's unacceptable."
Mags came out of the French doors, waving when she saw them and made her way over to sit down next to Val, "What's unacceptable?" she asked.
Gerry noticed with approval that Mags had sat down without all the fussy stuff that Val employed; no endless skirt smoothing and prissy ankles.
"The Muslims," stated Alb, "there're too many of them over here, this is our country and they should go home. Sometimes when you walk down the road it's like you're in a foreign country."
"Actually it's all the East Europeans that bother me," muttered Ken.
"This is our country," Alb insisted, "the green fields of England belong to us and our children, not to a bunch of Johnny-come-lately MPs of foreign extraction who go around saying that England is multi-cultural, what right have they to say that? What right?"
"Why is it that they always get on TV as well?" demanded Gerry, "and why is it, whenever anyone stands up and says that they don't want so many foreigners in the country or they don't want to live in this so called 'multi-cultural' society they're accused of being racist?"
"It's not racist to stand up and defend your country against foreign invasion," said Alb, "whether by military means or by immigration." This last was added with a wink at Gerry.
"It's patriotic to defend your country," said Gerry firmly, "that's always been the case."
"In fact, all those who want to make us multi-cultural are traitors, that's what they are, traitors." 
"Well that’s as maybe, Alb," said Val, a little tartly, "but isn't it rather too late?"
"Too late to do anything really," agreed Ken.
"Too late?" said Alb and Gerry in unison, and Alb added, "It's never too late to come to the defence of the realm."
"Oh, that's a bit melodramatic, Albert," said Val, "besides which, what can we possibly do that will make the slightest bit of difference?"
"We can fight back," said Gerry, "…make it impossible for them to stay here."
"How?" asked Ken, "there are millions of them and we're just a few old people. I still don't see what we can do other than get into a lot of trouble for saying racist things."
"It's not racist," snapped Alb, "we're defending our country."
"It is really," said Val, "we're specifically accusing foreigners, so it must be racist."
"We had this out yesterday, Val, remember, the Ku Klux Klan?" Gerry reminded her dryly.
"Klu Klux, Gerry," she corrected. Gerry's eyes bulged ominously and a retort was forming.
"Well, it does come across a bit BNP," said Mags, intervening quickly, "and they're fascists."
"It's not racist and it's not fascist," said Alb, "because we're not attacking them racially, we're simply saying there are too many of them here in our country. Besides Muslims aren't a race, they're a religion."
"But isn't that just nit-picking?" asked Ken.
"No, it's not," said Gerry, "we're saying that the country is being changed and we want it to stop. It's a fact ...when too many foreigners arrive the nature of the country gets changed, the culture changes..."
"... that's what's happening to us and someone has to stop it," Alb said, finishing Gerry's sentence.
"And the first thing to do is send them home." Gerry had the last word, with an emphatic nod.
 



Superstar 4
 
"For I don't care too much for money, for money can't buy me love."
The Beatles
 
Fiona had got fed up listening to Pat and Shirley doing all sorts in Andy's car and had slouched over to lean on the cab, for some reason still idling at the curb. The driver was fully engaged in trying to work out how to make the situation work for him; should he sell his story to some celebrity rag, blackmail Boss Bergson or spill the beans to Darren the Twat and earn his undying gratitude. Or a punch in the face for his trouble. He looked up at Fiona and had another more opportunistic idea; she was at a loose end, he was at a loose end, why didn't the two ends meet?
"I'm sure I know you from somewhere," he said. Could a line like that work, really?
Fiona giggled, "Tch, silly," she said, "I'm Fiona Gillespie."
"Fiona Gillespie, married to the footballer?" Did she not remember he'd been picking her up for weeks now, taking her all over the City and coming back later to pick up the drunken pieces. How could he not know who she was?
"That's right," she said, dimpling girlishly, "though that's not my professional name."
"You got a professional name?" He managed to keep his face straight; she'd been on the front cover of every celebrity magazine out there when Darren the Dick had been caught out; everyone who wasn't blind knew who she was.
"Fiona Templeton." She angled her head back and gave him the full pout; whoa girl, no need to ice the cake, he was interested enough without that.
"Fiona Templeton?" he said, pushing surprise into his voice, "The model?"
"The very same," she purred, fluttering her eye lashes and shaking her hair.
"Oh wow yeah, of course..." He looked her up and down, slowly travelling the length of those awesome legs. He didn't have to put it on, he was seriously short of breath just thinking about it.
"Cheeky bugger," she said archly, her tone at odds with the words.
He took courage from that, "What you doing tonight, then?"
"Well, I'm meant to be going out for a good time," she said, pouting again, less attractively than before, "but that doesn't look like it's going to happen now, does it."
"I could show you a good time," he said.
"Yeah, everyone says that," She turned away to stare back at her house, the lights of the top floor just visible.
He sensed it was now or never, "Ah yeah but I'm the real McCoy here," he said, "ask anyone you like, Greg Matthews knows how to show a girl a good time."
She giggled a bit.
"Especially with Thor's Hammer."
"Thaws what?"
"Thor's Hammer," he said, grabbing his crotch.
"Oh you dirty bastard," she said, flouncing off to the rear of the car.
He watched her in his wing mirror and grinned to himself, 'If that prat Bergson doesn't come back soon Thor's Hammer's going for a dip tonight.'
∞
Inside the house Darren was hunkered down on the floor, administering cold water to Mike's forehead, Andy stood behind him, jiggling his loose change irritably.
"Come on Mike," Andy urged.
"Uugghhh!" 
"You alright, Mike?" asked Darren, solicitously.
"Yeah, you alright Mike," chipped in Andy.
"Uuuuggghhh!" Mike's eyelids fluttered, "Darren," he murmured.
"Come on, Mike!" said Andy irritably.
Darren stood up and turned to face him, "Give him a bit of space, Boss?" at the same time as Mike reached out and grabbed hold of his leg, hugging it ankle height to his cheek.
"Mike, get off my leg," said Darren, shaking it, worried about hurting him, but needing him to let go. Urgently.
"What you doing, Mike?" questioned Andy, backing away slightly.
"What?" said Mike, "Oh!" all flustered, "I was just checking that, well, that Darren's leg's okay."
"Oh for fuck's sake," said Andy, his frustration spilling over, Fiona was waiting for him and he had wild plans for the night, "his leg's fine, it's gonna be fine."
"But it's important, Boss," said Mike, his focus returning, "we must make sure his muscles are relaxed, that he's all loose, otherwise there's the risk...."
"I'm fine, Mike," said Darren. He bent down, released Mike's grip then quickly moved out of range. 
"See, he's fine, Mike," said Andy, "you're fine, Darren, aren't you?"
"Yeah."
"Good, good, that's all sorted, anyway, I've gotta go."
"Okay," said Darren, as Andy made his way to the door.
"Just take it easy and make sure you get plenty of rest," said Andy, flicking a glance at the still recumbent Mike.
The phone rang. Darren walked towards it; saved by the bell.
"Don't worry about him, Boss," said Mike, "I'll look after him."
"No, no, Mike, you've gotta go as well," wanting to shout 'get up you prick', but saying only, "leave Darren to get his rest."
"But his leg, Boss?" questioned Mike, rolling onto his side and pushing himself up off the tiles.
Darren picked up the phone, waving a quick goodbye to Andy who'd opened the door and was aggressively signalling for Mike to follow, then Darren spoke, "Hi Dad."
Andy froze.
"Yeah, I've been thinking about the game tomorrow, too." There was a short silence during which Andy conjured all sorts of Geordie drivel being poured into his boy's ear, followed by, "Yeah, I know Dad," Darren turned his back on Andy and Mike, nestling the phone into his shoulder, his voice low, "I don't want to see them go down either but it's my job, what can I do?"
Andy closed the front door with a small click, signalling Mike to stay silent, the finger to his lips accompanied by a frown of deep fury. Mike stopped in his tracks.
"Yeah, I know, Dad." 
Andy and Mike began a silent creep towards Darren, a tense game of Statues.
"Yeah, Dad, I know."
As they moved up closer to Darren, trying to hear what was being said on the other end, Mike got over-keen and bumped him slightly.
"Mike, what you doing?" Darren covered the mouthpiece and gestured to Mike to back off.
"Nothing, Darren lad," said Andy, "you just carry on, we'll make ourselves at home here and wait for you to finish."
"No need, Boss," said Darren, hand still over the mouthpiece, "you can let yourselves out." There were audible squawks emanating from the phone, Andy could've sworn he heard his name.
"No, no, Darren," Andy said, having a hard time breathing through the tide of anger, "wouldn't dream of walking off like that, need to be sure you're A-ok, isn't that right, Mike?"
"Yes Boss." Mike had slumped down on one of the smaller chairs, a fur ball creature with a pink bow was worrying his leg and he was uncertain about the expected response. What do you do when you're in someone's front room and their animal attacks you?
"Actually, Mike," said Andy, "you could give Darren a good rub down after the phone call, couldn't you."
"Yes Boss," said Mike enthusiastically, subtly shaking his leg to no noticeable effect. A second creature had joined in the attack with small sounds of joy. It didn't hurt exactly but he seriously wanted it to stop.
"It's alright Boss," said Darren, "I'm fine." He turned away and put the phone to his ear.
"No, no," said Andy, "it's no bother is it, Mike?"
"What's that, Dad?" Darren nodded, his body language displaying abject misery. "Yeah, I miss the lads as well," he was choking on the words, "yeah, and Keith."
Andy felt a surge of visceral hatred and controlled with difficulty the urge to wrest the phone from Darren's hand and smash it to pieces against the wall. He clenched and unclenched his fists, buying time while his fury subsided.
Darren continued to murmur platitudes into the phone, "Yeah I know, I know that too, Dad."
Andy bunged a piece of gum in his mouth, filling in the gaps, 'Yeah I know, if we win then the Magpies get relegated' as he stared at the back of Darren's ungrateful head.
"What's he saying?" whispered Mike to Andy. He had discovered he could manage a hobble with the pink-bowed irritant attached to his trouser leg and had moved across to stand next to Andy.
Andy glowered and shook his head.
"Can't we cut the call somehow?" said Mike.
A good idea from Mike, wonders would never cease. Andy stuffed another piece of gum in his mouth as he looked around the room, seeking out the phone point. He nudged Mike, indicating its position with his head. 
"I know Dad, but...." There was a tirade on the other end of the phone, Andy could make out the words 'money' and 'loyalty' amongst the general shite.
Andy pushed Mike towards the phone point, then made his way over to Darren. He glanced back at Mike, hoping to coordinate his interruption of Darren with the disconnection of the phone but Mike wasn't yet in position. He was fiddling with his ankle, Andy hissed at him and raised his hands questioningly, Mike frowned, indicating his leg. Andy slipped back over and hissed in Mike's ear, "I'll distract him and you pull the plug."
"But this thing keeps attacking me." He shook his leg, indicating what Andy recognised as one of Fiona's dogs.
"Fuck the dog, disconnect the phone," hissed Andy. Mike sighed and nodded.
Andy crept back over to Darren then looked over his shoulder to see Mike tip toeing across the floor; he was only half way across the room. Darren started to turn, sighing as his dad continued to pressure him; another half-turn and Mike would be in view. Andy acted fast; he did the only thing that came to mind. He slapped Darren on the backside.
"What the?" Darren spun back around, "Boss?"
Out of the corner of his eye Andy saw Mike dive the rest of the way, yank out the phone point and then shuffle back to his seat, all whilst still attached to the dog.
Darren was glaring at Andy as he put the phone back to his ear, "Dad...Dad?"
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
Sir Phillip slumped into his usual seat and sipped his scotch. He loved the smell and feel of the place; a sanctuary of muted sound and full of people who knew how things worked. He could relax here, as much as he ever could, and the scotch was excellent. He felt someone approach and hoped fervently that they would respect his reflective silence.
"How are things with you and Cynthia?" 
Patrick Muldaur, a low life in the Ministry of Defence, always angling and creeping, trying to get his knighthood. Sir Phillip had concerns that Patrick knew where some of the bodies were buried, he also had useful connections and one day the knighthood would have to materialise.
"Fine," The lie slithered out; in fact he had been sleeping at the London apartment and hadn't seen his wife for several months. Relations had not been good for some time and had been further strained since his adoption of one of the 12/12 orphans. She had opposed the idea, didn't like the boy; he'd sought to win her round renaming him Clayton, one of her family names but it hadn't helped. She'd bundled him off to boarding school and point blank refused to entertain the matter further.
"Heard there was a bit of a problem," said Patrick, "Some chatter at the golf club."
"Hmmm," said Sir Phillip, clearly his wife wasn't being quite as circumspect as he had hoped.
"Something to do with this adopting a pleb business." 
"Politics," said Sir Phillip, smoothly, "Cynthia never did understand the importance of politics."
"Quite," said Patrick, in an oily sort of way, "quite so."
Sir Phillip wanted to reciprocate the jibe, he had a whole folder on Patrick and had plenty of juicy bits to toss in his face but now was not the time, besides he wasn't sure what Patrick had on him.
"Heads up, old boy," said Patrick, leaning forwards and whispering, "word from the top is there's going to be a show."
"A show?" questioned Sir Phillip, eyes narrowing. Could Patrick know something he shouldn't?
"Next summer sometime, big affair, should cross your desk in the next month or so."
Sir Phillip sipped his scotch and half smiled; Patrick knew next to nothing.
 



episode 5
Workmen - On the job 
 
They plonked themselves down on the verge and started to work through their packed lunches.
"What you got today, Bookie?" asked Gary. For some reason he was never happy eating his own food, lovingly prepared by his doting mother, until he'd checked what the rest of them were having.
"Usual, Kid," grunted Norman, showing him his ham and mustard on white bread delicacy.
"Pinky?" 
"Salad," he reported, unenthusiastically regarding the healthy option thoughtfully provided by Mo. She was always banging on about the burgers and fries clogging up his arteries. Enough to give a bloke a heart attack just listening to it.
"What about you, Old Boy?"
"Fuck off," said Andy, munching heartily.
Gary dipped his head.
"Oh, come on," said Norman, "don't be such a grouch, the Kid's only makin' conversation, int 'e."
"Well, he can bloody well make it with someone else," said Andy, relentlessly masticating a seriously evil looking BLT.
"Prick," grunted Wayne. He was still smarting from the ignominy of being stampeded over a bramble bush into the road, landing at Gary's feet, arse up and bollocks dangling. So far Barry had said nothing about reporting him, seeming to believe the hastily concocted story of the sudden need to relieve himself in the field.
"Come on ladies," said Barry, showing Gary his pile of cold sausage and mash, presumably last night's left overs, although, the concept of Barry leaving anything uneaten was a novel one, "let's have less of that, shall we."
"An' you can fuck off too," hissed Andy.
"'Ere, I got a riddle for you," said Denzel, quickly changing the subject, "You go to a family funeral right and...."
"What?" said Wayne, "whose funeral?"
"It's a riddle, Pinky," said Gary, "I like riddles, carry on, Baldy."
"You're at your mother's funeral, and you meet this girl. She's got the lot but you don't get her number. Three weeks later you kill your brother. Why?
"Ain't got a brother," said Wayne.
"Don't matter, Pinky," said Denzel, "just imagine you've got a brother."
"Ain't even got a sister." The imagining bit was obviously escaping him.
"It's just for the riddle, Pinky," pressed Gary.
"Still ain't got no brother, Kid," said Pinky.
"Yeah, but just for the riddle pretend you do," said Denzel, heavily.
"Why's it got to be a brother?" asked Andy, "why not a best mate or something? Or maybe some Fat Bastard you can't stand." 
"Watch it," said Barry.
"Guys, Old Boy, come on," said Denzel, "it doesn't have to be you, okay, just pretend this guy goes to a funeral and...."
"Yeah, yeah, you said," said Norman, "and he kills someone, right?"
"Sort of, Bookie," said Denzel, "he sees a girl he really fancies and then three weeks later he kills his brother."
"Or his ex-mate," said Andy, shooting evils at Barry.
"Pay attention....why'd he kill his brother three weeks after seeing this beautiful girl he fancies?"
"It would have to be a brunette," said Norman, comfortably, "I only like brunettes."
"Not fussy," said Wayne, "I'm up for anything, me."
"I bet it's nothing to do with the skirt, he just can't stand his brother," said Andy, "and he wanted to kill him because he's a Fat Bas..."
"No, Obi-Wan," stated Denzel, "definitely not the right answer."
"It don't make sense," said Wayne, "there must be more info, Baldy, what haven't you told us?"
"Pinky's right," said Norman, "He wouldn't kill his brother, makes no sense."
"Would if his brother was the kind of Fat Bastard who'd nick his job," said Andy.
"Just you fuckin' keep it up," hissed Barry.
"I got it, Baldy, it's 'cause his brother gave her the Aids," said Gary.
"What?" said Norman, shocked that the Kid, of all people would come up with that as a solution.
"Not bad, Kid," said Denzel, "but not the right answer."
"S'easy," said Barry, picking food out his teeth, "You said he didn't get her number, yeah? Well, if there was another family funeral she might turn up."
"Whoa," said Denzel, eyebrows and hands raised, "I'm gonna make sure I stay on the right side of you." 
"What? Why?" demanded Barry, suspecting a trap.
"That's seriously cold," said Denzel, "killing your own brother on the off chance a bird will turn up to a funeral, that's out of order. But that's the right answer and only psychopaths get it right."
"I knew it," Andy snapped, "He's a fucking psycho."
 



No 10 
 
"So who is he?" asked the PM.
"We're still trying to establish that. What we do know is that he's an ex-city trader," said Sir Phillip, "but he's known as the Preacher."
"The Preacher?" echoed the PM, "Is he some kind of religious fanatic?"
"Not that we can tell. He was quite high up when he quit his job, high salary, high profile, enjoyed all the usual perks, nothing there to suggest he's religious or what his actual politics are."
"Apart from the fact that they should be to the right," stated the PM.
"Well, of course," said Sir Philip, "and they could still be. Anyway, we're letting the line out a bit on this one."
"Why?" asked the PM, "I can't see that he has any great value to us."
Sir Phillip looked at him, thinking, that's why I'm me and you're you, and said merely, "I like to let every opportunity run as far as it can for us, then if it becomes, shall we say, an embarrassment, well, we just cut the line."
"Talking of embarrassment, what the hell do I say about this bloody whistleblower?"
 



The News
Carol stared at the camera, "With renewed tensions following last week's racially related gang violence and surfacing stories regarding Pakistani sex rings operating in our inner cities, we ask: are foreign communities now too large for our police forces to control? Also, we throw a light on the increasing number of secret service whistle blowers, are they heroes of the people or enemies of the state?" She turned to another camera, "And it has been confirmed that this week's lottery jackpot winners are from the South of England and have opted to retain their anonymity."
∞



The PM had this to say...
....about a recent whistleblower
"He is a traitor to his country and to the western community as is anyone who helps him or leaks the documents he has stolen."
 
"Surely he's simply leaked facts about actions and policies of Government."
"This has compromised the British and US governments and risked the security of not only our forces acting abroad but also of our domestic populations."
 
"Yet these are not leaks which threaten national security."
" He's a traitor to his country... he leaked information that could compromise forces in the field."
 
"You believe we should silence our private misgivings for the sake of national security."
"Exactly. Others have been in the same situation before and have kept national secrets for the benefit and safety of all."
"Like the Nazis, you mean?"
 



P.A.C.T - nine
No man is wise enough by himself.
Plautus









 
The argument continued unabated; Ken had tried several times to nudge Val out of the Rose Garden and towards the complex; he was feeling frisky and at his age it was important to strike while the iron was hot. Val was resolutely ignoring him; he suspected she was competing with Mags. Quite on what grounds he didn't want to consider; suffice it to say she was in a competition. He zoned out for a while, imagining Val's soft hands on his back, the cooing noises she made as she ministered to his needs. He came back with a bump to Alb's raised voice.
"Zero tolerance, all out."
"Well, you can't do that, Alb," said Val, "it doesn't even make sense." She put up her hand to forestall Gerry, "Yes, I know we talked it out before but my mind is made up."
"Where would you even begin?" asked Mags, "How would you begin?"
"By attacking them," stated Gerry.
"Oh, now that's going to work," said Ken, giving up trying to entice Val away and instead sitting down beside her, "I can see the headlines: 'bunch of old age pensioners attack Muslim youths'."
"We're trained," said Alb, flashing Ken a look of pure dislike, "at least some of us are, and we can still shoot."
"Shoot? You want to shoot them?" gasped Val as Mags made a noise in her throat.
Alb gave them all a severe look, "We've had this conversation already, why so surprised?"
"I thought it was just talk, Alb," said Val, her hand clutched to her throat, consternation evident, "you can't go around shooting people. For one thing, it's not very British."
"Besides which," said Ken, "it would be impossible and anyway, isn't that what Hitler and the Nazis tried to do? Drive out the Jews?"
"That was different," said Alb, "he wanted to conquer the world."
He mooched away towards an adjacent bench, folding himself onto it with some difficulty. It was time for some of his pills but he was damned if he'd break off now. He angled his body away from them, disgruntled at the way the conversation was going. He'd had high hopes of Val, she was a kindred spirit, or so he'd thought, he was beginning to wonder if he hadn't read her all wrong.
"He invaded Poland and started WWII," said Gerry, determinedly maintaining the argument.
"He didn't exactly start it," said Mags, looking awkward as soon as the words left her lips.
"Of course he did, woman," Alb tossed out irritably, "he was a megalomaniac who wanted to conquer the world, whereas we only want to free our country."
"He might well've wanted to conquer the world," retorted Mags, her annoyance at Alb's rude dismissal was more than apparent, particularly as it had happened in front of Val, "but he certainly didn't start WWII."
"What?" Gerry was quite put out; people didn't question Alb's grasp of history, gleaned as it was from the reading of hundreds of learned books and watching untold documentaries.
Mags wasn't ready to stop yet, "We went to war with Germany because Neville Chamberlain signed a one sided treaty with Poland that said we would fight to defend her if Germany invaded." She almost said 'so there', so infuriated was she. She was confident in her knowledge since it came from listening to her father, a senior civil servant before the War, a friend of several of the key players. Up until now this had been her very well-kept secret.
"Well, there you go then," said Gerry. Val nodded, confirming what, she was not sure.
Mags continued in a hectoring tone, quite unlike her normal placatory murmurings, "We knew Hitler would demand Danzig and the Polish Corridor back from Poland. It was only fair; they were as German as the other territories we'd already allowed him to take back. It was a treaty that was always destined to lead to war."
"What are you talking about?" said Alb, more than a little piqued, this outburst emanating from comfortable, reliable Mags, the Angel cake maker, after all. He turned back to the group, saying confidently, "Hitler invaded Poland and we went to war to free her."
"Hitler signed his piece of paper with Chamberlain at Munich," said Mags, refusing to budge, ignoring Val's open mouth and Ken's amazed expression, "Chamberlain came home and waved it around declaring 'Peace in our time' and that Herr Hitler would make no further territorial demands even though everyone knew he wanted to take back the Polish corridor, not only that but we also knew he wanted to conquer Russia so he could expand Germany in that direction." 
There was a silence following her words, and she sat blinking, not meeting their eyes.
"But he did invade Poland," said Alb hopefully.
"Yes," said Mags, quietly determined, "but we knew he would, he was meant to."
"What?" said Ken, obviously mystified.
"Germany invaded Poland and we went to war with Germany, but then Russia also invaded Poland, just two weeks later, in fact. Did we also go to war against Russia? I think not."
"What are you saying?" said Gerry.
"I'm saying Chamberlain laid a trap for Hitler and he walked right into it. It wasn't Neville's fault that things didn't quite go as they should've done."
Val nudged Ken, who made a face at her and mouthed 'Neville?' with a shoulders raised gesture.
Mags fell silent. She was annoyed she'd said so much but now she'd started there didn't seem anyway to back out; it was being summarily dismissed by Alb that had done it.
"As I see it, Hitler made Chamberlain look stupid," said Gerry, "Chamberlain was soft on fascists and they took advantage, that's why he had to declare war when Hitler invaded Poland."
"He stalled for time," said Mags, trying to round it up, "kept him strung out as long as possible, when we were strong enough he gave Poland the treaty that he knew would lead to war."
"What're you saying?" demanded Alb, "That Chamberlain started the war?"
"It doesn't make sense." Ken snorted dismissively.
"It makes perfect sense," said Mags, stung again, "Hitler was intent on world domination, but he knew he couldn't do it until he had crushed Russia. He wanted the wheat fields of the Russian Steppes so that when he eventually went West, he could ensure against a blockade such as that which brought Germany to her knees during WWI," She paused, but only to take a breath, "We couldn't let him crush Russia because after that he would have gone on to conquer the world."
"But if Chamberlain tricked Hitler why would he let the world think he'd been fooled by him?" asked Val, interested despite her irritation that Mags was monopolising both Alb and Ken.
"If he had done anything else the trick would have failed. Don't forget, this wasn't done for his ego, it was done for England, the Empire. It would have worked out quite well if only the bloody French hadn't cocked it up and then we got stuck with that drunk, Churchill."
Gerry had quite forgotten that this was Mags, woman of his dreams, he was now intent only on the argument, and the slander against his hero, crying out, "Churchill saved us, he saved the world."
"Good at speeches," said Mags, abruptly, "bad at strategy, just look at Gallipoli."
"Total bunkum, Mags," Gerry said stoutly.
Mags held her response in check, she knew she'd said too much already, she muttered a half-hearted, "Well, that's what I read somewhere," and with that, tried to sink into the bench.
Alb stared at her, re-evaluating, trying to match the words with the person and failing, saying in a disgusted tone, "Well, that's just leftie rubbish." 
"Anyway," said Gerry, now anxious to restore order, "what's it got to do with anything? We're just saying that this is England and we have a right to keep it English."
"You tell me," said Alb, eying Mags coldly, "why every other country has a right to retain its ethnic identity yet we have to become multi-cultural? Nobody asked us, and I for one, never wanted it to be the case."
"Well, you're right there," said Val, more comfortable now that Mags had fallen silent, "they have foisted it upon us rather, but how can we force people to leave?"
"We'll attack them in the streets," said Gerry.
"But that’s just like the Nazis," said Ken.
"Let's not go there again," said Alb shortly, indicating with his eyes the crestfallen Mags.
"They've been doing it to us," said Gerry, "what with their suicide bombings and all, and don't forget that poor bloke in Woolwich."
"It doesn't matter why you're doing something if the results are the same," Mags muttered, still with her head down.
"Ah," burst out Alb, waving his arms, "it's not just them; it’s the East Europeans, the Pakistanis, the Somalis. There’re too many of them, don't you see? It doesn't matter if they're blowing us up or not, this is our country, and we have a right to keep it English, to maintain our culture."
"I'm sorry to keep asking the same question, Albie," this from Val, tentatively, Alb's short fuse a known entity, "But how do you make people leave?" 
"What's the alternative? Sit and do nothing?"
"Actually the best course of action is to attack the right target," said Mags, standing up briskly and smoothing down her skirt. She had a purposeful look in her eye which was quite at odds with her usual attitude of benevolent cheerfulness. "And that being the case we need to get the facts," she continued, walking away, tossing over her shoulder, "only then can we make a proper assessment." 
They stared after her, none of them quite sure what to make of her new persona.
 
 



What harm can it do? 5
 
Phil had refused to be part of any further discussion until he’d eaten not only a bowl of cereal but had a decent fry-up. Malcolm had left the flat, unable to keep still while Phil ate. He came back clutching two 6 packs of beer, knowing this was likely to be Phil’s next delaying tactic. He banged them down on the table and plonked himself down, eye to eye with his friend.
He launched straight in, “These guys, they're East European right?"
Phil nodded, still happily mopping up runny egg with his fried bread. He was only half-listening, food had that effect.
"Well, how did they get the turf?"
"What?" This lifted Phil's eyes out of the contemplation of his plate.
"How did they get their turf?" pressed Malcolm.
"What are you on about, 'their turf'? Did you read that shit in a comic or something?"
"That's what they call it, isn't it?" said Malcolm.
"I don't know, Malc, I don't fuckin' know."
"Anyway, don’t matter what they call it, thing is they must've nicked it from someone."
"Oh, you mean some other crazy fucked up bastards who also run prossies," sneered Phil.
"Yeah," said Malcolm, comfortably, "supposin' we get them on our side?"
Phil leaned back in his chair, "Let me make sure I’ve got this straight. You want to get the thugs who used to run the patch on your side, so they can run the East Europeans off, so you can free some prossies?"
"Yeah," said Malcolm.
"What about the fact that the English gangs already lost that turf war and won't want to start another one just so's you can ease your conscience? And what if they decide to take those girls and run them themselves? What if they decide to take out the East Europeans and kill you as well? What about that?"
Malcolm stared at him, realising that feeding him had been a bad idea, he got arsey when replete, "Lots of negatives, Phil, but what I need from you right now is positives, understand? You got me into this mess," his voice had taken on a hard tone, "and you're going to help me fix it."
"What mess exactly? All we did was go to a whorehouse."
"No," stated Malcolm, "we went to a sex slave whorehouse, there's a difference."
Phil shook his head, "Can't see it, mate."
"These girls are prisoners and they've been brought into the UK for one purpose only."
"What about the UK born and bred girls, doin' it because they're desperate for money? What about them? You going to free them as well?"
"We can't do everything, Phil," snapped Malcolm, "but we can do something, especially where we touch on it."
"What the fuck does that mean?" Phil reached for a tin; if Malc was going to lecture him then he might as well drink while he listened.
"It means that if we hadn't've gone there in the first place I wouldn't've known about it and it wouldn't be such a plague on my mind."
"Oh great, a plague on your mind, what bollocks," moaned Phil, burying his head in his hands. 
"Phil," pressed Malcolm, "Just think for a moment, will you, we all know how easy it is for you to pull girls right?" Phil sat up, interested, "So for Anya, a visit from you is going to be a highlight."
Phil preened slightly and nodded, couldn't argue with that.
"But you'll just visit, what, once a week?" 
"Once a month," lied Phil. He didn't want to be thought desperate.
"Once a month," said Malcolm, "and the rest of that time they get to service dozens of fat, ugly, decrepit lowlifes every day. Gross down and outs who probably smell or are unclean. Men who might treat them badly, if their lives weren't bad enough already, that is."
"What's your point?" said Phil, making a face. He didn't like to think he was touching someone who'd been with grossed-out blokes; thanks for that, Malc, now he'd have to go elsewhere.
"Their lives have been turned to crap by villains, and we've participated in the crime, by taking the fruit we are as guilty as the men who stole it."
"Okay, Malc," said Phil, "I get that their lives are now shit and all they get is fat ugly men, whatever, but there's nothing we can do about it. It is what it is and there's nothing you can do."
"But there must be something," said Malc, "we could go to the Police."
"Oh, don't even go there," Phil flapped his hand in Malcolm's face, "Jesus man, do you have any idea what that would get us into?"
"Well, aren't they there to stop this sort of thing?"
"What do you think the pigs can do?" snorted Phil, "Seriously mate, their hands are tied. If you bring in the pigs the girls will suffer for sure, hell they might even get rid of them."
"I don't get you."
Jesus, he must be soft in the head, "Dump them....to get rid of the evidence."
"But then they'd have no....well no women, so why would they do that?"
"They'd let the heat die down and bring more over." Phil's face lit up, he'd thought of an angle that might just deter Malc from further ridiculous ideas. "So, if you free these girls then some other poor bitches who are walking around free at the moment, who haven't experienced the horrors you're talking about, haven't had their lives destroyed by these bastards, they're going to be taken to fill the gap." He was warming to his theme, "Taken from the streets and the families they love and they're going to end up living a life of hell. Why do that to them? Why not just leave things as they are?"
"Oh," said Malc, dismissing it out of hand, "but that's a shit argument, if that were the case then why would anyone do anything?"
"But they don't," pressed Phil, "that's the point, most people don't....at least not about this stuff. That's why the pigs don't push it too hard, because they know that the gangs will just kidnap some other girls and it will all start all over again. There's absolutely nothing you can do about it mate, these bastards are, well they're just that, heartless, evil bastards and it's best not to tangle with them because they'll destroy everything you love if they find out you were involved."
Malcolm stared at his friend and dipped his head. Phil grinned, Malc was obviously re-thinking, poised to give it up.
"See, Malc," he said, pressing home the advantage, "there's nothing anyone can do to these bastards, seriously mate, they're untouchable."
Malcolm was shaking his head, although not in despair but vigorously, "No, it just means we can't do this ourselves," he said, "come on, we're going out."
"What for? ...where?" questioned Phil.
"To my granddad's," said Malc.
Phil winced; there was something not right about Malc's granddad.
 



Something in the wind 5

 
“Palestine belongs to the Arabs in the same sense that 
England belongs to the English or France to the French. 
It is wrong and in-human to impose the Jews on the Arabs.”
Mahatma Gandhi
 
The Preacher looked out from the stage, there were more people, maybe 75, maybe a 100, he couldn't really tell. He knew Barry had been excited about the gate or whatever it was he called it. It meant little to him; simply that the message was being heard.
"I support no religion, I deny all faiths and reject all dogmas." He waited a few moments, "But I have been thinking of this war on terror and I cannot escape the conclusion that it is a real war, but not in the way that it has been sold to us." He turned and strode off to his right, "We have been sold the story of the evil Islamist attack, a satanical attack on America and western culture and we bought into the story because that's exactly what it is, a Hollywood story from beginning to end, a Spielberg extravaganza." 
He ignored the rippled gasp that greeted his pronouncement and turned rapidly to his left, "Imagine the scene, evil, bearded, dark skinned Muslim tyrants, sitting around their camp fires, their demonic faces flickering in the firelight, plotting the downfall of the free world. Set against that you have the carefree, innocent, blond blue-eyed American family enjoying life in the California sun listening happily to the sounds of the latest 15 year old pop megastar."
He paced around the stage, "For years Hollywood has prepared us for the coming war on Islam, we've had a never ending diet of films based on Islamic terrorists attacking the heart of America. Then we have the real event; the horrific tragedy of 9/11. Which is followed a few years later by other attacks in Europe and here in the UK, culminating in the recent Wembley attack," he rubbed his chin as he walked, "but what if we re-examined that script? What if we looked more closely at the details? What if we were to peek behind the curtain? What if this were all just a conjuring trick?" 
He stopped and stared out at the audience, he could see wide eyes and some opened mouths, "What if we ponder the way things were before 9/11 and examine the lives of those in the Middle East? What if we looked back at where things began, examined the facts more closely?"
"You don't know what you're talking about," shouted someone from the back. Barry was fidgeting; this was not going well.
The Preacher raised his hand in either negation or acknowledgment. "Who has heard of the Balfour Declaration?" 
No-one responded. 
"OK, context: in 1917 WWI was at its height, the French army had mutinied and was on the defensive, the first Russian revolution had erupted in March of that year, the Eastern front was closing down. If the dreaded Lenin took power the Bolsheviks would sue for peace and Germany would be free to transfer over one million troops from the Eastern front, to the Western front. The only allied army still able to fight was Britain's but, even at over a million men strong, it was tiny compared to that of the Reich." 
Barry breathed again; they were off the contentious topic of 9/11 and a Spielberg extravaganza.
"Two things happened. First, Lenin and the Bolsheviks came to power and sued for peace. Secondly, the British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour sent a letter to the international banker Baron Rothschild agreeing to establish a home for the Jews in Palestine." 
He paused and looked around him, waiting for it to sink in, not wanting to go further until he saw a few lights dawning. He raised his palms and hunched his shoulders, "It was a quid pro quo arrangement; in return for Palestine the global Jewish community would replenish bare coffers, use political influence to speed American troops across the Atlantic, throw its combined weight behind the allies to crush Germany."
A few people were shaking their heads, a few others showing various expressions of surprise.
"Think about it. What if the US Foreign Secretary signed a letter giving SE England to France for their support in the UN. How do you think we would take that? How would you feel if your country was given away to another community by another people living thousands of miles away? No! Let's be specific here, if you were a Muslim and a couple of Christians signed away your Holy Land to the Jews, how would you feel?"
The hall was silent.
"A few years earlier Palestine had belonged to the Ottoman Turks. It was a Muslim country. The Arabs helped Lawrence of Arabia defeat the Turks and what was their reward? The creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine? Really? At first it wasn't a huge problem, settlers came but not in great numbers, going into kibbutz and small settlements. It all changed after WWII and the holocaust when everyone seemed to accept Jewish people's right to come from all over the world and converge on Palestine, thus turning the indigenous population into an oppressed minority group." He paused, peering out, trying to penetrate the back rows. "The theft of Palestine and subsequent creation of Israel has lead directly through the decades to our current war on terror."
There were several murmurings of what Barry hoped were agreement.
"I'm not saying that I back the Muslims over the Jews and I'm not saying that the holocaust wasn't dreadful, I'm saying if someone gave my country away to a third party then I'd have to fight to get it back." He waited for his words to travel around the hall, "I'd fight them on the beaches, I'd fight them in the fields and I'd fight them in the hills and I'd never surrender."
Nods of encouragement now; smatterings of applause, scattered but not isolated, he'd succeeded with some of them where Barry would have thought that was impossible.
"We are told that here in the west we are the victims of Islamic Jihadists' terror, and it is true, there have been atrocities on our streets. But do we live in daily terror? Do we face death from the skies without warning?" He raised a finger to the ceiling, "Delivered like a thunderbolt by a drone activated from miles away or as a deadly spray of cannon rounds from an Apache helicopter?"
"What about 9/11?" shouted someone from the back of the hall. He was shushed immediately by people from various sections of the auditorium.
"We support Arab royalty, selling them weapons with which to control their people and in return they allowed us to steal the Arab people's national wealth, the only thing they have, their oil," responded the Preacher quickly, "Think how much money has been poured into the Middle East. Where did it all go? If you look at Iraq, Iran and Saudi Arabia the ordinary people live in poverty whilst the elites live in extreme opulence. Mercedes made of silver." He bent over the front of the stage to address those who were scattered in the front row, "That's how it works, firstly we buy off the ruling classes with great wealth and then we help them suppress their revolutionaries, the men and women who would fight for the rights of the people. These people we call anarchists, terrorists, communists or religious fundamentalists."
He rose up and bounced across the stage, energised by the feedback, "Why is it that we allow obscenely rich Arab leaders to be portrayed as victims? Why do we allow ourselves to be persuaded that the people fighting for equal distribution of oil wealth are the villains? Simple, because if the people of the Arab countries get control of the oil they will want to charge more for it so they can improve the wellbeing of the nation and the oil magnates can't allow that."
"If it keeps the price of oil down then it's a good thing," called someone from the side.
"I'm not arguing against it. I'm simply saying we should admit to what we are doing. Be clear why we're out there and why we're killing thousands and thousands of innocent human beings."
"Bloody commie!" shouted a man in the front row.
"Perhaps we allow the powers that be to sell us the lie because we recognise that the Arabs are sat on top of the world's most crucial supplies. Is that why we don't question the horrors that have been unleashed on the millions of civilians? Is the truth rather that we are the ones waging war? Are we the evil under the sun? Are we the evil empire attacking the free peoples of the world? Are we the true villains in this Hollywood movie? Are we the real terrorists and have we allowed ourselves to be deceived simply because of our own greed?" 
With that he spun through 180 degrees and left the stage.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 5 
I'm home, amazing, I'm home and I think I've got away with it. It's been all over the news, Deidre has been on about it ever since I got back and it seems everyone is fairly pleased with the results - fantastic. 
Now I want to say how I did it. Same as before, spent the last day fishing, back to the hotel, bar, bed. At 2am I slipped out and drove to Nichols' house, parked half a mile away and walked the rest. Wore black trousers, jumper, gloves, ski mask, pumps - I felt the business, it was a wonderful feeling, I just have to say how alive I felt knowing I was on a secret op, it can't be exaggerated, I don't care if they catch me today and drag me off, that feeling of freedom was well worth any cost I might have to pay in the future.
I crept round the back of his house, broke in, knew I had 30 seconds to get to the alarm, easy, disarmed it no problems, then I just had to creep upstairs. 
Nichols lives alone now that his wife has left him, an extra bit of useful info I managed to pick up in our informal tête-à-tête the other night, so I knew it was just him and me. I crept into his room, you can't imagine the sense of power I felt standing over this pig of a man, this man who has been responsible for so much misery, this incompetent bastard, he is more of a criminal than any thief who ever served time and here he was in his whatever million pound mansion with his millions in the bank and millions of shares nicely tucked away receiving his big fat pension paid for by us the workers, well it was time he paid the price for his crimes but let me state here and now, for the record, I was really crapping it, I mean my heart was racing, I was sweating, my hands were shaking, I mean I was a mess but there I stood, all I had to do was grab his pillow and do the deed. But this is where it nearly all went wrong for there I stood, for a good five minutes, actually it could've been ten, I don't know how long I stood there for really, all I know is I couldn't seem to move, it was like I was frozen, not with fear but out of some kind of, of - whatever, I just couldn't seem to move but then he made it happen because I suddenly became aware of his eyes on me. That's when I acted, in an instant, god in an instant, I'm so pleased with myself, I have to say I was awesome, I punched him in the face, grabbed his pillow and smothered the bastard. It took a few minutes and he fought like a wild animal but he died. Then I just set his house on fire and left. 
 



Jackpot 2
 
Eventually they’d gone to bed. They’d made their claim and the arrangements were underway for the ‘no publicity’ handover of their winnings. The dogs had been out (check) the cats were all back in (check) they'd closed down the house (everything unplugged? – check) and brushed their teeth (check) and finally got into bed. Now they lay on their backs, side by side, not touching, staring at the darkened ceiling. 
"Oh well," Sammy said, continuing the conversation where they'd left off, as if they’d not stopped discussing it, “I suppose it’s only fair they get £5 mil each as well then."
"Great," he said, thank god they didn’t have a whole cluster of siblings; this could get silly, "that's another £20 mil, which only leaves us £10 mil."
"I suppose we can get a nice house and other stuff for that," she felt the hysteria bubbling, just below the surface. The idea that £10 million pounds was ‘only £10 mil’ was causing her serious dislocation issues.
"That’s as maybe," said Si, not getting the irony at all, "but what about nieces and nephews and cousins and aunts and uncles?"
"Nephews and nieces, that's covered by what we give brothers and sisters, right?" She was ok with the £10 mil but further distribution was something else again. She was talking fast, feeling mean as she spoke but determined now she’d started, "It's their family and it's for them to split it up and pass it on."
"Cousins, aunts and uncles?"
She sat up a bit and leaned towards him, "Do we have to give them some as well?" 
He stared at her.
"Not our problem - too distant." She lay back down, problem solved.
"And we haven't even set any aside for friends yet."
"I don't know," she said, starting to feel quite poor, "pick a sum and we can divide it out between them."
"I think we've gone too high for the others," said Si, "I mean £5 mil's a bit much."
"Really?" She was interested, not arguing, "You want to give the kids less?"
"Well no," said Si, "I guess not, not the kids."
"What about if we give our parents less, say £2.5 mil?"
"We can't do that," said Si, "I mean they're our parents, they made sacrifices when they brought us up." He said it without feeling; it was something he'd been brought up to repeat.
She sighed, "You’re right, well, less for the others then."
"I can see your brothers going for that," said Si, "if only we'd won more, and then it would work out better."
"Okay, let’s say £100,000 for friends, but only three friends each."
"Well that won't work for me, will it," said Si.
She stared at him, the big man down the pub, buying rounds for people he barely knew, she bit down on an unhelpful retort.
He read the silence and moderated his response, "Okay, say four friends...."
"I've got more than three friends," said Sammy, annoyed now as well as tired.
"Okay, but proper friends, close friends, best friends which is fine because obviously your friends' husbands are my best friends, but what about Dickie?"
She threw back the covers and scrabbled for her slippers in the dark.
“What you doing now?” 
She could hear the irritation but chose to ignore it, “getting a pen and paper, any objections?”
“Make a cuppa while you’re down there?"
 
 



P.A.C.T - ten
 









You are never too old to set another goal or to dream a new dream.









C. S. Lewis









 
Dave and Harry made their way up the hill towards the bus stop, deep in conversation, still troubled by Alb’s outburst the other evening.
 
"I'm with them on the principle of it," said Harry, "but my grandson's engaged to a Polish lass, Bajka, sweet young thing, couldn't imagine doing anything to upset her or her friends."
"Sounds like a nice girl," said Dave, "Pretty, is she?"
"She always has time for me, more than my own kids, they never visit. She comes on her own or with young Harry, but he always seems distracted, like he wants to be on his way."
"I know what you mean," Dave had juddered to a halt, a slight incline meant either walk or talk, not both, "Mine are just the same."
"You know what I think? I think they’ve gone senile, what are they talking about, fight back?"
Dave snorted a laugh, "I can barely get out of bed these days."
"And it's not just that, some of these people are really nice, that's what I'm trying to say, what are they suggesting we do? I think some of these immigrants are a bit of fresh air." 
"Like that Kachna down the pub," said Dave, an appreciative smile lifting his cheeks, leaning against a lamp post in readiness for a long natter, “she's really friendly, not like some of the youngsters round here. Those kids in the newsagents couldn't be ruder if they tried. They never count the change back properly," he was studiously ignoring Harry’s obvious impatience, they walked together often and it was always the same. "I was in there the other day and the little fat one was on her mobile the whole time she served me, I don't think she spoke to me once."
Harry nodded briskly, anxious to keep walking, a man of action despite his age. "You’ve got a point there. But the Poles, or whatever they are, are really polite, show the proper respect." 
"I blame the parents," said Dave, ruminatively, "they've let their kids run amok. They should take responsibility for their children's behaviour."
"Martha and me," said Harry, "we always aimed to bring our girls up properly, to be polite and that." He didn't know why he’d mentioned Martha, he didn’t like talking about her, it made him angry, her running off with the milkman after 30 years of marriage still stuck in his craw even so many years later. "Mind you, they went off track a bit, got a bit selfish and they've grown away from me, since ....."
"At least you know you tried," said Dave, heaving himself away from the post as a prelude to plodding on up the hill, anything to get Harry off the subject of his ex-wife.
"Were we selfish like that, do you think?"
"Nah, always had too much respect," said Dave, making a face and shaking his head in negation, “Of course we had things we wanted to do but I always had a healthy respect for my elders, kids today, they don't care."
"You're right, like last week in town, remember? With those little vandals."
"You mean those little buggers outside KFC?" said Dave. "The ones who threw chicken bits at us."
"And sprayed me with Cola," added Harry.
"Makes you wonder if this country's worth preserving." Dave stopped again, out of puff.
Harry turned to look back the way they had come, narrowing his eyes he could make out the clock tower, "Sometimes I think that kids today just need to be sorted out. The army would make real men of these louts; give them some purpose to their lives."
Dave was nodding, thinking, a speculative look on his face, "Personally, I'd quite like to knock off some of the little oicks who live round here."
"Now that's a good idea," said Harry, "that I'd go for."
"Vigilante style," said Dave, warming to the theme.
"I could quite happily pick off a few of these little shits," said Harry nodding in the direction of a small group of kids hanging off a fence on the other side of the road.
"All right then, granddad?" shouted one of them.
"Got any money, granddad?" asked a girl in tight jeans and Dockers.
Harry raised his stick in general acknowledgement; it could have been a wave of greeting or rebuff.
"Come on," said one of the boys trotting across the road, "lend us some money, won't ya?"
"Don't have any money," said Harry, walking quite fast now.
"We've only got our pensions," mumbled Dave, trying not to look concerned as he struggled to keep pace.
"You come from that private place down the road, don't ya?" said the boy, "bet you've got loads’a money."
"Little buggers," muttered Harry under his breath.
"You alright Harry, Dave?" called Sticky from the top of the hill.
"You coming then?" called Tom, tall against the skyline, looking stronger at a distance than Harry knew him to be, “Get a move on, you’ll miss the bus.”
"Got to dash, kids," said Harry picking up the pace a bit more, outstripping Dave.
"Yeah, go on granddad," yelled one of the other kids, "see if you can set a new track record."
"It's all wrong," moaned Harry, reaching Tom and stopping to look back at Dave, panting to catch up, "to think of what we did to keep this country safe and this is how they repay us."
"You alright, Dave?" asked Tom and Sticky in unison.
"Yeah," said Dave, striving for nonchalance, not wanting to look like he'd needed anyone's assistance, "just a bunch of kids."
"They were pestering us for money earlier when we came up here," said Tom.
"Well, they wouldn't dare bother us for money," stated Harry, "we'd give 'em what for if they did, wouldn't we, Dave." Dave nodded vigorously, almost losing his footing.
Tom, cast a baleful backward glance down the road, noting the speedy approach of the group of kids with some consternation. "Bet they're all on drugs." 
"Yeah," said Sticky, "to think I lost half a lung so those little gits could hang around street corners terrorising old folk, it's all wrong."
"That's what we've been saying, isn't it, Dave," said Harry, whilst wondering, as he did every time Sticky said it, how it was possible to lose half a lung and still be alive.
Dave nodded. "We don't think the problem's the foreigners. We've let our own kids run wild."
"Good point, Dave," said Sticky, arm out to flag down the approaching bus.
"Hey you lot," yelled one of the kids, by now only a few feet away, "got any fags?"
They piled onto the bus; Harry stooping to give Dave a helping hand, Sticky making his way to the nearest seat and flopping into it. Tom remained standing as the bus moved away, raising his fist at the slowly diminishing group of youngsters, annoyed at how fearful he’d felt.
 



Superstar 5
 
Money is a good servant, but it is a corrupt master.
Islamic saying
 
Darren slowly opened his eyes, everything was bleary, his head hurt and there was something wet and warm on his face. He tried to move his left arm but something was lying on top of it, "Fiona," he moaned, "roll over." She didn't move. "Fiona," he repeated. Nothing. He turned towards her, "Shit!" he yelped, "Mike, what the fuck?" At the same time he became aware of one of the Shih-Tzu's licking his face, its tongue almost in his mouth, then he heard someone snoring on his left, "Boss?" he asked turning, "Oh shit! What time is it?"
"Fiona," mumbled Andy under his breath, "Oh baby, give me some of that."
"Boss?" Darren struggled to his feet, thankfully he was fully dressed, things weren't quite so bad as they'd first seemed, "BOSS!"
Andy slid to the floor and winced, holding his head.
"Boss?" Darren shoved him, "you said 'Fiona'."
"Oh my head," moaned Andy.
"Darren," said Mike, leaning off the sofa, reaching for Darren's legs.
"Christ, it's ten o'clock," said Darren checking his watch, "Boss, it's ten o'clock."
"Ten o'clock," repeated Andy, his voice dull.
"It's ten o'clock and it's match day," yelled Darren.
"Ten o'clock and it's match day," repeated Andy, "Ten o'clock and it's match day!" he yelled struggling to his feet, "Shit, shit, Where am I? Darren, fuck it Mike, what happened last night, where are we?"
"You're at my place. We must've had a few..." Darren was turning circles, trying to think what best to do next.
"What happened to Fiona?" 
"What do you want to know about Fiona for?" demanded Darren, stopping abruptly to stand in front of Andy.
"What?" 
"Fiona," said Darren, "what do you want to know about Fiona for?"
"Fiona?" hedged Andy, the image of her naked body trampling through his mind, "What about Fiona?"
"Why do you keep asking about Fiona?" demanded Darren.
"Er...er...she's your wife, Darren," said Andy, "er....er...wouldn't she think this was a bit odd if she came home?"
"If she came home?" repeated Darren, "Oh my god, the girls?" he cried, disappearing upstairs.
"Mike, Mike," hissed Andy, shaking Mike to his feet, "Match day, it's ten o'clock. We've gotta get out of here."
"Match day?" repeated Mike, "Oh my god."
"Where're you parked?" demanded Andy.
"Just outside," said Mike.
"Get a move on, we need to go."
Mike stumbled towards the front door, Pixie and Dixie attaching themselves to his ankles as he went. Suddenly the door burst open and Fiona tumbled in. The dogs deserted Mike immediately and launched at her, yapping excitedly.
"Oh my God, Fiona," said Andy, his voice low and urgent, one eye on her and the other on the stairs, "I'm so sorry, I don't know what happened, we completely lost track of time, are you alright?"
She laughed, burped, laughed some more and stumbled off towards the kitchen.
"Fiona?" pressed Andy, trailing after her, "What happened? Did you stay out there all night?"
"Fuck off, Andy," she slurred, "of course I didn't."
"Where are the others?" 
"How should I know," She shrugged her shoulders, then bent into the fridge, flashing her cheeks, and came out clutching orange juice.
"What did you do last night?" asked Andy, he was restraining extreme irritation with some difficulty, "Where'd they go? Where'd you go?"
"Boss," said Mike, urgently, "we gotta go Boss."
"What's it to you?" demanded Fiona.
"Fiona baby, I couldn't help it, we had to help Darren get his mind in the right place."
"Of course you did," said Fiona dismissively.
"Boss," said Mike, pulling none too gently at Andy's sleeve.
"Where did you go?" 
"Don't you worry, lover boy," she said, a smug look over-taking her face, "I had a wonderful time playing with Thor's Hammer."
"What the ..." he took a deep breath, "Thor's Hammer?"
"Boss," said Mike.
"Alright, Mike," said Andy, irritably, "in a minute, okay?"
Fiona stumbled into the bar area and poured herself a tall vodka, then splashed in some orange juice, missing the glass and giggling, "Need ice" she mumbled.
Just then Darren reappeared, jogging lightly down the stairs, the girls were still fast asleep, all was right with his world, until he saw his wife. Her hair had suffered, the frothy concoction had tipped to one side, and she seemed to have lost one half of her eyelashes. She'd kicked off her shoes and now appeared diminished, younger, more vulnerable.
"Fee, where've you been all night?"
"Out," she stated.
"Out where?" he asked.
"Exactly," said Andy, "just what I asked her." He folded his arms and nodded. Darren gave him an enquiring look. "Yep, and I wasn't that impressed by the answer, that I can tell you for nothing."
"Boss," said Darren, "this is nothing to do with you or the club."
"Thor's Hammer," said Andy, grimly, nodding at Fiona who was leaning against the door jamb, rubbing her back up and down, "you ask her."
"Fee?" said Darren.
"Thor's Hammer," grinned Fiona, her tongue flicking in and out between her lips, head tipped back, eyes semi-closed.
"Boss," whispered Mike, tugging at Andy's sleeve, "Boss, the game."
"She's been out all night playing Thor's Hammer," said Andy, "whatever that is."
"With," said Fiona dreamily, "playing with, Thor's Hammer."
"Boss," said Mike, "the match."
"Fiona," Darren's voice was soft, coaxing, "what's Thor's Hammer?"
"SShhh," she said, putting her finger to the side of her nose, "secret."
"Ok Fee, but we'll have to talk about this later."
"I think we need to talk about this now," said Andy, taking up an 'I'm not budging until we have this out' stance.
"Both of you, the match," said Mike.
"I'm off to bed," Fiona peeled away from the door jamb and lurched towards the stairs.
"Don't let her go before she explains herself," ordered Andy, pointing at Darren.
"Boss," said Darren, "I think I can sort this myself."
"She needs to explain herself, where was she last night and what's all this Thor's Hammer business?"
"Boss," said Darren.
"Well, if it's drugs or something, Darren," said Andy, "supposing it gets into your blood stream somehow."
"Drugs?" said Darren.
"Boss," pressed Mike pulling on Andy's arm, "the match."
"Wait a minute, Mike," said Andy.
"Fiona," said Darren, forcefully, "are you on drugs?"
"Fuck off, Darren."
"Fiona," said Andy, equally forcefully, "what happened last night? Where did you go?"
"Wouldn't you like to know," said Fiona, rubbing her finger down Andy's forehead to the tip of his nose as she passed him.
"Fiona?" said Darren questioningly," Boss?"
"Just you answer the bloody question, my girl," ordered Andy.
"Boss," said Darren, "I think you should leave."
"Yes, Andy Pandy should leave," said Fiona bending towards him and pouting as she did so.
Darren's jaw dropped, the Boss wasn't going to like that, "Fiona, upstairs, now," he ordered.
Andy had gone quite red in the face and seemed unable to talk.
"Andy Pandy?" repeated Mike.
"Ooooo, Thor's Hammer was fun," said Fiona as she stopped on the top step, just before the balconied landing, "fun, fun, fun and someone else missed all the fun." She appeared to be grinning at Andy.
"Boss," said Mike, "we have to leave, it's the match."
Darren ran up the stairs and grabbed Fiona's arm, dragging her towards their bedroom. Mike did likewise with Andy, propelling him towards the front door.
"What's Thor's Hammer?" demanded Andy as he struggled to resist Mike.
"Forget it Boss," yelled Darren, "I'll sort this myself, see you at the game."
 



See all, hear all, know all

 
Rupert Moresby sat where indicated and waited whilst Sir Phillip read through the report on his desk.
"Hmmm," he said, then scrunched his eyes and fiddled with his nose, "Your first impressions when you arrived on the scene?"
"Definitely not an accident, sir," said Moresby.
"So it says in your report but I'm asking what your impressions were?" said Sir Phillip, "Was it a professional hit or an act of rage?"
"Clinically done; whoever it was broke in, disabled the alarm and then smothered him..." 
"Smothered?" questioned Blackmore.
"Dead before the fire broke out .. no smoke inhalation," said Moresby, he took a breath, sticking your neck out with Blackmore was never a good move but he had to say it, "but I'd say it wasn't professional either. Petrol had been used to start the fire, but the bedroom was protected from fire damage, thick, heavy doors and the like so the body was more or less untouched. He'd taken a blow to the face before the smothering ...all a bit over-kill really."
"Mmm, in your view then ...a vigilante?" mused Sir Phillip.
"That's my take on it, sir."
"Of course, Sir Patrick had numerous enemies, both in the banking world and more generally I shouldn't wonder." Blackmore had despised the man's incompetence and could well understand others feeling the same.
"Millions were burned by the banking crisis sir," said Moresby.
"I know that," said Sir Phillip, testily, "but we need to know what this is. If it's just a domestic then all fine and good but if this turns into a rogue vigilante situation then god alone knows where it might end."
"Sir," said Moresby.
"I want you to prioritise this one, Moresby," said Sir Phillip, "we need to know what it's about."
He waited until Moresby left the room then picked up the phone of his private line, "Nigel? It's Phillip, I'd like a word if you're free? Say the club? At nine?"
 



episode 6
Workmen - Playtime
 
"Get the pints in, you tight bastard," said Andy. The favourite part of his day was outside working hours when he saw Barry as fair game, no longer his supervisor but just another bloke he could seriously needle.
"It's not my round," said Barry, looking at Denzel for confirmation, "It's Bookie's."
"Yeah, but he ain't here yet, an' as we got the last ones you're in the chair, right? I'm not fuckin' waitin' just 'cause you're a tight arse. You always did 'ave long pockets an' short arms."
"Come on, FB," said Denzel, "you're up, mate."
"Fuckin' 'ell, Baldy," moaned Barry as he struggled out of his seat, and moving towards the bar, said over his shoulder, "well, this puts me ahead."
"Hey, Old Boy, when you gonna stop riding him so hard?" asked Denzel.
"Never," said Andy, "'e took my job."
"It was an open opportunity, we could of all gone for it."
"Not the point, 'e was my mate," said Andy, "an' 'e stitched me up good and proper."
Wayne and Gary arrived. Wayne had his arm slung across Gary's shoulders and was leaning in, pink spikes bobbing, talking into Gary's ear. To judge from Gary's expression, it wasn't a fairy story.
"Better let Fat Bastard know what you want, Pinky," said Andy, nodding towards the bar, "'e's in the chair."
"I'll 'ave a pint" said Wayne.
"Me too," said Gary. He couldn't stay long; his mum would worry but he wanted to be part of the gang.
"Well, don't fuckin' look at me, Kid," said Wayne, "go and tell Fat Bastard I want a pint." 
"And tell 'im to get the crisps in," said Andy.
"S an' V," said Wayne.
"Salt and vinegar for me as well, Kid," said Denzel.
"What will Bookie want, Pinky?" asked Gary.
"Fucked if I know," Wayne said, "should fink 'imself lucky 'e's gettin' any when he's not 'ere."
"What a day that was," said Andy, drumming his fingers. He was still angry about the red-faced van driver who he would seriously like to have decked, that was one of the reasons he was riding Barry.
"Yeah," agreed Wayne, watching Barry up at the bar, "that fuckin' bull." The others grinned. "Do you think 'e's going to write it up?"
"Fucking bloke's a psycho, who knows what he'll do." Andy was using Denzel's test findings to full advantage; another stick with which to beat his erstwhile best friend.
"Be fair, 'e's got to do something," said Denzel, "report the accident an' all."
"Yeah, but about me bein' in the field? The bull and everything."
"Fuck knows, Pinky," said Andy, abruptly bored, "shouldn't a been doin' it, should ya."
"Why were you takin' a dump anyway?" asked Denzel, "you were meant to be on signals."
Wayne scowled, "Needed to go, Baldy, didn't I."
"Yeah, but you were on signals, Pinky, it's gonna look bad."
"Well, they should provide us with bogs." 
"That's Fat Bastard's fault," said Andy, "he knew where we'd be working, he could've arranged for portaloos."
"Well, it sure as hell weren't my fuckin' fault," said Wayne. He was getting quite agitated, his face as pink as his hair.
"You're the one who left his post, Pinky, can't blame anyone else." Denzel was adamant.
"Gonna have to man up and take the flak, Pinky, old son," said Andy.
Barry returned to the table, "Four lagers, and a bitter for you, Baldy." Gary mooched over, hands empty.
"Hey, Barry," said Wayne, "what's gonna happen about today?"
Barry looked at him, mistrust in his eyes; the tone was too friendly and use of his proper given name very suspect. He cleared his throat, sensing he had some power. 
"Where's Bookie's?" said Andy.
Barry's face reddened, "'e ain't 'ere so 'e can get 'is own. Anyway, it'd go flat."
"An' the crisps?" 
"I'm not fuckin' feedin' you as well, besides it's not my round."
Norman threaded his way over, "Everything alright, guys?"
"Nah, Bookie, it's not," said Gary, "Barry won't get the crisps in."
"Don't worry about it, Kid," said Norman, "I'll get the crisps."
"Good on ya, Bookie," said Wayne, not caring who got them so long as someone did.
"Thanks Bookie," said Gary.
"'ere 'ang on a minute," said Barry, "'e's only gettin' the crisps in, I got the bloody pints, why you thankin' 'im?"
"'cause 'e ain't makin' a girlie fuss, is 'e?" snarled Andy.
"Crisps don't cost hardly nuffin'," Barry protested, "I paid for the fuckin' drinks."
"Okay," said Norman, he knew coming in late would be difficult but this commotion was getting silly. "Let's say it was my round... what's the damage?"
"What?" said Barry.
"How much do I owe you? I gotta get me own pint anyway, might as well pay for the round, it was probably my turn anyway."
"Twenty quid," Barry had no idea why the lie had jumped out.
"Exactly?" questioned Norman.
"Bit more, Bookie," one lie deserves another after all, "but I'll let you off."
 



No 10 
 
The atmosphere in the room was oppressive. Blackmore had known that Nichols and Cholmondeley had been at university together but hadn't expected his death to have such an impact. He waited, trying not to fidget. After a few more moments the PM pinched the bridge of his nose and cleared his throat. Blackmore leaned forward in anticipation of the meeting's commencement.
"Where are we in regards to your team for the pending event?" said the PM, his voice gruff.
"All will be in place when you require them, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip.
"Are they reliable?"
"The best," said Sir Phillip. He had no idea yet how Mackie was getting on with finding his team but he was not about to share that with the PM.
"The best?" questioned the PM, "I did say that they would need to be expendable."
"You did indeed, Prime Minister. However this is a jolly big show, clearly anyone too far down the food chain is going to be suspicious about their selection."
"Won't this lot suspect we might need to get rid of them afterwards?" 
"I don't see why they should," Blackmore was shaking his head as he spoke, "these people are selected for their unusual capabilities. They all have egos such that none of them consider themselves replaceable. They believe they are crucial to the cause. Whereas, as you and I both know, no-one is indispensable." The implied 'not even you' reverberated round the room.
The PM scowled and reached for the buff folder on the table behind him. "That will be all, Blackmore. I have a press conference; have to prepare to bat back panic about the bloody NHS. Although, come to think of it, have you any ideas?"
 



The News
Graham looked suitably mournful as he looked into the camera, "Today, we have more on Sir Patrick Nichols, retired head of Bentleys Bank, who died when his house caught fire. Police say there were no suspicious circumstances." He turned to the other camera, "And today senior doctors claim that the NHS is close to collapsing under the strain of yet more Government cuts."
∞



The PM had this to say...
....about the NHS
"The NHS is safe with us, we have absolutely
no intention of breaking it up or privatising it.."
 
".... some might argue that your policies will lead to the privatisation of the health service."
".... there's
less money in the coffers and we have to face up to
certain realities, one of which is, how do we pay for it?"
 
"......some might say that it was the banks that left us financially exposed...."
"But look, we're also to blame for this, we've all been living above our means and now, quite frankly, it's time to ante up."
 
".... the wealthy don't seem to be in this with everyone else ...isn't that a little unfair?"
"We
can't afford
to continue running it like this. We need to find
another way to fund it because we
can't raise enough in taxes to pay for it."
 
"....surely if the wealthy paid a fair rate of tax then the funding would exist for the NHS?" 
 



P.A.C.T– eleven
 
A society grows great when old men plant trees 









in whose shade they know they shall never sit.









Greek proverb quotes









 
Alb stuck his head out of the shed door, had a quick squint round the allotment, checking for interlopers, then pulled back his head and closed the door. This had been Jonesey's idea – in response to Alb's badgering it had to be said - a meeting of the Great and Good he’d called it although, to Alb's mind, membership of that exclusive-sounding club was a bit random. He didn’t much care – it was a chance to further expound his ideas and for that any audience was a good audience. Although he did appreciate the fact they’d kept it small – the shed was a decent size but not really suited for a big group sit-down.
He noticed that Johnno had made himself comfortable on the best seat in the house. Not that he begrudged him; he had a heart condition and was poorly with it. As for Bill and Ron, they'd contrived to sit as far apart as could be managed in a confined space; Bill perched on a distinctly ramshackle chair and Ron, more relaxed, sitting on one of the many wooden crates. 
Annoyingly Val and Ken had turned up; he'd had more than enough of their comments. Even more annoyingly they'd entered together, giggling and Alb was irritated to see them now ensconced on a couple of plastic chairs in a cozy spot between a lawnmower that had seen better days and what Jonesey had informed them was a patio heater. At least Mags had made herself scarce; he hadn't seen her since her strange behaviour that morning and was quite happy to keep it like that. Gerry had flung himself into an old deck chair; he’d regret that when he tried to get up again. Jonesey had opened up an old picnic table with a flourish and it was now decorated with several blank sheets of paper.
"Right, meeting called to order," said Alb, resisting the urge to fiddle with his braces. They were new and he’d thought them rather fetching until Gerry had teased him; now he wasn’t so sure.
"You in there?" Wilf opened the door with a bang and pushed his way in, struggling over a bag of potting compost, lowering himself down gingerly onto one of the other crates. Alb sighed, Wilf was a mate and a good one at that, but this was meant to be a small group.
"Shove over will ya, Ron," said Wilf irritably.
"I can't, I'm wedged in, there’s no room this way."
"Well, you shift over then, Johnno," said Wilf.
"Leave Johnno where he is, Wilf, anyway I need to squeeze in somewhere." Jonesey's whole demeanour shouted 'it's my shed and who invited you anyway?'
Wilf took an exaggerated lungful of air, "it's worse than the black hole of Calcutta in here."
"I agree," said a voice from the shadows, "it's really stuffy and close." 
"Ken?" Wilf said, peering into the gloom, "Is that you?"
"I don't like it being so close, Alb, I really don't."
Alb bit back on a rude reply, just as Val spoke, "Don't you worry Ken, I'm here, I know first aid if it gets too much for you."
"I'll bet you do," muttered Gerry, under his breath.
"You there as well, Val?" Wilf nodded, see one, the other's not far behind, "How much room you got back there?"
"Cut it out all of you and shift round a bit," said Alb, "Ken, how much room have you got?"
"Well, not much Alb...."
"You got loads of room," said Gerry, from the relative comfort of his deckchair, "shift over."
Wilf narrowed his eyes, taking in Gerry's relaxed posture, calculating the amount of space that would be released if the deckchair went out the door. As if on a signal the door opened and Vera came in saying, "room for a little one?" followed by Mags, who wisely said nothing. 
"I can move a bit," said Ken, shifting a millimetre or two before Alb leaned over and gave him a hard shove, almost knocking him off his chair. 
They all spread round and breathed a collective sigh of relief. Bill made the mistake of standing to stretch his legs and the chair disappeared from behind him, Jonesey settling onto it quick as a flash, daring Bill to challenge his right.
"What was that?" squawked Val, pointing into a corner.
"What was what?" Ken's voice was only marginally lower.
"Down there," said a near hysterical Val, "I saw something move."
"Probably a rat," said Mags, mildly.
"Aaghh!" screeched Val and Vera in harmony.
"It wasn't a rat," stated Alb, trying to fix Mags with a glare. She looked back coolly.
"I'm sure it was a rat," said Val, sniffling.
"It wasn't a rat," said Wilf, "the only things in here are spiders and crane flies and...."
"Oooh!" squealed Val, clearly not an insect lover.
"Val, there's nothing in here, okay," snapped Alb, giving Wilf his hardest stare.
"But there will be spiders," said Mags, unhelpfully, with a dark look at Alb, "this is a shed, after all, it's their home."
"That's enough," said Gerry, firmly, struggling to get out of the deck chair, unwilling to take any more nonsense, "no spiders and no rats in here, isn't that right, Wilf."
Wilf got the message and grunted some form of grudging agreement, wondering how quickly he could grab the deckchair and turf it out if Gerry ever actually got up and out of it.
"See, Val," said Alb, "there's nothing in here, just us, okay?"
"But I'm sure I saw something," she murmured pitifully.
"Probably just a shadow or something," said Alb, reaching over and patting her hand.
"Sure?" she said, appealing to him with water filled eyes.
"Of course, Val, dear," said Ken, getting in on the act, patting her other hand.
"Right then, shall we get on with it?" said Gerry, sighing deeply.
"Meeting is now called to order," said Alb.
"Anymore for anymore?" Nobby's voice sounded loudly from outside, just as Lenny's face appeared, flattened up against the grimy window as the door opened and Frank entered, saying airily, "We left Morty back at the ranch, too much excitement for one day." 
Nobby and Lenny squeezed in after him leaving Gerry with no choice but to wriggle out of the deckchair, clatter it closed and, to Wilf's delight and Jonesey's dismay, toss it outside. Alb made an, 'is this your idea of a select group?' gesture at Jonesey who shrugged, disclaiming responsibility for the new arrivals.
"This isn't going to work, people," said Ken, the cozy corner now having become distinctly bijou, forcing Val and he to stand in seriously close, face to face proximity which ordinarily would have been fine but not quite the thing in public.
"Johnno, mate, are you ok?" Jonesey leaned towards him, talking across Ron, still resolutely squatting on his crate despite his view now comprising just legs and bottoms.
"I'm fine, don't worry about me, I'll say if I have a problem."
"What's this bloody meeting about, anyway?" demanded Wilf, "Corrie's on in a minute and I don't want to miss it."
"Bugger Corrie," hissed Alb, "this is important, Wilf."
"Nothing's more important than Corrie," stated Wilf, gravely.
"What about the country?" 
"Sod the country, I'm almost in the grave, what do I care about the bloody country, it's for the young 'uns now, let them sort this bloody mess out."
"He's got a point, Alb," said Ken, "perhaps we are being a bit hasty."
"Good point, Ken," said Val.
"Crap point Ken," snapped Alb, "but what else can you expect of an Iti?"
"Yeah, Ken," said Jonesey, "why are you even here?" this despite the fact that Ken had been one of the few of those present he had actually invited.
"Leave him alone, both of you," said Val, "he has every right to be in here, like the rest of us."
"Only if he's part of the team," said Alb.
"What about Wilf?" Bill said, sticking his oar in, "he's only interested in Coronation St." 
Typical nosey parker, thought Ron, giving him the evil eye, unnoticed, hidden as he was in the safety of his lowly position.
"Forget all that, we need to work out a plan of action." Alb's irritation was coming to the surface.
"I don't think we have a plan of action, Albert," stated Val. He could just make out her eyes in the dim light and, rat forgotten, they were snapping with suppressed anger. "In fact, I don't think we have any idea what we're meant to be doing. It's just you and Gerry going on about things."
"Seconded!" stated Wilf, with a short nod, "Now, are we done?"
"I thought we made it clear," said Gerry, "we're fed up with how Britain has been changed."
"Well, that's just progress, Alb," said Johnno, "you can't stand in the way of progress."
"But it's not progress if it destroys the base," said Mags, who'd somehow wriggled her way to the front and was now shoulder to shoulder with Alb. He was feeling rather oppressed by her proximity and concerned lest she start banging on about Hitler again. She continued with some vigour, "Progress should be an advancement of things, for the better."
"That's right," said Alb, pleased to be able to agree with her, "look at the country today, it's full of foreigners, junkies, gangs, terrorists, muggers....."
"Tourists?" said Ron, his voice coming up at Alb, seemingly from beneath Mags' skirt, "What have tourists got to do with it?"
"Tourists?" said Alb, "what d'you mean, tourists?"
"You said tourists." Ron was struggling to get up and make his point more forcefully but he was hemmed in.
"I didn't," said Alb, "I said...."
"Yes, you did, Alb," said Jonesey.
"We're not attacking tourists, Alb," Val's tone brooked no argument.
"What the hell?" said Alb tetchily, "Who said? I said... I said...what did I say, Gerry?"
"Terrorists, mate," said Gerry.
"Seconded," stated Wilf, "now can you please get to the point."
"Seconded what?" said Ken, to Val's obvious approval.
"Terrorists," said Bill, privately thinking Ron was either deaf or a fool, possibly both.
"You sure, boyo?" questioned Jonesey, "'Cause I could've sworn he said tourists, and, I dunno, seems a bit strong to go around doing in tourists, just sayin' mind."
"I didn't say tourists, for crying out loud, I said terrorists."
"He didn't say tourists," added Gerry, "he definitely said terrorists."
"Yes," Alb looked to Wilf for more support.
"Terrorists," stated Wilf.
"Well, that's okay then," said Jonesey, "'cause we've all been tourists, I've only been to Majorca and that was to visit our Olwyn, 'cause she lives out there, but I wouldn't've liked it if...."
"He said terrorists, Jonesey," said Mags, putting her hand on his shoulder in a steadying fashion, "so can we just leave it there?" She took his silence for affirmation and straightened, looking at Alb with a nod, "You're good to go, Alb."
"Thank you, Mags," said Alb, "now where was I?"
"Whacking tourists...I mean terrorists," said Gerry.
"I still say he said tourists," muttered Ron to Jonesey.
Alb looked near to apoplexy so Gerry intervened, "Ron, Jonesey, let's get back to the point."
"Why yes," agreed Val, her voice like syrup and all the more dangerous for that, "let's get back to the point, which as I see it is this... what on earth can we.." On the word 'we' she tried to spread her arms to encompass them all, but such was the crush that all she managed to do was push her arms straight out in front of her, hitting Ken in the face with her palm.
"Agh," yelped Ken reaching for his nose. "My nose, I think it's bleeding."
"Stop snivelling, for crying out loud," snapped Alb.
"Oh Ken, I'm so sorry" said Val, "d'you need first aid?"
"No, he doesn't," snorted Gerry, "for pity's sake, stop offering everyone first aid all the time."
"I don't," snapped Val, "I only offer it where needed, I'm a trained nurse, you know."
"Thought you was a masseuse," said Wilf, slowly, thinking perhaps he'd got it wrong that time she'd offered to ease his discomfort, but no, surely not. 
"Well, I was just trying to help, I'm sure," stated Val.
"I think you've helped enough," muttered Ken, a line of blood trickling into his mouth.
Val frowned at him; not prepared for sarcasm from that quarter, "Kenneth...."
The one word was sufficient, "Oh, I'm sorry Val," he said quickly, "I didn't mean it like that."
'Under the thumb' thought Gerry, saying only, "Can we get back to where we were ...please?"
 



What harm can it do? 6
 
Malcolm and Phil eschewed the lift; the smell was enough to make your eyes water, and climbed the graffiti blighted stairs to the seventh floor. They paused on the top landing out of breath and in Phil's case seriously pissed off. Malcolm got his breath back first and strode purposefully along the gangway to Flat 49. He'd already knocked on the door by the time Phil reached his side.
An indistinguishable mumble reached their ears. Malcolm decided it was "Who is it?" and answered accordingly, with his face close to the door, "It's Malcolm, granddad."
There was the sound of several locks and chains being undone. Phil made a face at Malcolm, who frowned and shook his head. The door opened and his granddad's head poked out, looking to one side then the other. He grabbed Malcolm's arm and pulled him inside hurriedly, hissing at Phil to get in and shut the door.
Once in the front room Malcolm was swamped in an embrace, be-whiskered chin bristling against his cheek and the familiar tobacco smell emanating from a moth-eaten grey cardigan that he was convinced his granddad had been wearing in his, Malcolm's, christening photos.
"Hello, Mr. Tucker," said Phil, not too chuffed to be there, keen to get it done and be on his way.
Embrace over, "What you after then, Malcolm?" asked his granddad, straight to the nub as usual. He affected not to have heard Phil, had little time for him.
"We've got a problem, granddad."
"Not much of one, as such," corrected Phil, keen to get Mr. Tucker onside, the quicker the better, "it's just that Malc needs help to understand how the world works, that's all."
"Shut up, Phil," snapped Malcolm, "ignore him, granddad."
"Always do, son," said his granddad, slanting his eyes at Phil who flushed under his gaze, "so, what's bothering you?"
"We went to a whorehouse," said Phil, unable to keep schtum, "and now he's got all guilty about it, wants to free the prossies they've got over there."
Mr. Tucker raised an eyebrow, "I don't want to hear another word from you, I just want to hear from my grandson. Is that understood?"
"Yes, Mr. Tucker," said Phil, hoping he'd already said enough to stitch up Malc's plans, job done. 
"Phil's right though, granddad, we did go to a..a..brothel and they've got a whole load of women trapped in there, working as sex slaves." 
"Do you want a cuppa?" asked his granddad.
"Yes please." Malcolm wasn't too disheartened; he was used to abrupt changes of direction from his granddad, had learned that he did it to buy time while he thought about things.
"Thanks, Mr. Tucker," said Phil.
"Wasn't talking to you," came back the riposte, pointedly.
"We just need some advice and some help really," said Malcolm. He followed the old man into the kitchen, noting the level of hygiene had dropped off since he was last there. He made a mental note to come back later without Phil and clean up a bit.
"Help with what?" questioned granddad. He clicked the switch on the kettle and pulled cups off the hooks under the cupboard. "I know I've got some biscuits here somewhere..."
"Freeing them," said Malcolm.
His granddad froze in the act of opening the bourbons. "Say again, son?"
"I need your advice on how to rescue them from the brothel, Gramps." He'd slipped into using the boyhood nickname, and a slow smile made its way across the old man's face.
"Ah, Malcy, I don't like saying it, but he's right on this one." This was said with a grudging nod at Phil, who smirked.
"Thanks, Mr. Tucker." 
"Shut it," he shot at him, pointing a steady finger at Phil.
"But we've got to do something," said Malcolm, earnestly, "we can't just leave them there."
The kettle boiled and his granddad splashed water into the teapot. One thing he could not abide and that was tea bags, it was loose leaf or nothing. "Which brothel?"
"Cameron Street," said Phil, not sure how this was relevant, "behind the launderette."
"I know the one," nodded Mr. Tucker, "Lousy Russians, or Ukrainians or some other buggers, I don't know which but I do know they're serious bastards. You don't want to mess with them."
"So Phil keeps telling me," said Malcolm, "but that doesn't make it right does it."
"Well no, it doesn't," said his granddad, sadly, "but it does make it impossible."
"Granddad," said Malcolm, desperation in his voice, "there must be a way. I came to you because you've done stuff and you'll know how I can do this."
His granddad winced, all those stories while he'd bounced him on his knee, coming back to bite him. But somewhere in that repertoire he must have the means of diverting him away from this path. He poured three cups, leaving them to put in their own milk and sugar, picking up his cup and settling down in his favourite arm chair. "Listen, son, remember how I told you I served in the Congo, years ago, back in the 60's."
"Yeah." Malcolm was trying not to sulk; he'd been sure his granddad wouldn't let him down and now here he was, siding with Phil.
"We were up against the Simbas, a real vicious bunch they were, believe me, you didn't want to get captured by those buggers." His eyes took on a glaze, the one that told Malcolm he'd gone a way back to a time when he was a young man, "We found a couple once, a Belgian officer and his wife, at least we thought she might've been his wife, anyway that's not the point, the point is what they did to them was unimaginable. I mean seriously unimaginable, only a real sick bastard would come up with something like that but they still did it and nothing on this earth was able to stop them." 
Even Phil had the sense not to interrupt.
"These East European gangs remind me of that time; they come from a part of the world where life's got no value, it's cold and callous, they use and abuse each other and are always looking for ways to exploit their neighbour. Now they've come over here and literally scared the fucking shit out of our own gangs." He looked up at Malcolm, a darkness in his expression, "Do you know how?"
Malcolm shrugged, Phil opened his mouth and closed it again.
"Because they have no values, no rules. They'll do anything, they'll seek revenge against your whole family, your friends and work colleagues, hell, they won't stop until they've killed everyone and then they'll kill a few more just to be on the safe side."
Phil was nodding at all this, a 'told you so' expression on his face that Malcolm found extremely irritating. This made his tone to his granddad harsher than it might otherwise have been.
"Okay, I get it, granddad, they're real serious blokes, but you fought the Simbas and you beat them right?"
"Yeah, but that was sixty years ago," said his granddad, "I can't do anything for you now."
"I know that," said Malcolm, "but I figured you might know someone."
"Someone who'd go up against the Eastern mobs?" questioned granddad. An image flashed in his mind, of someone he'd known who'd have gone up against anything that moved once upon a time, but his type don't make old bones and he must be dead long ago. 
Malcolm saw the look and pressed for advantage, "Do you know someone?"
"Kid, no-one is going to go up against these guys, haven't you been listening to me?"
"See, Mr. Tucker," said Phil, "that's what I've been trying to tell him."
"Listen to your friend," said granddad, putting aside his dislike of Phil for the sake of his grandson's safety, "there's nothing you can do for these girls. There's nothing you can do for any girl who finds herself trapped into going down that road."
"But that can't be right, granddad, we can't just give up, you always told me we should never give up, what is it you always said, oh yeah, 'no surrender'."
"Let it go, son," growled his granddad, not liking to be reminded of how little like his old persona he now was; being forced to acknowledge his age-enhanced frailty.
"I can't," said Malcolm, his lips going tight on the words. He shook his head, "It's gone too far, I've thought about it too much, now I have to do something about it."
"But why?" Phil sounded genuinely mystified.
"Because it would be cowardly not to." 
"Fuck cowardly," hissed Phil, "try sensible."
"Phil's right," said granddad, "it's for the best."
"You always told me a man had to fight for what he believed to be right." He was aware of sounding sullen but his disappointment was getting the better of his usual respectful tones.
"Malcy, I was a mercenary, I never fought for what I believed in, just for whoever paid the most." Malcolm stared at him in silence. It was granddad who broke first. "Be fair, son, even if I agreed with you and knew some blokes who'd be willing to take the risk, they wouldn't do it for free, it would cost."
"How much?" Malcolm's voice was eager, his eyes bright with hope. Phil groaned but was ignored by them both.
"Everything you've got and a whole lot more," said granddad.
"Ball park figure," said Malcolm.
"£250k," said Granddad.
"Shit!" Malcolm slumped down, dejected.
"Exactly, and that's before you count their expenses."
Phil leant back in his chair, satisfied at last that Malcolm would give up this knight in shining armour bit.
Malcolm was quiet, thinking, then abruptly said, "Okay, I reckon my place is worth about £335,000 and I've got about £175,000 equity. How much you got in yours, Phil?"
"What?" said Phil.
"How much have you got in your place?" 
"Fuck off," said Phil.
From nowhere Malcolm's granddad whipped out a bowie knife and stabbed it into the table, near enough to Phil's hand to make him pull back in alarm.
"About a hundred," said Phil quickly.
"There, we've got the money," said Malcolm.
"Are you sure about this, son?" asked granddad, "It's all you have and okay, the Russians are serious people but so are the people I will have to contact to deal with this situation. If they smell a rat or if you welsh on the deal, then they'll be just as vicious with you as anyone else."
"They'll have the money," said Malcolm, "we'll get it to them by the end of the week."
"What?" said Phil, "Are you kidding? I'm not selling my house, besides which, no-one's gonna buy it by the end of the week."
"Leave that to me," said granddad, "I can get you the buyers, you just be ready to sign over the deeds."
"No way," yelled Phil, "no fucking way, that's all I've got."
"And it's all I've got," stated Malcolm, "but it's for a good cause."
"Fuck, is it, they're just a bunch of lowlife whores, man."
"You'll sign," said granddad, rocking the knife back and forth, "if my Malcolm's signing, you'll sign."
"No, I fuckin' won't, old man, and you can't make me," stated Phil, "don't matter how big your fuckin' knife is."
 



Something in the Wind 6

 
It has been said that when human beings stop believing in God they believe in nothing. 
The truth is much worse: they believe in anything.
Malcolm Muggeridge

 
Barry had upped the ante a bit with this one, moving the venue and taking a chance on filling it. Turned out to be no trouble at all; he could have gone for bigger. It was still word of mouth and a bit on Twitter; low key enough for Blackmore to believe he was still in control. For his own part he was a bit worried it was gaining its own momentum; might be difficult to put the genie back in the bottle. The money was good though and he was enjoying being part of something real.
The Preacher was in full swing and the audience was giving him their complete attention.
"In the 1930s the German nation's children were seduced by the grand assertion that they were the new master race, the young Olympians who would inherit the world, when in reality they were destined to a life of despair as their futures spiralled out of control. Such was the pitiless evil of the Nazi empire."
He looked around the theatre, larger than usual but with barely an empty seat, "But that was the 1930s and that was the Nazis. This is now and we live in completely different times, we live in a completely different world."
He raised his hands, "I would like to speak of my children, young adults now, my two sons and my daughter. I love my children as I'm sure you do yours, if you have them. I don't see them often since my divorce but I do know what they have become, and I'm sure that some of you would recognise the characteristics." 
He stopped talking, this was obviously painful for him and very personal. There was silence whilst they waited for him to collect himself. Not much fidgeting, Barry noted; a good sign. 
Then he raised his head and his voice rang out, "Glued to the TV, obsessed with ludicrous soap storylines, the drama being played out more real to them than real-life. On Xbox, playing the latest violent action-packed game that makes reality seem pale and insignificant. On one of those social sites talking inane drivel to their friends. Texting feverishly. They don't read and can't spell. They have no idea about the UK beyond the confines of their own town, know nothing of our history unless it's US biased cinema in glorious Technicolor. They drive rather than walk, leave lights on, bath instead of shower, and in short, don't give a damn. Does this ring any bells?"
There were nods of agreement from the older members of the audience, "But they do know about mobile phone contracts, in fact they have several mobile phones, I've even inherited some myself, the ones they no longer want, I actually took on their contracts so that they could upgrade. They have to have the latest tablets, the most up to date PCs, TVs ...the list goes on."
He paused and checked the nodding heads, "The ad men have seduced our young people; they have mesmerized them with photo shopped images of super models and ridiculously over-paid sporting personalities. Promoted as false idols these prescription meds addicted film stars, and singers who condone violence to women and who prostitute their talent for fame. Seduced them with a flashy, selfish, skin-deep alternative reality of stardom, fame and celebrity; the antithesis of hard work, stoicism and compassion. All of these things have been designed to turn our children into consumer addicts; believing themselves to be inheritors of the world by right; the modern-day Hitler Youth."
Barry was fascinated. He had no clue how to report this back up the line; the preacher was unique, a one-off and it was hard to gauge his impact. The audience was also hard to read; murmurings and mutterings but to what end? All he could say for sure was that they were still listening and no-one had walked out. 
The Preacher wandered around the stage, "We have failed our young because we did not stop the Corporations seducing them with their adverts. Worse yet, we encouraged it by buying them the next new thing, by getting them the biggest and the best that money could buy simply because we could. Or was it because we wanted to get them the things we never had as children?"
He paused and looked around at the nodding heads, "We gave them cold, heartless, meaningless things and deprived them of emotional engagement." He took a quick sip of water, "We bought them a colour TV and piped SKY® into their rooms and left them with a plastic and glass companion that had no soul. We left them to feed off inane US imports with their false concepts of wealth and greed and lust and promiscuity and gender confusion. We left them to absorb all this by themselves without guidance and discussion and challenge. We deprived them of the core concepts of love, compassion and communication. I ask you, what have we created?"
They were silent as they waited for him to continue, Barry could sense their discomfort but it was obvious they would sit it out to the bitter end. He noted with mounting concern that the mobiles were out, filming the speech. Christ, he'd be on YouTube® next...that might draw too much attention from Blackmore. 
"We have created a generation of indifferent, avaricious, selfish, dysfunctional, celebrity adulating, trivia junkies who believe that the most important thing in the world is to tweet their latest sociopathic self aggrandizing thought." 
This got him applause from parts of the theatre, some people were standing up. 
He continued, "They buy ridiculously cheap products knowing that someone was forced to make it in near slave conditions for a pittance and they don't care." 
He was on a roll as he worked the stage, "Billions of people are suffering in poverty, hundreds of thousands are dying needlessly every day, and all our kids want to do is watch TV, text, spend, eat crap food, burn fossil fuels with no regard for the consequences and generally lay around all day doing nothing. I ask you, are such individuals really worthy of life?"
There were a few concerned looks, Barry thought he'd gone too far even for this crowd, most of whom had clearly heard him speak before, "Our children are the new Nazis for they know that over a third of the world suffers so they can live a life of self indulgence and they don't care, worse still they think it is their birth right. Our children bitch and moan at us, we have spoiled them and we have allowed the media men to turn them into moribund social and economic leaches whose sole purpose is to consume and create waste." 
His voice tailed off as he paused in the centre of the stage. "And so it is, we have sold our children's souls and created a social nightmare, we have given birth to a greedy self interested society that must be destroyed before the rest of humanity can live." 
He walked off so quickly from the stage that even Barry was taken by surprise.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 6
It's 48 hours now and the only news reports on Nichols' death have stated that he died in a fire, no mention of foul play or anything. I find myself checking for news reports at every opportunity, I 'm always checking over my shoulder to see if I'm being followed and every time I see a police car my heart rate increases, I think I'm going to go crazy with the stress of it all.
 
Diary entry 7
It's been a week and Nichols' death is out of the news, all they said was he had died in a house fire, nothing else, nothing suspicious, no sightings nothing, I really think I've managed to do this, to say I'm really buzzing is an understatement, I have rid this world of an incompetent thieving bastard, the first of many for now I think I can really carry this off, I can only get better at this, I've already been searching for my next target.
 
 



Jackpot  3
 
He’d fallen asleep by the time she came back with the tea. She stood looking down at him, illuminated by the light from the landing. An unedifying sight, mouth open mid snore, face relaxed and loose. How serious she was about face lifts and stuff would largely depend on him, his reactions and comments over the next few weeks. They’d shared a lot together and she was reluctant to change anything too quickly. He became aware of the scrutiny and struggled awake.
“You bring the paper?”
She put his tea on his bedside table, flicked the switch that served both side lights and then moved round to her side, managing to get herself in bed without spilling the tea or losing pen and paper. She passed both to him and re-commenced the discussion.
“Ok, three close friends for me and four for you, including Dickie."
He was pleased it had been so easy, the tea-making break had done her good, "Okay, so that's £700,000."
"Call it a mil, just to round things off," she said, sipping her tea.
"Why?" asked Si, "I mean that's £300,000, you can't just round that off."
"Just for now." 
"But that’s three more friends worth," he protested.
"So what? We know how many friends we’ve got, we can adjust it later."
"It's got to be done right," he muttered, writing down the names and putting £700,000, underlining it with a flourish. "Now, distant relatives." 
“We’re not doing distant – we said.”
"Come on Sam, we can’t just ignore them…say, £5 mil divided between them.”
She nodded, “sounds okay, how many we talking?"
"Er...." Si ran through names and numbers in his head, "well I've got five cousins and four aunts and uncles but they count as couples so that's seven."
"Okay," said Sammy, "I'm three and six, or six and three whichever way round you want it."
"£5 mil divided by sixteen," he said, giving up on the paper and punching the numbers into his phone calculator, "£312,500 each."
"Okay," said Sammy, "that's good."
"Wait a minute, that's an odd amount to give people; should we round it up?" Or down would be favourite.
"If we give them a round sum they'll wonder what the others got, this way they'll figure they all got the same."
They fell silent. Si's breathing deepened and Sammy thought he'd fallen asleep. She took the paper and pen and began scribbling ideas for their share of the money.
"So how much we spent, Sam?" He wasn't asleep.
"£5,700,000.00.....say £6 mil for ease." 
He sighed. Another 300k sacrificed on the altar of her rounding up mania.
There followed more frantic scribbling, then "I've been thinking, our parents are getting on a bit right?"
Si grunted agreement. What now, give them more so they could go out on a whirlwind of my money?
"I mean, not being harsh but they're going to pop their clogs in five to ten, aren't they?"
Si bit his lip, "Guess so." Here it comes, why not just give them the lot, while you're at it.
"Well then, they don't need the same as everyone else, do they? In fact, we need a clause that says the money comes back to us when they do die, otherwise they'll split it out amongst the rest of the family in their wills."
"Good idea," said Si, sitting up, relieved beyond measure, his respect for her growing in leaps and bounds, "didn't think of that." He'd forgive her the rounding up if she was going to be this practical.
"We've got to be careful here, don't want to give so much away that we end up with less than anyone else." She was still scribbling, crossing things out and adjusting columns of figures with all the enthusiasm of a double entry bookkeeper.
Si watched her for a few moments, giving over all the calculation to her, sure in the knowledge that she'd see them all right. "Or still having to work," he tossed in, "I mean no point in winning £55 mil if you've still got to work, is there?"
"Exactly," said Sammy, "so I think £1.5 mil for our folks."
Si scrunched his face, that was a massive come down from £5mil, "£2.5?" he assayed.
"£1.5," firm, brooking no argument.
Si exhaled, "okay, £1.5."
"Brothers and sisters £2.5 each," said Sammy.
"Okay," said Si. She'd broken the back of his token opposition.
Sammy bit her lip, his compliance had made her re-think, "Do you think £1.5 is a bit mean for mum and dad?" He said nothing, she could go either way, he wasn't fussed. "We'll go with £2.5 like you said, I'd feel bad otherwise."
He watched her scribbling, then she said, "£30,700,000, say £31mil rounding up." This time he didn't react, "Then £5 mil each for the kids, makes £46 mil minus the £300k rounding up that I know you hate me doing......"
"For fuck's Sammy," he snapped, "just do it properly."
She gave him a look that could stop traffic, then she relented, she was confusing herself but didn't want to admit it, "£45,700,000 leaving us £9,300,000? Only 9mil?"
The shock and disappointment was evident in her tone. He recognised the feeling; he now felt abjectly poor.
 



P.A.C.T - twelve
 
“A small body of determined spirits 
fired by an unquenchable faith in their mission 
can alter the course of history.”
Mahatma Gandhi
 
 
"What's this, a mother's meeting?" asked Harry, poking his head round the shed door with difficulty. He looked back over his shoulder, "Here, Sticky, I told you they was having a secret meeting, didn't I."
"Not very secret, clearly," said Alb, a deep line of irritation scoring his forehead. This meeting of the Great and Good was turning out to be the worst kept secret of the decade. "How many you got out there?"
"Just me and the lads, we've been up the cemetery for a bit of a nose, see who's snuffed it lately." He beckoned the others, Sticky and Tom, Dave following behind, pausing every few feet for a breather.
"There's no room," protested Ken, his voice distorted by the blood congested in his nose.
"Leave the door open," Harry was determined to be in on it now he'd found them, "we can listen up, and hey, there's a deck chair here that Dave can have."
"Well I was saying...." began Alb.
"No, you were not, Albert," said a petulant Val, "I was." Everyone stared at her. "Well I was." 
"Seconded," said Vera.
"You don't second things like that, Vera," said Bill, rolling his eyes.
"Over here, Dave," Harry yelled, “I've commandeered you a deck chair."
"I can't sit on that," Dave was emphatic, breathless but emphatic, "I'll never get down there for starters, gotta keep my leg straight, won't bend anymore, not with me scar tightening like it does."
"Well, okay Val," said Alb, coldly, viewing her with unusual distaste, “what were you saying?"
"Got room for one more?" Mort, sounding querulous but determined, obviously not content to be left at home, was attempting forcible entry, pushing his way through the group clustered round the door. They fell back in deference to his mental state, no one ever sure how much he understood.
"No!" snapped Alb and Gerry together.
"Why not?" demanded Mort, his mind for once rapier sharp, "I thought you said we were all in this together."
"We are, Morty," Mags said, already moving backwards regardless of who was behind her, treading on Ron who finally decided to give up his crate and struggled to his feet, "there's room, if everyone just squeezes up a bit." 
"Ouch!" yelped Vera, "that's my bunions, you blithering idiot, Ron."
"Oops, sorry," said Ron, trying to pull back and bashing into Jonesey, who groaned theatrically. "Sorry, Jonesey," Ron said, stepping back onto Mort's foot. 
"Ow, ow," said Mort, still half in and half out of the door, "that's my bad foot." He stumbled and, reaching out for something to hold, poked Gerry in the eye. Gerry yelped.
"Is everyone alright?" demanded Val, "I'm a nurse and I'm here if you need me."
"For fuck's sake, you're not a nurse, woman," snapped Wilf.
"Language, Wilf," said Gerry, his hand pasted to his eye, whilst nodding in Mag's direction.
"Right, what's all the kerfuffle? Thought this was a serious meeting?" asked Tom, poking his head into the shed and eyeballing Alb.
"We're here to work out a plan," stated Alb forcefully, bending with difficulty and producing an extendable pointer from under the table. He made sure Val was looking, then with a smug look he flicked his wrist; the stick shot out whacking Jonesey in the face, he let out a scream and fell off his chair, landing on Vera's bunion, she yelled abuse and pulled her foot out from under him, falling back against Mags in the process who fell onto the table which flipped through the air and smacked Wilf in the face, just as he was bending down to see if he could help Jonesey. He fell forward, crushing Jonesey underneath.
"What the hell are you doing, Alb?" yelled Bill, "You'll have someone's eye out with that."
"Sorry, sorry," said Alb, surveying the chaos with genuine horror, "really sorry everyone, I didn't realise how long it was."
"Somebody take that bloody thing away from him," hissed Wilf, holding his mouth and gingerly checking his few remaining teeth, "bloody menace."
"Idiot," moaned Ron, who'd used the opportunity to reclaim his crate.
"Sorry Ron, sorry Wilf....really sorry everyone," repeated Alb, to general muttering and angry looks, "erm...if we can...erm," he looked to Gerry for support.
"Er, yes," said Gerry, who, despite his eye, now watering happily, had been struggling not to laugh the whole time, "Er...I think we should just plug on, where were we? Er, Alb, I think you were about to say something."
"I was Gerry," said Alb, "thank you...." He watched as everyone struggled back to their original positions, the table now discarded at the back of the shed.
"We're here to discuss the overall subject first," said Val, "I mean it's a bit early to say that we agree with your crazy notion of, what was it? Fighting back?"
"What time is it?" demanded Wilf.
"Why?" said Mags.
"Corrie," said Wilf, “it'll take me 15 minutes to get back to my place."
"You could make it in 10 if you ran," said Gerry.
"Yeah," said Alb, "make it part of your fitness training."
"Sod off," said Wilf.
"I propose we convene a meeting to discuss avenues other than armed conflict," Val's voice was sharp with sarcasm, "like a strongly-worded petition or a sit down protest at the town hall or something more in keeping with our status."
"Oh, what a marvellous idea," said Ken, desperate to get back into Val's good books.
"Thank you, Ken," she murmured, duly rewarding his effort.
Alb looked at them both with unconcealed loathing; he'd had his fill of their bleating, "We're way beyond 'sit downs' here. This is going to be hard core."
Mags started to speak but Alb shoved her with his elbow, fearing some outburst about 'ends not justifying means' or some such left wing, pacifist nonsense.
"Look," said Gerry, "people with more influence than us have protested peacefully, people with better connections than us, but they've all got nowhere, you've got to ask yourself, why?"
"Well, I'm sure I don't know, Gerald," said Val, "but I seriously think we should consider the benefits of such a protest."
"Never achieved anything," stated Bill, nodding solemnly at his own point.
Ron wanted to disagree but found for once that he couldn't, in all honesty, so he kept schtum.
"What about Gandhi?" said Ken.
"I'll have a shandy" Harry yelled from the doorway.
"They got booze in there?" asked Dave.
"You got booze in there?" demanded Sticky, "'cause it's bloody dry out here."
"I'll have a shandy," said Dave.
"No-one's having a shandy," snapped Alb.
"But Ken said...." pressed Harry.
"No he didn't," said Ron, his voice emerging from Mags' skirts.
"I could've sworn...."
"I thought he said something about a handy?"
"A handy?" said Mags, "what's a handy, Ken?"
"Er...what?" said Ken.
"She said, 'what's a handy'?" demanded Gerry.
"I don't know," said Ken.
"But you just said 'who wants a handy'," offered Mags.
"No, he didn't," said Val, "he said, 'what about Gandhi'?"
"Oh yes," said Ken, "what about Gandhi?"
"What about him?" demanded Gerry.
"Oh," muttered Ken, "well, I don't know."
"For god's sake, speak up Ken," said Gerry.
"You meant regarding peaceful protests," said Val.
"Oh yes, of course," said Ken, "Gandhi achieved everything by peaceful protest."
"Different situation," said Wilf, "we couldn't have held India. God knows how we ruled it in the first place, when you consider how many of them there are."
"Well I disagree," said Ken, "Gandhi's one of my personal heroes. Like Martin Luther...."
"Dead," stated Wilf.
"Or JFK," said Val.
"Dead," said Wilf.
"Then like John Le..."
"Also dead."
"I still believe there's room for peaceful protest," said Val.
A commotion at the door dried Alb's retort on his lips; he closed his eyes and counted to ten. 
"Is this the hot bed of revolution then?" asked an enthusiastic Gray. Behind him stood Gil, with Reg leaning unsteadily against him. Harry had moved away from the door on their arrival and was perched on the edge of a wheelbarrow talking to Dave. Sticky and Tom were resting comfortably on a bench, Sticky, having got bored with trying to listen in, was regaling Tom with stories of how he lost half his lung; that Tom had heard the story many times was evident by the closed eyes and stiff expression.
"No room," stated Alb.
"You can have my space," said Wilf, "I'm leaving in a minute to watch Corrie."
"No, you're not," said Alb, "Quick, Gray, come on in."
Gray squeezed past Ron at the door and found himself crushed into a tiny space between Mags and Jonesey. He realised they were all crammed tight, shoulder to shoulder, thigh to thigh and saw no point complaining, although he rather wished he'd stayed outside with Gil and Reg.
"Well, when do we start?" he asked, hoping they'd almost finished
Val's words dashed that, "We're discussing exactly what it is we're going to start," she said, hoping to forestall Alb.
"I thought it was the big fight back," said Gray, "you know, Zorro style."
"Exactly," said Alb, trying to raise his fist in revolutionary gesture but everyone was squeezed in so tight he could barely move, "we must make an assertive act."
"What on earth are you going on about?" said Val, "what's an assertive act when it's at home?" She felt a hand where a hand had no business being and stepped back abruptly, hoping to cause pain. The hand did not return.
"We must do something that will make them sit up and take notice," said Gerry.
"Okay," said Wilf, keen to end the meeting and get to his TV, "we need to kill someone, to make a point, some politician or something."
"Oh, my god no, not you as well, Wilf," said Val.
"Christ Almighty, woman, if the Mau Mau can do it, why can't we?"
"Mau Mau..." squeaked Vera, "Wilf, that was years ago..."
"Now that’s more like it," said Alb, wanting to rub his hands together but too restricted to do more than fidget, "we use our military training to resist, to start our own revolution."
"Make it a Tory," said Ron, enjoying the banter.
"Typical," hissed Bill, too far away from Ron to make eye contact.
"We're goin’ta kill a Tory," said Ron, luxuriating in the enforced distance.
"No, you're not," Bill was incensed.
"At last, someone with some common sense," said Val, Ken nodded.
Then Bill continued, "If we're going to kill anyone it should be a Labour lout, they're the ones who let all these damned foreigners in."
"No, they're not," said Ron, "it was the bloody Tories."
"Labour signed that European Treaty that allowed them all to come over." 
"It was the Tories who took us into the Common Market in the first place," Ron flashed back.
"Ok …enough," shouted Alb, "We'll kill a LibDem."
"Seconded," said Wilf, struggling to raise his arm.
"Oh no," said Ken, stoutly, "I don't think that would be a good idea, I mean, what have the Liberals done? They've never really been in power, have they, not by themselves."
"Well, I think it's a good idea," said Tom, who'd given up pretending to listen to Sticky and had rejoined Harry at the door.
"What about a banker?" offered Ken. His son-in-law was a banker and a more arrogant, pompous self satisfied prick he could not imagine. Widowing his daughter was to do her a great service even if it might take her a while to realise it.
There was a general silence for a moment. Then some audible grunting noises as they mulled over the idea. Even Val had nothing to say and was frowning in a considering sort of way.
"Banker's a good idea," said Alb, tipping back his head to view Ken the better.
"Yeah," said Gerry, "Not bad, at all...Val?"
She took a deep breath, and then said slowly, "Well, I don't see anything really wrong with killing a banker." 
"At last," said Wilf, "agreement...can I go now?"
"But what've they to do with immigration?" asked Gil, poking his head in under Tom's arm.
"Good point," Gray's support of Gil was instant and unequivocal.
"Nothing really," said Bill, "but I still think it's a good idea."
"Yes," said Mags, "I think we should definitely kill some bankers."
"I could get some names for you," offered Ken.
They all looked at him, impressed at his sudden enthusiasm.
"Okay," said Alb, his voice vibrating with happiness, "we've agreed that we're going to kill some bankers, some big wigs in the city. But I still think we need to kill a politician."
"Or some politicians," said Gerry.
"Why not all of them?" said Val sarcastically.
They all looked at her. 
"Good idea," said Alb and Gerry in unison.
"What's that?" Vera’s voice was shrill as she pointed down at Ron’s feet.
"What's what?"
"That thing by your feet, it moved."
Wilf, seeing his chance to clear the shed, screeched as loud as he could, "Aaghh, a rat!"
 
 
 
 
 



Superstar - Finale
 
Make money your god and it will plague you like the devil.
Henry Fielding
 
Andy paced up and down the changing room, frantically checking his watch, "Where is he?" he demanded.
"He'll be here, Boss," said Mike, although he didn't actually know if he would or not.
"He'll be here?" questioned Andy turning on Mike, "He should be here already, you idiot. The game kicks off in fifteen minutes and he's not even on the premises," he was yelling now, pointing to his feet, "he's not kitted up, he's not warmed up, where the fuck is he?"
"I'll phone him again, Boss," said Mike.
The other players sat quietly, they knew not to raise their heads when the Boss was like this. Just then the changing room door opened and Darren wandered in.
"Darren!" yelled Andy, "What the fuck are you playing at?"
"Me?" Darren parried, "What the fuck have I been playing at? What the fuck have you been playing at, more to the point!"
"What?" said Andy cautiously, taking a backwards step.
"Fiona?" said Darren.
Andy stared at him, mouth open, eyes wide.
"My wife," stated Darren.
"Darren," said Andy, raising his hands, "now listen, I can explain."
"You can explain?" questioned Darren, "Oh, can you? 'Cause I'd really like to hear this."
"We- -e-ll," said Andy.
"Well?"
"Well, er," said Andy.
"You've been seeing my wife," yelled Darren, "every week, for the past four months."
"Darren," said Andy, taking another step back, "it's not what you think."
"You've been seeing MY WIFE! Trying to get her to turn me against my family and the Toon just so's you can win the fucking league."
"What?" said Andy.
"You've been meeting up with my Fiona trying to get her to poison me against my home town because you don't believe that I'm a professional?" questioned Darren, "I can't believe that you'd do that."
The other players exchanged incredulous looks, can he really be that gullible? More than a few were thinking they'd need a better story than that if Darren asked why they'd been meeting up with Fiona.
"Er...er..." stalled Andy.
"I'm a fucking professional, Boss!" yelled Darren, "and I know my responsibilities. I know what I have to do, right!"
"Right, son," said Andy.
"Boss," said Mike, "we should be getting ready, pep talk and all that."
"I know we have to win this game," stated Darren, "and believe me when I say I intend to score the winning goal, because I'M A PROFESSIONAL!"
"Indeed you are, son," said Andy.
"So, I'm going to get my kit on and go out there and score the winner for you, Boss, for the team, for the club and for the fans but most importantly because I'm a PROFESSIONAL!"
"Good for you son," said Andy, nervously.
"Boss," hissed Mike, "the game."
Andy checked his watch, "Everyone out. Darren, you're starting on the bench, let's move."
∞
Andy checked his watch, fifteen minutes to go and the score was still nil, nil here at Old Trafford and at Stamford Bridge. If Chelsea scored then it was all over and they would've missed out. He checked the bench, could he risk sending Darren on? He didn't seem quite right, seemed tired, and mentally he was all over the place. Suddenly a huge groan went around the ground.
"Chelsea've scored," wailed Mike, a scream of anguish, staring at his ©iPhone as if it was as snake, "from a well worked corner, a beautifully weighted ball...."
"Shut the fuck up, Mike," yelled Andy, "Darren you're on, get Koeneke off."
Darren stripped off his tracksuit and made his way to the touchline. The away fans started to boo but the home crowd drowned them out. Then Darren was on the pitch, darting this way and that, making useful runs, laying off balls, getting on the end of searching and incisive passes, always stretching the game. All the while Andy ducked and weaved on the touchline trying to will the ball into the net as United got closer and closer to scoring. 
"Aaagh! Chelsea've scored again," wailed Mike.
"Fuck!" hissed Andy, "Fuck!"
The crowd started to get restless, they needed a goal, just one goal and they would still win the league, then disaster, a badly timed back pass and the ball was hoofed down the other end and a low groan came from the home crowd. Newcastle were in, a quick cross and the ball was headed into the back of the net. They would need two goals in the last five minutes now.
"Shit!" wailed Andy, he should've put Darren on sooner, they'd all be saying that now, he should've put Darren on sooner.
The United players looked beaten, Andy feared the game was up, but then the ball went forwards once again and Darren suddenly found room in front of the D. The Newcastle defenders backed off him and he kept going forward. Andy found himself screaming at Darren to shoot, the crowd were screaming too, but Darren just kept nudging the ball forwards and the defenders kept backing away from him. Andy looked sideways and saw Keith Morgan yelling at his defenders to close Darren down, then he heard a great roar as the ball thumped into the back of the net and it was one all. 
Now Newcastle were attacking, their striker took a shot which was blocked, the defender passed into the midfield. Andy waved his players on for one final attack, the ball went to Darren, he had a shooting opportunity but for some reason passed backwards, then the ball went sideways and a shot came in and was deflected off by a defender; corner. 
Andy checked his watch, 20 seconds to go so he waved his players to hurry up and take the kick, Mike yelled in his ear that the game was over at Stamford Bridge and that unless they scored now Chelsea would be Champions. Andy ran along the touchline and watched as the ball came in, it was too high for the players in the penalty area and the ref placed his whistle into his mouth, Andy pulled at his hair as the ball was headed back towards Darren. 
The crowd were on their feet, the defenders were running towards Darren to block the shot, the other players just stood there watching, the subs were on their feet, the opposition players were out of their dug out, Mike was on his knees hugging Andy's left leg, Keith Morgan's hands were in his mouth as the ball dropped and Darren volleyed it, the ball rose and skimmed off a defender's knee taking it just over the keeper's outstretched hands before it started to dip towards the top left corner. 
Darren was already running the length of the pitch to the away fans and, as the ball hit the top of the crossbar and flew harmlessly into the crowd, he slid along on his knees and raised his arms in front of the Toon. The Newcastle fans were cheering, the Newcastle players threw themselves on him, Keith Morgan ran across the pitch to hug him, then he was back on his feet and he ran at the advertising boards and launched himself into the crowd.
Andy sobbed into his hands, Mike was laying flat on the floor wailing, the home fans were both despairing and hurling hatred at Darren and the away fans. 
Pat Seymour pulled out his phone, "Hello, Pep, listen, re that little chat we had the other week....."
 



See all, hear all, know all

 
Sir Phillip made the man in front of him wait while he read through some papers on his desk even though he'd summoned him to appear. When he considered sufficient time had passed he glanced up, "Well? What have you got for me?"
Barrington Smythe cleared his throat, "I'm still not sure if he's right wing or left wing, actually, sir. He seems to be very conservative on some issues then a total leftie on others." He was sure this was not what Blackmore wanted to hear but it was the best he could do.
"What threat is he to the status quo?" asked Sir Phillip.
"None as I can see, sir. We've raised his profile but we control its growth, outlets etc. All in all he's what we're allowing him to be."
"Good," said Sir Phillip, "good."
Barry waited for some further comment.
"Carry on with it," said Sir Phillip, "one more lunatic won't rock the boat any and who knows, there might be mileage in this one further down the line"
"Sir."
 
 
 
 



episode 7
Workmen - Back at Work
 
Wayne was sitting off by himself; he'd been getting aggro from Mo for spending too much time with her girlfriend and he was trying to sort it out before she decided to ditch him.
"'e's late wiv the fuckin' breakfast again," said Andy, "bet 'e 'asn't even left 'is 'ouse yet."
"Can you believe that shit 'e was talkin' last night, Old Boy?" said Denzel.
"What was that, Baldy?" asked Gary. He'd left the pub early, his mother had his tea ready and all hell would break loose if he was late home.
"Sorry to say, but 'e's a fuckin' fascist, Kid."
"What did 'e say?" asked Gary, unwilling to accept this criticism of his book-reading hero.
Denzel was relentless, "Kept on about killin' people and the rich getting rich off our backs. Come to that, he's a commie as well." 
"What people?" asked a bemused Wayne, mooching over to join them. He too had left the pub early but not for reasons of maternal fealty.
"To be fair, Baldy," said Andy, lighting up his second of the morning, "that's not exactly what 'e said, was it. To my mind, 'e was defending our way of life, that's not the same thing."
"You would say that, Old Boy, you pretty much agreed wiv 'im, anyway." 
"Fuckin' did not, I was on at 'im for sayin' rich people didn't have a right to pass on their money. I said 'e was jealous," spat Andy.
"What about when 'e went on about being a Nazi?"
Wayne and Gary exchanged glances, now this was interesting.
"National Socialist, 'e said 'e was, Baldy," corrected Andy.
"Maybe, but he did say you 'ad to kill the people getting off the boat," said Denzel.
"Ah, for fuck's sake, Baldy," said Andy, "that's not important, 'e was just using the boat as a vehicle for the story." 
"Well, I know that, Old Boy," said Baldy, who hadn't appreciated that at all, "but it don't change the fact that you agreed wiv 'im."
"When it comes to protecting my country, of course I do."
"Protecting your country from what, Old Boy?" asked Gary.
"Immigrants, like me," Denzel's tone was sharp.
"Didn't mean you, did 'e," said Andy, "You're just sensitive 'cause you're black." 
"You allowed to say that, Old Boy?" asked Wayne, glancing round, making sure Barry hadn't arrived. If he was in earshot they were all in trouble. Something about 'by association' or some shit.
"I don't think you can," said Gary.
"Of course I can," said Andy.
"I think you're bein' racist," said Denzel, tone even sharper.
"'ow's that then, Baldy?" Andy was shocked; they were mates surely.
"You're makin' reference to my colour."
"But not in a bad way, I just said you was black."
"Oh yeah? What's next, the ovens?" Denzel had moved from banter to unadulterated fury in the space of a few words.
"Come on, mate, calm down," said Andy, a placatory note entering his voice, the last thing he needed was a racism charge; Barry would feast on that for weeks.
Denzel caught sight of Barry's van parking up. "Hang on, he was there an' all, let's get it from 'im. Hey, Fat Bastard!" he shouted.
Wayne thought that maybe calling Barry a Fat Bastard might also not be allowed but, with Denzel as angry as he was now, it didn't seem to be the right time to mention it.
Barry paused in his struggle to extricate himself from the confines of the van, feeling his heart clench at the hurled insult. He looked over at the group, noting Norman's absence with a corresponding clench of his stomach. He needed a full breakfast if he was to face that lot.
"What was that thing Bookie was on about last night?" Denzel yelled. "All that racist stuff."
"What?" Barry began the long waddle to where they had all clustered, he was perspiring already and he knew his face would be red by the time he reached them.
"You remember, it was about an island," said Andy, hoping to tone it down.
Barry eyed Andy suspiciously, noting the unusual humility in his manner and wondered what he had just walked into, but he answered easily enough, "Summat about killin' foreigners." 
"Exactly," said Denzel.
"No," said Andy, betraying some serious anxiety now, "come on, Barry, what was it 'e said?"
Unprecedented, the first time he'd called him Barry since the promotion debâcle had sundered their friendship. This was getting interesting. "I dunno, summat about if a bunch of foreigners turn up, do you kill 'em, send 'em packin' or let them land an' take over."
"That's it," said Andy, relief evident, "do you let them land an' take over, do you send them away or do you kill 'em?"
"'ow many women?" asked Wayne, instantly, hand on his pink spikes, preening, eyes gleaming.
"I dunno, Pinky, what's that to do with anything?" Barry looked bewildered.
"Well, if they're women they can come all over me, nudge, nudge," Wayne replied, with a lewd grin, "otherwise they can fuck off."
"Yeah," agreed Gary, "same as Pinky said...if they're women."
"Lots of different types as well," Wayne was off on one, eyes dreamy, "tall, short, slim, curvaceous ...don't matter to me," he feigned jerking off, "brunettes with brown eyes, blondes with blue or brown eyes...."
"I prefer blondes with green eyes, Pinky," said Gary.
"Ginger ones...." continued Wayne.
"Nutters they are," said Andy, relieved at the change of subject, "went out with a ginger one once, fuckin' crazy she was, one minute everything was hunky dory an' the next...." he waved his arms in the air and made the sound of an explosion.
"Dark hair and blue eyes," mused Wayne, "black ones, yellow ones, Indians, East Europeans......."
"I think you're all bang out of order," said Denzel, "people are people, an' that's it."
"What if they were Muslims then, eh Baldy?" demanded Andy, confidence restored, "you don't like Muslims, I know that for a fact. And come to that, you don't much like white people."
"White people are dirty," said Denzel, "besides which you fuckers invented slavery."
"Fuck off," said Wayne, "I'm not dirty."
"You're the dirtiest one I know Pinky," said Denzel.
"You're wrong about the slavery, Denzel," said Andy, when it got this serious you had to drop the nicknames, "that's a stupid thing to say, the Romans 'ad slaves, the Greeks 'ad slaves, the Persians and the Egyptians 'ad slaves..."
"Okay, but you made black people slaves, didn't you. You invaded our lands and dragged our people off into slavery," Denzel was beside himself again, red rag to a bull.
"That was Bookie's point," said Andy, "if they'd stopped the white man landing in the first place there wouldn't 'ave been a slave trade."
"Nah, that's not true," said Wayne.
The others stared at him.
"Well," he continued, "on the Discovery channel...."
"Oh fuck off, Pinky," snarled Andy.
"Hey, hear me out, OB, the slave traders didn't dare go inland, they were scared of dying from disease and shit. They used to trade on the shore with the bosses of the tribes."
"Fuck off, they never did," hissed Denzel.
"It's true, Baldy," said Wayne, doing a scout's honour two-finger salute, "the chief would sell 'em people from other tribes or even sell his own people."
"They were fuckin' stolen," yelled Denzel, "an' carted off by you bloody English bastards who sold them to the fuckin' yanks."
"Either way, Baldy," said Andy, "Bookie has a point, if the black man had killed the white traders when they came ashore the slave trade to America would never of happened."
Norman pulled up just in front of them in his beat up van. He made his way back to them and slumped down on the verge, tossing Barry the Mackie Ds bag, "Oh my head," he moaned, "too many sherbets last night."
"Is that right, Bookie?" asked Gary, his face troubled, "are you a racist?"
"What?" said Norman, horrified.
 
 



La Palma - Cuatro
 
Sir Nigel Goldsmith sat at the far end of the long table, watching as the group took their allotted seats. He and Sir Phillip had cobbled the list together whilst at the Club a few nights previously. According to Blackmore they all knew each other so Goldsmith could dispense with introductions. That left him disadvantaged because he knew hardly any of them and only had a short biopic and Blackmore's word to go on. Like fighting in the bloody dark; he didn't like it one bit. To top it all, they'd had a set to about the need for a woman in the group; Goldsmith was uncomfortable about a female viewpoint given the subject matter, Blackmore was adamant that this particular female's viewpoint would be worth having. Blackmore had won. Goldsmith was still feeling resentful; it was him who had to work with the group after all. He stared with undisguised malevolence at the woman in question, an unattractive, dumpy, grey clad nonentity, and was yet to be convinced of her worth; surely Blackmore could've come up with one easier on the eye.
"Gentlemen," he said, then paused deliberately, finally adding, "and lady. I am pleased to be the one to inform you of the initiation of Operation Downsize."
There was a ripple of energy round the table, then, "And the timetable?" asked a small man with a narrow face and sharp eyes. According to the pen picture Blackmore had provided, he was Ernest Penfold, a career civil servant and owner of considerable holdings in Herefordshire; a man of no conscience or so Blackmore would have him believe. Blackmore had referred to him as the Rat and Goldsmith could quite see why.
"They're working towards end of May, beginning of June," Goldsmith responded.
"Too soon," interjected the man sitting opposite him, tall and stout, every inch the Yorkshireman Goldsmith knew him to be. "Certain things need to happen before it gets too excitable, we need buy in from all sides if we're to avoid damage spreading outside the towns and cities."
"You're right, of course, Seth," he said, thinking, god protect him from the save the bloody countryside brigade, "but it's not our timetable - we just need to take advantage of the ensuing chaos. I doubt there'll be much resistance to our policies."
"That's as maybe," Seth dug in his heels, "but happen they'll all still come through usual channels."
"We are beginning a new era," Goldsmith replied, neatly sidestepping the question, "and we must be prepared for rapid change." He noted Seth Barnes as a potential problem, annoyed because Barnes was one of the few on the list he had prior knowledge of and he'd previously respected what he knew of the man. 
"Of course, we understand that," said the man sitting at Barnes' right side, Peter Cobbold. He nudged Barnes as he spoke; something else noted and mentally logged by Goldsmith. Possible unhelpful collusion between them. A Suffolk farmer and a Yorkshireman?
The room was silent. Goldsmith was uncomfortably aware that several of those present had yet to make a contribution; one of those was the woman. Experience told him that there were always those who kept their own counsel in meetings, who preferred to think and digest before they spoke but those kind of people made him nervous. He liked to have cards on the table, everyone verbally committing and on board.
"What's our role in all this?" asked one of the youngest of the group. Goldsmith knew him to be Giles Murchison, a Scot and one of the young guns Blackmore had been cultivating for years.
"We're to ensure that the domestic timeline runs to schedule. By our calculations once the event has occurred we need to have reached Phase 2 of the operation by the end of the year." 
"What's the brief for Phase 2?" Cobbold was obviously not as far in the loop as Blackmore had thought. Goldsmith hoped he wouldn't prove to be an obstacle. If he and Barnes made things difficult at this stage there'd be hell to pay.
Goldsmith gave the man a hard stare. "We're here to discuss any possible situations that might obstruct the smooth transition from Phase 1 to Phase 2, and also to ensure our preparedness for Phase 2. We need to have a contingency plan for everything." He slid folders across the table, 'top secret' and' highly confidential emblazoned across the front, "I have here details of measures that must come into law before the event. Please read them carefully. Copies are already with your main steering groups. But remember it is imperative that we stick to the prearranged timetable and all of the measures outlined in there must be implemented as a matter of urgency."
The woman opened the folder in front of her and started flicking through the pages, her face was impossible to read and Goldsmith found his irritation levels rising. 
"The first imperative is to ensure that public sector services are bankrupt beforehand; when the budget comes around there must be more austerity in it. That's crucial." His voice was louder than he'd intended and he reined it in, coughing to cover his faux pas. He moderated his tone, "There must be no viable NHS, no possibility of rescue by social services, no unemployment benefit. The majority of the under classes need to have been relocated into the northern cities within 12 months of the main event; after that point we will no longer be able to carry any non-socio-economically useful individuals." 
"Don't worry," said Cobbold, "unless there's a viable option, we're all on board with this."
"We are beyond options." To Goldsmith's surprise it was the woman speaking, her voice authoritative and calm. "This is the only way. We must all be committed, otherwise we will fail."
Goldsmith stood up abruptly, jarring the table, and switched on an overhead projector. A short film played out; a computer-generated visualisation of the Mega-tsunami that would follow the event on La Palma. He paused it when the wave reached the UK. "As you can see from the images, the first wave, in the region of 10 metres, will strike Wales and the West Country."
"Christ," said Barnes, "how far inland will that come?" He was envisaging the damage; he had holdings in the West Country and was not yet resigned to losing any of his land.
"That's where you come in," said Goldsmith, "it will be your responsibility to get feet on the ground and map out where most casualties will occur, and the extent of damage we can expect."
"We'll need to get the army in there quickly, to clear away the bodies and prevent the spread of disease." This from one of the men who had not spoken before. Typical, thought Goldsmith, don't speak for the whole meeting and then say the wrong thing entirely.
"Not necessary," he responded, crisply, "there won't be anyone important left in that part of the country." He stared at the man as he spoke; testing his tolerance levels. "We need to let people die, and let disease spread from the dead. We'll have dead livestock as well, so that should increase the death rates. Remember, for our purposes, the more chaos and fatalities the better."
"So we're not meant to be evacuating people?" Cobbold was looking a bit green round the gills. Goldsmith was seriously beginning to question Blackmore's confidence in the man; he didn't look like he had the stomach for it.
"As I understand it, we need to look like we're trying, but failing because of the size of the task," said the woman, slipping in before Goldsmith had a chance to respond. He frowned, she'd be taking over the bloody meeting at this rate. She continued smoothly, "any natural deaths in the first few days equals a smaller population in the future and, therefore, greater economic efficiency. We must cover every detail, from ensuring the collapse of clean water supplies to the increased supply of hard drugs to the worst hit areas."
"What about rioting?" asked Penfold, a realist, clearly a man after Goldsmith's own heart.
Goldsmith responded quickly; in a race now with the woman, "We have private security lined up, the police commissioners have all been briefed. We have surveillance cameras on every street corner, all internet search engines and social networks are linked into GHQ and we are already monitoring potential troublemakers. We're as ready as we can be on that score." He found himself glancing at the woman, almost for approval. "After Wales and the West Country the waves will sweep round the UK, approximately 10 metres in height, basically every coastal town, resort, port will be flooded. We must create as much chaos as possible to ensure the general public perceive a greater degree of tragedy."
The woman had the last word, "The introduction of martial law and other key policies will be a lot easier if people think we've been hit harder than we have."
 



No 10
 
"These are the figures as picked up by GCHQ from social networks for the increase in negative comments related to the government and the current policies," said Sir Phillip, passing the folder across to the PM.
"What do they look like?" asked the Prime Minister nervously.
"There's a lot of unrest out there," said Sir Phillip, "but none of it very organised and certainly not anything we should be worried about."
"I'm sure that's what they said before the Arab Spring took off," wailed the PM, "and all that bloody Occupy nonsense."
"Indeed Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, stifling his irritation, "but the most vocal of these have been checked out and for the most part they're not even players."
"And the others?" questioned the PM, "you said for the most part."
"They are well known to us, they run easily monitored web sites and are dwarfed by our own spoilers."
"Spoilers?" The PM shook his head, Blackmore had an annoying line in obscure shorthand.
"Our revolutionary sites," said Sir Phillip, "we run our own sites fomenting unrest." 
"For heaven's sake, why?" demanded the PM, "surely there's enough bloody unrest without you agitating for it."
"To log memberships," said Sir Phillip, speaking slowly, "most of these people just want to rant online, so when they register or follow a particular site, we locate them and note their details. It will make it easier to pick them up when the time comes."
"Good," said the PM, "good, that's very good, Sir Phillip."
Sir Phillip nodded and slid a sheet of paper across the desk. "I've prepared the briefing for you on the benefit scroungers piece. We need you to go in quite heavily... work shy and the like..."
 



The News
Graham turned to the other camera, "The figures for the last quarter of last year have been released and the economy grew by another quarter percent although economists argue just how real is that growth. Later in the programme we have a further report on the economic effects that have seen Londoners having to up sticks and move to more affordable regions of the UK." 
∞



The PM had this to say ...
....about benefit cuts...
"Look, you shouldn't be asking how the scroungers are going to cope, you should be asking how the entrepreneurs can continue to subsidise the lazy and the indolent."
 
"But isn't it the case that millions of Britons are suffering disproportionately under the heavy burden of austerity?"
"We waste taxes spending it on the work shy, hard working individuals suffer with worse services while the nanny state panders to the needs of the nation's loafers."
 
"But they're not all loafers, are they, Prime Minister?" 
"Frankly, there are plenty of jobs going begging which East Europeans migrants are filling....."
 
"But these jobs are below the minimum wage and there are parts of the country where even low paid jobs aren't available."
"Look... they need to get off their backsides and find work and they need to work for the going wage."
 



P.A.C.T - 13
 
Where there is only a choice between cowardice and violence,









 I would advise violence.









Mahatma Gandhi









 
"That went well, didn't it?" Alb was stretched out on his sofa, feet up, book laying open across his stomach, slippers on, completely relaxed.
The shed had cleared quicker than even Wilf had dared hope, shoving as he did from behind, screaming ‘rats’ every time anyone looked like slowing down. The 'ladies first' concept had gone out the window yet despite this Val had made sure she was out in record time. Miraculously no-one had been seriously hurt in the stampede, although the same couldn't be said for the deckchair and some of Jonesey's vegetables. Mags had retained her dignity, helping Johnno to his feet and allowing him to lean on her as they followed the trail of destruction. Alb and Gerry had been last to leave, making desultory efforts to clear up although how you could make a shed full of tat look anything other than abandoned it was hard to see.
"I thought it did, yes," Gerry looked no less comfortable than Alb, installed as he was in a reclining wing armchair with his feet on a pouffé, a leather one this time rather than the velvet brocade Ken favoured.
"Kill a banker, has a certain ring to it..." Alb murmured.
"Has indeed..." Gerry was slipping to sleep, eyes closing, breathing slowing.
"Perhaps it was Suez," said Alb, his voice suddenly loud, alert. "What do you think? I think we lost a lot of credibility in the world with that little fiasco and it made us look weak in front of the kids."
Gerry pulled himself back from the brink of sleep with difficulty. Alb wanted to talk so talk they would. "What about Northern Ireland?" he offered, adjusting the recliner to make conversation easier, “What with all the rioting an' that... that would've unsettled kids as well."
"How so?" Alb was intrigued.
"Well, watching a bunch of Irish Catholic thugs throwing stones at our troops, made the army look powerless, not good for morale. Lenny talks about it a lot from when he was over there, and I always felt it had a negative effect on people, probably lead to all that mods and rockers stuff."
"See your point," said Alb, "first steps in destroying our national pride. Should've let us smash the bastards, invade the Republic."
"Exactly," said Gerry, "if it'd been Israel or America they'd have invaded."
"Of course they would," said Alb, "hell, if it'd been Israel they'd have bombed Dublin."
"America would've dropped the Bomb," said Gerry, escalating happily.
Alb frowned, "It's our bloody leaders who're soft on foreign policy. I thought they were meant to protect the nation. That's where Thatcher did us proud though, she sure showed them Argies."
"Damn right," said Gerry, comfortably, "put us back on the map."
"But now, it's like we don't have a society anymore," said Alb.
"Well, it was Maggie that said there was no such thing," Gerry reminded him.
"Yeah I know," said Alb, "but there used to be, didn't there."
They fell silent for a while, in contemplation, Gerry just drifting back to sleep when Alb spoke again, "Greed, foreigners, Common Market, recession, TV, gay marriage...take your pick."
Gerry was instantly awake and angry, "Gay - hah! I can still remember what that word used to mean."
"It's as if they've actively been working on the destruction of our values," said Alb, his tone matching the despair of his words, "they've destroyed the social shape of the nation."
"I swear they'll wipe us from the map, and then they'll rewrite history so we never even existed," said Gerry, who, as always when he became agitated for any length of time, felt his face growing tight as it reddened alarmingly, his heart thumping.
"They're doing it already," said Alb, "my son and his mates never learnt about British history, not about the empire, they did the Romans and the Tudors but when it got to the empire they skipped it and went onto American history, and that was just the history between the wars."
Gerry was quiet, making a deliberate effort to slow down his responses, calm his racing heart. He noted Alb’s reference to Colin, his only child, but didn’t pick up on it. The boy had broken Alb’s heart a long time ago, emigrated, and to Germany of all places and Gerry had no time for him.
"Colin went on about it at the time," said Alb, "he was into military history and was disappointed when they didn't do the 18th and 19th centuries, wanted me to write a letter of complaint."
"Did you?" Gerry was curious, having not heard the tale before.
"No, should've done now I think back on it, just didn't think it mattered that much at the time."
"Probably wouldn't have made any difference," offered Gerry, still maintaining his study in calm.
"It's not just that, Gerry, it's all the other stuff, the other things we let go, the things they did to us that we never argued against, always pushing us and we were always just giving way on them."
"Yeah, like taking us into the Common Market without asking us in the first place." Gerry's heart was back to normal, the high colour no longer infusing his face so he felt comfortable essaying a mild comment or two.
"And going metric, and bringing the West Indians and Punkawallahs in," said Alb.
"…and allowing the East Europeans in to take our jobs."
"You only have to watch the bloody adverts to get an idea of what I'm talking about," said Alb, "virtually every advert has a foreigner or a black in it, like they're everywhere, when they're not...these adverts aren't representative, they're biased."
"But I thought we said they’re everywhere, Alb, isn't that what this is all about?"
"Well yeah, they are everywhere," said Alb, "but there's not as many of them as they're trying to make us believe."
"Not with you," said Gerry, the need to sleep dragging down his eyelids.
"I'll make it simple - London is full of blacks, the Midlands are full of Muslims and the rest of the South is full of East Europeans. They're told where to settle when they arrive, so they blanket the area, change the culture, religion and language of the place, like Southampton with all the mosques like Sticky said, and if you live in any of those places you feel like you're in the minority and powerless to change it. We're still the majority but it doesn't feel like it."
"But why would they do it, Alb? Why would they let it happen?"
"I don't know Gerry old mate," said Alb, "but I'm not going to stand for it, if I have to I'll die trying to stop them."
Gerry nodded, no need to respond, Alb knew where he stood.
"I've always been too busy in my own little world, worried about god knows what, but now things are different, I can see it clearly..."
Gerry waited for the next bit, knowing Alb there had to be a next bit but he was quiet for so long Gerry thought maybe he'd fallen asleep. 
"....but then I could always see it, you know, Gerry, I always knew what was happening but I was either too lazy or too scared to do anything about it...”
"I know what you mean..."
"But not now, now I don't care what they say or do to me, I'm going to do something, I'm going to make them sit up and pay attention."
"Yeah," said Gerry, voice thick with sleep, "that's fighting talk, Albie, let's get them."
∞
Mags slipped out into the Rose Garden, checked no-one was nearby and pulled her mobile out of the pocket of her dress. She dialled the number from memory.
It rang once and was answered, a gruff "Hello," muttered by a voice she recognised immediately.
"It's me." Old habits die hard and maintaining anonymity still felt important.
Silence, then "How are you?"
"I'm fine."
"I thought we'd agreed that you wouldn't call this number again."
"We did," said Mags, refusing to let the cold tone throw her off track, "but I need your help."
Silence.
"Could you meet me at the 'Dog and Duck'? It’s the nearest pub I know."
"When?"
"Do you need direc....?”
"Not necessary," his voice held a hint of a smile, "I know where you are."
"Okay, lunch time, Wednesday?"
"Jusque-là" he said, hanging up.
It took her a moment to realise he’d agreed.
 



What harm can it do? 7
 
Phil threw the suitcase into the boot of his car, leapt in, shifted into first and sped off down the road. He had travelled about one hundred yards when a white unmarked van slammed into the passenger side of his car. His instant response was anger which turned rapidly to fear when a brick wall of a man got out of the van, his face concealed in a balaclava and an iron bar in his right hand. The man almost wrenched the driver side door off its hinges so impatient was he to get at Phil. Any idea Phil had of fight or flight was crushed when a second man appeared, face similarly hidden and ten minutes later he was taped to a chair in a lockup. His main concern now was to get out of there in one piece and though he hoped he would baulk at selling his grandmother he was sure he was prepared to give up everything else.
"Jesus," he whimpered, "who are you? What do you want?"
"Where were you going?" asked the bigger of the two men. The voice was guttural; rough. No-one he recognised.
"I wasn't going anywhere," said Phil, trying desperately to work out who he had pissed off this much.
"Why were you leaving town?"
"I wasn't," said Phil.
One of the men unzipped his suitcase and threw the contents at him.
"Where were you going?" 
"I was just leaving for a few days." He'd abandoned his original plan to tell them anything and everything; uncertain what the truth might cost him.
"Who have you been talking to?" asked the smaller of the two. Younger, Phil thought, but still an unknown.
"I haven't been talking to anyone, what about?"
"Who have you been talking to?" The younger man approached, a pair of pliers in his hand. Phil arched away from the chair, this was going so wrong and so quickly. He screamed as the man placed the little finger of his left hand between the blades.
"Oh god!" wailed Phil, "please no, I haven't been talking to anyone."
The man squeezed the pliers. Phil screamed and there was a sickening crunch and the top of his finger fell to the floor accompanied by a spurt of blood.
"Who have you been talking to?" asked the man again.
"Oh god!" cried Phil, "What about? What about?"
The man moved to Phil's next finger.
"Please," wailed Phil, "I haven't, I haven't been talking to anyone."
"Who have you been talking to?" asked the man.
"I haven't, I haven't," said Phil, "please you've got to believe me."
A voice from the shadows said, "Stop!"
"Oh god," said Phil, relief flooding through him as the man with the pliers moved away.
Mr. Tucker hobbled into the light, "He's not the type to keep it up with this level of pain."
Phil's relief turned immediately to horror and fury, "What the fuck?"
"Where were you going?" asked Mr. Tucker.
"Aaagh, my fuckin' finger, you fuckin' crazy old bastard."
Mr. Tucker handed him a legal looking document. Phil read it with growing dismay. "Sign it now and we'll get you to the 'ospital. They can do wonders nowadays."
"Agh, fuck no," hissed Phil.
Mr. Tucker nodded and the man with the pliers came forward.
"Ok, I'll sign, I'll sign," screamed Phil, "aaagh, fuck, give it here, let me sign." He took the proffered pen and scribbled hastily where X marked the spot, muttering imprecations all the while.
Mr. Tucker examined the signature, "Okay, put his finger in some ice and bandage 'im up. We're takin' im to my place."
"You lyin' old git," hissed Phil, "you said you'd let me go."
 



Something in the Wind - 7

 
The chief value of money lies in the fact 
that one lives in a world in which it is overestimated.
H. L. Mencken
 
The Preacher strode onto the stage. He appeared to be extremely agitated, rubbing his hands and pulling at his hair. Barry was rubbing his hands as well although for entirely different reasons; the theatre was now full, even with people standing in the aisles. There was a buzz of anticipation.
"I can't stand it any longer!" The voice was a scream. "The insanity of it all, it's tearing into my brain," he fell to his knees, "it's totally insane yet I seem to be the only one who sees it, how can that be?" Barry was imagining this on the big screen, a real crowd pleaser.
"'Cause you're a nutter," yelled someone from the back, clearly not a follower, just there for the spectacle. He was hushed by several people close to him and subsided quickly.
"You say that!" said the Preacher latching onto the comment, standing up, arms held high, "but am I? Am I the insane one? Think on it for a moment. Here, let me help you," he pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket and held it up, "If you can't quite see what this is it's a ten pound note. All of you, if you have paper currency get it out of your wallets or your purses, please, do it now, for me." He waited whilst most of the audience did as he bid, though a few of them, Barry noted, studiously ignored the entreaty.
"Okay, let's see what we have here, look what it says at the top, 'I promise to pay the bearer on demand the sum of ten pounds'," he was now striding around the stage, "that's what it says, I promise to pay the bearer ten pounds." He stopped in his tracks and asked, "But tens pounds of what?"
"Money, you idiot," yelled the same heckler. There was a bit of a scuffle as those nearest turned on him. It was all over in a moment and peace was restored.
"Money?" questioned the Preacher, "What is money? I know what gold is, I know what silver is and I know what diamonds are. But what exactly is money?"
"It's how we value things," said someone in the front row, not barracking, more conversational, "to make exchange easy."
"Exactly," said the Preacher, nodding appreciatively, "it's sole function is to make exchange of products simpler, so you don't go away with half a chicken or something." He left a pause, allowing them to think on it, then said, "But tell me, if it's only a means of exchange how did the rich manage to buy the world with it?"
There was a general silence as people considered his words.
"We all know that 97% of the money in the world doesn't exist and that's thanks to Fractional Reserve Banking, or should I say fictional reserve banking." He grinned at his own joke, his smile partly hidden by his hair, "Money is no longer attached to the Gold Standard, therefore, it isn't based on anything. So when it says, 'I promise to pay the bearer on demand ten pounds,' I have to ask, ten pounds of what?"
Silence.
"The world is owned by the rich shareholder, the rich superstar, the rich industrialist, the rich aristocracy." He was now marching around the stage, "It doesn't matter who or what they are, if they're rich then they own a part of the world, but they only own it because they've got lots of money. Which means they own part of the 97% of the world’s fictional money, the pretend money that only exists on a computer." He stopped abruptly and stared out at the audience, "Which means that if they cashed in their fictional nonexistent money they'd get something like this ten pound note offering to pay the bearer the sum of ten pounds of nothing." He held the note aloft, "Which means the rich have managed to buy the entire world with paper nothing that has a value of nothing and we've let them do it."
Now he had their attention. Some were visibly struggling to rationalise the process but his words had made immediate sense to some others.
"We even support them in the notion because we have bought into the idea that through home ownership we too can own a small part of the world. Not only that, but we believe that by investing in a house and spending massive sums on home improvements we can increase our money and buy a better house and that by this simple process we too can become wealthy, by this process we can escalate ourselves up some social ladder of prosperity."
There were several nods in the audience.
"You nod but do you really understand?" he pressed. "By buying into the process, by accepting our pitiful little houses as some sort of investment in this crazy system we have not only supported the concept that the rich can buy the world with valueless paper but we have also accepted our own lowly place in the system."
 Several blank faces greeted his final words.
"They have bought the world with the promise to pay nothing to anyone. We have accepted this and our place because they have told us that we too can own something if we play by the rules. But those rules are designed to keep us on the lowest rung of this fictional ladder and we tolerate this, worse, because we're all snobs, we've propagated the idea and now we all believe it is imperative for us to get onto the property ladder."
He waited for their response but there was none beyond uncomfortable shuffling and throat clearing.
"For Christ's sake!" yelled the Preacher, unusually angry. "In the past our ancestors found a plot of land and built their own home, with as many rooms as they wanted, what is wrong with us?"
"You can't just build your own home," yelled a voice from the back.
"You're right, we can't. They have created laws against it, but they can buy the world with a worthless piece of paper which we are obliged to respect. Consider this... a man buys a patch of land....."
"Why's it got to be a man?" shouted a female voice.
"Forgive me," said the Preacher, "a woman buys a 100 acre plot of land with fictional money promising to pay the bearer ten million pounds of nothing. She builds a house and puts up a private property sign and everyone obeys the instruction to keep out. However this applies only to humans, no other living creature or organism feels obliged to keep out, why?"
"Because they can't read," shouted a joker.
"You can't tell an ant that the rich own the land it's walking on, you can't tell a bird not to land on a rich person's house, you can't tell a fox, a mouse, a rat, a rabbit, a frog or a hedgehog that it can't cross a certain piece of land because it is owned by someone, you can't tell them because they are free from the artificial constructs that bind us. They don't accept the concept that another living organism can keep a patch of land for themselves simply by promising to pay the bearer nothing for the right so to do. You can only tell this to humans because we have been seduced into thinking that somehow we have benefited from the trade off."
He turned and walked around a bit, then he shrugged, dropped the ten pound note to the floor and walked off stage.
 
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 8 
I have my next target, a leading Liberal fat cat, I wanted a Tory but this one just seemed to be written in the stars, almost like he was offering himself to me, he doesn't live far from me so it should be easy, he is stinking rich from what I can tell, was one of those Libs who betrayed the people by backing the coalition, complete self-centred arrogant twit, time he was no longer with us. 
My plan is simple, break into his garage tomorrow night and fix his brakes, then see what happens. 
 



Jackpot 4
 
Sammy was sitting in her favourite spot; the sun shone onto her hair giving it a glow and she turned her face into its rays, smiling contentedly. She was sharing the space with Tom; for once he was indoors and not sitting in his favourite spot by the gate. "I still don’t understand why it’s less than we said before?" Her voice was a murmur but the question was a serious one.
Simon sighed; strange how the reality of so much wealth could be so draining. He had his feet up on the table behind her, both of them finding it hard to do anything other than crash out and talk about the distribution of sudden wealth.
"Because we hadn't added in friends and distant rellies," he said.
"Okay, that makes sense but how much did we say for friends?"
"Come off it, Sam, we said £100k each but we can't go any lower than that, no way."
"Okay, I agree," she said, still in the same position, eyes closed, face to the sun, "distant relatives then, how much are they getting?"
"Well there are sixteen of them and we divided £5 mil." 
"When was the last time you saw any of these cousins and bloody aunts?" She was suddenly animated, "I haven't seen mine for donkey’s years. Why are we giving them any? It's our money and we can't give it away to everybody - if we do we can't give to the charities." 
Si pulled a face, he wanted to help the bears and the orang-utans and the gorillas. Sammy took that as tacit agreement, continuing, "So nothing to distant relatives, that brings £5 mil back into the pot, which gives us £14.3 mil." Si held his breath, then she resumed, "Even then, I’m still feeling a bit short changed out of £55 mil."
Si frowned, “Okay..," he could tell where her mind was going, "£5 mil’s a bit high for the kids, considering they'll inherit the rest when we die. What say we give 'em £2.5?" 
She was happy to concede, calculating quickly, "So that saves us 7 and a half, giving us?"
"£21.8 mil," said Si. He punctuated the words with an emphatic nod, pleased with the result.
"That’s more like it," said Sammy, settling back in her chair, face once more turned up towards the sun, "We can buy the house we’ve always wanted, live the lives we want and the others all get something as well."
He nodded, glad she’d made the decision, "£21.8 mil, WOW!"
 



P.A.C.T - 14
Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.
Margaret Mead









He ran towards Captain Younghusband, holding his rifle aloft and shouting vigorously, but the movement only served to exacerbate his need to pee, "Where are the latrines?" 
"Come on, men!" yelled Younghusband, waving his sword, "We can still fight our way out of this. Maintain tight formation and let's make a move to the ridge." 
"Over there, Alb," said a soldier, looking remarkably like Gerry, "but the bloody Zulus are everywhere, hold onto it, man."
"I can't," answered Alb, "I really have to go."
"Come on men!" Younghusband urged them on up the slope; tightly packed, bayonets out and holding the black swarm at bay.
Slowly the small red pocket of troops made its way across the Isandhlwana slopes, passing mutilated bodies of their fallen comrades; all around them buzzed Zulus. Alb found himself in the centre of the formation, with the walking wounded. "I really need to go," he muttered to a man with a savage wound in his chest.
He stopped at a huge rock that had appeared in front of him, and clambered on to it. Off to the right he saw a small cluster of men, "Lt. Pope!" he shouted, "Lt. Pope, are the latrines over there?" but no-one answered. 
"Get down from there!" yelled Younghusband, "Stop messing around, if you need to piss then piss where you stand."
Suddenly the whole battle stopped and everyone stared menacingly at Alb, "Ugh, But I really do need to go," moaned Alb to thirty thousand heads, all shaking in disapproval.
"What do we do, Albert?" asked Younghusband.
"I don't know," said Alb, "if only I could find somewhere to pee then I could think straight."
"Go where you are and that's an order!" yelled Younghusband, "ready men, CHARGE!"
Alb struggled to free himself from wet and cold entanglements, realising with a sense of miserable humiliation that he'd wet the bed.
∞
"Thing is," said Pete, taking the opportunity of a lull in the game's flow to air his irritation, "I heard that one in four kids are born to foreigners, now that really annoys me."
They'd got together over a game of bridge - Bill and Pete partnering up against Ron and Johnno, with Wilf interrupting and generally being a nuisance. Unusual for Bill and Ron to be at the same table but thus far it was working quite well.
"Good point," mused Johnno, "although of course, in the old days we had big families. My mum was one of seven and her mum was one of thirteen, would you believe. But nowadays we just have the 2 .6 we're supposed to have whereas....”
“…the Catholics and Muslims have loads," Pete finished his sentence for him.
"Not all Catholics are foreigners," said Bill, stiffly, eying Pete sternly over his cards, "I'm a Catholic."
"I mean East European Catholics," said Johnno, "you know, Poles and Irish and that."
"The Irish aren't East European," said Bill, scathingly.
"Might as well be," said Wilf, "they hate this country."
"Yeah, the enemy within, waiting over the border," said Ron, never one to pass up the opportunity to annoy Bill.
"There's nothing wrong with Catholics," said Bill, rising to the bait, "my family has always served this country well."
"That's as maybe," said Pete, "but you can't deny that Catholics have always wanted to take over, the Gunpowder Plot and all that. Somewhere there's always a Catholic plotting."
"Apparently Mohammed has replaced Jack as the most popular English name," said Wilf inconsequentially.
"I think Alb's right," said Johnno, laying a card, "our parents and grandparents defended this country against foreign invasion but somehow we've let the politicians mess things up."
"I agree," said Bill, "and dare I say it, Enoch Powell seems to have got it right."
"Exactly," said Johnno, "he might’ve been a bit ahead on the timing but in the long run …."
"Did he put timing on it?" asked Wilf, shuffling round the table looking at all their cards.
Pete frowned, “He said there’d be rivers of blood, didn’t he?"
"For which they called him a racist," said Johnno.
"I think he said other stuff," offered Ron, "like black faces and stuff."
"So?" said Bill, "he was still right, wasn't he? We've had the recent riots that started over some black kid. And we had the rioting back in the 80's, you know Toxteth and that... what about when they hacked that copper up?"
"Yep," said Pete, "bloody savages, would never have happened if they hadn't been let in here in the first place." His voice had risen and the hand holding his cards was shaking. The next stage would be acute breathlessness if he didn't calm down and they were all aware of it.
"See your point, Pete, but don't let it get to you...” Johnno was the only one allowed to allude to Pete's affliction, suffering as he did from a long established 'dicky' heart. 
“We started it off letting Sikhs get away without wearing helmets ‘cause of their turbans,” said Ron, idly fiddling with his cards.
"Now we have to pander to their every whim,” Pete’s breathing was growing ragged, but he had a point to make, “Like, what can we call them these days? Are they black or are they coloured?"
"Well, if they weren't here, it wouldn't be an issue, would it?" said Bill.
"Exactly," said Johnno, "so Enoch was right after all, wasn't he."
"Course he was," said Wilf, stoutly, "I've seen ‘em in action, don't forget, in the Congo."
Johnno continued, his own temper rising, “And then there's the Muslims - if they're not blowing us up, then they're despoiling white girls - once they get to doing their Sharia law thing god alone knows where we'll be."
"But what can we do about it?" Pete’s voice had lost the vigour that outrage had bestowed, "I mean, look at us, I can barely breathe, and Bill...there's your gout and your piles," he took a quick breath whilst Bill looked to the ceiling, "Johnno's got his heart and....."
“Exactly," said Ron, cutting him off before he could enlighten the others as to his own ailments, "so what does Alb think we're going to do? We're hardly in any fit condition, any of us, are we?"
"Yeah," agreed Johnno, "anyone of us could drop dead at any time."
They paused and checked each other out, to see if they could identify which of them was most likely to drop dead in the next few minutes.
"But that's the whole point," said Bill, stiffening his spine and ignoring the pain in his foot, "it won't matter if we're killed 'cause we're all pretty close to our maker as it is."
"That bit makes sense," said Pete, "but I can barely walk across the room without needing to sit down." 
"If we could come up with an idea that didn't require anything too physically demanding then maybe we could do something." Bill’s voice was wistful; his eyes had taken on a far-away glaze.
They sat in silence for a few contemplative moments, thinking of better days.
Then Wilf made a throat clearing noise and muttered, "Jonesey was a sniper with the Paras, and I'm not a bad shot myself."
Ron looked up from his cards, "Eh? What’s that?"
"We'd just need to set up a hide somewhere and we could pick 'em off all day."
"Pick who off?" Ron’s tone was shrill and argumentative, “an’ what’s a hide, when it’s at home?”
Bill had caught on, "If you were in the back of a van or something, then we could move you around, you wouldn't get caught and we could increase the number of targets."
"Sounds good to me," said Wilf, his glance at Bill showed new respect.
"Sorry, have I missed something?" Ron looked quickly round the room; they still had it to themselves. "I know Alb's been on about us killing people but I thought it was just talk..."
"You think we could do something then?" Pete said, hope rising.
"Hey, sorry to be a party pooper an' all that but where’d we get a van let alone a bloody rifle?" 
“Getting a gun is easy,” Wilf brushed Ron's objections aside, “It's getting away with killing people that’s the hard bit."
Ron fell silent, looking from face to face, weighing what he thought he knew about them with the strangers who now sat in front of him. Wilf had been damaged by his Congo experience so he wasn’t surprised by his comments. He knew Johnno had reactionary ideas but not like this. He'd never liked Bill but liked him even less now that his expression had hardened. Pete had always seemed a bit bland but it seemed now that it might have been simply self-preservation around his breathing problems.
"We could get them from an arms dealer," Wilf said calmly into the silence.
They lifted their heads from quasi contemplation of their cards to stare at him, Ron’s voice rose, "An arms dealer? And I suppose you’re going to tell us you know an arms dealer?" 
"Let's just say I know people, from the old days,” Wilf’s face had assumed a stony look, his blue eyes now unnervingly cold. "Won't be cheap though, kit like the stuff we need always comes with a high price tag."
"Well, we’ve got money," said Bill, a wry smile on his face, "That's about all we've got left, isn't it."
"I was going to leave mine for the kids," said Ron, his voice bitter.
"Are they the same kids who let you move in here instead of offering you a room with them?" asked Wilf.
"I didn't want to move in with them," he lied, "I like my freedom."
"The kids don't need our money," said Johnno, placidly, "besides there won't be much left by the time we die, will there? What with the price of this place."
"I could put some feelers out," Wilf seemed keen, his mind already on the task.
"Shouldn't we check with Alb and Gerry first?" asked Ron, stalling.
"Why?" asked Wilf, "they might have brought it up but that doesn't necessarily mean they're in charge, they've not got my military background."
"Infantry, both of them," said Bill, conscious of his own, hitherto unspoken, field promotion. 
Pete and Johnno lifted their shoulders, neither of them willing to get into an argument with Wilf.
"Let me find some prices first, and then we'll take it back to the group. They’ll soon see who’s really in charge."
"I'm not sure we need to worry about that," said Johnno, when push came to shove they’d both known Alb and Gerry for years, and Alb had always been the leader.
"Rubbish," said Wilf, deliberately misunderstanding his meaning, "you'll get people wandering off doing their own thing, it'll be bedlam."
"Like us you mean," blurted Ron.
"Not at all," said Wilf, "'cause clearly we know what we're doing."
 
 



Malik - Hand of God 
 
Kelly checked her mobile yet again, it was her thirteenth text in as many minutes, "Alright!" she hissed.
"Are you in bed yet, Kel?" called her mother,
Kelly ignored her and grabbing her bag made straight for the front door.
"Kelly!" shouted her father as he caught sight of her back disappearing down the stairs, "She's sneaking out again, Liz," he yelled, "get the door quick."
"Kelly!" shouted Liz as the front door slammed shut, "Kelly!"
Gary pushed past Liz and wrenched the door open, running into the street to catch sight of his daughter climbing into the back of a red Golf. The car revved up and then raced off down the street.
"Kelly!" shouted Gary.
"Where has she gone?" wailed Liz, "she can't have gone again."
Gary ran to his car, started up and sped off down the street but by the time he reached the junction the car carrying his daughter was long gone.
"Shit! Shit! Shit!" He punched the steering wheel in an agony of frustration.
There was a tap on his window and he jerked nervously, looking up to see a tall dark figure in a hoodie peering in at him. The figure signalled he should wind down his window, Gary shook his head. The figure removed his hood, a youngish man, clearly of Arabic extraction with long black hair, "The window," he mouthed. Not able to help himself Gary complied, "Yeah?" he said.
The figure leant over, "Go home and wait."
"What?"
"Go home and wait."
"Wait for what?" said Gary.
"For the hand of god," said the figure, and then he was gone.
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
"Well?" asked Sir Phillip, "Have you managed to locate any of them?"
Mackie sipped his scotch, "Malikhi."
"Where is he?" said Sir Phillip, from his tone clearly impressed, 
"Doing laundry for the Ayatollahs from what I can tell."
Sir Phillip frowned. Mackie's oblique references sometimes bordered on the obscure.
"Seems the Muslim elders are concerned that their softly, softly approach to the introduction of Sharia Law is being undermined by the activities of some of the young men in their community."
"Bad press, you mean?" said Sir Phillip.
"Exactly," said Mackie, his voice dry, sentiment disguised, "the sexual abuse of young white English girls is not going down well with Joe public."
"Understandably," said Sir Phillip, equally terse, "and Malikhi is sorting out the mess, is he?"
"So I understand," said Mackie.
"You'd better make sure he doesn't get pinched, we don't want him ripped from our hands, not just yet anyway. When do you mean to make contact with him?" asked Sir Phillip.
"Thought I'd let him finish this job first," said Mackie, "don't want anything clouding his judgement."
"Good lord no, wouldn't want anything to go wrong. Keep me abreast, will you, there's a good chap."
 
 



episode 8
Workmen - Working
 
Norman's breakfast was congealing fast. He was irritated beyond words and could only stare as the insults continued.
"Last night," said Denzel, clearly on one himself, "you were all for killin' blacks."
"You were goin' on about bein' a Nazi," said Andy, for what must have been the fifth time. Norman noted with annoyance that it didn't seem to have stopped him eating.
"Yes, you were," said Barry, his mouth oozing mustard, "all sorts of stuff about killin' people gettin' off boats and stuff."
Norman was aware that Gary was watching him carefully; he thought about what he was going to say, not wanting to give the Kid the wrong impression. "I think we've let too many foreigners in, what more can I say?"
"Does that go for black people as well?" demanded Denzel.
"Come on, Baldy," said Norman, hoping it was still ok to use Denzel's nickname, "look, it's not rocket science, is it? If you let too many foreigners into the country then you change its culture."
"But what about black people?" 
"See, you only actually care about black people," said Norman. "What was it you were sayin' in the pub, oh yeah, no white man could ever be heavy weight champion again or win the hundred metres, what's that all about?"
"Yeah, you did say that, Baldy," said Gary. He was happy to have been there for that at least.
"But it's true," said Denzel, "can't 'elp that, can I? Facts are facts right? Black people are stronger than white people."
"Bollocks," said Andy, thinking, wasn't that racist?
"I'm stronger than you, Old Boy and that's just for starters," said Denzel.
"I'm older than you," said Andy.
"What's that gotta do wiv it? I'm stronger than the lot of you."
"Fuck off," said Wayne, cheerfully, "that's all bull shit."
"An' we got bigger cocks an all," said Denzel, proudly.
"Nah, nah, not 'avin' that," said Wayne, pulling at his zipper, "let's see you prove it." They all knew he was capable of getting it out there and then.
"Ok ,Pinky, ok," Denzel waved his hands in an 'I give up' gesture and Wayne relaxed with a grin.
"I was trying to say," said Norman, "that this is England, for hundreds of years it's been English, our ancestors settled it and fought for it. But our politicians have decided to give it away to foreigners. Now, I don't like it and if someone came along and said 'no more foreigners' then I'd go for it. If that makes me a National Socialist then so be it."
"Fuckin' fascist," hissed Denzel.
"Yeah well, that's your opinion but hey, I'm not saying anything about your lot... you're already here, I just don't want any more comin' in."
"Yeah, Baldy, you're as English as any of us," said Wayne, energetically bobbing his spikes up and down, "you've taken our customs on, right."
"And you're Christian like us, not a Muslim or Jew or anything," said Andy, recklessly
"What you got against the Jews now?" demanded Barry. He wasn't completely sure but he thought he might have some Jewish blood in him somewhere along the line.
"Nobody's got anything against the Jews," said Andy, "but it has to be said, they keep themselves to themselves, just like the Muslims. They live in their own communities, go to their synagogues, marry other Jews, they never really adopt the customs of the countries they settle in."
Barry was quiet, re-considering, perhaps he didn't have any Jewish blood if they keep themselves to themselves.
"Oh, is that your definition then?" sneered Denzel, "Adopt some shitty custom, like drinking tea or eatin' fish 'n' chips or.....?"
"Hey, Denzel, cut it out," said Norman, deeply offended, "it's who we are, it's what we are and if we lose that then we lose ourselves and if we lose ourselves we lose our country, then what, do we become the next homeless peoples? The next Palestinians? What the fuck? "
"Hey, come on you two, there's no need for this sort of talk." Barry was getting agitated. "We've got work to do."
"Ah, it's just racist, man," said Denzel, "You're a bunch of Nazis."
"If you're here, you're here," said Norman, "they just need to stop any more comin' in."
"Shit!" said Barry looking at his watch, "get to work, all of you, an' you Bookie, stop winding everyone up, we've got a job to do so just, everyone, just get on with it, okay."
 



No 10 
 
"You're going to have to say something about these Free schools Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "to draw attention away from the new Faith schools."
"Marvellous," said the PM, "and how exactly am I going to do that without causing concern?"
Sir Phillip sighed, "I agree it's difficult Prime Minister, what with the negativity around the current reports but we should be able to put restrictions on what the reporters can ask, for the sake of national security, of course."
"Obviously I'd prefer that," said the PM, "but it's going to look very obvious."
"Not to the general public, Prime Minister," Sir Phillip demurred, "the majority of people won't question further if the interviewer is already asking questions for them."
The Prime Minister grimaced, "So we poke at the Free schools to keep them from mentioning the Faith schools."
"As I understand it, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "the Free schools were created to screen the introduction of the Faith schools."
"Yes, yes," said the PM, exasperation never far from the surface, "but they have to look like a success, otherwise the government will lose credibility."
"Hmmm," said Sir Phillip, "would you like someone from my office to handle the questions? Negotiate with the press beforehand?"
"Do you need to ask?"
 
 



The News
"Today," said Carol, "we examine the effects the Government Free schools are having on educational standards." She turned to face another camera, "and in our special report we ask, is the internet destroying the ability of the young to form meaningful relationships?"
∞



The PM had this to say...
......about new Free Schools...
"Look, the education system’s a mess, children being let down by the system, not being given the opportunities they deserved. It requires
radical and effective change."
 
"What do you say to claims that these schools are for religious or middle class families?"
"Look it's clear our current system is failing our kids and we need to do something to improve the standards and quality available."
 
"There are those who say the new system is costing much more than initially projected and that the quality of education provided is inferior to state run schools?"
Let me be clear Free Schools are providing the average parents with
freedom of choice,
of a school with high standards and effective teaching techniques...."
 
"Isn’t it true that Free Schools cost more and deprive state run schools of funding.”
"We are setting up a new structure of
high quality schools so that parents can send their children to the school of their choice,
it is something we feel will have
a deep and lasting impact on the quality of education in this country."
 



P.A.C.T – 15
 
The great secret that all old people share 









is that you really haven't changed in 70 or 80 years. 









Your body changes, but you don't change at all.









Doris Lessing









 
"It's been a long time, Margo," said Mackie, leaning back and appraising her under bushy eyebrows.
They were ensconced in a booth at the back of the pub, in a semi lit corner, affording a modicum of privacy. Both had contrived to sit with their backs to the wall, whilst still managing to maintain a professional distance from one another. Mags had forgotten quite how much space Mackie occupied, not as bulky as he was once yet he was still an imposing figure. She was glad she'd taken the trouble and dressed for the assignation, pulling out all the stops in her favourite royal blue shirtwaister that made the best of what nature had given her and what superb foundation under-garments helped her maintain.
Mags ducked her head in acknowledgment, strangely affected by the use of her proper name; she’d dropped Margo fifteen years ago, when she'd moved into Eden Hall, along with her previous persona, "Twenty five years and 3 months, give or take a few days."
"You’ve been counting," he said, with a familiar raise of the eyebrows, a tease.
"Not at all,” she replied pertly, “I checked before I came out." 
He allowed the lie to stand, "Do you miss it?" 
"Always."
"Moi aussi," he said after a brief pause.
She ignored the French, he did that to disconcert people, “Do you keep in touch with the others?"
"All dead." His response was succinct. She was surprised, they were all similarly aged so she had expected a few others to be still clinging to life. "Strains of the job," he murmured, seeing she wanted more, the lie slipping easily off his tongue, “weigh more heavily on some than others."
"I see," she said, a little concerned that maybe all their deaths hadn't been of quite natural causes, "nothing untoward in their departing, I hope."
He lifted his brows again, and tilted his head on one side, waiting until she broke her gaze, then, "And how are things with you?"
"Fine, I’m fine, and how about you, Mackie and erm... Rose?"
"You know perfectly well her name was Ruth," said Mackie.
"Ruth, that's it," said Mags, "how is she?"
"No idea," said Mackie, "left me years ago, took the children and emigrated; Australia, married a sheep farmer from what I could gather."
"Really?" said Mags, "A sheep farmer. Do they have sheep farmers down there still?"
"Apparemment," he replied, subject closed. "Did you want a sandwich or something?" 
"Actually, if you don’t mind, they do a lovely Ploughman's here," said Mags.
"Ploughman's it is then," said Mackie strolling off to the bar, then the toilet.
Whilst he was gone Mags made a quick search of his coat, finding nothing.
Mackie returned with more drinks, "The food will be along shortly." He glanced at his coat. "Did you find anything of any use?"
She sipped her drink, "No, but then you knew I wouldn't."
"So now, tell me Margo, what is it that you've dragged me all the way down here for?"
"I think I'm going to need your help." 
"In what regard?"
"Well, I have some friends down here, where I live...."
"The 'Eden Hall Retirement Village'," said Mackie, emphasising the village part of the title.
"Yes," answered Mags, not bothering to ask how he knew, "I've grown rather fond of them...."
"D'entre eux?” His face was a study in nonchalance, “Or of someone in particular?"
"Of them," she said firmly. Mackie was a dear old friend, once somewhat more than that, but she would never trust him with details of a personal nature, you just never knew how things would be interpreted or which side of the fence he actually sat on.
Mackie nodded and sipped his drink, the food arrived and they waited whilst the waitress sorted the table out to accommodate the over-large plates.
"Anyway," said Mags, idly watching the retreating back and wondering at the skill and indefatigable nature required to be on your feet all day and keep smiling, "as I say, I've become quite attached to my friends," she bit off a piece of cheese, chewed slowly, "the thing is, they've become a little, how can I say this, disillusioned, with the state of the country at the minute."
"I think everyone is a little disillusioned," said Mackie, wincing as the acidity of the onion found his ulcer, “but to be honest Margo, I don't really see that's a reason to....."
"Of course not," said Mags, interrupting him, "you don't think I've brought you out of hiding and all the way down here just because a few old folk have become disillusioned, do you?"
He waited in silence, the expression one of controlled patience.
"That's the cause of the problem," said Mags, "but it's not the reason I need your help."
There was a silence whilst she worked on a way to phrase it.
"Well, there's just no other way to say this, basically, they've decided that the state has failed them and they have to go to war to clean up the streets." Mackie stared at her; she was pleased to have been able to surprise him. "To drive the foreigners out, they intend to go to war."
Mackie shook his head, then tried to hide his smirk behind a slice of French bread but it wasn't possible. He started to laugh.
"Mackie," said Mags, "I'm serious."
"Of course you are,” he managed, still laughing.
"This is not funny, Mackie." Mags assumed her school mistress face.
"They intend to go to war," said Mackie, struggling to swallow his laughter, "your old codger friends intend to go to war."
"Yes," said Mags, evenly.
"With whom exactly do they intend to go to war?" asked Mackie.
"Well, that's just it," said Mags, "they intend to attack the Muslim community."
Mackie was dabbing the tears from his eyes with a handkerchief, "How?" he asked, "A bunch of old men?"
"They were all in the military," stated Mags, keeping quiet on the subject of the women for now, "well, most of them, and they all have some form of expertise."
"Expertise?" He’d stopped laughing now, "Most of them are older than me, for Christ’s sake. How can they expect to do anything?"
"They've had military training," said Mags. She'd noticed he seemed to have quite a bit of background information and wondered for how long he had been keeping tabs on her.
"But that was years ago, Margo," said Mackie, "how can they possibly hope to get in and out of any target area at their age?"
Mags bit a piece of cucumber, "Think about it, Mackie, after all you were meant to be the brains of the outfit."
"Look Margo, we go back a long way, you and me, and in some ways, I owe you, I don't deny that... but this doesn't concern me, it barely concerns you, if you're honest."
She held her nerve, waited him out, eyes on his, putting everything she had into the look. He fidgeted and she knew she had him; it would still take time but he was hooked, he just didn't know it yet.
"Besides which," he continued, "I have absolutely no idea how they intend to get close enough to their targets and then get out again...." he paused, frowned, "unless... they don't intend to get out again."
"Mackie," said Mags, patting her mouth with her napkin, "they're old, as you said, we're old, and the rest of our lot are already dead. We're dying just sitting here; in fact one of us might drop dead whilst we're sitting here."
Mackie cast a quick glance down at his drink. She could see his mind working, sifting through the possibilities.
"Don't be melodramatic," said Mags, "no-one's poisoned your drink.” She smiled then, a ghost of the old Margo lighting her face, “Although it’s good to know you still think me capable.”
He moved his hand across the table, covering hers for a moment and looked into her eyes, searching for motive and understanding.
“Mackie, trust me, it’s as simple as it sounds. They're old and they’re angry and they’re ex-soldiers. They’re sick of watching Muslims blowing themselves up in civilian areas and well, what’s good for the goose...."
"They're going to blow themselves up in a Muslim community?" 
"No, not that," said Mags, "but they do intend to go on the rampage to drive the foreigners out. Enough to make a political statement and one of the statements is that they're not too old to do something about this mess."
"I see."
"Good," said Mags, relaxing, "so you'll help me."
"Help you dissuade them, you mean?"
"No," said Mags, disappointment etching new lines, "of course not, what makes you think that? I just said I need your help."
"What help?" he sat back from her, crossing one leg over the other, forcing her to lean towards him to keep the conversation going.
"We both know that the country's in a mess."
"Everyone knows that, Margo."
"Yes, but we know why," said Mags, "at least you do. I only have a rough idea, but you were at the top so you know the bigger picture."
"Margo." He was shaking his head, looked ready to up and leave.
"Come on, Mackie, admit it, they've got a point and they have the right to fight back."
"Are you crazy?” his voice was a hiss of irritation. “Fight back? Against whom?"
"Now you’re getting to it."
"Look Mags," he stopped, took a breath, then continued, "there is no-one to fight back against. It's just something that is happening and it can't be stopped. Call it what you will, social evolution, progress, it cannot be stopped."
"Can't it?" said Mags, not in the least convinced, "Are you really saying it is natural social evolution that has brought us to this point."
"Yes." He was getting drawn in despite himself; he’d always enjoyed sparring with her and age hadn’t softened her mettle.
"I don't think so and I know you know so,"
"What on earth does that mean, Margo?" said Mackie.
"Look Mackie, I'm not stupid, I know that we little soldiers just go around doing as we're bid, that we live in a lower physical world to the powers that be, the ones who control everything...."
"Oh don't give me that," said Mackie, "please, don't go all Illuminati on me."
"It's not the Illuminati is it, or the Masons, I mean you can call them whatever, it's always just a trick anyway, to give them a name I mean, we both know that there are those who hold all the power, those who control everything, those who rule the planet and then there's the rest of us, the ones who do as we were meant to do."
"Margo," said Mackie, shifting uncomfortably in his seat, "I think you've been reading too many of the wrong books."
"No need for books, Mackie. You don’t think I didn't know what was going on all those years? That the things we were doing were designed to have the outcomes that emerged."
Mackie sipped his drink, his eyes watchful under beetling brows, "This is not a good idea, Margo."
"Oh, look Mackie, I told you, I like my friends, if this is going to result in a negative outcome for me, well I'm old and yes I've had a good life...”
"This is crazy, Margo," said Mackie, "can you hear yourself?"
“I can understand if you're still in the game, or that somehow you feel conscience bound to defend them or perhaps you're really one of them, what do I know?...”
“Get a grip of yourself, Margo, you’re rambling and it’s past being entertaining.”
She had tears in her eyes now, “All I want from you is that you help me guide my friends onto the right targets, so we don't punish the wrong people."
"But we're old Margo, we're old and past it."
"But that doesn't mean we don't care, does it? It doesn't mean we don't still love England, does it?"
"England?" He was grinning now, she’d reached him somehow.
"Oh, I’m sorry, of course, you're Scottish… well, that’s another thing, breaking up Britain, that's part of their plan too, isn't it, to weaken us, make it so that the British race is no longer a challenge, but a challenge to who?"
"To whom," he said, under his breath, "look Margo, you have to know what you're asking. You’ll be killed …all of you...they'll..."
"I thought I made it clear, dear Mackie, we're old and we're ready to die, so what difference does it make?"
"Put like that, none I guess, but you've got to understand, things aren't as simple as they were in our day."
"I gather that," she'd softened her tone, the gentleness adding to the intimacy, "but I also know we fought for a cause, we did what we did for Britain and the Empire, but what are they fighting for now? What's the game now, Mack?"
"I need to think for a bit," said Mackie.
"No, that's the last thing you need to do."
Mackie raised his eyebrows, head tilted back, eyes taking on an amused glint. For a second she saw the man he used to be in that gesture, the man she had once loved and who had once loved her.
"If you think, you'll find reasons not to help, you'll find some form of justification in their actions, you'll avoid your true emotions, your true feelings."
"Oh, not feelings, Margo," sighed Mackie.
"Why do you think any of us got in the game in the first place? Do you think it was the life? Do you think we yearned for the cloak and dagger world? No, we did it for our love of our country, for the love of our nation, out of loyalty, out of national pride....."
"And that's how they used you Margo," said Mackie, "and the others, because you allowed your emotions to rule your minds. If you'd thought about what was going on for just one minute then you'd have seen where it was all leading."
"Well, we didn't, did we," said Mags, "and you’re to blame for that, aren't you, you and people like you who sold us the lie that everything we did was for country when in reality we were no longer playing a national game but were serving the new global aristocracy in their clamour for more and more wealth and power."
"I see you've had time to think things through a little," said Mackie.
"What's the benefit of hindsight if you can't do something with it?" 
"Maybe I don't want to change things," said Mackie, "maybe I like the way things are turning out."
"If I believed that to be true I wouldn't have reached out to you," said Mags, "I know you were as idealistic as the rest of us when you started out, I was there remember, besides, I think I got to know you quite well."
He raised his glass, "Here's to that," he smiled.
"I need you to help me explain to my friends what's really going on, who the enemy really is." said Mags.
"And you think they'll believe me," said Mackie.
"We'll they're more likely to believe you than me," said Mags.
"Oh, like that is it?" said Mackie.
"I've been lying low these past years," said Mags, "as far as they're concerned all I do is volunteer, do good works and make Angel cake."
"Angel cake? What the hell is Angel cake?"
Mags ignored the question, "I need you to explain the global nature of our problem and we need a strategy that might have a chance of winning."
"Then you're mad," said Mackie, "for one thing most people can't begin to understand let alone believe the size of the conspiracy and as for a strategy that can defeat them, well, it's impossible."
"Why?"
"Because they'll just adapt it to take advantage of whatever else happens, don't you get it Margo, you can't stop them, you only slow them down or deflect them a bit but you can never stop them achieving their goal."
"I disagree," said Mags, "and the Mackie I knew would never accept defeat before he'd even played a stroke."
"For one thing this isn't cricket and for another, what on earth makes you think I agree with you? I could still be with them, I could be sitting on a nice big fat cheque for all you know."
"You could," said Mags, "but then I still remember what you said to me when I first joined."
"Really?"
"You said to me, 'If we don't, who will?'"
"Great," said Mackie, "not exactly original, or overly powerful."
"No, but at the time it was, at the time when we were facing nuclear threat from the communists or backdoor betrayal by our so called allies, it was powerful then, to me."
He sipped his drink, "So is this what this is? A question of 'if we don't who will?'" He knocked back the rest, "You know, Margo," he said, his mind made up, "I'm pleased we had this chat."
Mags bit into her tomato.
"Very pleased," said Mackie, "I miss the game but it would be fun to see someone upset their plans, even if only for a short time, yes, that would be fun."
"So you'll help me?"
"I'll be in touch," said Mackie, "but don't expect too much."
 



What harm can it do? 8
 
The three men tumbled into the reception area, crashing the door open in their scramble to get in, laughing loudly and pushing each other, obviously the worse for wear.
"Good evening gentlemen," said the peroxide blonde behind the counter. She shook her head at the thickset man who'd materialised at her side; she'd seen worse and it had been a slow night. He sniffed in disapproval and walked away. "You must calm down before I can bring the girls out."
"We are calm," said one of the men, then giggled and spoiled the effect.
"Bring out the girls," shouted another, falling back into a chair.
"Yeah," said the third. He leaned towards the woman and peered down her top, breathing stale alcohol all over her. Then he thumped the counter, "Where're the girls?"
The woman pushed the buzzer under the counter and the thickset man appeared again, this time in the company of two other equally well-built colleagues. They had a dangerous look about them; hard eyes and thin-lipped mouths.
"You can come in," said the woman, her tone deliberate, "but you must calm down, we don't like any of that rowdy stuff in here."
"Sure thing," said one of the men, with an audible gulp. He nodded at his two friends and they nodded solemnly back.
"Just take a seat over there for a few minutes and we'll see if you behave," said the woman.
She motioned to the bouncers and they turned to walk away. The three friends moved as if to sit down but instead produced silenced guns from under their jackets and calmly opened fire. Moments later the three bouncers were dead and the woman was cowering on the floor with one of the pistols resting none too gently on her forehead.
"The others, where are they?"
The woman shook with fear and mumbled something. The man with the pistol to her head slapped her face, "Where are the other men?" 
"Upstairs," she said pointing, "There's a room at the back, yellow door."
He moved the gun to her chest and shot her twice. The other two men ran lightly up the stairs, located the room they wanted, burst in and dispatched the remaining heavies, each with close coupled shots to the chest. They then ran back downstairs.
"Bring the van round," said one into his radio. He then signalled one of his colleagues out back to open the delivery doors.
Malcolm reversed the van into the small courtyard, the rear door of the van flew open and he watched as someone grabbed a black body bag, threw it over his shoulder and then disappeared back into the building. 
Alin was on her back when the door burst open and a masked gunman burst in. Her punter leapt off the bed and cowered in the corner.
"OUT!" shouted the gunman, throwing her a black coat. She froze unable to move, terrified. "Put the fucking coat on and wait in the hallway," ordered the man, pointing a silenced gun at her. She obeyed, passing another man with a big black bag on his shoulder as she did so.
The man in the room shot the punter in the forehead as the other man entered and threw the black bag on the bed. He glanced at the dead man, "you were told no head shots," he said as he unzipped the bag and rolled a dead naked female onto the floor. The other man shrugged and then both men withdrew, one of them grabbing Alin by the arm and dragging her behind him.
Malcolm waited as instructed for what seemed like an age but in reality was only about three minutes. Then one of the men emerged with Alin. He pushed her into the back of the van.
"What about the others?" asked Malcolm.
"Different route," said the man, "now go," he ordered slamming the door.
Malc didn't need telling twice, he crunched the gears into first and roared off.
Back inside the men went from room to room, killing everyone they came across, customers and whores alike. When confident they had eliminated everyone their leader spoke again into his radio, "Okay, bring it up."
Mr. Tucker reversed the small black van, taking the space recently vacated by Malcolm. The three men appeared, opened the rear doors and grabbed jerry cans. Then they ran through the building throwing petrol everywhere. The leader struck a match, tossed it and they left, quickly.
 



Something in the Wind 8
 
This multicultural approach, 
saying that we simply live side by side and live happily with each other has failed. 
Utterly failed.
Angela Merkel 
 
The Preacher had been sitting in the centre of the stage, eyes closed whilst the theatre had slowly filled. He had yet to move from that position; the audience was getting a little restless. Just as Barry was considering an unprecedented appearance on stage to nudge his man into action, the Preacher sighed, got to his feet and began, "Today I speak on a thorny subject, one that most of you will take issue with, not because you disagree but because you think you should." He walked slowly along the front of the stage, "We are continuously being bombarded by politicians, by the media and by the church with the notion that we live in a multicultural society."
He stopped and looked out at his audience, realising with a start of surprise that some in the front rows were familiar to him, he shrugged the thought away as distracting and continued, "We are told that the 21st century is dominated by the global economy and so multiculturalism is the future, but when I look back in history and search for successful examples of multiculturalism, I find none. What I find are civil wars such as took place in Nigeria in the late 60s; result: starvation and dislocation and its bedfellow, rampant criminality. When I look in today’s world for successful examples of multi-culturalism, I find none. I find intolerance and indifference, racism and hatred, callous rape and vicious murder and the underlying villain of the piece, abject poverty." 
He took a breath, then "How does this affect us in the UK? We are told that this is Britain, we will not succumb to the weaknesses of the human condition; we won't go that way. That somehow as a race we are so advanced we can flourish in a social structure that no other society in history has ever survived." He allowed them to digest his words for a few moments then, "What are the drivers of that complacency? Arrogance? Blatant stupidity? Criminal greed?"
He moved to the centre of the stage, "Look at the Balkans - racial hatred, look at Africa - tribal hatred, look at America - racial and cultural hatred. To say nothing of what happens when you toss religion into the mix." He paused, "If we look back into our own history we see that the country was divided up into kingdoms of different ethnicity, Vikings, Saxons, Danes, Picts and Celts and the land was constantly torn asunder by wars." He paused, "It was only when the Saxons emerged triumphant that we began to form a kingdom."
"What about William the Conqueror?" shouted a man from the front row.
"Of course," the Preacher flashed a rare smile, "We can't forget the Normans and their place in all this," He moved back to the front of the stage. "Consider...it was only when we had one culture, one religion, one language, one centre of political leadership that we finally became a strong and homogeneous peoples with but one aim, to be British."
There were several murmurings of disapproval but he ignored them, "But now we have a multicultural society and we are told it is good to have diversity. But I ask you, do we also not have an increase in opportunist crime? A divided language? Increased threats from home grown terrorists? A crumbling education system? Decline of our faith?"
He placed his hands together and breathed deeply, "I'd like to relate a personal experience of mine, from the work place, when many years ago I worked on a particular team. We worked under extreme conditions and brought in most of the money. We had a culture, a work ethic, an unwritten rule that everyone would stay until the last item was processed. We all pulled together to achieve the common objective so naturally we thought we were the best." He sighed, "In order to cut costs the management decided to run the section close to the bone, even though there was serious risk of loss. Not unexpectedly, we made an expensive error. In response they restructured the department, brought in new people from other teams."
He moved back to his chair and took a quick sip of water, "These new staff members came from teams where they had a more singular culture, where each person would get a bundle of folders and work through until the end of the day and then go home, no matter what. That was their work ethic," he returned to the front of the hall, "and the thing is, our unwritten rule was exactly that. It wasn't enforceable, it was just our culture, so when we got near the end of a time critical task all the new people went home and the only ones who remained to complete the tasks were those who had been on the original section. Although we were the 'indigenous' people we were unable to influence the new people into adopting our culture, our philosophy."
He waited for what he was saying to sink in, "Instead, the new people, arriving in such numbers, were able to impose their culture on the team. That was the end of our team culture, our team ethic." He started to move around the stage a bit quicker now, talking excitedly, "Now if that can happen in business just think what effect it can have on a society. We wouldn't know how deep that corrosion had gone until there was a crisis."
He was getting into it now, "Today!" he shouted, "we live in a time of supposed economic wealth, Britain still has an NHS, still has a state paid education system, still has a strong welfare system although all of the above have actually been crippled at their foundations by a lack of government funding, crippled to the extent that some time in the near future they will collapse."
He dashed to the side of the stage and dragged on a large globe, "Here is the industrial west," he was pointing to Europe, "and here is the impoverished third world," he added, "only it is no longer the case. The rich and the corporations have been allowed to invest heavily in the third world."
He tossed the globe aside, "This means that now, in the west, we are a service based economy and the third world has a manufacturing based economy. But it matters not to the rich. They get their divs from their investments in the new economic powerhouses south of the Equator."
He raised his hands skywards, "But it affects us, it will affect you and your children and your grandchildren because a service based economy cannot support the state or social programmes such as the NHS, education or welfare and the prime examples of that can be seen in history. The west was wealthy because it had a manufacturing base and the third world was poor because it was service based. Now that's all been flipped on its head. That's where the rich investors, where the Corporate Directors are driving the future."
He paused, then continued, "So what does that mean? And what's it to do with multiculturalism? Simple, our society is now rotten underneath and it is waiting for an event to implode it. That event will be unparalleled poverty. Once economies in the west collapse, which they will because there are now too many of us, once our social structures crumble beyond repair we will turn on our neighbours, we will allow our resentments and hatreds to rise to the surface, we will take to the streets and, as has happened in all other countries in such times, we will fall upon outsiders to our society."
He moved to the edge of the stage, "When once you decried the BNP or the EDL, saw UKIP as espousing old fashioned beliefs, yet soon they will appear as your only hope, just as all radical nationalistic groups have appeared to desperate peoples in the past. It's no good deluding ourselves into believing that somehow we are going to be better than those people. People are people and we all react the same, whether we like it or not. Thus when our economy finally collapses and we become a poor nation we will look around for those to blame or for those we can expel and it will lead to our own holocaust, that is where multiculturalism always leads", he dropped his voice to a near whisper, "and only fools delude themselves otherwise."
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry  9
Last night was a complete disaster, I totally fucked up, I'm so angry I could scream, I don't know if I'm more annoyed than terrified but I'm in the shit and it was all my own fault. 
I went to Blakeney's house in the early hours, just as I'd done with Nichols', I cased it, at least I thought I'd cased it but of course I hadn't, I didn't realise there was an alarm in the garage, a silent alarm because I never heard the bloody thing. So there I am under his car, pliers in hand when the bloody light comes on, I hear him shouting that the police are on their way and then this bloody dog appears round my ankles and I tell you what, the little bugger couldn't half bite.  I nearly crapped myself didn't I, dropped my pliers, kicked the bloody dog away and tried to make it to the door before Blakeney saw my face but it got worse, the door had relocked itself, the damned dog latched itself to my ankle again then Blakeney stuck his bloody mobile in my face and took my picture, what a bloody mess. I was going to top him there and then but I heard more voices from inside the house. I threw a tin of paint through a window and started to climb out but that bloody dog sank its teeth in my backside, I couldn't shake it off, then Blakeney starts hitting me with a bloody broom, his wife is yelling down her bloody phone to the police. I have no idea how I got away, I can barely remember a thing about it, that, however, is the least of my problems, for the minute anyway, now I have to explain to Deidre how the hell I have these bloody bite marks. It could be easy or it could be hard, thing is that bloody Jack Russell, once it had sunk its teeth into my backside it wouldn't let go, so now I have a dog stashed in the shed. I could tell Deirdre that it's a stray and I found it and brought it home, but that it bit me, she might go for it, but if I do that she'll only say take it to a kennels or something, she hates dogs anyway, I'd really have to say that I felt sorry for it and that I wanted to keep it, bloody shitty little thing, still attacks me every time I go into the fucking shed, I don't know what to do.
One thing I've learned though, I'm not as ready for this game as I thought I was, I wasn't that clever when I did Nichols, I just got lucky, in fact that's the key point here, I tried to make the thing happen with Blakeney, with Nichols I just let it happen, followed my opportunities, that's the key, don't force it, case the target and look for the easiest way to get the job done, don't try and force it into a shape or opportunity that doesn't exist.
 



Jackpot 5
 
Sammy had insisted they put off the first of the 'hi family members, guess what?' calls until they'd actually received their winnings. They'd fought off the flurry of financial advisers that had somehow discovered them despite them ticking the no publicity box, and despite their forgoing of the TV event they'd been offered. They were known simply as 'the £55m winners who lived in ..." a vague enough description to allow them the anonymity they craved.
She sat at the desk now with a list of names and amounts in front of her. For some reason she still delayed; once she told people what they were getting that would be that, no going back. Why was she being so mean? Simon had really laid into her the previous night; he was keen to throw it all away on all in sundry as far as she could see. Someone has to be sensible she'd shouted but truth be told she knew she was being mean and could hardly recognise herself. They still weren't speaking.
Simon plonked a cup of tea in front of her, splashing some onto the list as he did so. He sat down opposite her, glaring, waiting for her to pick up the phone and start the give away. He made a snorting noise then took the handset out of its stand and thrust it at her. She took a deep breath, grabbed it out of his hand and began punching in the numbers she knew by heart. She made a face at him while the ringing sounded at the other end. 
"Oh, hi mum," she said, "it's me, Sammy."
She relaxed abruptly, like a balloon with the air going out. She was suddenly happy to be able to give the good news to her parents, they'd struggled, done their best, sharing was how she'd been brought up. The momentary lapse into greed and selfishness had been just that; a lapse. Her mother only heard the first words about the win, yelled out 'Derrick' and handed the phone straight over to Sammy's dad.
"£55 million!" he said, awe in his tone, "Jesus Sammy, you're gonna need help putting that somewhere where it can work for you."
"That's ok, dad," said Sammy, "we've had all sorts of financial advisers crawling all over us already."
"How much are we getting then?" he asked. 
Sammy was shocked; straight out, just like that 'how much?'. The resentment hit her like a tidal wave, she'd been right not to want to let them know, they'd be grabbing it all at this rate. Simon was looking at her with a question in his eyes, she knew she'd gone pale, she'd felt the blood leave her face.
"Derrick," snapped her mother, "you can't say it like that."
"Well," he was quite unabashed, "you're going to give us some, aren't you? I want to start planning what to do with it."
Sammy closed her eyes and spoke through gritted teeth, "Of course dad, we just haven't worked it out yet."
Si was frowning at her, saying without speaking 'we've worked it out, over and over surely'?
"What's to work out?" continued her father, either unaware of her irritation or deliberately courting it, "10 mil for us and same for Simon's parents, leaves you 35 mil, more than enough."
"It's not that simple, dad," said Sammy. How the hell was she going to say £2.5 mil per couple into this level of expectation?
"Simples," he said, in that stupid voice he'd copied from the TV.
"Derrick," she could hear Doreen fighting for the phone, "be good, I'm sure they'll see us right."
"Of course they will," he'd maintained control of the phone, but his breathing had changed, "I was just saying 10 mil seemed a reasonable split, that's all. I'm sure Simon agrees with me."
"Da-a-a-ad," said Sammy, resorting to a childhood habit.
"Sammy, what's up?" Simon could hold out no longer. "Give me the phone."
"Dad, there are a lot of people we have to look after," Sammy stopped Simon with a glare. 
"Like who?" said Derrick.
"Johnny and Steve," said Sammy, naming her brothers, one older, one younger and both equally annoying, "then there's Si's brother and sister, and all the kids...."
"Kids?" said Derrick, his voice high with disbelief.
"Dad, be reasonable," said Sammy.
She pushed the phone at Simon and flopped her head onto the table. He shook his head, making I don't want it faces at her. Between them Derrick's voice sounded, "You can't give kids that kind of money, it'll ruin them, just give it to your brothers and Simon's brothers....."
"He's only got one brother, and a sister." She sat up and sighed, how much worse could this get?
"Well okay," said Derrick, "just give then 5 mil each, still leaves you and Simon with 15 mil."
"Dad, can you let us work this out?" said an exasperated Sammy.
"Well, it makes perfect sense to me, that way you avoid all the squabbling that's bound to go on, just give them their share and leave it to them to divi up."
"Okay dad," she just wanted to get off the phone, would say anything, agree to anything. Simon was frowning at her, shaking his head but making no move to man up and take the phone.
"But what's wrong with that?" asked Derrick, "After all we've done for you guys, Simon's parents have made sacrifices as well."
"Dad, I've got to go, Si's got to phone his family as well." He was still talking as she hung up, "That could've gone better," she said, tossing Simon the phone. "You do yours now." 
"What? Now? After what happened with your parents? Don't you want to talk about it first?"
"You're not getting off that lightly," said Sammy, her voice thick with unshed tears, "Get on with it."
He punched in the single digit speed dial and waited, hoping they were out and he'd be off the hook. No such luck, his dad answered sounding tired but perking up when he realised it was his son calling. Simon blurted out the news, and waited while his dad called his mum, and waited some more as they talked excitedly amongst themselves. All the while Sammy was glaring at him, her eyes red-rimmed. 
At her silent urging he spoke loudly and quite brutally, "We thought we'd give you £2.5 mil."
There was a short silence then his dad said, "Well, that's really nice of you son," disappointment evident in his voice, "your mother will be really pleased," and he followed up with his usual nervous laugh.
Simon heard his mother ask what had been said and there followed a slight scuffle with whispered hissings going on. He imagined her wresting the phone from his father's hand, there was no need to imagine the coldness in her voice when she came on, "Simon, what's all this nonsense about 2.5 mil? We're your parents. What are you doing with the rest?"
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Old soldiers never die; they just fade away.
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They were sat around one of the tables in the communal dining area; several cups of coffee later their heart rates were up. 
"Okay, leave this to me," said Wilf.
Watching him fish a dog-eared scrap of paper out of his trouser pocket and stand abruptly to go over to the public phone in the corner caused the rates to accelerate to dangerously high levels. Johnno in particular was finding it hard to breathe.
Wilf looked down at the paper each time he stabbed out a number; the movement was slow but held a level of aggression that added to the tension of the moment. He allowed the phone to ring three times before he hung up. He waited 2 minutes, checking his watch to ensure the timing then repeated the process, checking the number again against the paper in his hand. This time he waited 3 minutes before re-dialling, foot twitching. He looked over at the watching group as he listened to the ringing, his breathing heavy. A gruff voice answered, one he recognized instantly, shouting "Who the fuck is this? Stop ringing my phone, you bastard!" before hanging up.
Wilf was taken aback; then he remembered the others were watching, had probably heard the shouting if not the words, and nodded to indicate this was what he’d expected, "It's been some time," he said to them, by way of explanation. He phoned again.
"Who the fuck is this?" said the voice in his ear.
"It's Wilf," he said gruffly, cupping his hand round the mouthpiece and turning away from the watching group.
"Wilf who?"
He paused, then, "It's Dog," he muttered.
"Did you say dog?"
"Yeah, it's me, Dog." Louder now, exasperated.
"Dog?" mouthed Bill. Johnno and Pete shrugged and Ron pulled a comical face.
"Are you pullin' my chain, mate?"
"Fuckin' 'ell Butcher," snapped Wilf, "it's me-e-e, Dog."
There was a brief silence on the end of the phone, then, "Oh fuck, not 'Mad Dog Murchison'?"
"Yeah," said Wilf, looking relieved, the others had begun to look a little concerned but Wilf felt his credibility was back.
"Fuckin' 'ell Dog…fort you was dead!  How you keepin', mate?"
"I'm good Butch, but listen up, I need a meet."
"A meet?"
"Yeah, you know."
"What?" The tone was puzzled, no longer angry.
"I need a meet," said Wilf, "I need some stuff."
The others looked at each other, definitely uncharted waters for them. Wilf was struggling between the need to get through to his long time friend and comrade and maintain his cool in front of his worried and open-mouthed audience.
"What the fuck are you talkin' about, Dog? What kit?"
"Come on Butcher, stuff," said Wilf. He was starting to wish he was somewhere else; that he’d thought to make this call in private.
"What stuff?"
Wilf banged his head against the wall, "Butcher, hells bells, listen to me. Can we meet?"
"Not going well, is it," whispered Ron to Johnno, they all shook their heads.
"What d’you mean, meet?" said Butcher, "Where the fuck are you, anyway?"
"Best you don’t know," said Wilf, "but can we meet at the 'D & D'?"
"The what?" Butcher was shouting now.
"The fuckin' 'D & D'," yelled Wilf.
There was another silence, then, "Are you serious?"
"At last," said Wilf, blowing out a quick breath, turning to grin at the others.
"The 'D & D'," said Butch, "You mean like 'the old days'?"
"Hole in one," said Wilf, "Tomorrow."
Pete waved frantically at Wilf who turned his back on him.
"You want to meet at the 'D & D' tomorrow?" Butcher was speaking slowly, but at least he was getting it.
Pete struggled out of his chair, moved across the floor towards Wilf, trying to hurry, but he’d been sitting too long and it was more of a hobble. He reached his side and tugged his sleeve.
"Like in the old days?" Butch was using a sing-song style which was starting to irritate Wilf and Pete pulling at his sleeve wasn’t helping. He gave Pete a 'fuck off' look and Pete mouthed the words ‘pension day’. Wilf closed his eyes and put his palm to his forehead, "Shit." The others all nodded. "Wait a minute," said Wilf, into the mouthpiece, "tomorrow's no good, I need to pick up my pension tomorrow, make it Thursday."
"Who the fuck is this?"
"What?"
"Who is this?" repeated Butch, "Is this you Denny? Is this another of your fuckin' wind ups mate?"
"It's Dog, it's 'Mad Dog'." Wilf had forgotten to turn away from the group as he spoke and Johnno mouthed the words 'Mad Dog' to the others and their eyes visibly widened. Wilf heard Butch calling out to someone else in the room with him, "You're not gonna believe this I've got bloody Denny on the phone here, he's trying to wind me up, making out he's one of the guys from the old days," he laughed, "That fuckin' Denny."
"No," yelled Wilf, "Butch, it's me, 'Mad dog'."
"Yeah okay Dog," said Butch, "what you want then? How about some assault rifles or some M16s or AK47s?" he snickered, "or maybe a couple of glocks?"
"Fuckin' 'ell Butch," said Wilf, "Not on an open phone...they'll pick that up."
"Come on, Denny, stop pissing about," said Butch.
"Fuck," hissed Wilf, banging his head on the wall.
"What's wrong?" asked Bill, rising from the table.
"Nothing," snapped Wilf shoving his palm in Bill’s direction, "nothing. Butch, it's me, 'Mad Dog', from the old days."
"Yeah, right on," laughed Butch, "you can't carry this on, Den mate, you're blown." 
"Butch," said Wilf, desperation in every fibre, "I didn't want to have to mention this but, Congo, 5 Commando, '64, you an' me, 3 weeks stuck in the bush surrounded by those bloody Simbas an' nothing to eat or drink ....'cept that bastard Richards."
 There was silence on the other end, the guys round the table strained their ears to hear more.
"Mad Dog?" the voice was now a hushed reverent whisper.
"Yes." Finally, respect.
"It's really you?"
"Thursday," said Wilf, "down the D & D. Usual time."
"Usual time," said Butch, "wait a minute, Dog mate, are you serious? You seriously after stuff?"
"Yes."
"But....but.... I'm bloody retired, you prick."
"So?"
"So? Whaddya mean ‘so’?" said Butch, "I'm eighty fuckin' four, an' you must be the same, what the fuck you on about? What do you need stuff for?"
"Got a mission," said Wilf, "can't talk now, the busies might be listening in, talk on Thursday, down the 'D...."
"Are you fuckin' senile or something? You got a job on, an' the busies might be listening… what the fuck you talkin' about, the bloody busies aren't going to be listening to me, are they? I can barely cross the room without needin' a bloody piss, what the fuck you talkin' about?"
"Thursday," said Wilf before hanging up.
"Well?" said the others in unison.
"It's on," said Wilf.
 
 



Malik - Hand of God - II
 
Kelly sat in the back of the car, hunched over miserably. Her friend Melissa was half-sitting, half lying next to her, skirt hitched up over white thighs, already looking half cut. As Kelly glanced at her she raised a bottle to her lips and glugged down several gulps of straight vodka.
"There you go girls," said the front seat passenger, turning to face them, smiling widely. A slim, sharp-faced, twenty-something asian, he nodded approval at Melissa, "have yourselfs some nice drink, we got a real party for you tonight."
"I don't want to do it tonight, Hani," said Kelly.
"You do as I tell you, bitch," said Hani, smile disappearing, "or I'll give it to your fuckin' mum, right."
"Come on Kels," said Melissa, passing the bottle to her, "have a drink."
"You knows I will do it, bitch," said Hani, "so don't fuckin' mess wiv me."
"Where we going, Hani?" asked the driver, a shorter, darker version of his friend.
"The Ganges, bro," said Hani, "an' they is up for it." He turned to the back, dark eyes boring into Kelly's watery blue ones, "You is gonna 'ave da gangbang of yous lives."
"I don't feel like it tonight, Hani," said Kelly, "can't we just hang with you and Bev?"
"Don't you fuckin' mouth me, girl," yelled Hani, "not afta all da fings I've given yous, you bitch."
"Come on, Kelly," said Melissa nervously, "it'll be okay, she's okay Hani, aren't you Kels?"
Kelly nodded, "Yeah I'm all right Hani, I didn't mean nothing by it, just meant I just wanted to be with you tonight, that's all."
"Betta be meanin' it bitch," said Hani, "or I is gonna hurt your little sis."
"I mean it, Hani," said Kelly, "you know I love it, don't I Mels, you know I love it, don't you?"
"She's okay Hani," said Melissa.
"Fuckin' bitches," moaned Hani, "gettin' me all stressed out here."
"Let me have some," said Kelly, reaching for the bottle.
"Tonight we is gettin' it well on," said Hani.
"Hey, we get first pickings though, bruv?" said Bev.
"Sure fing, Bev mate," said Hani, "listen up you bitches, we gonna pull over in a minute and yous gonna give us good blow jobs, right."
"Sure thing, Hani," said Melissa.
"You hear me, Kels," said Hani, "you listening, bitch?"
"Yeah Hani, of course," said Kelly, as sweetly as she could.
"Better be doin' it, girl," said Hani.
They drove for another 20 minutes before hitting a lonely B road.
"We pull in 'ere, when there's a place, bruv," said Hani, "then the bitches can do their thing."
By now Kelly and Melissa were both quite drunk, they giggled inanely.
"There's someone behind us, bruv," said Bev.
"Where?" asked Hani, turning in his seat, "pull over, let him pass, man."
"Sure fing bro," said Bev.
"Better not be any of your folk," said Hani jabbing a finger at Kelly, "'cause if it is I'm gonna give it to your muvver ten times worse than you got it first time bitch, remember that."
Kelly nodded, "It's not my parents Hani, honest, they don't know anything."
"That better be the trufe, girl."
"Truth Hani," said Kelly, "I've never told them anything, promise."
"Pull over, Bev," said Hani, "an' we'll see the colour of this shit head."
Bev slowed and pulled over, waiting for the car to pass by. Instead it slowed and pulled in behind them.
"Shit, what is this, bitch?" shouted Hani grabbing at Kelly's legs, "Who is this bastard?"
"I don't know, Hani," wailed Kelly, "please don't hit me."
Hani slapped her face, "If it's your old man we're gonna cut his fuckin' head off."
Kelly craned her neck to peer out of the rear window, the other driver was still in his car.
"What's' he doin', Bev?" asked Hani.
"Nuffin' bro, he just sittin'," said Bev.
"Get out then and see what he wants," ordered Hani.
Bev reached across him, into the glove compartment and pulled out a long kitchen knife, "No prob bruv, I'll soon send this white boy running home to his mum."
Bev decided to rush the car, waving the knife and showing his teeth. The car door opened and a tall man got out. Hani peered through the rear window trying to make out what was going on but it was dark and the other car had turned off its lights.
"Move yous fuckin' 'eads outta the way," yelled Hani, "fuckin' bitches."
Suddenly Hani's door opened and a fist slammed into his temple once, then twice and then a third time. Hani was out cold.
 



The number of the beast
 









Prime numbers grow like weeds among the natural numbers, 









seeming to obey no other law than that of chance, 









and nobody can predict where the next one will sprout.









Don Zagier
 
He sailed majestically round the corner of the house, his round golden eyes bright, his hair a black mass that helped disguise his weight. He took up his usual station and settled down, waiting for the first of the day. He blinked, beginning to get concerned when nothing appeared then realised he was earlier than usual, the mist was just lifting. He heard a low throaty growl and a few seconds later a black one shot past. He started blinking again and got to fifteen before another one, a blue one this time, sped past. The blinking resumed and this time he got to twenty-five before another black one roared by, lifting a swirl of debris it had come so close. Although he was protected by the gate he had to resist the urge to move further back. His face puckered with the effort of calculation; that was ten more than when the second one went past and it was the second black one; perhaps that was relevant. He missed one whilst he was cogitating and uttered a low noise of his own. He resumed his vigil, resolving to work it out later. 
 
Thirteen blinks and another black one went by, then another black one also moving quite slowly, then a blue came in quick succession then another black going the other way, closely followed, as if pursued, by a smaller light black one, slung low to the ground, growling, menacing. He was confused by the speed of their passing. The second black had come ten blinks after the first and the blue had been on minus 12. They were almost coming together; it was all happening so fast. Then a green one went past and he was so excited he forgot what he was supposed to be doing.
 
"Tom, Tom, what ya doin' Tom? What ya doin? You counting beasts? Are you? Are you?"
 
Tom didn't respond; he never acknowledged Gertie's absurd questions, especially when she asked them multiple times, which she always did. He could never understand why she felt the need to plague him. He remained aloof and continued to blink rhythmically. He would do this all day if necessary. This was a conundrum and he had to get to the bottom of it, it was his mission. He closed his eyes for a moment; relaxed the vigil and gave his mind free rein: What are they? Where are they from? Where are they going? Why do they travel along the same trail? He opened his eyes in time to see a great big tall one, his heart leapt. This would be the key he was sure, they were so rare. But he was no closer to understanding how they fit into the whole.
 
"What do you think, Tom? What do you think?" pressed Gertie.
 
He stretched and yawned, it would be a long day if she insisted on hanging around.
 



See all, hear all, know all 
 
Blackmore opened his Outlook account and typed a short message - 'Players have been identified and will be available for match day.' He signed it 'B' and sent it. Then he glanced up at Moresby who was still reading through the file Blackmore had tossed at him.
Moresby pulled out the photograph, grainy and taken in bad light, and the subject had been moving; good enough once you had a suspect. "Do we have a name?" he asked.
"Not as yet," said Sir Phillip, "but once we do there shouldn't be an issue with identification."
"I should say not," smirked Moresby, "chap's a bloody idiot."
"An amateur, granted," said Sir Phillip, "the only question is, what did he want?"
"He could've been a protestor," said Moresby, "except for the fact he was tampering with the brakes on the Blakeney's car. Do you think this might be linked to Sir Patrick?"
"Nothing to suggest it as yet, bar the fact that both are high profile in the financial industry."
"Yes, I read in the file that Blakeney used to work in the city," said Moresby.
"Forensics are still working the scene," said Sir Phillip, "but I want you to pop down there and see if you can hustle them along a bit."
Moresby nodded and left the room. 
Sir Phillip waited a few moments to avoid having to walk with him then he closed down his pc and left his office. He made his way across to Number 10 where he was due to further brief the P.M. He allowed himself a small smile; the P.M. as an elected figurehead would not be fully briefed, that discussion would come later at the club amongst those in the 'need to know' category.
 



episode 9
Workmen - Wayne's World
 
Norman and Wayne were waiting outside the library for the others. Norman hated these jobs, right in the centre of town, bound to get aggro from everyone. He scanned about, not needing to look far before he found something on which to focus his irritation.
"There you go look," he said, "what's that all about, then?"
Wayne frowned and stared over at the poster, stuck on the side of the bus stop, "What about it?"
"It's meant to be telling us how to get our benefits, right?"
"Fucking scroungers," said Wayne, forgetting all the times he'd signed on, "need to get a fucking job."
"Not that," Norman said dismissively, "how many of them are white?" 
Wayne counted using his fingers, "Three."
"Exactly, eight people in the picture and only three of them are white, anyone would think we were in the minority."
"Well, we ain't the majority, anymore, are we?" said Wayne, "Bloody immigrants."
"Of course we are, you idiot, there's like, fifty million of us, but to look at shit like that you'd think we didn't count."
"Nah, it's all about the minorities now, innit," said Wayne, abandoning his long-held beliefs about the population balance in an instant.
"See Pinky, their argument is that it'd be racist not to put that many minorities in the pics, but the politicians are only doing it to win seats in the marginals."
"What?" said Wayne. He liked Norman but sometimes he was a bit too highbrow.
"The marginals." Seeing Wayne's confusion he went on, "the UK is split into strongholds, south is Tory blue, and the north is red, or Labour. UKIP are obviously queering the pitch a bit and there's a few Lib Dems. The only places that count in an election are the marginals and that's where you get your extra seats. The people who haven't got a history of being red or blue, like the immigrants, who sit in the marginal seats, that's who you need to capture."
"Eh?" Wayne had tuned out, "capture what?"
"Win round, persuade, get their vote," said Norman, "it's all just politics."
"Oh," said Wayne, his attention now on a couple of girls in short skirts.
Norman shook his head, and sighed, "Where are the others?" he asked.
"Fuck knows," said Wayne, starting to move away.
"Oi, Pinky, we're here to work, remember."
"Ah, tell them I got sick," said Wayne, the words thrown over his shoulder.
He caught up with them at the traffic lights. "Alright girls," he said, beaming.
"Fuck off," said the smaller one; short bob, big boobs.
"Ah don't be like that," said Wayne, his voice syrupy, "just sayin' hello."
"Well say it to someone else," said the taller girl; tight perm, full lips.
"Nice legs," said Wayne, still grinning; his imagination in over drive.
"Fuck off or I'll text my boyfriend," said the bob.
"Only sayin', you've both got great legs."
"Are you seriously hitting on both of us?" asked the perm.
He opened his hands, a helpless gesture, a hapless man swept away by their combined beauty, "I saw you both and well, what can I say? I had no choice but to follow."
"You got a choice now," said the perm archly.
He changed tack, "look ladies, I'm not bragging but I have the power any hour, know what I'm sayin'."
"Yeah, so fuck off," said the bob pushing past him. The perm tried to hide a grin. 
Pinky saw it and decided he was definitely in; she just needed a bit of a push.
"Girls," he persisted, "it's a lovely day, why not spend it havin' the time of your lives."
"What? With you?" asked the perm.
"Okay," said the bob, surprisingly, "You're on." She nodded to the perm. They grinned at each other and marched off, arm in arm. 
Shocked, Wayne didn't know what to do for a moment. He looked back at Norman, still at his post outside the library. Then he made up his mind and jogged after them, calling, "Right girls, my place or yours?"
They walked for about fifteen minutes, Wayne close behind and then went into a small cafe. The girls ordered coffees and sat at a table. Uncertain Wayne stood outside for a moment and then adjusted his hair in the reflection of the window, and joined them.
"When we goin' to yours then?" he asked, barely able to contain himself.
"In a minute," said the bob, sipping her coffee. 
The door opened and two handy looking blokes with shaved heads came in and sat down at the adjacent table. Wayne could feel them sizing him up, taking in the over-sized, spiky, pink hair, of which he was usually so proud, and finding him less than impressive. He was starting to regret straying into unfamiliar territory.
"Who's this?" asked one, leaning over to talk to the bob.
Wayne felt his knees go weak. The bloke talking was huge; forearms like table legs, tattooed sleeves up to his biceps and a neck thick enough to rival the bull that had chased Wayne out of the field. 
"He's gonna show us a good time, aren't you," said the bob nodding at Wayne.
"Like fuckin' 'ell you are," said the gargantuan.
"Easy guys," said Wayne, leaping to his feet and backing away towards the door, "simple mistake, didn't realise they were taken."
"We told him we had boyfriends, Kev," said the bob.
Kev rose up, tattoos bristling, and made a lunge. Wayne dived out the door, crashing it shut behind him. He slowed to a walk after a few hundred yards once he realised he wasn't being chased, "Fuckin' cows," he moaned, pulling his mobile from his pocket and texting Mo. 
'u free' 
'no'
'come on' 
'no.' was the emphatic reply.
He couldn't concentrate, couldn't face work. He logged onto the app he'd downloaded the other day; one of those that gave details of local single women who needed it bad. He searched the site for a good ten minutes before he found one within walking distance and that he liked the look of; 25 ish, sexy, big tits, great thighs. He sent a message and got an immediate response. Five minutes later he was outside her house, punching the air as he rang the bell.
"Who's there?" said a voice.
"Way...Pinky," said Wayne, deciding against giving his real name. Bit of mystery never went amiss and he didn't want any come back.
The door opened and a chubby arm reached out, grabbed his collar and dragged him into the hallway in one movement. Wayne threw himself back against the wall and stared at the negligeed hippo opposite, his eyes bulged and his jaw dropped. "Oh Pinky, you little darling," said the very rotund barrel; 50 if she was a day.
"Is he here yet, Helen?" demanded a voice from the other room.
"Yes Mum, he's called Pinky and he's lovely," said the hippo, her back now to the door, effectively blocking Wayne's escape.
"Mum?" gasped Wayne as a 40 stone septuagenarian waddled into the hallway. He cried out as he was dragged into the front room and thrown onto the settee.
"Please," he begged, not sure whether to laugh or cry, "ladies."
"Come on, Pinky, don't be shy," said the woman called Helen, one arm across his chest, popping the buttons off his shirt. Meanwhile her mother was laying across him tugging at his belt and flies. The shirt open Helen got on her knees and turned her attention to his work boots. 
"Hey, cut it out." Wayne struggled to get up but their combined weight was too much for him.
A young, but also extremely fat, girl waddled in with an ©iPhone, "Hey you two, are we ready for action?" she said, almost drooling in her excitement.
This was her first sight of him, and she leaned in for a better shot. They'd forced him into an awkward position, half on and half off the sofa. His jeans were round his ankles, hindering his efforts to rise. 
"I'm on his face," said the old lady, leering at Wayne whose eyes were wild and desperate, "you're in for a treat, Pinky."
"Well, I need filling, so get it up, Pinky darlin'," said Helen, hiking up her negligee, "you filming yet, Debs?" 
"Yeah Mum," said Debs, "gettin' every gory detail."
"Please," Wayne was flushed with the effort, his face pinker than his hair, "ladies."
Granny climbed on. Helen straddled his waist, her hand underneath herself, searching for his weapon. 
"Go Pinky, go," said Granny, moving enthusiastically up and down his face. 
Wayne started to flap his arms; desperately trying to breathe.
"I can't find his dick," wailed Helen. It had shrunk to the size of a matchstick during the struggle.
"Go Gran," giggled Debs, homing in for a close up of her monstrous thighs, trying to catch a glimpse of Wayne in mid cunnilinctus.
"I still can't find it," Helen wailed.
"Use your tongue, Pinky winky," ordered Granny.
Wayne's resistance slowed; finally he stopped moving. After a further few minutes Helen got off, "Switch ends, Mum," she said, "I can't get anything out of him."
"I think he's gone to sleep," said her mother, climbing off.
Debs homed the camera in on Wayne's face. His eyes and mouth were gaping open. "Mum," she said.
"You get on his stick, Mum, see if you can get any joy," said Helen.
"Mum," repeated Debs.
"What?" 
 "I think he's dead. Gran killed him."
"What? Oh no, Mum, what have you done?" 
"Oh, I'm sorry, dear," said her mother, "I thought he was a bit quiet."
"Shit!" said Debs, ©iPhone slipping to the floor, "What are we going to do?"
 



No 10 
 
Sir Phillip had been kept waiting; deliberately he was sure. When finally Cholmondeley entered he was looking more than usually smug. Blackmore sought for something to puncture his mood.
"One thing you should be aware of," he murmured, smoothly, "there's been a worrying spike in social media chatter re global warming."
"Bloody hell, not that old chestnut. What's wrong now?"
"An increase in amateur output, a re-hash of old reports, nothing of major concern," said Sir Phillip. "We have the science all in hand. No leaks of any significance."
"So exactly why do I have to cover this?" said the PM.
"Just needs cutting off, that's all really, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip. The borderline hostility was ever-present; Blackmore loathed the man across the desk from him and was sometimes hard-pressed not to show it.
"Well, I don't want any technical questions, Blackmore," said the PM.
"Of course not, Prime Minister," said Sir Philip, "we'll keep it narrow, you spin something out, sufficient to quieten the air waves down, that's all we need."
 
 
 



The News
Graham looked into the camera, "What are the long term effects of uncontrolled immigration? That's the question we ask in our special report." He turned, "And in other news, social media is alive with the question, 'Global Warming, what does it mean for you?'"
 



The PM had this to say...
.........about Global warming
 
 
"Look, I'm all for cleaner air, cleaner water and for the proper disposal of waste but there are no strong clear facts to support the concept of Global Warming."
 
But what about the scientific evidence, Prime Minister?
"Let me be frank, the Government has commissioned several reports and none of them say conclusively that industry can be held accountable for the current climactic conditions affecting the planet."
 
But aren't there similar studies that disprove your findings Prime Minister?
"Let me repeat, no one has been able to prove conclusively that industrial waste is damaging the planet."
 
What about the destruction of sea life due to uncontrolled dumping of sewage and dangerous chemicals?
"Look, we have very tight rules and regulations about the disposal of products in the sea and there is no possibility that anyone is able to abuse these, no possibility whatsoever."
 



P.A.C.T - 17
 









Civilization is a conspiracy. 









Modern life is the silent compact of comfortable folk to keep up pretences.









John Buchan









 
They’d taken a taxi into town, not realising the Dog & Duck was only a 10 minute walk away from the Village until they’d passed it. The person most annoyed by this was Wilf; he felt it showed him in bad light that he’d forgotten something so elemental so soon in the campaign. He was hiding his embarrassment behind a mask of ill humour. They were gathered in a loose group round the corner to the pub; standing about disconsolately. At Wilf’s gruff command they looked at each other blankly; nobody moved.
"Fuck sake, Bill, you go," said Wilf.
"Why me?" asked Bill. He’d put on his best suit for the expedition and was reluctant to go into the pub; seedy being his immediate judgment on the place. "Why not send one of them?"
"Because I picked you," said Wilf, not to be gainsaid, "now get to it."
"You can’t boss me around," said Bill, clearly nervous, "Just because you've got some crazy name, I could be tough from the old days as well, you know." They all stared at him; Wilf snorted. "Well I could," Bill drew himself up to his full height, lower back pain be damned, "and in fact, the guys in the darts team called me 'Crazy Bill'."
"No they didn't," said Johnno. He would put money on this being a lie.
"They damn well did," said Bill, "Crazy Bill they called me."
"Why?" demanded Pete.
"What?" Bill looked uncomfortable, not expecting to be pinned to this level of detail.
"Why?" repeated Pete, "Why did they call you Crazy Bill?"
"Was it 'cause you ate someone?" asked Ron.
"Oi," snapped Wilf, "you promised not to mention that again."
Bill was fidgeting uncomfortably.
"Why?" pressed Johnno.
"Okay, okay…well, not everyone can put three Cadbury's crème eggs in their mouths at once, that's all I'm saying."
"Bloody hell's bells, Bill," snapped Wilf, "just get in there and scout the bloody place out. Then nip out here and tell us who’s in there."
Bill frowned, and recognizing that he’d seriously lost face, conceded he had no choice. He pushed out his chest and walked off. As soon as he was out of sight he slowed down and if he could’ve gone somewhere else without having to meet any of them again in his whole life then he would have done. He crossed the road and approached the pub, consumed with deep dread. Wilf had been adamant that his contact would be in the public bar, this was part of the reason Bill had been reluctant to go; he far preferred the saloon atmosphere. He gave the door a hard push. It gave more easily that he expected and he entered with a flurry, almost falling into a bare and squalid looking room. Behind the bar was a big busted blonde with a heavily wrinkled face, stage make up and a space in her thin mouth where he could imagine a dangling cigarette. He scanned quickly round the room; two suits in the corner drinking fruit juices, and three young girls giggling down the other end of the bar. He turned and left before the barmaid noticed him.
He approached his friends feeling quite chipper; he’d been on a reconnoitre and he’d come back with Intel.
"Good," said Wilf, on hearing his report, "we're here first. That will give us the upper hand if things get nasty."
"Eh?" Pete’s voice rose, "What does that mean?"
"You can't always tell with these blokes, sometimes they want the trade, sometimes they just want your money.” Wilf looked behind him, squinting, “we need to be careful, so look tough when you walk in, okay." They stared at him and then at each other. "Show me your mean faces," he ordered.
Bill closed his eyes, how had he got involved in this? Ron had previous close knowledge of Wilf and what he knew did not lead him to think he could avoid complying; he frowned heavily and hunched his shoulders. Johnno followed suit. Pete managed a sneer. 
Finally Wilf was satisfied and leading the way, walked across the road with a strut that had faded to a hobble by the time he got half way over. He struggled the rest of the way, finally leaning up against the door jamb to catch his breath. He waited until the others joined him then pushed the door, almost falling in and Bill cursed himself for failing to give him the heads up. 
Wilf recovered quickly, scowling and cracking his fingers, and then he patted his pocket, hoping to create the impression of a concealed gun. He rolled his shoulders then crossed the room to the bar, followed by Pete, swaggering and sneering, doing his Elvis roll. Ron, came up behind, frowning and snarling audibly. Johnno had forgotten what he was supposed to be doing and was walking quite naturally. Bill had adopted a cross between John Wayne and Robert Mitchum; not a good look.
The girls at the end of the bar fell silent, the suits in the booth both stared and the barmaid sprung into life, "What can I get you, darlin'?"
"Whiskey and ice," said Wilf.
"Same,” said Pete, even though he never touched the stuff.
"Beer," said Ron.
"Guinness," said Johnno.
"Orange juice," said Bill. They all stared at him. He looked blankly back. Ron made a face, such that Bill felt like punching him and then he got the picture, "Oh, Scotch." He said it with a swagger, adding, "on the rocks," for good measure.
They took their drinks and seated themselves at the back of the room, "Always keep your backs to wall," said Wilf, "You never know in this game."
In the corner the suits went back to their conversation, the girls went back to their giggling.
"What time will they be here?" asked Bill.
"Soon," stated Wilf, raising his eyes to the ceiling.
"I need to know what time,” this from Pete, getting agitated. “Only I promised Fiona I'd go to shopping with her." 
Pete’s voice was quiet but firm, fear of Fiona outweighing fear of Wilf. She'd been furious when they'd waited for over an hour in the ornamental shrubbery for Alb and the others, who failed to turn up. She'd been convinced Alb had agreed to the meeting she'd suggested and it had been very hard to persuade her against seeking him out and to use her exact words,' giving him a piece of my mind'. The shopping trip had been arranged as a bribe almost.
"I said soon," snapped Wilf.
One hour later they were still sat in the same places, with the same drinks in front of them. 
"What time did you agree they’d be here?" asked Bill.
"Soon," Wilf’s voice was a low growl. Ron shivered.
"I think it's pretty clear they’re not coming," said Johnno, bravely.
"It's all part of the game," said Wilf, "maybe something spooked them, sent them running, you never know in this business."
"Spooked them?" questioned Bill, "like what?"
"Like the pigs," Wilf spat out the word, "tricky bastards, always snooping around, could've been listening in on our confab."
"Really?" questioned Ron, disbelief in his tone. "How will we know if that’s what happened?"
"If Butch don't turn up then I'd say it's a sure bet that the filth rumbled us, he could be banged up right now for all we know."
Bill flashed a look at Johnno; Wilf was turning into someone else before their eyes. All this talk of guns and pigs and filth was quite out of character. Or at least out of sync with what he’d been presenting to the outside world.
"Cripes," said Pete, reverting to boy's own language.
“You lot sit put, I'll use the pay phone," said Wilf, "try to make contact again, see if I can work out what's going on." With that he slouched off in the direction of the pub pay-phone.
"Do you boys need another drink there, darlin'?" asked the bar maid, hailing Wilf as he passed by, obviously only waiting her opportunity, clearly irritated that they had only bought one drink each.
"Do you mind," snarled Wilf, lurching into the bar as he passed, "this is business."
"Okay deary, keep your wig on."
Wilf fiddled with his hair, and then dropped his hand with an aggrieved "fuck off." He dug out his dog-eared piece of paper and dialled.
"Butch?" said Wilf, responding quickly to the voice the other end, "Why ain't you here?"
"Who is this?"
"Flippin' 'eck Butch, it's me, 'Mad Dog', why ain't you down the 'D & D'?"
"'Cause I ain't a fuckin' prick like you, what the fuck do you think this is, Dog? Eh?"
"Butch," said Wilf desperately, "I need some....."
"Yeah I know, you need some stuff, you need some kit, 'cause you're gonna go play mercenaries in the jungle all over again, you're only eighty fuckin' four aren't ya', so no problems, I can see you now, charging around, 9 lb rifle, 60 lb pack blasting away at the Mau Mau in temperatures of fuck knows what...."
"Butch," snapped Wilf.
"No, you shut it, Wilfred." 
"'Mad Dog'," corrected Wilf.
"'Mad Dog'!" yelled Butch, "Fuckin' 'Mad Dog'? Who the fuck you tryin'ta kid? An' stop callin' me Butch, I'm not the Butcher, anymore, am I? So get it fru your fick 'ead, my name is Warren. Warren fuckin' Tucker so fuck off. An' stop bloody phonin' me."
Wilf had the phone clamped to his ear; the slam as Butch hung up echoing down the line. He looked across the pub to his co-conspirators, smiled, then carried on talking into the dead phone.
"Why's he smiling?" asked Pete, "I thought we were meant to be looking mean."
Wilf carried on his imaginary conversation for a good ten minutes before hanging up and returning to the table, "They're not coming." 
"Why not?" asked Pete, already unfolding his legs, seized up from sitting so long.
"Busies rumbled us," said Wilf, "We gotta get out of here."
"What? Straight away?" asked Johnno, he usually gave himself time to adjust to movement, and planned excursions and forays with great care.
"Place will be crawling with pigs," said Wilf, "leave your drinks, we gotta make a run for it."
"Running is not an option," said Bill, speaking for all of them.
They exited the pub, using their normal walks now that no-one was there to impress, and made their way to the bus stop. No thought of hiring a taxi now.
"When's the next one due?" asked Pete, mindful of Fiona’s promised shopping trip.
"5 minutes," said Johnno, peering up at the board.
"Is it our bus, though?" asked Ron.
"Don't bloody worry about that," said Wilf, maintaining the pretence, "we’ve gotta make as much distance between ourselves and this place as possible."
The pub door opened and the two suits strode over to their blue car, "You going to call it in Sarge?" asked the shorter of the two.
"Waste of time, I dunno where they get their info these days but this one was bollocks, fuckin' terrorists buying guns, who dreams up this shit? That's what I want to know."
 



What harm can it do?
- 9
 
"'Mad Dog'!" yelled Malcolm's granddad, "Fuckin' 'Mad Dog', who the fuck you tryin'ta kid? An' stop callin' me fuckin' Butch, I'm not the Butcher, anymore, am I? So get it fru your fick 'ead, my name is Warren. Warren fuckin' Tucker so fuck off. An' stop bloody phonin' me." He slammed the phone into the cradle and swore under his breath.
Phil cowered in his seat, concerned at the level of anger being shown, hoping none of it would come his way. He was in some discomfort, his left arm pointing to the ceiling. Although it had stopped throbbing at some stage during the week, he was left with a dull ache, masked by the paracetemol that Malc's granddad threw his way when the moaning got too loud for his nerves. 
"Who was that?" he asked, thinking 'the Butcher', that explained a lot.
"Never you mind," said Mr Tucker, "just some idiot from the past."
"Can I go now, please, Mr Tucker?" 
"Not yet," said Tucker, lighting up, instantly calm. "Not till it's over, I told you." 
There was a sharp knock at the door. Mr Tucker took another draw on his cigarette but made no further move.
"Aren't you going to open it?" asked Phil.
"No need." 
There was a crash in the hallway as the front door was ripped off its hinges.
"What the fuck?" cried Phil.
"We have guests," said Mr Tucker, checking his watch, "do you want a cuppa, Phil?"
A mountain of a man appeared in the doorway, a baseball bat in his hands. Phil put his hands to his face, both to protect it and to block the view. The man walked straight over to him and prodded his bandaged hand. Phil screamed in agony.
Mr Tucker switched the kettle on, "Tea?" he asked politely. A smaller man in a shiny suit entered the flat, followed by another extremely large man, this one minus the bat. "Tea?" repeated Mr Tucker.
"Black, no sugar," said the man in the shiny suit. It came out 'blek' but Tucker didn't comment.
"And your men?" asked Mr Tucker, the epitome of a genial host.
"Nothing for them," said the shiny suit.
Phil had left his seat, crawled across the room and was now sat on the floor, crying softly, leaning against the kitchen cupboards.
"What can I do for you, Mr. Zheleznov?" asked Mr Tucker.
"You know me, that is good, I like that," said Zheleznov, "Now we are straight to business, good, good."
"Well?" asked Mr Tucker 
"There was a fire a few days ago," said Zheleznov, "perhaps you hear of it?"
"Might've, near the launderette or something?"
"The launderette, that is correct," said Zheleznov, his eyes narrowing slightly.
"Well then, yes," said Mr Tucker, getting cups out of the cupboard, unflappable, "what of it?"
"Come now, my friend," said Zheleznov, "you were expecting us. We knock, you don't open the door. We come in," he gestured to the door hanging off its hinges, "and you stand there and offer us tea."
"To be honest I thought you were the filth," said Mr Tucker, "hangover from the old days."
"Ah," said Zheleznov, grittily, "the filth, of course. Well, as you can see, we're not the filth, as you call them, but we are here to talk to you about the fire."
"Oh, is that right?"
Phil groaned; why was the old man messing them about? It would only make it worse.
"We're investigating what happened," said Zheleznov, "it was a truly terrible business."
"Oh, really?"
"Oh yes," said Zheleznov, "everyone was killed, it must have been a terrible way to go."
"Seen plenty of burning bodies in my time," said Mr Tucker, imperturbably, pouring the tea, "never a pretty business."
"It affected my friend Dmitry here extremely sadly." He indicated the man with the bat.
"Sadly?"
"Er, badly?" said Zheleznov, "His brother was one of those who died."
"Sorry to hear that," said Mr Tucker passing Zheleznov his tea, "but how can I help?"
"We've been asking around, to see if anybody had seen anything unusual," said Zheleznov, pausing and staring hard at the old man in front of him, trying to see him as a criminal mastermind, "and your name came up once or twice."
"My name? How so?" 
"It seems you were an unsatisfied customer on more than one occasion," said Zheleznov.
Phil looked nervously from one to the other and spoke without thought, "Excuse me, Mr. Zhel...Zehel...in...ziov, can I go please?"
"No Pheeleep you cannot," said Zheleznov, "I wish to ask you some questions."
"Who? Me?" Phil's voice ratcheted up to a squeak of terror, "What about?"
"Your good friend Malcolm."
"I don't know anything about anything," said Phil, sliding along on his bottom until he was positioned behind Mr Tucker.
"Mmm, we shall see," said Zheleznov. He waved Dmitry forward. He shoved Mr Tucker aside, then he and the other man grabbed Phil, one by each arm and dragged him into the front room, whereupon Dmitry proceeded to beat his torso and limbs with the bat while the other aimed an occasional kick at his head. "Careful with this one, Dmitry, I want him to be able to talk."
"This one?" questioned Mr Tucker.
"Oh," said Zheleznov, "we just seen an old friend of yours, Tim....Tim....oh what was his name?"
"Tim Churcher," offered Mr Tucker. He only knew one Tim, a good mate, shame.
"That's him," said Zheleznov, "Tim Churcher, ah, well Dmitry got over excited and beat him to death before we could get much information out of him, very messy, and very careless."
"Unprofessional," agreed Mr Tucker, sipping his tea. 
The sounds coming from the front room provided an unwelcome backdrop to the conversation. Phil had cowered into the foetal position as the blows rained down.
"Yet none of this bothers you?" asked Zheleznov, "Why is this?"
Tucker smiled and sipped his tea.
"You were not surprised we came here and you are not putting up argument," said Zheleznov waving his arms theatrically.
"And the purpose of that would be?" 
"You do nothing, you say nothing, it makes me think, what is it with this old man, this Mr Tucker?"
"It's no mystery," said Mr Tucker, with a slight shrug, "I've been in the business myself, a long time ago and I know how this will go."
"Ah," said Zheleznov.
"It doesn't matter what I say, only whether or not you believe me, and you're never going to believe anything I say unless you feel you've got it out of me."
"Yes, yes," smiled Zheleznov, "of course, no-one ever tells the truth until you've given them some incen...incet... how you say?"
"Incentive," offered Mr Tucker.
"Ah, yes incentive," said Zheleznov, "but we will have to be careful with you, I can see this."
Tucker raised an eyebrow.
"You have experienced much," said Zheleznov, "so you will be hard to break down but then you are old and very easily breakable, like china, so we must find a way to make you talk without killing you first."
Dmitry plodded back into the room and nodded at Zheleznov who put his cup down. "You stay with Mr. Tucker, Dmitry, while I have a quick word with our friend Pheel."
Tucker sipped his tea, put his left hand in his cardigan pocket and smiled at Dmitry. Dmitry stared at him.
A few minutes later Zheleznov returned and retook his seat, "Ah, Mr. Tucker, Mr. Tucker," he said shaking his head, "how could you do this thing and think you would get away with it?"
"Do what thing?" asked Tucker.
"What thing he asks?" Zheleznov said turning to Dmitry, "What thing indeed." He leaned in closer to Tucker, and Tucker knew that it was time. "You know what thing, Mr. Tucker. Now I want you to tell me where is Malcolm and the whore."
"Are," said Tucker.
"Are?" said Zheleznov, frowning.
"It's, 'where ARE Malcolm and the whore', not, where IS."
"Of course, forgive me," said Zheleznov, "my English is good but sometimes not, how you say functionable?"
Tucker smiled, pulled his left hand from his pocket and showed Zheleznov the contents; a small device with a button he had depressed with his thumb. "Please tell your men not to move," he said, "I wouldn't want to set this off prematurely."
Zheleznov shouted something in Russian. His men stopped moving. "What happens now, Mr. Tucker?" 
"Now I ask you some questions," said Tucker, "is that okay?"
"Absolutely," said Zheleznov.
"Who else is looking for Malcolm?"
"No-one," said Zheleznov.
"This entire flat is rigged with semtex, all I have to do is take my finger off the trigger and we're all toast. So I will ask you once again, who else is looking?"
"Do you expect me to believe that you would kill yourself along with us, Mr Tucker?" 
"I'm old, my course is run, I don't give a fuck. Besides he's my grandson."
"Everyone gives a fuck, Mr. Tucker," said Zheleznov, "everyone."
"Not everyone has inoperable bowel cancer, Mr. Zheleznov, so, who else is looking?"
"You'll let us walk out of here?" Zheleznov's tone was disbelieving.
"I might," said Mr Tucker, "that's the best odds I can offer."
Zheleznov frowned, "There is no-one else looking." 
Tucker smiled, "Now, do I believe you?" he asked.
"Probably not," said Zheleznov.
"Would you, if you were in my place?" asked Tucker.
"Of course not," said Zheleznov.
"So, how do I convince myself?" asked Tucker.
"Don't ask me," said Zheleznov raising his shoulders and palms.
"Tell your man to shoot you in the kneecap."
"Why?" Zheleznov looked genuinely perplexed, "What would that prove?"
"Well, if you stick to your story, I might believe you." 
"I'm not going to tell him to shoot me, Mr. Tucker," said Zheleznov, "what difference would it make if I did? Would I change my answer? No. Would you believe me whatever I did? I think not, so what would be the point in me giving him that order?"
"I might believe you, I might even let you go."
"You wouldn't let us go," smiled Zheleznov, "that's not something you would do, is it, Mr. Tucker?"
"No, not really." Malcolm's granddad smiled and looked all the more determined.
"Perhaps this," said Zheleznov, waving his arms, "is one big trick to get you out of, how you say? A tight fix. You are an old man, where would you get semtex?"
"But can you risk it?" said Tucker, "I could let you all go if I'm happy with your answers."
"I think not," said Zheleznov, "I think I will get my man Dmitry to pull that silly thing from your hand."
"Be my guest," said Mr Tucker.
Zheleznov stared at him for a few seconds then said something in Russian. Dmitry ripped the device from Tucker's hand. Nothing happened.
Zheleznov smiled, "See Mr. Tucker, I called your bluff."
Mr Tucker smiled, "Ten second delay, I just wanted to see that silly smirk wiped off your face."
Flat 49 exploded into a giant ball of flame, throwing bodies and furniture into the street below.
 



Something in the wind 9 
 
This is the culture you're raising your kids in, 
don't be surprised if it blows up in your face
Marilyn Manson
 
The Preacher was reminiscing, "When I was young, after school I would play out with my friends. We'd play football, or war. I remember my mother cooking bangers and mash, steak and kidney pie, chops, liver, stew with dumplings, we always had a pudding that involved custard and at weekends we had a roast."
He started to pace, "I remember music from the time, Beatles, Stones, Queen, Led Zep, Lizzy and I remember feeling English. Even though I had a sense of what Britishness is, I still felt English and I had a great pride in my country, in my parents and my grandparents and what they achieved in both world wars. I remember reading about the Empire with even greater pride. When I recall these things I feel a sense of being comforted in a blanket, secure and familiar."
He paused, then continued, "When we are young we are moulded by the world that surrounds us and for me that world is the smell of home cooking, the sound of kids running and laughing through the streets, and I get a great warmth in my heart when I think of it. It is the period that moulded me and involved family, community, socialising with my neighbours, going to the local shop, a relationship with the streets round where I lived. For me it represents England." There were a few nods from the audience, and a few audible sniffles, "I would imagine it was much the same for the Hitler Youth." 
Barry felt the atmosphere change in that second. 
The Preacher noticed nothing, "They would have been moulded by the events of their youth and would find modern Germany abhorrent. Even if they rejected everything that Hitler and the Nazis stood for they would not be able to shake that sense of home, of comfort when they think of those times or when they smell a familiar smell. That's the way of things," he said, firmly, looking out into his audience, "the undeniable truth, we humans are moulded by events that occur in our youth, by the world that surrounds us."
He placed his hands behind his back and paced, "So what effect did Maggie's world have on the youth of the 90s and what effect is our current world having on today's youth?" 
He gave them a moment then continued, "In the 90s it was all about the drive for profit over people, looking after number one, greed. It saw the birth of the new elite; the super model, the celebrity footballer, the consumer culture. It also heralded the collapse of the nuclear family, social integrity, social unity, the church. The collapse of everything that makes us civilised."
He paused, then spoke again, "Which is why young people today are unable to form lasting relationships; because they have been ingrained with the concept of self. Why people today are obsessed with the lottery; their only goal in life is to be mega rich. Why youngsters fill up their bags with cheap products that they know were made in sweat shop conditions; because nothing in their youth taught them respect for others and they have no empathy. Why, in the midst of a riot, people are less interested in expressing demands for social change than in looting; because their education did not include social awareness but was instead bent on self-aggrandisement. It is why those who are lucky enough to have work look with disdain at the unemployed, the weak, the homeless who beg in the streets; because they were told in their youth to despise those who couldn't help themselves, told that all beggars are frauds who live in big houses or those on benefits are getting a huge whack for free whilst they have to strive. All of which is why society is crumbling."
After a brief pause he continued, "Consider, if this is how the working-age youth view things, what are our young children becoming? What are they being taught in school? Are they allowed to be English in this day and age when everywhere accusations of racism are being flung about and when, if you go by the adverts on TV, you could be forgiven for thinking that white English people are now in the minority. Are they aware of our history and encouraged to understand its context? Are they allowed original thought? Or are they being mass-produced like the Hitler Youth to serve the messages up to their parents about racism, green issues, homophobia and date stamps on food as if it's mandatory, and not up for discussion?"
His pace quickened as he patrolled the stage, "We must ask ourselves, where did this pressure to deconstruct England originate? Where did this desire to destroy English culture come from?  Who initiated it and why have successive Governments propounded it?" He raised his hands, "Why are they trying to eliminate the English race? Why are they trying to pretend that the White Anglo Saxon doesn't exist? Why are they hell bent on writing the British Empire out of history? Why are they destroying the bonds that held us together for nearly five hundred years?"
He waited for an answer but there was none forthcoming, although there were plenty of glum faces, "Because the rich no longer need us, they have their new cheap labour force, in the third world. We are excess to requirements." 
He grabbed a bottle of water and took a long drink, then continued, "Quick history lesson, we had the Yom Kippur War 1973, the Arabs attacked Israel, six days later it was all over and the Israelis had won. The west backed Israel and the Eastern block backed the Arabs. In revenge for their defeat OPEC put up the price of oil and created an artificial reduction in supply, a pending reality the experts have termed as Peak Oil. Here in Britain we had the three day week under Heath, power cuts, rising unemployment and a rise in union strikes. This all culminated in the Prime Minister, Jim Callaghan going cap in hand to the IMF."
He glared out at his audience, "Now I ask you, what lessons did the government learn from this experience? They learned that if ever there was another energy crisis our society would be in trouble, we would have strikes, power cuts, riots and a general social leaning towards communism. This would be intolerable to the British Right wing and to the Americans who, believe me, are always meddling in our affairs."
He pointed to various people in the first few rows, "They had to ensure that by the time Peak Oil became a reality we were no longer socially cohesive, that we had lost our collective sense of ourselves. Thus, through the intervening years they have been deconstructing our social unity, they have been denying Britishness to the extent that they are planning the break up of the UK. Eventually we will be nothing more than a few small weak countries stationed off the coast of Europe, meanwhile the rich will still be rich for they will continue to receive their tax free off-shored dividends from the companies they've been setting up in the Third world."
He strode to the front of the stage, "We are weak now because we are divided and have become anti-social; we are willing to buy things from high street shops when we know their supply chain uses child slave labour, we don't care about our neighbour any more, hell, we don't even look after our own parents. We shove them into old people’s homes to be looked after by East Europeans who don't give a rat's arse about them, they might even bear a grudge against them for something that might've happened in WWII, who knows, but the thing is we don't care. We don't care how many old people die in the winter from cold because we resent them their winter fuel allowance, we resent them their pensions, we resent them their homes and their money. We demand that they sell their homes to pay for their care in their dotage yet when it's our parents we kick up a fuss because we might lose our inheritance."
There was a lot of shuffling in the audience, a few people stood as if planning to walk out but they were grumbled at and promptly sat down again. "The truth is, they have splintered us, they have shattered our society so that they can better control us when prices rise and wages drop, so they can maintain their own station in life whilst we suffer when the world's fuel crisis hits, and it will hit, it's here with us now and they have seen how dangerous it will be for their world, for the world of the rich. The Occupy movement reminded them what cohesion can do, the Independents tried and were squashed before they had a chance. The powers that be fear what the people can do if they gather and move as one and they will not allow this to happen."
"How do you boil a frog?" he demanded, and then answered his own question, "slowly."
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 10 
Can't explain it, it's been three days and still nothing, I expected the Police two days ago but nothing, maybe Blakeney didn't get a good pic of me after all, maybe I'll get away with this, god I think the stress will do my head in, that said I have to admit I'm addicted to it now. If they don't come for me by tomorrow I'll have another go, have to be careful though in case he has a security detail or something.
On a side issue, apparently Deidre loves Jack Russells, who knew, the bloody thing still goes for me every time it sees me but she loves it.
 
Diary entry 11 
Well that's it, I can't explain it, no police, nothing on the news, nothing, so I'm going out again to finish this. Can't do him at his place now, have to think of something else so I'll try following him, see where he goes, phoned in sick so I'm on it now.
 



Jackpot 6
 
Sammy sat perched on the edge of her armchair glancing at but not quite meeting the eyes of the kids, Dan, Sian and the youngest, Mitchell; still her baby at fifteen. It was unusual for them all to be in the same room at the same time and it not be Christmas. They'd been brought in under duress, summoned by Simon, and Sian feared the worst. She was slumped in the corner of the room, a curtain of hair tumbling over her face, mobile stuck to her hand, fingers working over- time. Dan was pacing, he'd refused his mother's pleas for him to sit down as sitting would be an indication he was staying and he wasn't. He was going out with his mates so they had ten minutes max and then he was off. Sammy couldn't help thinking how handsome he was, still tanned from a recent hot spot holiday with his friends and nice and trim despite his liking for beer. Simon entered, an immediate contrast with his eldest son, a tray of tea and biscuits in his hands, a broad grin on his face.
"Oh my god, I knew it," said Sian, abruptly, "you're pregnant."
"Shit!" said Dan, coming to an abrupt halt. Mitchell's eyes widened.
"Language," snapped Sammy.
"But you must be," Sian's tone was bordering rude, "why else would Dad have that soppy grin on his face?"
"Your mum's not pregnant, Sian, we wouldn't be celebrating that, but we have got some news."
"Why wouldn't we be celebrating that, Simon?" asked Sammy, giving him the look.
He faltered, eyes everywhere but on her, "Of course we'd celebrate if you were, Sam, but you're not, so, well," then he dug the hole deeper, "I mean, it's a bit late for all that again, isn't it?"
"Hmmm," said Sammy, her face indicating the subject was shelved but not forgotten.
"Well, what is it then?" demanded Dan, "I'm going out down the Swan, I'm already late."
"Go on then Si, you tell them." Simon smiled, savouring the drama of the moment, opened his mouth, and then Sammy burbled, "We've won the lottery," giggling as she did so.
"Sam," said Si, "you said...."
"I know, I know, I'm sorry but I couldn't keep it in any longer, we won the lottery." She stood up and danced round the room, hugging herself, the reality of the fact of their win washing over her again with the telling of the news.
"How much?" asked Sian, studiedly disinterested.
"£55 million pounds," said Simon proudly.
"You what? £55 MIL!" screamed Sian, indifference and moderation out the window. 
"£55 mil," shouted Dan.
Mitchell's face had gone red and he sounded stunned, "Seriously, we won the jackpot?"
"Yep," said Sammy, rushing over to him and looking deep into his eyes, brown pools, mirrors of her own, "we're millionaires."
"£55 mil," said Sian, "I can get my own place now."
"Not so fast, young lady," said Si, "you're only 17, no-one agreed that you could move out yet."
"Nearly 18, and anyway, why not?" Sian was instantly angry, "We've got money now."
"That's as maybe, but you're still too young," said Si, looking at Sam for support, this was not meant to be the reaction, "just because we've got money changes nothing."
"MUM!" wailed Sian, "why can't I move out?"
"He's your father, dear," said Sammy, actually no keener on the idea of Sian leaving than her husband, "and your dad and I will discuss what we think is best for you later on."
"What's best for me?" demanded Sian, hands on hips, face pushed forward, "I've got like 10 mil, why can't I make my own decisions?"
"For one thing, you certainly haven't got £10 mil," said Si, forcefully, "and for another you're too young to go squandering large amounts of money."
"What does that mean?" she screeched, "How much have I got?"
"We'll work that out later, dear," said Sammy, trying to cool things down.
"You've already worked it out," said Mitchell, eyes narrowing, "no way you don't know what we're getting."
"How much then?" asked Sian, glaring at her father, spittle on her lips, eyes wild, "8 mil?"
"You'll get what we give you," said Si, by this time clearly furious, "and it'll be held in trust so you can't blow it all at once, or should I say, so Pat can't go and blow it all at once."
"Oh you're such a pain, Dad," she was shouting in his face now, as angry as he was. 
Mitchell moved closer to his mother, whilst Dan looked for an exit; this sort of outburst was simply too heavy.
"Don't speak to your father like that," ordered Sammy; no fan of Sian's latest lout of a boyfriend.
"But Mum," protested Sian, "you know he's got it in for Pat. Anyway, I'm 17, I can make my own decisions now."
"17 isn't old enough," said Si.
"Legally, it is," said Dan, keen to defend the principle, at nineteen he struggled to get adult treatment and it was in his own best interests to defend Sian's rights.
"Stay out of it, Dan," growled his father, "anyway, it's different for girls."
"What does that mean?" demanded Sammy, red rag to a bull, pipping her daughter to the post.
Si took a deep breath, he didn't want to fight them both at once, "It means there are boys out there who will try to take advantage of her." 
"Oh, and your sons are perfectly safe, are they?" pressed Sammy.
"You're a dinosaur," yelled Sian, storming from the room.
"Well, for one thing, we can't get pregnant, can we," said Mitchell, feeling the need to add something to the conversation despite Dan's eyes urging him to stay out of it.
"That's enough from you, Mitchell," said Sammy, "I don't know where you get these ideas from."
"Oh come on, Mum," said Dan, nastily, "you don't think she's still a virgin, do you?"
"Daniel!" snapped Sammy, "go to your room."
"Oh for crying out loud," moaned Dan, also storming off.
Mitchell sat down and reached for his tea and a biscuit.
"Well, that went well," said Si, shaking slightly from the emotion.
Sammy grunted her irritation.
"How much are you putting in trust for us then, dad?" asked Mitchell.
 



P.A.C.T - 18
 
Efforts and courage are not enough without purpose and direction
John F Kennedy
 
Mags stood and watched from the doorway for several minutes, unnoticed by Alb as she had been so often over the years.  He was the kind of man, if she'd met him in her younger days, who could have persuaded her away from her devotion to MI6. With a soft snort of self derision she shook herself out of the reverie; like as not he wouldn't have noticed her then either.
"Albie," she said.
Gerry turned at the sound of her voice, "Mags?"
"Could I just have a quick chat with you, both of you?" 
"Sure," said Gerry, enthusiastically, pleased to see her as always, "what is it, Mags?"
Alb seemed to be rooted in his chair. She tried again, "If we could just pop to my room, I have some more Angel cake, and we could have a cup of tea as well." 
"Absolutely," said Gerry, leaning over and giving Alb a nudge.
Mags lead the way, Gerry following, admiring, as he always did, her no nonsense walk and erect bearing. Alb dragged himself to his feet; he was finding it hard to motivate himself since the meeting in the shed. He'd had high hopes but nothing had come of it; no-one but Gerry really seemed up for it and it wouldn't work with just the two of them. 
He was still disconsolate when he walked into Mags' living room and the cheery decor did nothing to dispel his gloom. The cake helped a bit as did the steaming mug of tea, a combination he always found hard to resist.
"What is it, Mags?" asked Gerry.
"There's someone I'd like you to meet." She looked uncomfortable but there was a determined glint in her eye. "He's an old associate," she continued, "more an old friend, really."
Gerry frowned, she'd not mentioned this 'old friend' before, he knew she'd been a JP in the past and must have known people, but he'd thought she was alone in the world, a bit like himself.
"Right," said Alb, lack lustre, "no bother, whenever he's around." He'd not quite forgiven Mags her recent outburst, all that nonsense about Chamberlain, calling him Neville like she knew him, insulting Churchill.
"He's around now, I just need to ask him to pop along."
"What, right now?" Alb was quite put out, tea and cake had been a pretext then, he hated being tricked. He thought about leaving but was too tired and too comfortable to move.
"Yes," said Mags, sending a text, "he'll be along shortly."
"This is all very cloak and dagger," said Gerry, curiosity piqued.
"Clandestine, I call it," muttered Alb, cutting himself another generous slice of cake.
Mags spoke again, "There's something I need to tell you before he arrives." Her voice was unusually strained. She paused then said hurriedly, "He used to work for MI6." 
Gerry started in surprise, Alb froze in the act of biting into his cake. "MI6?" said Gerry incredulously.
"MI6?" repeated Alb.
They looked at each other, both knowing what the other was thinking, aware of the risks they had taken speaking of their intention to wage war on Islam and the other foreigners in their midst. 
Mags, more than aware of the tensions that accompanied knowledge of her acquaintance with members of MI6, sipped her tea.
"That might not be such a good idea," said Alb, cake and fatigue forgotten, pushing himself out of his chair, all set to leave with alacrity.
"It's too late now, Alb," said Mags, "he's here and he's coming in."
The door opened and a large man shambled in, age indeterminate but certainly not young, all bushy eyebrows and jowls, your favourite uncle, not anyone's idea of MI6. Alb was distinctly unimpressed and completed his exit of the chair to stand pugilistically in the middle of the room.
"Mackie," said Mags, moving to greet him, "these are two of my best friends, Albert Rayner and Gerry Arbuthnot. Albert, Gerry, meet  Sir Robert MacDonald. "
"Mackie will do nicely," said the man, his voice a rumble. There was a residual accent in his voice; Alb linked it to the name and placed it as Scottish. "Pleased to meet you," the man continued, proffering his hand to Alb and Gerry in turn, enveloping theirs in his own bear like paw. 
"Pleased to meet you," muttered Gerry, as they shook hands. Alb remained silent, jaw gritted. 
"Margo has told me all about you and your plans to get back at the enemy within," said Mackie.
Gerry flicked a look at Mags, stupidly more thrown by 'Margo' and all that this entailed than the fact she'd told this stranger all about their revolutionary intentions. He then looked to Alb for guidance, ready to act now if need be, he'd get Mackie, big bear of a man though he be, but Alb would have to keep Mags quiet and subdued, he couldn't because he was in love with her.
"And she has asked if I would offer my assistance in some way."
"Your assistance?" said Alb, still standing, still ready to do battle if needs must.
"Yes," said Mackie, seating himself, "I hear she makes the most wonderful Angel cake." As he spoke he leaned over and cut himself a large slice.
"Why would you help us?" asked Alb, "and how?"
"For one thing I'm going to tell you what's really happening in this country," Mackie's words were slightly muffled by the cake filling his cheeks, "and to the rest of the world."
"What does that mean, exactly?" asked Alb.
"I'm going to tell you who is really behind it all," he glanced up at Mags, "Any chance of tea?"
"Behind it all, behind what?" said Gerry, outraged by his casual familiarity.
"He means that most things happen for a reason," said Mags, stepping in before it got out of hand, "that there's a plan in place. He thinks your actions will either speed the process along or, if you listen to him, you might be able to slow them down."
"Gentlemen," said Mackie, "please take a seat and let me explain." Alb and Gerry hovered in the middle of the room, neither knowing what they should do. "Come," Mackie urged, "take a seat and I'll try to explain, as briefly as I can."
Alb puffed out and then, shrugging, sat down. Gerry did likewise, both of them perched on the edge of their seats, ready to make a nifty getaway.
"I won't give you detail," said Mackie, "that will come later when we present to your colleagues."
"Who said you could present to our colleagues?" questioned Alb. He was damned if he'd be cowed by Sir bloody MacDonald, or whatever his name was.
"They will have to know why we need to attack the people we eventually attack," said Mackie.
"We already know what we're going to do," said Alb, truculently.
"Quite so," said Mackie, eyes twinkling. For a moment Gerry thought he might be suppressing laughter but the moment passed. "But there might need to be modifications and we will need to explain them properly."
"Please, can you just listen," said Mags, "if anyone knows what's going on in the world it's him."
"For you, Mags, if you really want us to," said Gerry, "we'll listen, won't we, Alb."
"What?" Alb was caught in mid-glower, still wondering whether he could take Mackie in a ruck.
Gerry nudged Alb in the ribs and hissed, "Just say you'll listen, play it cool."
"Oh," said Alb, smiling without teeth, "yes, of course, we'll listen, Mags."
Mackie shook his head, "I heard that."
"What?" said Gerry, innocence personified.
"I heard you whisper to him," said Mackie, in irritated disbelief, "you people are so childish. Margo, what have you got me into here?"
"Please Mackie," said Mags, "just give them a chance."
He shook his head, but relented, "Okay, listen up, imagine it's 1066. The Saxons, are ruled by an alien elite, the Normans and William the Conqueror is king. He makes all the laws which are designed to be advantageous to the Normans." He paused while Mags excused herself, going into her kitchenette to make a fresh brew and get some more Angel cake. "Everything is now owned by the rich French and the Saxons are nothing but serfs in their own land."
Alb and Gerry nodded. Alb was hooked, albeit reluctantly, history of England, right up his street.
"OK, bounce on a few hundred years; WWII has just ended, Labour has been elected and Socialism and Communism are on the rise and Fascism is dead."
Alb and Gerry nodded affirmatively.
"Or is it?" asked Mackie.
Alb frowned and Gerry sat upright, "Of course it is," said Alb, darkly, "and Hitler's dead."
"Hitler's dead yes," said Mackie, "but what of fascism?"
"Well, granted there are still pockets of it around," said Gerry, "even today there are a few fascists here and there."
"That's because it was never our intention to defeat fascism," said Mackie, "Hitler and Germany, yes, but fascism, no."
"That's not right," stated Gerry, "we were fighting Fascism and the Nazis, my dad fought in....."
"Forget all that," said Mackie, impatiently, "you just need to think about what fascism offered to those in power."
"It didn't offer anything," said Alb.
"Wrong, it offered them everything," said Mackie. "It offered them a way to get back the power they had lost through the centuries. It showed them how easy it was to control the masses through propaganda. It demonstrated that you can kill millions of people and, as long as you don't lose, get away with it. It showed them how they could become supremely wealthy whilst fooling the masses into thinking they too were better off. It showed them how to reduce the people to a modern serfdom, one managed by their own greed as opposed to restrictive laws. And the invention of the computer chip enabled them to globalise their ambitions."
Mackie had said all of this almost without pausing for breath. Alb was stunned into a resentful silence. Gerry was clearly mesmerised. Into the slight lull Mags brought fresh cups of tea and another huge Angel cake.
"Now then," said Mackie, "think again of 1066 and how William ran England, a country he had recently conquered. Now expand that idea to consider that the world is not a series of countries but just one country. The new global aristocracy are the bankers, the corporate executives, the sports personalities, singers, artists and the like. Their ultimate goal it is to reduce the rest of you to debt ridden slaves, thus raising themselves up further, to the level of gods."
Gerry bit into his Angel cake, not tasting it, wide eyed.
"That is why Britain has become a multi-cultural society, that is why America is on the edge of civil war, that is why manufacturing has been sent to the third world, that is why the banks are orchestrating a financial meltdown. The intention is that by the end of it, there will be no strength left anywhere in the world to resist their plans. There will be no one country that has an identity strong enough to allow its people to stand proud and defy them. You are to become the new serfs to the new global aristocracy in what is commonly referred to as the New World Order."
"The new world what?" said Alb, so much for commonly referred to, he'd never heard of it.
"So you see, attacking a few foreigners isn't really going to stop them, is it?" said Mackie.
"It's all very well for you to say," protested Alb, "but what can we do? Who can we attack?"
"Don't listen to him, Alb mate," said Gerry, "he's just trying to put us off."
"No he's not," said Mags, "he's telling you who the real enemy is, the real people we should be attacking."
"So who are they then?" demanded Alb.
 



Malik - Hand of God - III
 
Hani shook himself awake as liquid trickled down his face, he groaned. Slowly he became aware of a figure standing in front of him, the liquid still splashing down, then he realised that the man was pissing on him, "Agh, you fucker, you're gonna pay for this man, I know who you are right and you're gonna pay for this."
"Who am I?" asked the voice.
"You tell him, Kelly," yelled Hani, "I'm gonna fix his bitch wife for what he's done today, you hear me, Kelly?"
"She can't hear you, she's in my car, way over there, in fact they can't even see you."
"That won't help the bitch," ranted Hani, "she's gonna pay for this, both those bitches are."
"What makes you think you're going to do anything to anyone about this?"
"I is gonna fix you, you bastard," snarled Hani.
The figure moved away for a few moments and Hani took time to check out his situation. He was tied to a tree in a wood, him on one side and what must be Bev on the other. "Bev?" he whispered, tugging at the rope that linked them, "Bev mate?"
"He can't hear you." The man appeared in front of him, a shape looming out of the dark.
"Who the fuck are you?" demanded Hani.
"My name is Malik."
Malik opened the jerry can he was carrying and sloshed petrol over Hani, moving round behind the tree and doing the same to Bev.
"Shit, wot you doin?" yelled Hani, "you can't do this man."
"Tell me where you were taking them." 
"Fuck off man," snarled Hani, "you won't do this."
"Tell me where you were taking the girls," ordered Malik.
"No fuckin' way man," said Hani.
"Did you have sex with them?"
"No fuckin' way," said Hani, "we's just out for a ride bruv see."
Malik pulled a hammer from his jacket, knelt down, careful to avoid the petrol and smashed it down on Hani's ankle. Hani screamed.
"I'll ask you again," said Malik, "did you have sex with these girls?"
"No man," wailed Hani, "We is just drivin' around man, serious."
Malik slammed the hammer down again on the same ankle. Hani screamed again. "No we never, honest, you ask 'em."
"I did," said Malik.
"Then why d'you do that?" cried Hani.
"That's just the beginning for you Hani," said Malik.
"How do you know my name?" asked Hani, crying through the pain.
"Oh, I know everything about you, Hani," said Malik, "about you, and about your friend Bev."
"What do you want?" wailed Hani.
"Where were you taking them?"
"The Ganges," cried Hani.
"Address?"
"I don't know it man," whimpered Hani.
The hammer went up and Hani screamed, "Okay, okay, okay," he wailed giving the address.
"Now it is time for you to make amends," said Malik.
"What's you meanin' man?" asked Hani pitifully.
"You have brought shame on your families and endangered our community," said Malik.
"What you meaning?" persisted Hani.
"You have been tried by your elders and found guilty," said Malik.
"Please bruv," said Hani, "please, please, just let me go man."
"And you have been sentenced."
Malik struck a match and tossed it. He returned to his car, heedless of the screams coming from behind him.
 



The number of the beast 
 
Tom frowned heavily and ran through the details again, 35 black ones, 23 blue ones, 78 green ones, 4 grey ones, 37 white ones, now that could be important and then there were the very big ones; a total of 46 of them, mostly white. The colour of the beasts seemed to be totally random but he knew that somewhere there was a viable pattern that would predict when the next beast would appear and what its colour would be. Perhaps if the figures were taken over a longer period then it would become obvious.
Lily watched for a few moments from a high vantage point; her countenance enigmatic and with a faint air of menace. "What's he doing?" She indicated Tom with a slight nod.
"Counting, counting," said Gertie, pride in her tone.
"Why?" Lily was new; she asked a lot of questions.
"Because, because," said Gertie.
Lily felt a tickle and turned quickly in a tight circle trying to reach the spot. Then she gave up and asked again, "but why?"
"Tom's just Tom," said Gertie, deliberately being mysterious, trying to look enigmatic and failing, "finding the answer, finding the answer."
"To what?" Lily definitely asked too many hard questions.
"To the great riddle," Gertie liked the sound of that so she embellished, "the riddle of the beasts."
Lily’s flat face flattened further as she thought this one over. Then she shook her head and disappeared. 
Elsie came out of hiding and took over the interrogation, eyebrows raised, a sardonic look in her eye, “What did she want?”
“Asking about Tom, asking, and asking.”
Elsie scowled, “She asks too many questions.”
"When he's solved the riddle we'll be free, we'll be free." 
"What?" Elsie was unimpressed; she was free already. She moved further away; languidly stretched and yawned. Another fool, she thought: no pedigree.
"He's so great, so great," said Gertie staring wide eyed at the oblivious Tom.
 



See all, hear all, know all

 
Barry was perched on the edge of the chair. It wasn't often Blackmore told him to sit and he felt uncomfortable. Audiences in this office usually meant trouble; it was just a matter of how much and for how long you had to endure being castigated. Sitting down suggested a long stint.
"I want you to get along there right away," said Sir Phillip, "the bloody press are having a field day with it." He left a gap but Barry was too canny to fill it; he'd played this game before. After a long silence Blackmore continued, "We need to know whether it was a gangland feud or a terrorist incident gone wrong. We need to know the details so we can stop this press speculation."
"Sir," said Barry. He comforted himself with the thought that he'd already booked the Preacher's next few gigs. If this turned pear-shaped he might not be able to spend much time on the organisation side of things.
Sure enough Blackmore continued, "You'll have to put your Preacher chap on the back burner. I need this closed out ASAP. The PM has been on my case about it all morning, seems the Police are dithering, at least that's his take on things, man's gone paranoid since that bloody tunnel incident, every time something occurs and we aren't in the know he screams blue murder and accuses the intelligence agencies of being asleep on the job."
"Sir," said Barry. He'd not seen Blackmore this angry since that 'bloody tunnel incident' and he was not enjoying this level of heat. He was also not comfortable with that level of information; it was unlike Blackmore to share.
"The report says extensive traces of semtex. I want to know who these people were, what they were doing there, where this bloody stuff came from."
"Sir," Barry was finding it hard not to say more, but he felt trapped in the conversation, damned either way.
"I want to know if it's linked to those reports of an arms deal going down at some bloody pub. What was it? You must remember."
Barry spoke quickly, relieved to have something to say that was the right thing, "The Dog & Duck, sir."
"Ok, so was it linked? I want to know it yesterday."
"On it sir," said Barry, standing up.
"Dismissed."
 



episode 10
Workmen - Three Fat Ladies
 
Helen opened the front door, and peered out. Thank the lord for the vandal who'd taken out the street light last night. It was quiet as well as dark and their driveway was off set slightly and hidden from view of the neighbours. She slipped back inside and hefted one end of the quilt covered burden under her arm, huffing out a long breath as she did so. Debs put her back into it and lifted her end and together they struggled out to the car; not for the first time Debs wished she'd splashed out on something bigger than a Fiat Uno.
"Will it fit?" hissed Granny from the hallway.
"It'll have to, Mum," puffed Helen. 
"I don't think it will," said Granny, helpfully.
"Then we'll have to make it fit," stated Debs.
"How?" wailed Helen, abruptly coming to a halt, "he's as stiff as a board."
"Just open the door," instructed Debs, backing up slightly.
"I can't hold him and open the door, he's too heavy."
"Granny," called Debs urgently, her voice low.
"Ssssh," hissed Helen, "the neighbours."
"Granny," whispered Debs, "get the door, will you."
"Hurry up, I can't hold him for much longer," moaned Helen.
Granny struggled down from the doorstep and wrestled the car door open.
"You put your end in, Mum," said Debs, "then I'll shove from the back."
Helen did as she was bid, leaning in to the car as far as she could go. Debs' sudden push only succeeded in ramming Wayne's head into the foot well in the back of the car. The quilt fell away, revealing his legs, still sticking out the door, "He won't go any further in," Helen said, her voice bubbling with near hysteria.
"Oh yes he will," said Debs, shoving again, putting her full weight behind it. They heard a crack as Wayne's spine snapped.
"Oh my god!" said Helen, horrified, nearly falling over in her haste to get away.
"Mum," hissed Debs, "he's dead, it doesn't matter."
"But we broke his back, I think I'm going to be sick."
"Mum! Not now, I need you to help me do this." Debs climbed into the car and started to heft Wayne's top half out of the foot well, ignoring with difficulty the grating sounds of bone on bone. As she lifted his head his legs see-sawed downwards. "Come on, Mum, focus, alright, we gotta push his legs in."
"I can't," wailed Helen, crumpling to the floor, hands to her mouth.
"Gran, can you grab hold?" Debs asked, turning to the old lady who was standing, mouth open at the back of the car.
She nodded and reached over to grab his legs. She was prevented from so doing by the conjoining of her huge breasts with her monumental stomach.
"Come on, Gran," said Debs. 
"I'm trying dear," said Gran, gamely, parting her breasts to try and make the move doable, "but I just can't reach."
"Mum," hissed Debs, "Mum, get up. I need you."
Helen closed her eyes and took a deep breath."Okay, okay," and she bent over, ignoring the legs and the dirty workman boots, and pulling on the quilt with shaking hands. Then she took another, stronger hold and together they heaved and shoved but Wayne would not budge.
"What about cutting him up?" offered Gran, reasonably.
"No way am I cutting him up," snapped Helen.
"Might have to if we can't get him in the car," said Debs, eyes sparkling at the prospect.
"Not happening," said Helen emphatically, "besides there'd be too much blood."
"He's dead so not much blood," said Debs, knowledgeably, "and no-one knows he came here."
"How do you know?" demanded Helen, "he might've told a friend. The police always find out."
"They never solve anything, Mum, it's not like CSI Miami or Miss Marple."
"I don't care," said Helen, "I'm still not cutting him up."
"What about the sunroof, dear," said Gran.
"Wow, great idea, Gran," said Debs, "why didn't I think of that? And we can lose this as well." She yanked at the quilt, pulling and tugging, ripping Wayne free of it.
"I'll get a chair," muttered Helen, unreasonably angry with both of them.
Five minutes later Debs was standing on the car, leaning into the open sunroof, the better to direct Wayne's head up and out of the car, the bonnet bending under her weight. Helen was inside, ready to lift his torso, her face was carefully averted and her eyes tightly closed. If she could have held her nose at the same time she probably would have done so. Gran was outside on the driveway; her role was to ensure Wayne's lower legs followed the rest of his body.
"Okay on three," said Debs, "three!" She tugged Wayne's shoulders but nothing happened. "Oh my back, what the hell are you two doing?"
"I thought you were going to count," said Helen, eyes still tight shut.
"You said you'd count, dear," said Gran, observing Debs with her rheumy eyes.
"That's the whole point," said Helen, almost at breaking point, "gives us a chance to get ready and then we all push together. Don't just say 'three'."
"One, two, three," said Debs, too quickly for Helen to respond, or for Gran to register.
"Give us a chance," hissed Helen, opening her eyes and glaring up at her daughter, "It's always like this with you, it always has to be done your way. It was the same when you were a baby, always bossing me and your Gran around. You wouldn't even wear the clothes I put you in. I'd dress you and you'd go and change, you were five for Christ' sake."
"God, mum," wailed Debs, "you're doing this, now?"
"Ssssh, Debbie," said Helen, crossly, "the neighbours."
Debs grabbed Wayne by his Mohican, paused and stared at it, "what did you think of his hair?"
"What?" said Helen. She was getting hot in the car and sharing such a confined space with a dead body was seriously messing with her head.
"The colour of his hair," said Debs, "I liked it."
"Oh, so did I, dear," said Gran, "and I liked the Huron thing he had going."
"Mohican," said Debs.
"Actually, I think you'll find it was a Huron," said Gran.
"In the film..." started Debs.
"Chingachgook had long hair and he was the last of the Mohicans," stated Gran with great and solemn authority, "the bad Indians were Hurons and they just had the spiky bit in the middle."
"Can we get on with it?" said Helen, shrilly, "I can't take much more of this!"
"It's a fucking Mohican," spat Debs, annoyed and confused.
"Deborah, do not speak to your grandmother like that," ordered Helen.
"Sorrreeeee," said Debs.
Gran smiled but said nothing.
"Now can we please just do this," said Helen.
"Alright mum!" moaned Debs, far too loudly for Helen's comfort and for Gran's sensibilities, "ONE!"
"Ssssh!" said Helen, "quietly."
"Two," hissed Debs, "three," and they all pulled and shoved simultaneously. 
Wayne's feet slid in faster than Gran expected and she fell backwards, tripping over a bit of shrubbery and ending up against the wall, catching her head on a protruding nail. She was silent, a small trickle of blood running down her neck. As Wayne rose up at speed through the sun roof  Debs, precariously balanced as she was, on the bonnet, fell off the car and landed on Mr Tibbs, the neighbour's cat, who'd come across the road to check out the commotion. Helen scrambled out of the car, first checking her mother for concussion or worse and then looking up to see Wayne staring down at her, pink hair glinting in the moonlight, "For Christ's sake," she hissed, "cover his head."
Debs struggled to her feet, cursing volubly then disappeared into the house. Granny groaned and Helen leaned over and patted her hand then she went indoors to get a cold flannel for the back of her mother's head. Gran was left looking down at poor Mr Tibbs.
"Oh God," said Helen, re- joining her mother, and sharing in the silent contemplation, "what will we tell the neighbours?"
Debs reappeared carrying a large lamp shade which she plonked on Wayne's head, the pink spikes of his Mohican protruding out of the top. She glanced down at Mr Tibbs. "Just bung him further into the road, they'll think he was run over."
"I can't do that," said Helen, "it would be wrong."
"Oh for fuck sake," hissed Debs, "give him here," and she snatched the lifeless Mr Tibbs by his tail, marched down their back garden and swinging him over her head launched him in the direction of the main road that ran past the rear of their house. 
Mr Tibbs landed on the windscreen of a passing van. The driver; whose name was Alphonse, had been on the road for a solid twelve hours without a break and his eyelids were drooping. He almost leapt out of his skin when a flattened black cat, limbs stretched out, splatted onto his windscreen. He careened about the road, crashing firstly into a small Corsa, which went into a spin before stopping in the centre of the road. Then he bounced into a BMW, the driver of which compensated wildly, careening onto the grass verge whereupon it tipped onto its side and rolled down the gradient back into the road. Alphonse himself carried on 50 yards down the road before his van finally flipped over; thirteen vehicles were unable to stop in time and smashed into the wreckage; the dual carriageway rendered impassable.
"Right," snapped Debs, returning to the car, "let's just get out of here, shall we?"
"Are you coming, mum?" asked Helen, looking down at her mother, who was still trying to stem the flow of blood from the back of her head.
"No, she's not," stated Debs, "no room."
Helen conceded the point and squeezed into the passenger seat. The Uno sighed as their joint weight bowed the front axel.
"Belt up and let's get this thing done," said Debs. 
She revved the engine and edged the car, squeaking and groaning, down the drive.
 
 



No 10 - explosion
 
"Well it's simply not good enough, Blackmore," snapped the PM, "how can something like this possibly happen without your knowledge. It's bad enough with these bloody sex rings the Muslims are involved in. I'm beginning to think you're losing your grip."
"We're studying as much intelligence as we can," said Sir Phillip, holding his ire in check with more difficulty than was usual, "but we are limited by our resources."
"Don't give me that," the PM was in danger of breaking into a sweat, "I know your game, there is no more funding."
"Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip.
"Do we think that the IRA are active again?" pressed the PM.
"Not the IRA," said Sir Phillip, "they're on-board, politically speaking."
"Well the Real IRA then," said the PM.
"It won't be them either," said Sir Phillip, "we know who they are and at this time all their operatives are lying low in Ireland."
"That's as maybe, but somebody blew that damned flat up and we need to know who. Apparently it's made the whole building unstable."
"It's not a strategic target, so no mileage for the IRA and besides, it's already been agreed that they'll get what they want, eventually, anyway."
"Perhaps they're not willing to wait," said the PM, "either way, we could say it was them, it would mean we could utilise a bit more of the Enabling Act."
"It's not the IRA, Prime Minister, and we don't want to kick that dog, just let it sleep."
"Al Qaeda then?" asked the PM.
"No evidence to that effect," said Sir Phillip, "I'll get one of my chaps onto it."
"One?" questioned the PM.
"The Police are already all over it Prime Minister, any more would just get in the way."
"Harrumph," coughed the PM irritably, "alright, but you need to stay on top of this, we don't want any actual terrorists running around blowing things up, that would just be chaos."
 



The News
Carol frowned as she stared at the camera, "News is coming in of a recent explosion in London. Police say they do not suspect terrorists but believe it was linked to local gang rivalry, more from our reporter, Gareth, who is on the scene." Gareth looked suitably concerned as he started his report, "As you can see behind me, the Police are still investigating events that unfolded here earlier today. So far they haven't released much information but witnesses have told us that they saw several heavy set East European individuals enter the flat some twenty minutes before it exploded. The Police themselves have yet to release any information though they have indicated that they do not think it was linked in any way to terrorism. Back to you Carol."
 



The PM had this to say...
.........about the increase in crime and human trafficking 
"Look, we are regularly monitoring the effects of immigration and I can say there is no correlation between the increase in foreign workers and the increase in local crime."
 
But Prime Minister, our investigations indicate direct correlation between them and......"
"Frankly, the Home Secretary today confirmed to me that the figures on crime show a distinct downturn and that any suggestion of any kind of increase comes directly from the misinformed media."
 
But looking at today's bombing in....."
"Look, there is no indication whatsoever that the events today have anything to do with gang related warfare with foreign nationals. In fact it is more likely to be something of a domestic nature or even linked to the re-emerging Real IRA."
 



P.A.C.T - 19
 









The individual is handicapped by coming face to face with a conspiracy so monstrous he cannot believe it exists.









J. Edgar Hoover









 
Alb and Gerry had worked tirelessly with a bit of help from Tom, Wilf and Harry to bring chairs in from the dining area and these were now interspersed between the recliners and wing chairs in the communal lounge. Gerry had over done it and was suffering quietly in a corner, his face mottled and his breathing erratic. Alb was concerned but was pretending not to notice his friend’s distress; unless he took an obvious ‘turn for the worse’, as always Alb supported his friend's right to suffer stoically.
The room had filled slowly and the residents sat chatting desultorily, waiting for the promised guest to arrive. Alb had been deliberately vague about what they should expect, although he had linked it to the conversations they'd been having. 
The door at the back of the lounge opened and Mackie shambled in. He was wearing an unseasonably warm, dark navy coat, the collar of which was up round his ears, almost as a cover for his face. Incongruously a rucksack was slung from one his shoulders. He was pushing another man in front of him, this one hooded and with his arms behind his back. Mags took up the rear, eyes darting from side to side, smiling indiscriminately. Alb got up and moved to meet them, his face an amazed question mark; this had not been part of the plan.
"Who in heaven's name is under that hood?” Cynthia’s voice was rich with outrage.
Mags took the floor, her hands in front of her, imploringly, "Okay everyone, I'd like to introduce you to Mackie, an old friend of mine." There was a hint of panic in her eyes, visible to those at the front. "Mackie has seen service at the very top of the chain and is privy to some very sensitive data. I've invited him here today to help guide our deliberations."
“Cynthia’s right,” said Esmé, her Greenham Common instincts coming to the fore, “who's that other chap and why is he restrained?”
“Who involved Mags at this level?" whispered Val to Vera, "Who said she could go around inviting any old body to our meetings? This is very serious; we're getting involved in some dangerous activity. What if he goes and tells the police, or what if he even works for them as some kind of snitch or something?"
“More to the point, who’s he got under that hood? It’s all so unexpected.”
"I agree," said Doris, "she's always poking her nose in trying to boss everyone around and organise everything." 
"What's happening, Gil?" whispered Morty, his eyes wide. Gil shook his head and shrugged, waiting for enlightenment.
"Well, I've heard rumours about Mags," said Lenny, leaning across to Dave who was sitting open-mouthed, "seems back in the day she was a spook."
"And you're telling us this now?" Gray shot back, never quite as relaxed as Gil.
Alb found his voice and gesturing to Mackie, he spoke with more authority than he felt, "Thanks for meeting up everyone," his eyes skittered round the room, taking in the general atmosphere of shock and disbelief, it wasn’t often they had a hooded prisoner in the lounge, after all, "I’ll hand you over to Mackie who can explain everything."
He walked over to sit with Gerry, who was still a quite unhealthy colour but had a sparkle of amusement in his eyes which Alb took as a good sign. Mags felt her legs growing shaky and sat down before they gave away the level of concern she was feeling.
Mackie appeared completely unfazed by the explosion of mutterings that accompanied his entrance. He took the back pack from his shoulder and removed his coat; this action revealed his face. His eyes were twinkling under bushy eyebrows and he gave them an almost merry smile; ever the showman, he was enjoying himself. He dragged a couple of chairs over and guided the hooded man into one, settling him down with a not unfriendly shove. Then he reached into his backpack and produced a bottle of scotch and two glasses.
"If I'd known there was a bottle of old malt going around," Wilf whispered to Dave, whose mouth had dropped open on Mackie's arrival with prisoner in tow and had yet to close, "I'd have brought me own glass." Almost alone in his equanimity Wilf was ready to be entertained.
"Okay," said Mackie, lifting the hood with a theatrical flourish. The man thus revealed was dishevelled, red with anger, his mouth gagged. He looked to be about eighty, give or take a few years. "This is Bob."
There was a confused buzz around the group.
"Bob is an old associate of mine …say hello to Bob, everyone.” 
There was a muted response from the room, a few did as they were bid but for the most part there was a recalcitrant silence.
"Bob is going to explain things to you."
Bob shot Mackie a hard stare.
"Don’t be like that, Bob," said Mackie, removing the gag, "what difference does it make to you?"
"What the fuck are you playing at, Mack?" demanded Bob, his voice a growl, and his eyes wild, "You won’t get away with this. This is kidnap, you bastard."
"Sounds like a Yank, to me," said Wilf, loudly.
"Bob, face facts - you're a retired operative; no-one in the CIA cares about you anymore. The minute you didn’t call in they wrote you off. Collateral damage. They won’t look for you." He paused and sloshed a generous measure in one of the glasses, "You’re peripheral to their games now; they just like to keep you in the loop so they can keep tabs on you."
Bob snarled, showing his teeth.
"He’s a bit feral, isn’t he," whispered Vera. Val nodded, eyes stretched wide. Ken clutched her arm, too shocked to speak.
"Don't worry about Bob," said Mackie, "that’s just his show face, you know what Americans are like. He’s a pussy cat really, aren’t you, Bob."
"See, I said he was a Yank," Wilf said, even more loudly.
"You just let me loose and you’ll see how….."
Mackie continued his cool dismissal of Bob's value, "They’ll decide someone dispatched you for something you did somewhere down the line. They'll tidy things up. Close the door behind you so anything you might know won't be of use to anyone." He paused and turned his gaze out towards his audience, a long stare that took in the whole room, then calmly continued, "Although you've been non-essential for such a long time I doubt you know anything of real value. They won’t trouble themselves too much. But then, I'm not telling you anything you don't know."
"What's he talking about, Mags?" whispered Alb.
"And what's all this with Bob?" added a confused Gerry.
"Now then," said Mackie, "When Margo called me up the other day I had no idea what it was all about." He smiled at Mags who was sitting looking up at him, attentively absorbing his every word. "In our line of work, once you've retired it's best to stay retired. Not draw attention to yourself. People still in the business can start to worry what your motivation might be."
"What's he talking about?" whispered Val to Ken, "what line of work?"
“Anyway, we met and she explained your current thinking and I must admit I was surprised." Mags fixed him with a look, daring him to tell them he had laughed, praying he wouldn't be so unkind, he winked at her and topped up his glass, "She persuaded me that it would be useful if I came along and filled you in on a few things." 
"I could really do with a drop of that," moaned Wilf.
"You don't want to do this, Mack," hissed Bob.
"I was reluctant, besides which I had no idea how to do what she was asking," said Mackie, "I mean, some things are so far off the chart of daily understanding that you can't tell people about them, especially if they've had no knowledge or no interaction with such events."
Alb was beginning to regret going along with Mags on this; he felt patronised and had clearly lost face with the others. This put him so far beyond the pale he'd probably have to move out.
"Just offer us a fucking drink, will ya, you bastard," hissed Wilf, but under his breath.
"But then I had the idea of bringing Bob along." Mackie was completely at ease, apparently oblivious to the consternation of his audience, "Bob is going to help me explain everything to you, he's pretty much going to make everything clear." 
"Explain what things?" asked Val. The words emerged louder than she'd intended. This man was clearly unhinged and he was such a large person as well, she didn't feel safe, not even with Ken sitting almost in her lap.
Mackie made eye contact with her for the first time, noting with wry amusement how she shrank away from his gaze, "The world is seen by the majority in its two dimensional form. The thing to remember is that there are the people," he said indicating the rest of those present in the room, "who are moving around, going about their daily routines, running their lives and theoretically making their own decisions based on the concepts of free will.." He paused, rather theatrically it seemed to Alb who was still feeling patronised, "..and then there are people like me and Margo, who inhabit a level above and who are privy to certain knowledge that makes it clear that things aren't quite as simple, that there isn't such a thing as free will, that we all do what we've been programmed to do, what we are meant to do."
"Pss, Margo indeed!" Val hissed, instantly extremely irritated. She'd forgotten her fear in her annoyance at Mags being included in this strange man's lecture; one thing for sure, she would be impossible to live with after this.
"You really don't want to do this Mack," Bob was insistent, straining forward trying to rise but his arms being tied behind him affected his balance.
"Oh, but I do, Bob," said Mackie.
"I don't understand," said Gerry, "do what exactly?"
"You're crazy," Bob's voice cracked with fear, "you'll be signing your own death warrant."
"Not a big issue for me, old boy," said Mackie, his eyebrows beetling towards his hairline, "inoperable cancer, I only have a short while left," he smiled down at Mags on hearing her intake of breath, “so when Margo contacted me and asked if I'd help, well, it felt like Karma."
"Hah!" said Esmé, with a triumphant glare at Cynthia. She knew what she and Doris really thought of her, and now here was this educated chap talking about Karma, bold as brass.
"What the fuck's any of that got to do with me?" growled Bob.
"I thought you might want to help me clarify a few things for them."
"And why would I want to do that?"
"Don’t you want some credit for your achievements," said Mackie, "before you die?"
Bob scowled and muttered angrily, "I'm not ready to die."
"I suggest you prepare yourself, because whilst I may only have a few months, that's considerably longer than you have, Bob."
"You bastard!" Bob went back to his struggle with his bonds, frenzied now, wriggling so hard he slipped off the chair and onto the floor, writhing, he kicked his legs out and struck Mags.
"Sweet Jesus," hissed Bill to Johnno, who was clutching his chest in rising panic, "what the hell?"
"Come on, Bob," said Mackie, making no effort to pull Bob to his feet, allowing him his desperate but useless struggle. Mags moved carefully out of his reach. "It was always going to end this way for you. We’d do it, the Russians would do it or your own people would do it. Who knows? You know that as you get nearer to the end of your financial security, the people up there," he pointed to the ceiling, "start to worry what you might try and do for money."
"I'm fine for money," spat Bob, looking up at him, "don't go spinning your bullshit, Mackie."
"Come now, Bob," said Mackie, "we both know that's not true. Word has it you've already tried to contact one or two unsavoury characters. Now, if we know that I'm damned sure your people know a whole lot more."
"You can't do this to me," growled Bob, still struggling with his bonds. He got himself up on one elbow and spat out at those nearest him, "What's the matter with you people? Let me loose. You don't owe him a thing."
"Oh, but I can and I will," said Mackie, relentless now. He leaned over and pulled Bob up by his jacket lapels, then turned him round and propelled him back to the now upright chair, pushing him onto it, none too gently, "the only question is how helpful you're going to be in our current enterprise."
 



Intolerably tolerable
 
If we don't believe in freedom of expression for people we despise,
We don't believe in it at all
Noam Chomsky
 
“Freedom of speech is the cornerstone of the British way of life…..”
“Say what, Rob?” Mark looked at his friend, aware he'd been itching to have a go since they got off the tube. They'd at least made it to the pub, grabbed a table in a quiet corner and managed to get the first round in before Rob exploded.
“All I’m saying is freedom of speech is the most important liberty we have. If it isn’t total and complete freedom of speech i.e. anything goes then it isn’t freedom of speech, is it?”
“Yeah, we know that Rob, but that was racist and shouldn’t be allowed.” Mark's voice was deliberately quiet, he was hoping to calm the situation down.
“Why not?” Rob’s voice was determined. Karen shook her head at Mark who was about to jump in again, ‘least said soonest mended’ her eyes were imploring when Tracy spoke into the void.
“Because it incites people to violence.” She gave a little nod in support of her own comment. She was new to the group, Tom’s on-off girlfriend; somehow her addition had downgraded their debates to the level of bickering.
“It’s not very nice and should be frowned upon, yes,” agreed Rob, his voice reason personified, “and we should make racists feel like idiots when they let off in public but you can’t send them to prison just for saying what they think, that’s insane, it’s just another form of censorship.”
“No it’s not,” said Mark, ignoring Karen’s tug on his arm.
“Yes it is, besides ranting acts as an outlet for pent up frustration. If you restrict what people say then you merely build up the pressure for social unrest.”
“No, you don’t,” stated Tom, joining the fray, his eyes sparkling.
“Oh come on you lot, ‘yes it does, no it doesn’t’, you sound like a load of kids!” Karen’s complaint was ignored by all as she’d expected it would be. It was like this whenever the five of them got together and Rob was definitely on one.
“It’s like a sealed pot which keeps getting hotter and hotter, and sooner or later it’ll explode.” 
“Rubbish,” this from Tracy. She didn’t care much either way but Rob was such a know-all prick.
“You really believe that you can make people think what you want them to, that you can overcome their own personal anxieties and thoughts?” continued Rob.
“Not the point, you shouldn’t be allowed to make racist comments,” said Karen, unable to stop herself.
“I agree that racists are idiots,” repeated Rob, “but you can’t put someone in prison for saying something racist.”
“Yes you can, because it’s the law,” said Tom.
Rob stared at him, then looked across the table at the others and shook his head, some fucking friends, “I know it’s the fucking law but it’s not right,” he snapped.
“It’s the law, so that makes it right,” stressed Mark.
“And under the Nazis they burned books,” said Rob, directing his comment to Mark, “and you’ve written a fucking thesis on what was wrong with that, or so I recall. So I ask you, what’s the difference between censoring the written word and censoring the spoken word?”
“That’s ‘cause you’re a racist idiot,” said Tracy.
“Who says I’m racist?” demanded Rob, rounding on her.
“Nobody should be allowed to insult anybody because of their race,” stated Tracy defiantly.
“You do keep defending the rights of racists to say racist things,” added Mark.
“I’m not defending what they said,” explained Rob, “I deplore racist comments, and you must know that. I said that they have the right to say them under the conditions of free speech.”
“It doesn’t matter which way you try and dress it up, that bloke was being racist,” stated Tom.
“I know he was being racist,” said Rob, “but it’s not the content of what he said that’s important, it’s his right to say it. It isn’t about racism, it’s about free speech.”
“Nobody should be allowed to say racist things,” repeated Tracy.
“Look,” stated Rob, “once you restrict what people can say, once you inhibit freedom of speech and introduce prison sentences for what is technically the crime of speaking your mind, no matter how repugnant those comments might be, then you no longer live in a free democracy.”
“That’s not the same,” said Mark, “all we’re saying is that no-one should be allowed to say racist things.”
“Why not?” asked Rob.
“Because it’s not nice,” said Tracy, archly.
“What?” demanded Rob, his voice high, “You want to incarcerate someone, deprive them of their liberty, of the freedom to live their lives, for the crime of ‘not being nice’?”
“Oh, come on Rob, that’s not what she meant,” said Karen, deciding Tracy was the group underdog and thus deserving of some defence.
“When will we start sending people to prison for taking the piss of fat people, for calling someone four eyes or for perhaps shouting at someone or calling them a wanker or…..”
“It doesn’t matter what you say,” interrupted Tracy, “it’s a crime for racists like you to…”
“I am not a racist,” Rob’s tone was icy and his eyes cold, he spoke slowly and deliberately, a sign of deep irritation that all but Tracy recognised, “I’m saying that if there are restrictions on what people can say then it isn’t freedom of speech and I believe in freedom of speech.”
“I know you’re not racist, Rob but look it cuts both ways,” offered Tom, attempting mediation, “the mad mullahs can’t go around saying things about us, can they, so it’s fair.”
“Fair?” blurted Rob, “What’s fair got to do with freedom of speech…and anyway, yes they can and do….”
Tracy broke in irritably, “nobody should be allowed to be racist about anybody and that’s it.”
“Are you serious? Do you really believe what you just said makes any kind of sense at all?”
“You’re the thick one,” said Tracy, going for broke.
“It’s quite simple,” said Mark, “the law is there to protect people and to prevent racial crime.”
“And it’s only right that racism is treated as a crime,” said Karen, “otherwise we’d end up like the Nazis.”
“How the hell do you think the Germans ended up living in a Nazi nightmare?” demanded Rob, “It began with changes to the law, with them losing their freedom of speech. Mark, come on, you must’ve done some of this in your bloody thesis?”
“It was because they all became racist,” said Tracy.
“What over night?” sneered Rob.
“Are you suggesting that they weren’t racist?” asked Mark sarcastically.
“I am not attempting to describe what happened in Germany in this really short conversation, I’m just saying that it all began when the Germans lost their freedom of speech.”
“He doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” offered Tracy, looking at Mark for confirmation.
“LOOK!” snapped Rob, “freedom of speech is the right to say anything, anything that you want to say. In fact it shouldn’t even be described as a right because there should be no doubt that you can say anything that you want, this is a free world for god’s sake and we are allowed by the laws of nature to make any utterance we want, we have vocal chords and we have language, are you suggesting that we banish certain words, that we make certain sentence formation illegal?”
“Racism is wrong,” said Tracy.
“I know that racism is wrong,” said Rob, “and I don’t agree with racism or with racists but you can’t banish words, you can’t forbid people to make certain sentence formation, you can’t make it illegal for people to say things that you don’t like.”
“Why not?” Tom seemed to be genuinely questioning him, “Why can’t we punish racists? Why can’t we stop them from spouting their poison?”
“Because what offends you might not offend someone else,” reasoned Rob, Tom’s friendship was still important to him, “you can’t imprison someone for saying something that you or a section of the community takes offence at. I mean, who determines what is and isn't offensive?”
“What?” said Karen, “If it’s racist then it should offend everyone and if it doesn’t then they’re racist too and they should be…”
“Be what?” demanded Rob, “Carted off to some concentration camp or something?”
“Don’t be stupid,” Mark interjected hotly, “that’s not what she meant.”
“Really?” asked Rob, “then what did you mean, Karen?”
“Prison isn’t a concentration camp,” stated Karen, “and if you break the law then you must go to prison.”
“So what are we saying?” asked Rob, “That because someone passed a law saying it’s illegal to make racist comments then a person who makes a racist comment must go to prison.”
“Yes,” said Tracy, answering quickly for all of them.
"And what happens when the powers that be no longer have the inclination to impose such draconian laws, do we end up with our very own Kristallnacht?"
 



Something in the wind
- 10 
 
Greed, selfishness, no care for the weaker. 
Sharp elbows and sharp knees, this was the way forward. 
People saw the price of everything and the value of nothing.
Glenda Jackson on Margaret Thatcher's England.
 
 
The Preacher stared out into the packed auditorium. He didn't register the numbers or any feeling of success; he just felt the need to speak what was in his heart. 
"Today I want to talk about power," he said, "what it is, what it means for you and me and who has it." He started to patrol the front of the stage, "The first thing is to know what power is, how it represents itself in our world," he stopped and looked out, "not so easy in the minefield of our so called modern democracy. We are told that we are free because we have freedom of choice," he raised his shoulders slightly, "but do we and what is freedom of choice? If you really had freedom of choice would you choose to spend the best years of your life trapped behind a desk or in a factory working for pennies whilst the rich sit back and live off your labour? Is that really what you would choose for yourself?"
He returned to his pacing, "The way I define power is by asking myself, am I living the life I want to live? Do I live my life fulfilling my potential for happiness?" He quickened his pace and answered his own question, "I have lived a full life, I have had great wealth and I have had the company of more beautiful women than it is possible to recall." 
He knew he would be alienating some of those in his audience, the ones who had newly arrived to witness the phenomenon he was becoming, but he needed to say it all, "I have owned vast properties, yachts, planes, I have snorted with the stars, I have been at the top," he paused and the silence was absolute, "but if you had asked me was I happy I would have said no; despite all the  paraphernalia that goes with vast wealth I was not fulfilled. I did all of those things because it was the thing you did to fit in. I did it to show I had succeeded, but all I actually succeeded in doing was driving an unbridgeable chasm between myself and my wife and alienating my children." He was clearly groping for a way to describe the contradiction, "Great wealth allows you to choose how you live; my shame is that I chose to live it in a decadent way."
He fell silent for few moments in grave contemplation of the errors made in his previous life. The strength in numbers of his loyal followers, who understood where he had come from, was sufficient to quell any murmurings from newcomers such that the auditorium fell silent with him. Then he spoke again, gravely, "A great many people do not have the luxury of choice. I want you to guesstimate how many people don't have the ability to choose their own life style, who don't have the gift of self determination. Call out your ideas." 
When the last offering had died away the air still resonated with numbers and percentages plucked from their imaginations. 
He waited for this to fade before he spoke again. "Those who possess real power number only in the thousands, not even 1%. These people control the two key resources to our lives." He paused a moment then said, "The first is very real; energy. The people who own and control the natural resources of this planet determine your future; they have the power to create recessions or to feed the world. But I have to ask you a simple question. Given that the energy resources on this planet are here for all of the earth's inhabitants, in that they didn't evolve over millions of years with someone's name on them, they are natural and they are there for you, me and every other person on this planet, why is it that only a few get to live off the wealth generated by the supply of energy?" He raised his hands questioningly, "How is that?"
"The second is money. As we all know, money was introduced to make complex transactions easier. However, now money exists to make more money and we are all slaves to the process. We are always being told that the economy is struggling or that it is booming or that there isn't enough money in the system or perhaps there's too much money, but what is money? Can I mine for it? Can I grow it? Can I pluck it from the skies? No, money is a fiction, it doesn't exist, it's a magic trick and we've all been taken in by it."
He wandered over to his faithful red box, leaned down and took a sip of water from the bottle concealed behind it, "How is it that a few bankers and investors can create a system whereby we trade a fictional resource, one without substance, one they control the supply of, one they have bribed our leaders into accepting as the only valid tender and one we must use, how is it that we sit here and allow them to tell us it is the only way for the world to continue? Bearing in mind that the minute we accept that lie is the minute we pass total power to the banker."
He stared into the audience, "Do you understand? Money isn't real, they made it up but they tell us that without it we have no place in this world, we are skivers and must be castigated yet money is the invisible chain that binds us to the treadmill that keeps the wealthy in place."
No one answered, but it was clear they were thinking this one through. 
"So we have two key components representing true power; energy and money. The people who control these also control your lives." He strolled around the stage, still talking, "I want you to imagine a world where everyone has the energy supplies they need, where people have the food they need, where people have the medical care they need, where children have the education they need, where everyone works for the benefit of everyone else, where money has no place and you will perceive Utopia. Humanity's true dream. This world we inhabit now is a beastly business brought upon us by our own weakness and greed, further manipulated by the unscrupulous greedy psychopaths who want to rule."
He stopped and stared out into the audience, "Jesus drove the merchants out of the temple, showing us the true way. Money and the worship of money is a crime against humanity. It is the basest transgression that drives us to sell our services, our labour, our time, our minds and our bodies." 
He paused, "Now comes the difficult part, I am going to offer an alternative view of two highly respected and politically sanctified individuals." He waited for a response, nothing yet, "Milton Friedman and Sir Keith Joseph, the men who proposed and propounded our modern day capitalism. It was they who sold the concept of zero state involvement to our leaders; the corollary of that being the creation of a harsh individualist world where money is master and man its servant. Both are of Jewish ethnicity and it is my contention that if they had lived in Jesus' time he would've driven them out into the street." 
He pointed out into the audience, "I draw your attention to the presentation made by Milton Friedman in 1972 in which he defines Jewish influence in the market free for all that is modern neo liberalism and neo capitalism, clearly stating that Jews can only survive and prosper in this environment. It is this exact environment he has worked to introduce to the most powerful of the world economies." He moved slowly around the stage, "This is contrary to what was hitherto the accepted view. Most countries had a culture of support for their own nationals, a culture of nation and society, these have always been the founding bedrocks of any successful society. Even Israel, because a great many social thinkers and revolutionaries come from the Jewish faith, all seeking and espousing social and economic equality. Friedman criticises Israel because he feels that the state of Israel has abandoned what he terms as the Jewish way, it's also why he condemns all Jews who support communism."
The Preacher paused, "This is to miss the point, Israel is a state under threat of attack and the Jews of Israel have discovered the necessity of fostering the belief in nation, of a society that looks after the weak, in order to strengthen and prolong the existence of the many. This is what nationhood does for people, this is what society does for nations but all of these things were rejected by Friedman and Joseph and ultimately our leaders of the day, Thatcher and Reagan. They adopted Friedman's neo liberal philosophy of free capitalism. A 'may the best, aka greediest, man win', survival of the ablest, a dog-eat-dog free for all, which has lead to the massive gulf that now exists between the obscenely wealthy 1% and the, increasingly impoverished, rest of society. Which has ultimately driven the West into economic ruin."
The hall was silent as those present ruminated on his words. He turned and left the stage. Barry might have called it quitting while he was ahead.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 12 
How good does this get? I had a really great day following that bastard, felt like a real spy or assassin or killer or something, makes me feel alive to be doing something special, something real instead of sitting in the office all day just moving paper from A to B, I can't explain other than to quote Ernest Hemingway - 'There is nothing like hunting a man.' it really is so exhilarating.
Anyway I have my plan, would you believe the guy is a fag, wonderful, I know where he goes, who his queer lover is and best of all he has no protection when they're together, casing their love nest tomorrow when the flat is empty.
 
 
Diary entry 14 
It's funny, I didn't really think I was superstitious in any way, although I don't walk under ladders mainly because things might fall on you but I have to admit, now that I've started doing these missions I decided to call this diary entry 14, even though physically it's diary entry you know what I just didn't want to write those numbers for some reason. Anyway, cased the joint, simple flat, will be easy to break in and I have my method of killing them, Blakeney's gay lover is into heroin and pot, stuff everywhere, you can smell it in the hallway. I'll just OD them when they're high, easy.
 



Jackpot 7
 
"I can't believe they're only giving us 2.5 mil each," said Sian, "they're so tight fisted. It really pisses me off."
"That'll be Mum," said Mitchell, "she's the one who watches the pennies." He'd brought the news to them, knowing they'd both be in Dan's room, him on the PC, Sian texting.
"Fucking pennies? Hah! Dad'll want to put it all in trust so we can't get at it," Dan was almost crying with frustration, "fucking tight bastards."
"Well, I don't want any of their stupid money," hissed Sian.
"Neither do I," said Dan.
"I do," said Mitchell, "I'll have your share as well."
"Yeah well, Mummy's boy Mitch, you're just a mercenary little prick, aren't you," jeered Sian.
"What if we said we wouldn't take any 'cause they were being so tight with it," said Dan.
"Oh, like that's gonna work," said Mitchell, sarcasm dripping, "you're an idiot sometimes. I can't believe you're my brother."
"Fuck off, Mitch snitch!" hissed Dan throwing a side swipe and missing.
"Well, it's what I'm going to do," said Sian, throwing herself onto Dan's bed and crossing her arms, "if they can't give their own children a reasonable amount, well, I just don't want any. And Pat's with me on that one."
"What's it got to do with Pat?" asked Mitchell.
"None of your business, you little creep."
"I can see what dad means," said Mitchell, with a sneer to match hers, "you're going to give your money straight to Pat, aren't you."
"No I'm not," said Sian, her face reddening, giving her away, "but he's my partner so we share everything."
"You've only been going out for 4 months," laughed Mitchell, "come on Dan, say something. You don't like it anymore than I do."
"We're a perfect match," stated Sian, primly, "and we're going to get married."
"Married!" gasped Dan, "What the fuck you talking about? Married?"
"Pat loves me," said Sian, "and he's proposed."
"Oh, nothing to do with mum and dad winning £55 mil then." Dan was stung to fury.
"It's not like that. He was going to propose last week but didn't have time."
"Like really?" said Mitchell, shaking his head.
"Like YES!" stated Sian.
"Where's your ring then?" demanded Dan.
"Can't wear it 'cause he hasn't asked mum and dad, has he."
"But you've got one?" pressed Mitchell.
"Well, not yet," said Sian, "we're going to look this weekend."
"What!" said Dan, "he proposed and he hadn't bought the ring."
"I told you he wanted to propose last week but couldn't." 
"Why couldn't he?" demanded Dan.
"Because he didn't have the money for a ring."
"But he's got the money now, has he?" asked Mitchell.
"Not exactly," said Sian, "but it doesn't matter anymore because I've got loads now."
"So you mean you're buying it?" said Mitchell.
"DUH! Mitch, of course, anyway why would we have a small ring if I can now buy us bigger ones."
"Us?" Dan and Mitchell harmonised their horror.
"Yeah!" stated Sian, "We're both getting engagement rings, big one with real diamonds and loadsa carats."
"Pat wants an engagement ring?" Dan's voice was high with disbelief at his sister's stupidity.
"Ease up," said Mitchell, "they're coming."
A few seconds later Simon and Sammy entered the room. Simon stood in the doorway, Sammy sat on Dan's bed. They stared at their children and they waited.
"Sorry mum, dad," said Dan, first to break as always.
"Sorry mum," said Sian.
"And your father please, Sian" said Sammy.
"Sorry dad," said Sian, putting on her best fake smile.
Si knew the smile for what it was but he took it for the sake of peace, "Okay."
"£55 mil," Sammy said, her face splitting into a massive grin.
The three kids beamed dutifully back.
"We're going to put £2.5 mil for each of you in trust," said Simon, "and you'll be restricted on what you can withdraw each year, amounts being age related."
Sian flashed a glance at Dan. He avoided her eyes. They all nodded.
"We're going to give a similar amount to your uncles, aunts and your grandparents but whatever is left is for me and your father," said Sammy.
"But it will, of course, be left to the three of you in our wills," said Si.
"Simon," said Sammy, sharply, "we don't have to talk about death just yet, can we at least enjoy it a bit first?"
"Well, of course," said Si, "I just didn't want the kids thinking they were only getting the £2.5m."
"Only £2.5, can you hear yourself?"
"That's really good mum, dad," said Sian, stepping in quickly to stop the row, "I'm sorry I was so silly earlier on, it's just that Pat and I have been talking about the future and, well, suddenly I could see it all being possible."
"Ah, that's okay dear," said Sammy, "we can understand that, can't we Si."
Si nodded, although he couldn't really see what it had to do with an outsider.
"Mum," said Sian, "do you think I could have a little bit this weekend? To do a bit of shopping."
"She's getting engaged to Pat," said Mitchell.
"MITCH!" wailed Sian.
Sammy blanched, and got to her feet, her hand immediately moving to stay Si's lunge into the room, "Over my dead body," he stated, "you're not getting engaged to anyone yet, my girl, especially after just a few months."
"IT'S FOUR MONTHS ACTUALLY!!" shouted Sian, instantly hysterical, "And it's our anniversary this weekend."
"I don't care...." started Si.
"We love each other," screamed Sian. "He's proposed."
"Yeah," said Si, nastily, "after you told him we'd won the lottery, I'll bet."
"Fuck off dad!" snapped Sian.
"Simon," said Sammy, reprovingly, giving him a hard stare.
Si looked bewildered, he knew that Sammy felt the same way he did, if not more strongly.
"Don't speak to your father like that, Sian," said Sammy.
"But mum," hissed Sian.
"I mean it," said Sammy.
"Aaagh!" growled Sian.
"Si, make us all a cup of tea," ordered Sammy.
Si scratched his cheek, shrugged dispiritedly then went downstairs.
"Mitch, Dan, help your father." 
The boys complied.
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The communal lounge was silent; the first row had shrunk back, uncertainty etched on their faces. Ron, for one, was wishing he was anywhere else and was looking round frantically for an escape route. He caught Wilf’s eye, saw the withering contempt, and he shrivelled into his seat. In return for a promise to cooperate, Mackie had settled Bob more comfortably, one wrist tied to the chair, allowing him freedom to express himself and relief to anguished shoulders. It had done nothing for his overall mood however.
"You’ll get nothing from me,” Bob protested, “I wouldn't help these old fools if it was the last thing I could do on this earth."
“Where’s the harm?” said Mackie, “What can these old fools, as you call them, possibly do?”
“Less of the old,” said Fiona, sharply, with a toss of her head. The words sounded loud in the room.
“And less of the fools,” added Dora, emboldened by Fiona, but not sufficiently to say it in much more than a whisper.
“Come on, Bob,” said Mackie, “I could tell them but I thought it would be better coming from the horse’s mouth, so as to speak, more believable. I want to discourage them from making a mistake.”
“We aren’t making any mistakes,” said Wilf, up till then content to listen, but now irritated by the whole tone, “and we don’t need your help.”
“Yes, that’s right,” said Pete, wanting to show Fiona he too was brave enough to speak, although if she’d seen how his knees were shaking she would have been less impressed.
“I’d like to hear what Bob has to say,” said Mags, which was true, there were certain gaps in her knowledge that she hoped to fill tonight.
There was an uneasy silence, then Alb added his support, “I would as well, we’re here, what can it hurt?”
Mackie poured another Scotch and placed it on the table in front of Bob. He grabbed the glass and downed it in one, “Another.” 
“Say 'please',” Fiona had spoken before she knew the word was out of her mouth.
Bob flicked her a nasty look and waited as Mackie refilled his glass, he took a sip this time and placed it on the table. 
"I want to go to the toilet," Mort announced. Nobby stood up and moved swiftly to his side, knowing there was often a short window of opportunity between word and deed.
Mags moved closer to Mackie and whispered in his ear, those nearest could make out the words ‘comfort break'. His eyebrows met in a huge frown and he looked as if he was about to argue then he relented. In actual fact he’d been needing relief for the past hour but had been fighting it. At her words the need rose again and he gruffly agreed that people leave in pairs as long as he was among the first. He handed the policing of Bob over to Alb and walked swiftly through the chairs, heading for the visitor's toilets he'd noted on the way in, following in Mort and Nobby's wake. Wilf got up and followed him; that created a mass exodus. 
It was a good half an hour before the room had re-settled. Bob had helped himself to a few more whiskies in that time and was looking considerably more relaxed.
Mackie noted the mood change and pressed the advantage, “Come on Bob,” then, with a nod to Alb, “as he said, what can it hurt?”
Bob stared at him, the whiskey had done nothing to alleviate his cold dislike of the man interrogating him. Then he looked out at his audience, a rag tag group of complacent, comfortable old folk whose little world he could rock if he wanted to. He sighed deeply; he'd been blown. If Mackie knew he’d been putting out feelers then his own people would know. There'd be a hit on him, sooner rather than later. He dropped his head onto his chest. The silence stretched. Everyone in the room was waiting on his decision; truth be told, he was enjoying the feeling.
Val could wait no longer, “What’s it going to be then, Bob?” She was a bit shocked by her own temerity; she’d addressed the prisoner directly. She hoped it had not gone unnoticed by Alb.
Bob lifted his head and sat back in his chair, eyebrows raised, “Well sister – it’s right what Mackie says; I’m as good as dead. So I have nothing to lose. Hell it might even be fun. I’m kinda proud of my work and I never get any recognition for it.” Mackie grinned, sensing capitulation, then Bob added, “But I wish I could be around when they work out it was you.” 
Unperturbed Mackie retorted, “I’ll take my chances, Bob, just tell these old folks what’s really going on in the world. I can guarantee they’ll be impressed with what you have to say.”
“Untie me?” said Bob, pulling at the one wrist still attached to the chair, with little real hope of success in the appeal.
Mackie shook his head, “Start with Wilson,” he ordered.
“Woodrow Wilson?” said Jonesey.
“Harold Wilson, I’ll bet” said Sticky.
“The very same,” said Mackie.
“Bloody commie,” hissed Bill.
Bob grinned from ear to ear, “I love it when a plan comes together.”
“Wilson was never a commie,” said Mackie.
“See,” said Ron, losing his fear in the need to have a dig at Bill.
“I knew he wasn’t as well,” said Dora.
“I did that,” said Bob, losing the details of an entire team working with him, to take the kudos all to himself, “planted everything, did everything to discredit him, ruin the man.”
“But why?” demanded Dora.
“It was either that or kill him,” said Bob. He was clearly enjoying himself now, the pain he’d been experiencing with his arms tied behind his back fading to a minor discomfort. The freedom to wave one arm about was intoxicating.
“Kill him?” gasped Dora, clutching Esmé’s arm in her distress.
“You can’t meddle in our internal politics,” said Sticky, “besides, we were allies.”
Bob laughed, “Jeez, you Brits really bought that crap?” He laughed again and Mags decided that she disliked him intensely; she found herself accepting happily Mackie’s stated intent to do away with him at the end of the session.
“There’s no need to scoff, young man,” Cynthia’s dislike seemed a match for Mags’, “we are a friendly people and trusting with it.”
Bob ignored her, directing his scorn back at Sticky. “Listen bud, we've been here running the show for your people for decades. Hell we've eliminated every leftie trouble maker that's popped up and you've all been none the wiser.”
“What’re you talking about,” demanded Gerry, "Who have you eliminated? And how?"
"Hah," said Bob, getting into his stride, "The ‘who’ isn't hard to work out or the ‘how’ for that matter. Heck, don't you guys find it odd that some really influential people keep dying? Jeez?"
"Like whom?" nothing but chapter and verse would satisfy Esmé.
"Doesn't matter who," said Bob, thinking ‘whom?’ "but come on, I mean, do you really believe that so many key people on the left can die of heart attacks, strokes or best yet, hypothermia?"
"What about Lady Di?" asked Esmé, fidgeting in her seat.
“Look, just take it from me, ok, we were never your allies,” he was getting frustrated; the inability to respond to the urge to throw both his hands in the air was causing him some irritation, “Christ, don’t you people know anything?”
They all stared at him. Apart for Mackie and Mags, it was clear none of them had a clue what he was talking about.
“Listen,” said Bob, recognizing belatedly that he would have to start with the basics, “the greatest threat to American world domination has always been Britain.”
“Britain a threat? What about the Russians?” demanded Gerry, a deep frown creasing his forehead. He threw a quick glance at Alb, comforted to see his own disbelief mirrored there.
“The Russians were never really a problem,” said Bob.
“But their nuclear arsenal?” pressed Nobby. The more Bob said the more tensed up Nobby became. There was no doubt he was feeling an affinity with the prisoner, the shared American blood was causing conflict within him.
“Yeah, some arsenal,” Bob scoffed, “besides they were never going to fire them. If they did we’d let fly ourselves.”
“MAD,” said Ron.
“Yes it most certainly is,” said Dora, her head going up and down with the words.
“He means Mutually Assured Destruction,” said Alb, his voice muted, uncharacteristically out of his depth.
“Actually,” said Mackie, “none of this is relevant, Bob's just playing you.”
“What do you mean?” demanded Nobby.
“He’s talking nations,” said Mackie, “it’s not about nations, although they are used to achieve the ultimate goals. I think we should start further back, say with May ’54.”
The only thing ‘54 signified to the old soldiers in the room was the end of the Korean War, but that was March not May so it was left to Val to ask, “May ’54? What happened in May ‘54?”
“The birth of the New World Order,” said Mackie nonchalantly.
“The new world what?” said Mort. He’d dozed despite all his efforts to stay awake, and struggling up out of his seat, he tried to get a grip on what was happening.
“Don’t worry,” Lenny shushed him gently, patting him till he sank back down and relaxed.
“The New World Order,” said Bob, “Hah! Funny.”
“Not actually that funny,” said Mackie.
“Why’re you so high and mighty?” demanded Bob, “you’re as dirty as me.” Mackie raised an eyebrow and took another sip of his Scotch. “Ah,” Bob said, seeing an opportunity to sow unrest, “didn’t tell you all his little secrets, did he, Margo.”
“Don't be so familiar,” said Mags, “you don’t know me.”
"Ah but I do," said Bob, with an unpleasant leer, "not quite in the biblical sense, but almost.”
Gerry struggled to his feet, but relented when Alb pulled at his arm, with a hissed, “leave it, not the place or time.”
"What does that mean?" demanded Mags, surging out of her seat, a blush spreading upwards from her ample bosom.
“Bob - continue with the story, but from ’54,” murmured Mackie, obviously uncomfortable.
"I want to know what he means." She was indignant, oblivious of anything but the two men in front of her.
Val nudged Vera, her face alight with interest at the potential for a salacious exposé.
"The winter of '77," said Bob, clearly enjoying himself, "Palm Springs. It was real nice of you guys to play away in my back yard."
"Mackie? Did you know about this?" Mags was smouldering, Gerry had never seen her look so attractive.
"Bob did bring it to my attention one time when he wanted a favour.” He moved to stand between her and the grinning Bob, “I'm sorry, Margo, I didn’t think he’d mention it."
"You sure had a nice body in those days, Margo,” Bob’s grin had reached face stretching proportions. Gerry made to rise again but Alb had him tethered.
She wanted to slap the smirk off his face but instead she retorted, "I'll have you know, I still have, thank you." Then she flushed bright red and sat down.
“’54 please Bob," said Mackie.
 “’54? You were there, you could tell them about that.”
“I know,” said Mackie, “but I was just a foot soldier, you were further up the food chain.”
“And what if I don’t feel like it?”
“Just tell them,” said Mackie. He moved to where his coat was folded over the back of a chair, and proceeded to remove a small cloth roll up bag from the pocket.
“What’s that?” asked Fiona, her voice shrill with concern.
“Persuasion,” said Gerry, his voice grim, still restrained by Alb, his eyes betraying his wish to be the one dispensing it.
Mackie took another sip of his Scotch.
“You’re not going to torture him, are you?” Fiona was horrified.
Cynthia gasped and prodded Wilf who was sat alongside her, his eyes alive with anticipation, “Do something,” she hissed.
“Yeah, do something, you useless fuckers,” Bob was too anxious to be subtle, “He’s gonna torture me, and you gotta stop him.”
“Let him play it out,” whispered Sticky in Tom’s ear, “he’ll break quick enough, he’s a desk jockey, never been in the field.” Tom was shaking his head, no words available to him. 
The room felt silent, hushed, as they all watched with an awful sense of inevitability. Not one of them was strong enough to intervene alone and for some reason none of them felt enough for Bob to rally together. Cynthia and Esmé were huddled closely together, aghast.
Mackie untied a small knot and unrolled the cloth bag revealing the small wooden handles of several unidentifiable tools. He was whistling under his breath, a tune no-one recognized.
Bob cried out, directing his gaze at Fiona, half out of her chair with worry, “Don’t let him torture me, you desiccated crone.”
She sank back into her chair and dusted off her hands, leaving him to his fate.
“From ’54 Bob,” said Mackie, selecting a small but seriously sharp instrument from the array before him.
Bob weighed up his options, they weren’t great and he knew it; for one thing this roomful of old biddies was not going to intervene on his behalf. If he held out Mackie would torture him and he’d talk. Then Mackie would kill him. If he told all he knew without being forced into it, Mackie would kill him. Whichever way you cut it he was going to die, it was just a question of how painful his last few hours on earth would be. His shoulders slumped with the whistle of air he let loose.
“I knew you’d see it my way,” said Mackie, putting the instrument back with its companions, still within easy reach, “right, now…from ‘54”
 



Malik - Hand of God - IV
 
Malik parked his car behind the run down end of terrace. The Ganges restaurant was not a place he would normally frequent. Closed up for the night it looked exactly like what it was; an unhygienic hang-out for the worst kind of scum. He waited, watching the street for signs of activity. Nothing. He gave it another ten minutes then checked that the girls were still fast asleep in the back of his car. He walked to the door at the side of the restaurant entrance and knocked. A short fat Pakistani man opened the door. 
"Hani sent me to check all was clear," Malik said, roughening his accent.
"All is clear," said the man, eyes bright with anticipation, "but bring them in quick, we're real horny tonight, my friend."
Malik let the handle of the blade he had been concealing up his sleeve drop into his palm and in one swift movement he stabbed the man in the throat and lowered him to the floor, still gurgling. He closed the door silently and moved into the dimly lit hall, wrinkling his nose at the stale smells. He could hear music coming from the up stairs rooms; subdued voices and the clinking of bottles and glasses. He checked out the rooms downstairs to ensure that no-one could take him from behind. Satisfied he started to climb to the first floor.
"Hurry up, Masud," yelled a voice.
Malik stood on the landing, there were four rooms leading off, he checked each one ... bathroom and two dark and silent bedrooms. The noise was emanating from what he took to be a third bedroom. He grasped his knife, muttered a swift prayer then rushed forwards, bursting into the room, allowing the door to bang back loudly. He counted five men, all stripped to the waist. They froze when he entered, senses dulled by alcohol and sexual anticipation. Malik grabbed the nearest man and stabbed him in the solar plexus, he then stepped right and slashed another man's throat. The three remaining darted for the open window but Malik stabbed one in the back of the neck, then did the same to the other two as they fought each other to get through onto the fire escape. Then it was over, more or less; possibly two of the men weren't dead but he was confident they posed no threat.
Malik ran lightly down the stairs, past the dead Masud, and out to his car, retrieving the jerry can and returning swiftly to the bedroom. The man with the stomach wound had managed to drag himself onto the landing. Malik grabbed his ankles and dragged him back inside with the others. He sloshed petrol everywhere, taking particular care to drench the bodies, struck a match and quickly exited the building as flames engulfed the room.
 
 



The number of the beast

 
Tom sat at the gate, his daily vigil almost over; he had counted 54 blue beasts, 17 red ones, 2 yellow ones, 32 white ones, 25 black ones, 5 green ones, and 14 large ones of varying colours. All with no pattern or order, he was still no nearer to solving the puzzle. 
He yawned, his head was tired now. He scratched without enthusiasm, then stood up and stretched. It had been several hours and he was exhausted. 
"Tom!"
He stretched and yawned again. He knew the voice; it was the fat one, the one who catered for his every need.
"Tom!"
He flicked his paws and turned to walk towards the voice, to avoid the ignominy of being herded if nothing else, when he heard another beast coming and he glanced over his shoulder.
He saw the light on the road getting brighter and brighter then the beast crawled past. It was a small black one which appeared to have consumed two very large humans who were engaged in a bitter argument. There was a strange object sticking out of the top, with a bright pink brush. This was a first and had to be very important. Tom returned to his vigil, it must surely be an indicator of something momentous.
"What is it with that cat and the road?"
 



See all, hear all, know all

 
Sir Phillip rubbed his eyes and yawned, "I want a rug thrown over this one," he said, flicking through the pages of the report on his desk, "if it is the same chap who did for Sir Patrick we could make use of him later on. However, we don't want it getting into the press and Blakeney's the type to make a song and dance of everything. It could become very awkward."
"Sir," said Moresby, risking the interjection, "if it is our chap and he was trying to kill Blakeney then surely he'll make another attempt. If he's successful won't it come home to bite us?"
"Not at all," said Sir Phillip, smoothly, "this is a local constabulary issue and if it ends in tears, that's their mess. No, Moresby, I cannot have this chap's mug shot all over the place. He won't be much good to us if every Tom, Dick and Harry can pick him out of a line up."
"Sir." The big picture, always the big picture.
"We need him to strike again in the next day or so," mused Sir Phillip, "shame we can't make Blakeney more accessible." He tossed the brief back to Moresby and opened the other file on his desk, "Okay, the Ripper, where are we with him?"
"Still a head count of 2," said Moresby, "same MO for each one...."
"And you're cleaning afterwards?" asked Sir Phillip.
"Yes sir," said Moresby, trying to keep his face expressionless, "though I must say I don't fully understand our motives for this one sir. He's a particularly nasty chap and...well the poor girls involved...."
"Yes, yes I do understand," said Sir Phillip, "but the streets are a lot cleaner since he started his little terror campaign, just like they always are when these nutters get going. The powers that be want the fear factor to run a bit longer, so, we let him carry on, for the time being anyway."
"Sir," said Moresby, "but I'd gladly kill him myself when they decide to pull the plug on him."
"But you won't," instructed Sir Phillip.
"A figure of speech sir, nothing more."
Sir Phillip held his gaze, then broke contact, "That'll be all. Send Smythe in on your way out." 
When Barry entered Sir Phillip was thumbing through one of his reports. He stood watching as Sir Phillip turned the pages, played with his nose, then finally removing his reading glasses, he rubbed his eyes, "Interesting chap this Preacher of yours," he said, "very radical, stands against the neo cons but he's very conservative himself in many ways."
Barry couldn't help himself, "Most of his rhetoric seems to be aimed at economic injustices."
"Quite," said Sir Phillip, noting the enthusiasm in Barry's voice, "man's a damned Nazi if ever I heard one."
Barry frowned, to him the Nazis meant Hitler and anti-Semitism, the Preacher seemed to be about more than that.
"Give him some more rope," said Sir Phillip, equably, "increase the funding. Seven figures at least, I want to see this chap on TV." Barry stifled a gasp; it was inadvisable to show any reaction to Sir Phillip. "Oh, and make sure the audit trail leads to the radical right, when we pull it I want it to lead to one of the anti-Europe brigade."
Barry nodded, certain his concern had been noted and filed away.
Sir Phillip turned to the second file, "So you think the explosion was gang related?" he said.
"Flat was owned by an ex mercenary and known gun dealer sir," said Barry, glad to be on safer ground, "although from what we can ascertain he's been out of the game for twenty years....."
"Let's be clear on this, Smythe, how sure are you that he wasn't involved and things got messy?"
"Local plod is fairly certain sir," said Barry, "they've been keeping tabs on him for years."
"Well, what happened?" demanded Sir Phillip.
"We're still not sure sir, although several of the deceased were East Europeans known to be dealing drugs and operating brothels in the local area. We still need to establish how an octogenarian ex merc fits into it."
"I'd have thought that was obvious," said Sir Phillip, "damned man obviously wasn't as retired as the local plod thought."
Barry winced, glad he wasn't plod. "We couldn't find anything to suggest he was active, sir."
Sir Phillip frowned, "Sounds untidy, and I don't like loose ends." He sat for a moment in silence; Barry waited. "If there is more to this than meets the eye, does it affect us and do we care?"
"I think there's more to this one, sir," said Barry, "but I don't think it affects us."
"That's settled then," said Sir Phillip, "let it go, but check up on it in a month or so."
 



episode 11
Exodus
 
Bureaucracy is a giant mechanism operated by pygmies.
Honore de Balzac 
 
 
He was starting to walk with a slouch; he was aware of it but couldn't seem to find the energy to do anything about it. Being unemployed and over 45 did that to a bloke. 
 
He walked past a group of road workers, unloading cones out of a flat bed truck. Maybe he could do that; leave office work behind, do something physical. Although looking at these blokes they were hardly adverts for an outdoor life. One of them, a huge fat bloke was having a go at the others, something about losing a pinky and where the fuck was it? A tall black bloke seemed to be trying to appease him, without much success. Dom shook his head; he'd stick with office work.
∞
"Number 47." 
Dom closed his book and walked over to the counter. He’d been there a while and his knee had set. He pulled out the chair and sat down.
"Name?" asked the clerk, a youth, a young boy with pimples and a strange haircut. The voice was neutral, the words spoken without eye contact. The Perspex that separated them distorted his voice and Dom craned forward to discern better the question.
Dom stared at him for a second, and then said, grudgingly, “Dominic Charles Walker."
"Date of birth?" 
This interrogation went on for some time until finally, having divulged every detail known to man and then some, Dom was sent back to the dubious comfort of the upholstered benches. He watched as a tall man collected a pile of small folders, including what he thought was his, from the pimply kid's desk, whisk them across the room and deposit them in another tray. He waited a further ten minutes whilst the staff sat and chatted to each other, then a rather large older guy with fuzzy hair strolled over to the tray, flicked through it a bit before pulling out a folder. Dom watched whilst this individual made his way back to his desk via several lengthy and obviously entertaining conversations. 
Finally he walked up to the counter and spoke into the intercom. "Dominic Walker!" 
Dom got himself upright, shaking his right leg a bit to loosen the knee, an old sports injury that plagued him in the damp, then walked to the counter and sat down again. The fuzzy man flicked through the screens on his PC, input a few details and then asked, without looking up, "Is this the first time you've registered in the last year?" 
"Yes." Dom tried to put eagerness into his voice; he was mortified at finding himself having to sign on and was trying to separate himself from the rest of the people in the waiting room by demonstrating his keen desire for work.
"What sort of work are you looking for?" The man was still not making eye contact and had now taken to scratching his armpit.
"I worked in the City for 20 years," said Dom, a quiet pride in his tone, "but I was made redundant a couple of years ago."
"Have you been paying your stamp?"
"No," said Dom, clearly the man wasn’t listening, “I was unemployed."
"Yes, but you weren't claiming benefits." 
"No," said Dom, "I had my redundancy."
"Thing is, if you haven't paid your stamp for the past 2 years you’ll only get the basic."
"Eh?" questioned Dom. This place was doing his head in, no air, silence apart from coughs and splutters, so oppressive.
"If you've not made contributions in the last two years you can't claim unemployment benefit."
"But that's silly, I've been working for the past 22 years. I've contributed for 20 of those years. Now I want to claim some of that back."
"That might be the case," said the man, yawning without covering his mouth, “but you have to have made a contribution within the last 2 years."
"But I haven't been working," said Dom.
"You should've signed on when you were made redundant." 
"But I had my redundancy money," said Dom, "why would I sign on?"
"So we could pay your stamp."
"But I didn't know that," said Dom.
The man stared at him; an uncomfortable silence fell.
"You can get jobseeker's allowance," said the fuzzy man, "but that's all."
"Well, how much is that?" asked Dom.
"Depends on how much you've got in savings."
"Well that's easy," said Dom, "I have five thousand left of my redundancy."
"Married?"
"Yes."
"Does your wife earn anything?"
"Not at the minute," said Dom, "she worked in the NHS as a management consultant but since the coalition have messed things up she hasn't worked either for the last 2 years."
"No income then, and no savings?"
"No savings," confirmed Dom, then as an afterthought, "though I do have 150k from the sale of our house."
"So you have more than sixteen thousand pounds of savings in the bank," said fuzzy.
"Ah, no you don't understand, my wife's mother was ill so we sold our house and moved down here into rented. We intend to buy again but neither of us has managed to get a job so we can't get a mortgage."
Fuzzy stared at him.
"Anyway," Dom pressed on, "we've been living off my redundancy which has now pretty much run out so we need to claim benefit."
"You have more than sixteen thousand pounds in savings," said fuzzy.
"No, that's our deposit for our next house when we get back into work. I don't think you understand, is there someone else I could speak to?"
"No." The fuzzy man looked bored.
Dom frowned, then tried again, "Okay, you're saying that I have some money in the bank, which I do, but what I'm trying to tell you is that if I hadn't sold my house and moved down here into rented that money would be tied up in my old property." Silence. "It's my down payment for a new mortgage." 
"Counts as savings," said fuzzy man.
"You're telling me that because I sold my house and moved into rented my mortgage money counts as savings?" questioned Dom.
"Yes," said fuzzy, in a tone that implied Dom was stupid.
"But it's our mortgage money," said Dom, sweat was forming on his top lip and in the small of his back, "it's for the down payment on a new property, it took us twenty-two years to build that up." Dom stared at the man, wanting nothing more than to smash his way through the barrier and pummel him into the ground. Instead he made himself smile and say calmly, "Okay, what does all this mean then, as far as you're concerned?"
"Means you can only claim Jobseeker's."
"Which is how much?" asked Dom.
"£56.80 a week."
Dom coughed, "What? What about my rent?"
"Use your savings."
"So what happens when I've spent my deposit, sorry," said Dom, doing the finger thing, "my savings, what then?"
"Well, by then, you'll have been paying contributions because you'll have signed on, hopefully you should have a job within a few weeks."
"And if not," pressed Dom, "after all I have been looking but no-one seems interested in someone my age or with my experience, not around here, anyway."
"If you're still unemployed and you run out of money then we will be able to look at your rent etc because you'll have been paying contributions."
"Right," said Dom, "are there any restrictions on that?"
"That would be down to the council," said fuzzy.
"What does that mean?" asked Dom.
"Shouldn't be an issue unless you live in a mansion," said fuzzy.
"Well, I don't live in a mansion," said Dom, "but the property is quite large."
"How many bedrooms?" asked fuzzy.
"Four," said Dom, "we moved down here into a similar property to the one we used to live in."
"They'd probably expect you to move down. They won't pay for you to live in a four bed house unless you still have young kids at home, do you have young kids at home?"
"No, I don't, but look, this is not..."
"Just think," said fuzzy, "if you'd stayed where you were it wouldn't be an issue because you'd have no savings."
Dom stared at fuzzy for several minutes, "So what am I getting?"
"£56.80 a week."
"I've given the state a fourth of my income for the past 22 years, as has my wife, and I'm only going to get back £56.80 a week." 
"Correct. Technically you'd've been better off not having sold...."
"Yeah I got that. And you're saying that when I run out of money, I won't get enough benefits to pay for the house we now rent because you'll deem it too large for our needs, is that right?"
"Correct." Fuzzy leaned back in his chair, job done.
"What say I buy a flash car, have an expensive holiday, spend, spend, spend, then come back and claim?"
"That would be fraudulent," said fuzzy.
"It's my money, you said it was my savings, so how I spend it is up to me."
"Now you've registered, your savings count as money you should be living off," said fuzzy.
"What if I buy a flat?" questioned Dom.
"Are you being forced to move out of rented?" asked fuzzy, "because, if you're not, that would be fraudulent as well." 
"Why?"
"Because you're using your savings to buy a flat when you could be living off them."
"But they're not my savings," said Dom, "it's my deposit."
"It was your deposit," said fuzzy, "now it's your savings."
Dom closed his eyes.
 



No 10 
 
"The cousins are moving to timescale," said the PM, "and as I understand it the Special Forces will be putting a team together shortly."
"Ours or theirs, Prime Minister?" asked Sir Phillip.
"Both, naturally," said the PM.
Sir Phillip fidgeted in his chair, "I must admit Prime Minister, I'm not altogether comfortable with this plan."
"Comfortable?" questioned the PM.
"With the Americans running the show," said Sir Phillip.
"Why not?" demanded the PM, "I can't see any downsides to it, myself. They provide the resources and take all the risks, we ride shotgun and reap the benefits. Maximum return for limited outlay, that's a win/win in my book."
"Normally, I would agree Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "but this is a high risk venture and we are talking about the Americans here."
The PM frowned, "I'm sure that was taken into consideration when the plan was conceived."
"All the same, it leaves me a little uneasy to know that the Americans will be responsible for covering their tracks on what is most definitely going to be the biggest atrocity of all time."
The PM rubbed his forehead, he couldn't admit to Sir Phillip that he was equally concerned, "On a different subject, do you have anything yet on the Blakeney thing? The bloody DPM is on my back day and night about it."
"I've got people on it, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "and there is one point I should mention," he paused, this was going to be tricky, "we think it might be linked to the death of Sir Patrick." He waited for the outburst which was not long in coming.
"What?" demanded the PM, "Why in hell didn't you say so?"
Sir Phillip pulled a face, "It's just that both men worked in the city and one is dead, with his death meant to look like an accident and the other found someone tampering with his brakes, which could also have resulted in death by accident."
"Meant to look like an accident? I thought he died in a house fire?" Nichols had been a friend; his sudden death had been bad enough, but murder?
"Yes, he did, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "but, in point of fact, the fire brigade was on the scene and managed to pull his body out quite quickly and, to be blunt, the body wasn't that damaged in the fire. The coroner was able to say with reasonable certainty that Nichols was definitely dead beforehand; no smoke inhalation, you see."
"Are you telling me he was murdered?" asked the PM. This was intolerable. "What in hell is happening, Blackmore? Are you on top of things or should I be looking for someone else?"
Sir Phillip controlled a sharp retort with difficulty, deciding to stick to the main issue, "To be honest, Prime Minister, it's difficult to say categorically that he was murdered. The coroner and my man are inclining that way, which makes us think it was a professional job. However, that being said the killer seems to be wholly amateur in his methods." He paused, collecting his thoughts, "And yet he is successful in outcome which would suggest the work of a professional, but again, we always come back to, why would a professional execute his plans so amateurishly? In the case of Nichols the body should've been completely burned, but it wasn't. I can't really put my finger on it."
"And while you're waiting to decide, someone is rampaging around willy-nilly, getting away with murder, Blackmore," said the PM. "Have you considered that?"
"We have, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, wondering, not for the first time, if Cholmondeley ever really listened to him, "in which case he will surely slip up sooner or later."
There was a small silence, then the PM sighed, "I need a story for the press, Blackmore and I don't want to talk about Nichols or that bloody explosion. Any ideas?"
 



The News
Graham stood legs slightly apart, feet firmly planted, he had his serious face on, "Police have released a statement concerning the discovery of several bodies in a burnt out house. The house was owned by a Bangladeshi couple and the man who rented it ran the Ganges restaurant. Early reports say that it is possible the men were all killed before their bodies were set on fire. Duncan has more."



The PM had this to say....
About the grooming of young British girls by Asian men...
"Look, there is no substantive evidence that these girls are being groomed. It is unfortunate that these girls find themselves in sexual relationships with older men but our evidence suggests that these girls were what people in the business call 'vulnerable cases'."
 
But some of these girls come from a very stable and conventional background? 
"Let's not be coy, some parents have lost control of their domestic environment. We believe parents need to take a firmer hand with their children, introduce curfews, have more family time. We want parents to take back control of their homes and to take their children in hand."
 
Surely it is a new phenomenon in this country?
"Look, there are gangs of all ethnicity who prey on the weak and the vulnerable but it is the responsibility of parents to ensure that their children are safe. The state cannot be responsible for everything."
Thank you, Prime Minister
 



P.A.C.T - 21
 
The government, which was designed for the people, 
has got into the hands of the bosses and their employers, the special interests. 
An invisible empire has been set up above the forms of democracy. 
Woodrow Wilson
 
The room had emptied slightly; Nobby had left with Mort, ostensibly to take him back to his room for his medication and a lie down. He planned to use the opportunity for a stiff drink to calm his nerves. The mistreatment of a U.S citizen was causing him concern and a split loyalty with regard to his antecedents was giving him a headache. Gil had done the same for Reg, despite his muttering that he was quite capable of walking by himself, thank you very much. Although these departures had created a restlessness in those left behind no-one else looked like leaving, ‘more excitement than they’d had in years’ was the main audible comment.
“There was a fear in the West in '54,” began Bob, “within the corporate world, that communism would win. There was growing anti-American feeling spreading across the world and it sent a lot of people into a near state of panic.”
“McCarthyism,” whispered Dora.
“We’d had the McCarthy purges in the US,” said Bob, “and weeded out potential traitors but in so doing, we also turned off a lot of Europeans. We stopped the spread of communism but strengthened the left wing groups in Europe and they had to be stopped.”
“That’s ridiculous,” stated Esmé, “those poor people weren’t communists; they were just liberal minded individuals who were standing up for the rights of ……”
“Appreciate the sentiment but if we could come back to that later,” said Mackie.
“It needs to be said,” pressed Esmé. She rammed her bottom lip upwards and, frowning heavily, stared at Bob.
Bob shook his head and took another sip, looking up at his interrogator, “Ok, what now?”
“Continue from where you left off,” Mackie said, fixing Esmé with a commanding stare.
“As I was saying before the lady interrupted, key members of the aristocracy, the industrialists, bankers, CEOs whatever, you name it, they all got their invites to attend a meeting held at the Bilderberg Hotel in Holland.”
“Is this about the Illuminati?” said Bill, “Because if it is then it’s a load of rubbish.”
“No, it’s not about the Illuminati,” said Mackie, “now please stop interrupting.”
There was a rustling of indignation in the room; they hadn’t got as old as they were only to be told what to do by an interloper with bushy eyebrows. Alb stood up quickly and made conciliatory gestures and the noises subsided. Gil and Nobby used that moment to slip unnoticed into the back row, Nobby slightly inebriated but mellow.
“You gotta remember, back in ’54 we were at the height of the Cold War," said Bob, "It got serious back then, we were dealing with the end of democracy, the end of our freedoms, the damned commies were winning for Christ’s sake, they were outperforming us everywhere and they’d just bled us dry in the Korean War. People didn’t have the stomach for fighting anymore. Something had to be done to stop the spread of communism.”
At the mention of the Korean War a collective sigh went round the room, a memory shared.
Bob raised his empty glass and Mackie refilled it, “So they met, the most powerful and wealthy people in the west and they discussed what should be done to put the world back on track.”
“They discussed how to beat the spread of communism, you mean,” said Bill.
“Exactly,” said Bob.
“So what’s all the fuss about?” demanded Bill.
“I would imagine that you include socialism in that statement,” said Dora.
“Socialism is communism by stealth,” hissed Bob.
“That’s a matter of opinion,” said Ron, stung.
“Back to ‘54,” said Mackie, throwing a dark look at Mags. She raised her shoulders helplessly.
“I don’t think you’ve been listening,” said Esmé, roused by Dora and Ron's courageous interjections. She was bobbing up and down, trying to make eye contact with Bill whose comment had enraged her, “they were trying to stop the spread of social freedoms in the west.” 
Ron’s head was nodding his head up and down, he’d not realised Esmé and Dora were of a socialist bent.
“That’s not what he said,” argued Bill.
“I think you’ll find it’s exactly what he was saying,” said Fiona, tartly.
Mackie glared at each one individually, daring a further comment then signalled for Bob to continue.
Bob shook his head wearily, bloody Brits, they just don't get it, then he tried again, “They had to infiltrate and destroy the left wing movements, they had to get control of the media so they could influence the public and they had to gain political power. So that’s what they did.”
“What does that mean, exactly?” asked Harry.
“Looking for ways to control us,” said Dora, her tone flat.
“No, you’re wrong,” argued Bill. Dora turned her back towards him.
Bob was still speaking, “In a lot of countries it seemed to work fine, mainly third world countries, Asia, Africa and South America but the Europeans were a bit trickier.”
“What about Britain?” asked Val, determined her voice should be heard, “what did you do here?”
“They blackened Harold Wilson and the Labour party for a start,” said Ron.
“Well, that would’ve been easy enough,” sniped Bill.
“Hah!” said Bob, his face alive with malice, “you got no idea how deep we got into your poxy little country.”
Bill’s shoulders jerked back and his chin jutted out; he saw no need for insults and disparaging comments.
“Where'd 'you think the IRA got its funding? That was us.”
"But the US backed us against the IRA," said Ron.
"Jeez," said Bob, "look fella, the politicians say one thing and then tell the agency to do something different; we were solid with the IRA." 
"Let's leave the Irish thing alone for a bit," said Mackie, sensing this could go on a while and would lose him his audience.
"No!" said Lenny, angrily, "I want to know what he's talking about, I lost some good mates to those bastards and I want to know what went on."
“We’re digressing,” said Mackie, directing his gaze at Lenny, trying to calm the man by dint of personality, “keep it strategic, please Bob.”
“Strategic, right,” said Bob, “so, the Bilderberg’s determined that America was the most powerful country in the west, economically the strongest and, therefore, the country best placed to plough the furrow.”
“What’s he talking about?” asked Fiona, hissing in Pete's ear.
“It was decided that all western investments and political drive would be put into the US and global dominance would come from her ability to put troops on the ground anywhere in the world.”
“What does this all mean, Mackie?” asked Mags, the question on her lips sounding more imperative to him.
Mackie signalled Bob to wait and then addressed her question, “At this meeting of the wealthy members of the western world they decided they had to take control of where the west was headed; to avoid it slipping into communism.”
“I got that,” said Mags, snippily, “but what’s he talking about now?”
“The group still meets up every year. It calls itself the Bilderberg group, after the hotel. The crux of matter is that they are the real rulers of the western world, not our governments.”
His words echoed round the room. There was a moment’s hush, then a buzz of mumbled incomprehension and mutterings of ‘what did he say?’ from several of those caught napping and murmurs of ‘I don’t understand.’ from those that did hear. Finally Alb spoke loudly for all of them, “What do you mean, they’re the real rulers?”
“The most powerful people in the world, the richest people in the world,” said Mackie, a shrug evident in his shoulders, the nearest they would get to an apology from the messenger, “They meet and discuss what should happen and then they send the politicians to do their bidding. Unelected and unaccountable rulers, a bit like kings and queens, you might say.”
“And they're called the what?” said Dora, her voice high with tension.
“The Balderbags,” said Ron, knowledgeably, he’d been listening.
“Bilderbergs,” corrected Harry, absently, still trying to process the message.
“But what does any of this mean?” demanded Bill, “and is it so bad if all they’re doing is trying to fight communism?”
Mackie nodded at him, “When they formed the battle was against communism. But once formed they attacked everyone, even those who were just a little bit to the Left of centre. They did it here in the UK as well. We let them do it.”
“Why?” demanded Mags, "We were always fighting the enemy, I was fighting the enemy, and our boys were fighting the enemy."
Gerry growled something in support, his face an unhealthy puce. He was trying without much luck to control the effects of Mackie’s words on his blood pressure.
"Not so, Margo," said Mackie, "we were fighting to build private fortunes for the hidden few. And everything that destabilised the western world was conceived and formulated by the Bilderbergs.” He waved his hand towards Bob, who was a bit glassy eyed now having polished off quite a bit of scotch, “Bob, examples please.”
“You want general or UK only?”
“General will do,” said Mackie.
“Hah!” said Bob, “JFK.”
“You killed JFK?” said Sticky, the scale of this just percolating his brain.
“No way,” growled Wilf.
“OK, no, we didn't,” agreed Bob airily.
“Wait a minute,” Mackie intervened, anxious to avoid being side-tracked, “let me explain. The powers that be, we’ll call them the Bilderbergs for ease, the Bilderbergs decide what they want to happen and they formulate an outline plan for it. So if we take a recent example, 9/11 for instance….”
“9/11?” repeated Nobby, inebriated or not, this was not acceptable, “What’s that got to do with anything?”
“If you’ll give me a moment,” said Mackie, “you need to understand, the Bilderbergs will have sat round the table and the topic of Peak Oil will have come up…”
“Peak Oil?” Sticky squeaked.
“What’s Peak Oil?” asked Esmé. It sounded like something she might need to protest about.
Bob sighed, “There’s a finite amount of easily accessible oil in the world, and we’ve already got to most of it. But the West needs oil. Can’t exist without it. Industry would collapse, economies would collapse, we’d be thrown back into the dark ages if we ran out of oil.” He waited for comments that didn't come then continued, “So the Bilderbergs decided that the West….”
Mackie broke in, “Bearing in mind that the most powerful voices in the Bilderbergs belong to the industrialists, the CEOs, the rich, the bankers etc…..” 
“Ok,” said Bob, glaring at Mackie, “the wealthiest people in the world are members of the Bilderbergs so yes they decided that they had to have control of the remaining oil fields.”
“In the Middle East,” offered Mackie.
“In the Middle East,” repeated Bob, “and as they had influence over the US….”
“Influence?” questioned Mackie.
“As they owned the US government,” Bob amended, “it was decided that America, having had all the military investment, would be the country to lead the assault on the oil fields.”
“But that’s rubbish,” Gerry had had enough, “they went into the Middle East because of 9/11.”
“Just continue, Bob,” instructed Mackie, putting his finger out to forestall further outbursts.
“The Bilderbergs wanted to control the oilfields, they wanted the US to provide the hardware and the troops on the ground, they just needed a pretext.”
“9/11,” offered Mags.
“What the hell does that mean?” demanded Gerry, “you’re not going to tell me that the Bilderbergs did 9/11.”
“Jesus,” sighed Bob, “is this guy for real?”
“The Bilderbergs determine policy,” said Mackie, turning towards Gerry for a moment then back to the rest of the room, “and then contract it out to specific corporate bodies or to specific governments. In this instance they contracted out the hit on the twin towers to Al Qaeda. Demolition was pre-positioned in the buildings by Mossad and the subsequent invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq was left to the US. Blair was roped in to give the American initiative impetus, because Bush was such a fop.”
“Wait a minute,” said Harry, “how does that work?”
“Look,” said Bob, irritably, "I could tell you folks everything, but the whole thing is so large, so huge that you could never fully understand it. Heck, I was involved and I don’t understand it. I don’t even know who did what or who gained, all I know is our overall strategic aim was to get control of the last big oil reserves for western corporations before the Middle East tore itself apart."
“Let me get this straight,” said Ron, standing up to make his point, “are you seriously suggesting there is a group of super elites who run the world? Who meet secretly every year and decide what’s going to happen in the world?”
“Not secretly, bold as brass, but yeah,” said Bob.
“And they tell political leaders what to do?” said Ron.
“Now you're getting it,” said Bob.
“But that’s impossible,” said Val, “I mean we’d know, wouldn’t we?”
“How would you know?” asked Mackie, “These people are very good at what they do. We had 9/11 and for about a year it was accepted without question. Then people began to ask questions, to doubt the official version, to ask how it was that those buildings could actually collapse.”
“That just shows we are able to question, what's your point?” said Bill.
“They reacted,” said Mackie, “in 2005 the price of oil started to rise. Three years later, after enough stress had been created in the lower end of the economy, when enough lower class households had been placed under enough pressure and the banks had exposed themselves enough we had the greatest financial crisis the world has ever known.”
"What does all that mean?" demanded Alb.
“Who is asking about 9/11 now?” asked Mackie, “Only the families of the deceased. That's my point, everyone else is too worried about their finances, losing their jobs, prices in the shops.”
“You can't mean...?” Dora was appalled, the answer to awful to contemplate.
“They created the recession. That's exactly what he means, Dora,” supplied Harry.
“But how is that possible?” asked Val.
“Because it’s not a real recession,” said Mackie, “they created the pressures that brought it on and they can remove them when they want. They can print more money as and when they like. They are in control of the whole thing, they control the whole game.”
“This is too weird,” said Sticky.
“No, it's very simple," said Mackie, “once you accept the basic premise of a group of really rich people, all nationalities, who meet every year and decide what needs to happen to ensure their continued prosperity." He stared out at their shocked faces, "Once decided they subcontract the relevant tasks down to political leaders or to CEOs of lesser or different corporations. QED.”
“But what’s that got to do with our plans to hit back at the Muslims?” Frank had found his voice.
Mackie stared at him.
“He's saying they aren’t the problem,” said Tom, turning to address Frank.
“They are pawns,” said Mackie, “moved around a global chess board.”
“So whenever they want something to happen...” offered Val.
“They just move a pawn,” said Mackie. He was growing tired now; if they hadn't grasped the message after all this effort then too bad; they weren't worth any more of his time.
"Are we pawns now?" asked Gerry, truculently, "Are you telling us the truth or are you using us to do your dirty work?"
"Truth be told, you can do as you please. Take it or leave it, I did a favour for a friend coming here," He glanced over at Mags and crinkled his eyes, "the rest is up to you."
He poured two generous drinks, palmed a small tablet into one of the glasses, paused to swish it about, then, handed it to Bob asking, "Are you ready to go?" 
Bob nodded, they clinked glasses, raised a toast, "To those who believe," and downed their drinks in one swallow. Thirty seconds later Bob was dead.
 
 



Intolerably tolerable ii
 
I do not agree with what you have to say, 
but I'll defend to the death your right to say it.
Voltaire
 
They’d left the pub with the debate still rumbling on; Rob found he couldn’t let it drop despite, or possibly in stubborn response to, the obvious intention of his friends to stifle him. He’d encouraged them to drop round to his; he had a couple of rooms in his parent’s house, it was nearest the pub and he had booze. He could feel Tracy inwardly digesting whatever the rooms told her about him; wondering at her interest and wishing he could have lost her along the way.
"Look," he said, returning to the subject that was so dear to his heart, "you can't make a law to determine what people can or can't say because that can be exploited. That's what the Nazis did, they introduced laws and before the Germans knew where they were they had concentration camps and I don't mean for the Jews, I mean for the Nazis' political opponents.”
"Racists should go to prison so they don't spread their filth," stated Tracy.
"That’s because you think the average person is too weak minded to resist," said Rob. “What should happen is people, normal people, should be left to make racists feel uncomfortable."
"Uncomfortable?" blurted Karen.
"Yeah," said Rob, "we should exclude them or something, send them to Coventry."
"Hitler spoke and the Germans went racist," said Mark.
"It wasn't that simple," said Rob.
"Let's leave it, guys" said Tom.
“So what happens if people start using euphemisms?” asked Rob.
“What?” said Tracy.
“Substitute words with other words,” Tom explained sotto voce.
“I know what it means, I’m not stupid,” Tracy announced, her voice loud and indignant.
"Like when blacks call another black person a choc ice, meaning their black on the outside but white on the inside," said Rob, "isn't that racist?"
"I suppose so," said Tracy a little uncertain of her ground.
“What if they make up new words for racist taunts? Like chair, for instance?” said Rob.
“Chair? Don't be daft,” said Tom.
“Supposing, to avoid going to prison, racists started calling black people ‘chairs’.”
“What are you on about?” asked Karen.
“What if they started taunting them with ‘Hey you fucking chair’, what would you do then?”
“What?” said Tracy.
“Say it was common knowledge that racists had substituted certain racially provocative words with other words such as chair. What would you do if they went round calling black people chairs?” He sat forward, warming to his theme, “What if they decided to use random words but words that didn't fit the sentence so you knew what they were saying really, what then?”
“Uh?” said Karen. She made a ‘he’s your friend’ face at Mark, who shrugged helplessly.
“What if they said something like, ‘hey you fucking Everest you, or perhaps ‘you’re a fucking garden shed, mate', what would you do then?”
“They should still go to prison,” said Tracy, “because we’d know what they meant.”
“So that’s it, is it? You all agree,” he said looking from nodding head to nodding head, “they should go to prison for calling someone a fucking chair because you'd know what they meant really, is that right?”
“But you said they’d substituted the word,” said Karen.
“It’s not the word that’s important, it’s the right to say any word you want to and to form any sentence you want to, that’s the point and once they start to legally restrict what we can say and what we can’t say then we are on a slippery slope to authoritarianism.”
“We’re talking about racists,” said Karen.
“No one should be allowed to be racist,” said Mark.
“But that’s not down to the Government or the courts,” said Rob desperately, “that should be down to us, we should make it difficult for people to be racist, we should frown upon such language and activity, it should be by peer pressure that we stop people from being abusive and unpleasant, not down to the Government.”
“Why not?” demanded Karen, “they make the laws so it’s down to them to make the punishments.”
“It’s not about punishment,” pressed Rob, “it’s about morality and social conscience, it’s about standing up for what’s right versus moral laziness, it’s about courage versus cowardice.”
“I’m not getting it, Rob,” said Tom.
“You’re happy to abdicate your social obligations to Government,” said Rob, “you’d allow them to introduce a law that restricts your freedoms in order to avoid having to take responsibility for the things going on around you.”
“What are you on about?” said Karen.
“Racists should be frowned on; they should be made to feel uncomfortable for expressing such views, not imprisoned. In fact they should probably get psychiatric help or something because hating someone for their colour is just plain stupid.”
“Oh now you’re a fucking leftie,” moaned Mark, “not only do you want to let them get away with it you want to spend the taxpayer’s money giving them an easy ride.”
“It’s not about easy ride,” argued Rob, “it’s about getting to the bottom of their irrational hatred.” Then he shook his head, “don’t try and confuse me, it’s not even about racism, this is about freedom of speech, everyone should be free to say what they want regardless of colour, ethnicity or whether or not it causes offence.”
“And what about the Muslims who insult our troops when they come home then?” demanded Mark, “I suppose you’d let them do that to would you?”
“Of course,” said Rob, “that’s what freedom of speech means.”
“But they’re our troops,” said Tom, “and they’re out there fighting for us.”
“I agree they’re our troops, they’re doing a really good job in very stressful conditions, we need to be behind them but I don’t agree that they’re out there fighting for us. They’re out there for the oil companies, but that’s not the point, the point is that we have a large Muslim community in this country and whether we like it or not they are here and they are here to stay. If they don’t agree with the war they should be allowed to express that in whatever way they see fit.”
“No…no I can’t go along with that,” Tom’s head was shaking and Tracy took up the movement.
“Everyone should have the right to protest,” said Rob.
“Not about that they shouldn’t,” said Tom.
“So what would happen if it was made illegal to protest over wars, what would happen if the Government went to war with some country and we didn’t agree with it? How would we register our concerns?”
“If that situation ever came about then we’d all protest and they’d have to listen,” said Mark.
 “Like with Iraq, you mean?”
“Yeah, well that was Blair,” said Karen, “and we were lied to.”
“It doesn’t matter who it was, or the circumstances, we still went to war, just think how much easier it would’ve been for them if people weren’t allowed to protest.”
“Yeah but we can, can’t we,” said Tracy.
“Only because we have freedom of speech,” said Rob, “or should I say we had freedom of speech because now we don’t; now you can be arrested for saying potentially racially inflammatory things, which is authoritarianism by any definition of the word.”
“Oh,” groaned Tracy in frustration, grabbing her coat and making for the door, “there’s no point talking to him, he’s just an idiot.”
“Blown it there, mate,” murmured Tom, following on behind.
“Racist,” Karen muttered as she followed them out, “Come on Mark.” Mark mouthed a ‘sorry’ at Rob then shrugged and trotted off.
Rob sat alone, contemplating the wall and running through his argument in his head looking for flaws, finding none, 'when will they introduce a law prohibiting what we think?' he mused.              
 



Something in the Wind - 11

 
If the freedom of speech is taken away 
then dumb and silent we may be led, 
like sheep to the slaughter.
George Washington 
 
 
The Preacher sat and stared at the wall. Barry leant back in the armchair and studied the man in front of him for some time, funny how he'd never really noticed the shape of his head before, cloaked as it was in long straggly hair, the grey overtaking the brown; he was reminded of Charlie Brown, the round headed kid.
"What do you think of what I do?" said the Preacher. Barry was shocked; in all their dealings he had never been asked what he thought; the Preacher had never welcomed any pre or post discussion or comment. Barry played for time, hoping it was a random thought which didn't require an answer. No such luck. "Well?" pressed the Preacher turning to face him.
Barry felt the full force of his penetrating eyes, "I agree with almost everything that you say..."
"Almost everything?" questioned the Preacher, "What do you not agree with?"
"Well....er...." struggled Barry, 'shit,' he wasn't prepared for this, "well, the theft of Palestine, and the creation of Israel, all that stuff about the Jews I guess, a bit anti-Semitic, isn't it?"
The Preacher stared at him, "I find it strange that the minute anyone says anything against the Jews they're accused of being anti-Semitic. Especially if they speak in support of the Palestinians or question the extent of the holocaust. I give you forewarning, I intend to speak on the Jews and their influence on our economic system again tonight."
Barry sat upright, he always worried when the Jews came into the Preacher's sermons, primarily because he didn't know what he was going to say, "Are you sure that's absolutely necessary? Some of it is hard for people to digest, at least I think that's what erm.... causes.... erm..."
"People fear any comments about the Jews because of the stigma that is instantly attached." 
"Well yes," said Barry, "exactly, that's it. But the Holocaust did happen, I mean the Germans did kill 6 million of them, they've had it pretty bad after all."
"What about the 20 million Russians who died or the millions of Europeans? What of the millions of Chinese who died or the Germans who were killed who didn't want war and had nothing to do with the work of the Reich? What of the Germans in Dresden? What of the defenceless Japanese civilians murdered by the Americans at Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Are these any the less horrific?"
"Well erm....," said Barry, looking distinctly uncomfortable, "but the holocaust was so cold blooded, so methodical."
The Preacher turned away and stared at the wall for several minutes. "Have you been to Auschwitz?" he asked, his voice even and untroubled.
"Well, no," said Barry, "but we did it in school."
"So did we," said the Preacher, "and of course it's been on TV, then there was the film, and several documentaries." Barry sipped his tea. He was not comfortable with this, not in the least bit. "I think that if you asked most people to name one aspect about the war, they'd say the Holocaust. Why is that?"
"Well obviously it's such a terrible concept," said Barry, "the extermination of a people simply because of their race and on an industrial level as well, it's just shocking."
"A religion not a race but no matter..... the Americans exterminated the Native American Indian and no-one cares, in fact we are lead to believe that the Americans were victims of the savage nomadic warriors of the plains."
"But that was so long ago," said Barry.
"Is that disqualifying factor then? Time? And if that is so then should we still be talking about the holocaust so many years later?"
"I'm serious," said Barry, "you can't go there, people will not tolerate you questioning the holocaust."
"Because it's anti-Semitic?" questioned the Preacher. "What about the killings regularly committed by Israel in Palestine? Can I mention that? What about the prominent Jewish banking families, the same bankers that have brought the world to the edge of bankruptcy and despair? Can I mention the same Jewish families who now control the most powerful western governments through their financial support to political parties? Or are all of these things out of bounds because of the holocaust?"
"Wait a minute, wait a minute," said Barry, "these things you mention, they don't lessen the holocaust. You can't just go steaming in there like you usually do, this is a whole different ball game."
"I didn't say that the Germans and East Europeans didn't kill millions of Jews," said the Preacher, "I merely said that the Israelis and the western Jews are capitalising out of our deference, our reluctance to challenge them."
 



The Ripper
 
And you may kill me now, And you may hurt me so
But I will haunt you till the end is nigh
And you may hunt me down, And you may turn me cold
But I will haunt you till the day you die
Ipswich by Georgi Kay
 
Wendy wiped the tears from her cheeks and stared at the large damp patch on the front room wall. In her hands she held her latest job refusal, a part-time cashier at Tesco’s. Life in the children’s home had been shit but that seemed like paradise compared to her life now; 19, a single mum, no fixed income, living in a mildewed hovel with a letch for a landlord and no hope of getting away from any of it. 
She sniffed and rubbed her eyes, it was time she left. She went to the cot and kissed little Dwayne. It was his birthday in a few weeks and, already behind with the rent, she was desperate for money. As it was she had already slept with her landlord twice and he was now demanding more sessions for each late payment. Lately he’d taken to suggesting a gangbang with his mates; this would get her 2 months rent-free. She was resisting his offer as best she could knowing that once she succumbed it would become the norm. 
She pulled her front door to and knocked next door. Mrs Howard answered and took the proffered key; she'd promised to look in on Dwayne. Not the best option in the world considering she was usually well tanked by nine but what else could Wendy do.
She made her way slowly towards Firth Street, teetering on her punter-pulling heels. Hopefully Stacey would be there at the usual spot, she was always nervous on her own, but then who needed the competition, especially on a quiet night. 
As it happened Stacey was disappearing into a blue Mazda when she arrived. It was going to be a lonely night.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 15 
Went like a dream, I knocked on the door, gay lover answered, he was high as a kite, dragged him through to the living room and tied him to a chair, then found Blakeney smoking a toke so he was already partially out of it, tied him up, then pumped them both full of any shit I could lay hands on. Sat there for three hours whilst they drifted into a coma, put them in a compromising position and left. Fingers crossed.
 
 
Diary entry 16 
Okay no blow back from Blakeney but my elation is less. I can't explain it really, I wanted to kill him and I'm pleased I did, I hate all politicians because they are intrinsically corrupt but I don't know why I'm not as thrilled about this kill as I was the last one.
 



Jackpot  8
 
Sam fiddled with her knife and fork, then toyed with her empty cup.
"What?" demanded Simon, irritably. He was still fuming about Sian's quasi engagement; he was damned if he'd let some parasitic little git attach himself to his only daughter like a limpet, just because they'd come into money, damned if he would.
"Hey, don't bark at me," said Sam.
"You're obviously wanting to say something...so, spit it out, what's on your mind?" 
"Well," said Sam, still fiddling with her cup, "I was wondering....now that we've got money, I was wondering...."
He sighed, conversations were becoming increasingly difficult with the whole family, so much money, so many options....
"I want us to buy Portsby," she said.
"What?" His elbow slipped off the table and he bumped his chin on his hand. "Portsby?"
"The football club, not the town," she added, smiling and hoping he'd smile too.
"No," said Si.
"Wait a minute," said Sam, "Just hear me out."
"Out of the question."
"They've gone bust," said Sam, "it'll only cost a few quid."
"I don't care, the answer's no, anyway I thought we were going to get a box at the Bridge."
"We can do that as well," she murmured, then leaned towards him, eyes bright with excitement, "but well, Porstby's always had a team...."
"There'll still be a team." He was being obtuse and he knew it.
"Yeah, but it will be right down there in the meaningless leagues."
"Who cares?" said Si, "we support Chelsea, how can we suddenly start supporting Portsby? It's not happening, just because we won some fucking money, I'm not changing my club."
"No-one's asking you to change your club," said Sam indignantly, "it's my club too. I'm suggesting we do something for the community, that's all."
"Yeah right," said Si, "and how much will that cost us?"
"A pound," said Sam, "like I said."
"Yeah, and then some." He thought for a bit and she fell silent, waiting. Then he launched, "You been to their ground? 'Cause I've seen it, it's a fuckin' mess, they've really let it go. It'll cost a fortune to do up and then there's the bloody team's wages. How do you expect to pay for them, the bloody club hasn't broken even for years."
She shrugged, he was interested, she could hear it, "We could sell all the players, sack the management team and then pick players from the local community and you could manage them," She grinned at him, "I've got it all worked out."
"Me - a football manager?" said Si, preening slightly at the vision.
"You could go 4,4,2 like you're always on about, and use local English players, like you're always saying we should."
"It'll cost a fortune," said Si, "and what if I'm crap at it, what if they lose every game, the bloody fans, the local community will be after our scalps."
"Just make sure you don't lose then," said Sam, "after all, it's not rocket science is it? At least that's what you're always saying, right?"
Si sniffed, "Hmm."
 
 



P.A.C.T - 22
 
Leadership requires the courage to make decisions 
that will benefit the next generation
Alan Autry 

 
After Mackie left a general debate started.
"What in heaven’s name was that all about?" demanded Bill, his face a picture of incredulity, "And what on God’s good green earth are we meant to do with… him?" He gestured towards the slumped figure of the erstwhile Bob.
"Yes, what was that? Did that man just kill him?" said Val, her hand hovering near her mouth, she looked like she was about to cry.
"Of course he did," said Wilf, all matter of fact, "probably cyanide I shouldn't wonder," he added getting close enough to Bob to sniff the air around him, and nodding gently to himself.
"Who was he, Mags?" asked Ken, hastening to Val’s side, "How does he know you so well?"
Nobby, Gerry and Lenny were now bent over Bob's slumped body. Nobby poked him, "Shiiiit!" said Lenny, "this is for real."
"What was that all about?" said Dave, "I mean seriously did we just witness a murder?"
"I need a sit down," moaned Frank, struggling back to his seat.
"What are we meant to do now?" said Fiona, "We can't dig a hole here, the warden would notice. How are we going to get rid of Bob?"
"My thoughts exactly," said Pete, "But I can't dig a hole, not with my back. Who does that Mackie think he is? He comes here without a by your leave and murders someone right in front of us, that was....that was....."
"Goodness knows who he is," added Val, "or if he's really from MI6."
"Yes," agreed Ken, "how on earth are we to know if what he says is true."
"All right everyone, just calm down and take a seat," said Alb, "and we'll explain."
"Oh, it's alright for you, Albert Rayner," said Fiona, "you think you're in charge, well look where it's got us, accessories to murder."
"It wasn't murder," stated Mags, "it was self defence."
"Self defence," blurted Val, her voice rising, "self defence?"
"Self-defence. Because if we'd let Bob go then we'd all be dead within 24 hours, probably a fire or something. Oh, and don't worry about the body by the way, it's all in hand."
"All in hand?" repeated Val sarcastically, "Who do you think you are?"
"And why the hell did that Mackie fellow bring him here?" asked Dave.
"I asked Mackie to help us," said Mags.
"And who gave you that authority?" demanded Cynthia. "To go around inviting whomsoever you like to our little chats."
"They are not 'little chats'," Alb was getting fretful; he needed to think and plan and talking them through this sticky patch was taxing in the extreme, "this is for real, and stop bloody moaning about Bob everyone. What did you think Gerry and I were talking about, eh? Did you think it was just Rose Garden patter for old duffers? Well it wasn't, we're deadly serious."
"Deadly serious," added Gerry. He was secretly amazed to have survived the high drama, his blood pressure was falling and he felt quite good about himself.
"Well, we can see that now, although you had little enough to say in there," said Frank.
"Maybe it's for the best then," said Jonesey, "at least we all understand the stakes involved."
"Exactly," said Wilf, giving the faint hearts his most deathly stare.
"Now you all need to take a seat and we'll explain where we are," said Alb.
"I don't know that I want to be a part of this, this murder thing of yours, Albert," said Fiona.
"It's not a murder thing," Gerry retorted, "haven't you been listening? It's a last ditch attempt to save England from being overrun by foreigners."
"It actually sounded like he was saying that our leaders are busy dismantling the country," said Esmé, "that's not what he meant, is it?"
"Just take a seat everyone," said Mags, "and I'll try and explain."
"Take a seat," moaned Cynthia, to Val, "there she goes again, old Bossy socks herself, why doesn't someone tell her to take a seat."
"Sit down everyone," ordered Wilf as he filched the bottle of Scotch and Mackie's glass from the coffee table. He checked the bottle, still a fair bit left; he could have a lot of fun with that. He slowly made his way back to his seat and the eagerly waiting Jonesey, Harry and Dave. Only the one glass though, so not sure what they were looking so happy about.
"I need the toilet first," said Sticky.
"And me," added Lenny.
"Oh and me," said Esmé followed by a general chorus.
"Well, okay, okay," said Alb, wanting desperately to go himself but refusing to look weak. "everyone go to the toilet, then hurry back here."
"I'm not hurrying anywhere," said Cynthia, "and especially not for you."
"What say we meet back here in half hour?" said Wilf, dipping out the door, still clutching the bottle and closely followed by Dave, Jonesey, Harry and now Frank.
"What a good idea," said Val, "come on Ken, let's get some fresh air."
Ken beamed, he knew what 'fresh air' meant and he knew they wouldn't be going outside to get it.
"Okay then," said Alb to everyone's departing backs, "we'll have a half hour break and then meet back here, say at......" He glanced at his watch, then looked up. The room was empty.
∞
Forty five minutes later Alb, Gerry and Mags were still waiting, trying not to stare at the motionless Bob. Mackie had said he'd arrange the disposal but for the time being they'd draped the body in an old tablecloth. It still looked like what it was but it was more discreet.
"Do you think they got the time wrong?" asked Gerry.
"Either that or they found the whole thing too hot to handle," said Mags.
Alb and Gerry shared a nervous glance. "What if they've gone to the authorities?" asked Gerry.
"They wouldn't do that, they're in it as deep as we are," said Mags firmly.
"They might decide to have nothing more to do with us though," said Alb, "feelings might run a bit high or they might just be awkward for us to be around."
"I don't want to have to move out," moaned Gerry.
"Oh for Christ's sake," snapped Alb, "this is far more serious than that, this is about trying to save what's left of our country from the invading hordes."
Just then they heard chattering voices as everyone started milling back to their original seats. Alb and Gerry beamed at one another, it was all working out, they'd actually returned even though Bob had been killed in front of them, "Now we're cooking," said Alb.
When everyone was in their seats Mags took the floor, "Okay who's first?"
There was a general kerfuffle as everyone spoke at once but Mags raised her voice, "Okay, hands in the air and I'll go around the room. Bill, your question?"
"Who was that and was he really from MI6?"
"That was Mackie, Sir Robert Alexander MacDonald to give his full name and title, and yes he was at MI6, and very high up as well."
"How do you know him?" asked Frank, "Were you at MI6 as well?"
"Yes I was." She couldn't help puffing herself up slightly as she pointed to Wilf, "next question?"
"Forget all that bollocks," said Wilf, slurring happily, "just explain the Belch...Bilch...Bals the new world order rubbish."
"It's really simple, we tend to view the world as nations, as different countries, but to the rich elite these individual nations no longer exist, they no longer count. They see the world as an amorphous whole and they use the natural resources," at which point she indicated those present, "of the world to maintain their wealth."
"You mean that the rich in this country are part of this Bilder thing set up?" asked Harry.
"That's right, Harry, the richest people in the world act together, they control companies and governments and manipulate peoples to achieve more for themselves and their associates, they're like a royal mafia and they use the resources of nations to realise greater wealth for themselves."
"But what about our politicians?" asked Cynthia, "Don't they try and stop them?"
"Come on, Cynthia," said Mags, "our democracy has always been based on the premise that only those with a stake in the national wealth have a right to determine what the country does.
Well, now that same premise is being applied on a global scale, that's all."
"That's true enough when you see how the Tories have treated us over the years," Ron's voice was bitter from personal experience.
"The rich manipulate the government to create policies that achieve their goals, like cutting taxes, exporting manufacturing to 3rd world countries."
"Running down the NHS," Doris called out.
"But that's not fair," said Ron, "what are we supposed to do about it?"
"You're meant to get on with your lives, watch rubbish on TV and not think about what's happening under your nose," Gerry chipped in, his face again bordering on puce.
"We're not doing that anymore," stated Alb, wobbling to his feet, "we're going on the attack."
"Attack who, you old fool?" said Fiona, "haven't you been listening, there's no-one to attack."
"Don't go saying we're going to attack the foreigners," said Val, "what difference would that make to all of this?"
"Yeah Alb," said Dave, "who can we attack? What can we do?"
"I still think we should attack the foreigners," said Wilf, "especially the Muslims."
"And what about the fast food chains?" demanded Dora and Cynthia together, "something should be done about them."
"I'm with Wilf," said Lenny, "the Muslims have to go; they aren't loyal to this country."
"How could they be?" said Harry, "Our history is Richard the Lion Heart and theirs is Saladin."
"What about Gordon of Khartoum," said Esmé, "my granddad was at Omdurman, you know."
"I had a great, great um...great uncle, I think," said Nobby, "he was killed at Gandamak fighting the Afghans, served with the 44th foot."
"That's right," said Johnno, quite riled up, "Muslim's have always been the enemies of Britain, what has really changed now? Nothing."
"I think we should clean up the streets," said Val, "there are too many yobs around these days."
"Let's not forget the bankers," said Ken, seeing his chance for vengeance slipping away, "they started a lot of today's problems."
"Bankers and politicians," said Sticky, "I've always thought of them as the snotty nosed little teachers pets at school who always wanted to be prefect so they could boss everyone around."
"I don't trust the Americans," said Dora, apropos of nothing, "and I think Bob was a horrid little man, it's jolly good he's dead."
"What about the druggies," said Pete, "something should be done about them, you know."
"Alright, alright," yelled Alb, "everyone just calm down, we can't deal with everything."
"Besides," said Mags, "Mackie said that these things are peripheral, not the source of the problem."
"We need to attack the people who are responsible for this mess, the politicians," said Alb.
"But how?" asked Harry.
"We have a plan," said Gerry, "Oh and by the way, we intend to take out the royals as well." 
There was a general gasp followed by, "You can't do that," from Val, shocked almost to tears.
"Why not?" demanded Gerry, "Weren't you listening? The aristocracy and the royals are as much a part of selling us down the river as the bankers."
"And don't forget it all started under the Queen," stated Mags, a trifle wearily.
"I can't believe she would have involved herself with such a thing," said Val indignantly.
"Why not?" demanded Mags, "What makes you think she was any different? She was more concerned with her portfolio than with the wellbeing of this nation, and most royal families are sworn up Bilderberg members."
"Hey, we can sort details later," said Alb, "but first we need a name, so we can go down in history." 
∞
The royalist versus republican argument raged for several hours, broken by the need for refreshment and toilet breaks. Part way through proceedings a van had turned up and two men had removed Bob, table cloth and all. This had had the effect of halting all conversation and a few had taken the opportunity to slip back to their apartments. By now, most of those still in the room were exhausted; several had fallen asleep in their chairs. However, Alb and Gerry were still going strong, supported ably by Mags and challenged intermittently by Val, Fiona and Bill.
"So that's settled then, we're going to attack Parliament," said Alb, "at the State Opening."
"We're going to execute every last politician," said Gerry, adding sotto voce, "and the Royals."
"Not the Royals," snapped Fiona and Val in unison.
"We'll get as many of them as we can in that one attack," said Alb.
"Well?" asked Gerry, "Any objections?"
There was silence, broken only by a few snores. They still had the majority in the room so technically it was a decision making forum.
"To the name then," said Alb.
"Can we come back to the name?" asked Fiona, "I'm too tired."
"Me too," said Val and Bill in unison.
"Tomorrow morning then, after breakfast, in here," said Alb.
 



Malik - Hand of God - V
 
Malik knocked on the door, a few seconds later Gary opened it. He instantly recognised Malik as the man who had accosted him earlier that night, "Where's Kelly?" he demanded, "Is she safe?"
They stared at each other for a few uncomfortable moments, then Malik spoke, "Your daughter is fine, Mr Grimes, she's in my car."
"Oh, thank god for that," said Gary, "Liz! Liz!" he shouted, "It's Kelly."
Moments later both Liz and Gary were half-carrying their daughter back into the house. As Malik made to leave Gary grabbed his arm, "Who are you?" he demanded, "And where has she been?"
Malik looked into his eyes and said, "You don't want to know where she's been, Mr Grimes, you just need to be happy that she's safe now."
"But I want to know," said Gary.
"No, Mr Grimes, you don't," said Malik.
"Is it bad?" asked Gary, "because if anyone's hurt her I'll..."
"There won't be any need for that Mr. Grimes," said Malik, "everything has been taken care of."
"What does that mean?" demanded Gary.
"It means that no-one is going to bother your daughter again," said Malik, "and if they do, they can expect a visit from the Hand of God."
"The hand of God?" queried Gary.
"Who is he, Gary?" demanded Liz re-appearing at the door, "what's been going on with our Kelly?"
"I suggest you talk with your daughter, later when she is sober," said Malik.
"Well, I'm asking you," said Liz forcefully, "what the bloody hell has been going on with my little girl?" Malik made to leave but Liz grabbed his arm, "Please, I'm her mother." 
Malik paused, and then said, "She came into contact with some unpleasant people.... about whom you need no longer concern yourselves."
"I'll be the judge of that mate," said Gary, squaring up.
"Gary!" snapped Liz, "Let him finish."
Malik stared at them, he thought he'd made it perfectly clear that this was something where the least they knew the better but apparently they did not agree. He stepped inside the hallway and shut the door. "Your daughter was being used as a sex slave," The colour drained from Liz's face and Gary seemed to stumble, even though both of them had feared this to be the case neither had spoken it; to have it said out loud was devastating.
"I'll, I'll...." stammered Gary.
"It's already been dealt with," said Malik.
"Dealt with?" the unfamiliar phrase lingered on Gary's lips, "How's it been 'dealt with'? And to whose satisfaction?"
"To my satisfaction," said Malik. He was regretting relaxing the rules; involving himself in their pain.
"Who the fuck are you?" demanded Gary again, making a grab for him but Malik pushed him backwards into the wall and put a forearm lock on his throat. Liz' hands went to her mouth but she made no other move.
"Listen carefully, Mr. Grimes, this was a problem from my community. Judgement has been passed. The transgressors have been punished and shall not bother anyone else again."
Gary stared at him, eyes bulging slightly against the pressure on his larynx.
"Ever again," emphasised Malik, "do I make myself clear?"
Gary nodded. Liz murmured noises against her hands.
"Don't go looking for anyone because such attention will complicate matters."
Gary nodded.
Malik released him and started to leave.
"I just want them to burn in hell," hissed Gary.
Malik turned his head, smiled slightly, "We are as one on this, Mr. Grimes."
 
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
Sir Phillip read the report, "looks like we have a genuine vigilante then," he muttered.
"He appears to be targeting wealthy bankers or ex bankers," said Moresby.
"Not necessarily," said Sir Phillip, "two could be a coincidence, three would make it certain. Have our chaps had any joy with an ID?"
"Nothing as yet sir."
"And the local police?"
"They don't have anything either sir."
"And the media are happy to treat it as a sad accident?" asked Sir Phillip.
"Death by misadventure," said Moresby.
"Good, so as long as our boy is happy to remain anonymous he could be of great use to us when it comes to the next budget round. Our esteemed leaders won't want to think that our ability to seek out and destroy threats to their person has been impaired in any way due to budget cuts."
"And when the budget has been negotiated?" asked Moresby.
"We'll terminate the wretch, of course."
"Of course sir," said Moresby.
"You just make sure we know who he is when we're ready so to do, there's a good chap." 
 



episode 12
Exodus 2
 
In a country well governed, poverty is something to be ashamed of.
 In a country badly governed, wealth is something to be ashamed of.
Confucius
 
 
"What am I looking at?" Dom asked, trying to inject some enthusiasm into his tone. To his eyes all the properties on the Rightmove screen looked the same; rows of terraced houses, none of them appealing. However, Steph had been at this for hours; he needed to find the right level of enthusiasm.
"Lincolnshire," said Steph.
"Why Lincolnshire?" asked Dom. His heart sank; miles from anywhere; miles from all their friends and family.
"Cheap," said Steph, teeth gritted.
"Right," said Dom, "any jobs going there?"
"None that I've seen as yet." Her tone was defensive; her shoulders had stiffened.
"Then what good is Lincolnshire?" pressed Dom.
"I told you, it's cheap," said Steph, "our money'd go further. Let me show you."
After 30 minutes checking out properties they were more or less decided, Lincolnshire it was.
"What about your mum?" asked Dom.
"She'll have to come with us."
"Guess so," agreed Dom, trying not to think about what they'd already sacrificed for this woman who had never liked him. "What about the kids?"
"They can visit," said Steph, her voice was thick now, the reality of what such a big shift would mean was not lost on her; Dom's comments just made it worse.
"Yeah, but it's a hell of a way," said Dom.
"Okay," snapped Steph, "I'm not over thrilled about this, am I? It's not like I've always wanted to live in Lincolnshire, to move away from my friends and family."
"No," conceded Dom, "of course not, I know you're just making the best of things."
"Exactly," stated Steph, "if only you hadn't been made redundant."
"What does that even mean?" asked Dom, "I could say, if only your mother hadn't got ill, if only we hadn't sold up and come down here....how about that?"
"Don't start about my mother," said Steph, tears threatening.
"If only you could get contract work," worry was making him nasty, "any news on that front?"
"You know the Government's frozen us out," said Steph, "there are no interim jobs anymore."
"What about permanent?"
"I've been looking," snapped Steph, "but there aren't any jobs."
"But the NHS is struggling," said Dom, "surely someone of your experience and skill set....."
"I told you, they're cutting everything," said Steph.
"Yeah but if they do that then it won't work anymore, will it," said Dom.
"Where have you been?" demanded Steph, "it isn't working anymore, they've broken it."
Dom scratched his head and stared at the screen, "What's Lincolnshire like anyway?"
"I don't know," said Steph, "it's flat, or the cheap bits are."
"Is that where they get all the snow?" asked Dom.
"Dunno," said Steph, "but I think it's very windy."
"Great," said Dom. He put his arm round her, drew her close.
"Well, it can't be all bad," said Steph, sniffling, "I mean, people do live there, don't they."
"It's just that we've always lived in the South," said Dom, "never really intended to move north."
"No," agreed Steph.
"You never know," said Dom, "maybe I'll get that job."
"Which one?"
"The one in the call centre."
"But you said you weren't sure the interview went that well," said Steph.
"I know," said Dom, "but you never know."
 



La Palma - Cinco
 
Commander Simpson entered the room. There were twenty men present, all ex commandos and now members of the SBS.
"Okay chaps," said Simpson, "I trust everyone has been briefed?" He continued without waiting for an answer. "Our involvement is set for some time in May, no specific dates as yet. I just wanted to thank you all, personally. I know this will be a hard mission but, it's for the greater good, and must be carried out."
"Sir?" said one of the men, a tall heavily built black man.
"Yes, err....Ice isn't it?"
"Delroy Manning sir, but the lads call me 'Ice Man'."
"On account of 'es got ice in 'is veins sir," said Squiffy.
"Yes quite," said Simpson.
"We were told that our families would be moved to safer terrain at the right time, sir?"
"Technically we're not going to be that affected here in the UK, not initially anyway, we do expect issues afterwards but that won't affect us or your families. In fact the families of all key and service personnel will be evacuated before there is any possible risk to their safety."
The men nodded.
"Okay men," said Simpson, "carry on."
After a few minutes the SBS men broke into their five teams, 4-men to a team, and once again pored over their maps and notes for the op.
"Listen lads," said Ice, "anybody else got concerns re this op?"
"What do you mean?" asked Nobby.
"Come on," said Ice, "if this is as big as they say, will they want to leave any loose ends?"
"We've done this sort of op before," said Briggs, "an' they ain't ever done the dirty on us."
"I know," said Ice, "but this is big man, know what I'm sayin'? Just think about it okay."
"He's got a point," said T, "this shit's big."
"You're kiddin' man," said Briggs, "they wouldn't stitch us, if they did they'd never get anyone to do anything for them again, right?"
"Come on," said Ice, "all I'm sayin' is we would be wise, that's all."
"What do you think, T?" asked Nobby.
"It's bigger than anything we've done before," said T, "and if anyone squealed it would bring the house down."
"No-one would ever believe it," said Nobby.
"That's as maybe," said T, "but would they risk it for twenty guys?"
"Should we check with the others?" asked Briggs, "see what they think."
"Fuck them," hissed Ice, "they can look after themselves, we gotta look to each other."
"What are you suggesting?" asked Briggs, "that we dodge the mission?"
"Uh uh," said Ice, "no chance of that, they'd terminate us for sure, we gotta do the mission. I'm suggesting we plan our exit strategy should things get a little nasty, know what I'm sayin'?"
"I'm all for that," said T
"Sounds logical," said Briggs, "what sort of thing we takin', money? Passports? New identities?"
The others nodded.
"Okay," said Briggs, "I can get that stuff, I know a guy."
"How much will it cost?" asked Nobby.
"Don't worry about that," said Briggs, "you wouldn't believe the budget for this caper."   
Ice pulled out a smoke, "This is one crazy assed mission," he said.
"Come on Ice," said Nobby, "splash 'em about mate."
"Fuck you," said Ice tossing him the box.
 



No 10 
 
"With regards to the death of William Blakeney, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip.
"The Right Honourable William Blakeney," said the PM, "though there's nothing Right Honourable about being found dead in your gay lover's bed with a reefer hanging from your lips, and a needle in your arm," he was almost spitting now, "god that man's done so much damage."
Sir Phillip ignored the passionate denunciation, "We are now confident it is a lone vigilante out there, targeting high profile ex bankers."
"Good god," said the PM, "but Blakeney was a Member of Parliament, how can that happen without you knowing about it?"
"Well, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "we did put resources on Blakeney, but we can only do so much, the budget has been very tight this year as I'm sure you're aware."
"Don't give me excuses, Blackmore," said the PM, "how did this get past you?"
"As I said Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "we are running on a very tight budget, we can't be expected to monitor everything."
"But that's what I do expect, Blackmore," hissed the PM.
"With more funding perhaps we could make better use of the information we receive," said Sir Phillip, "but to be honest, we are running double shifts and the workload is still piling up."
"Not good enough..."
Sir Phillip smiled thinly, "However I do have an update on the explosion and we believe that the perpetrators were East European in origin."
"Bugger, that's not helpful."
"Oh, I don't see why not, it will still scare the general public further into a siege mentality."
"That's as maybe," said the PM, "but we invited these people in. How does it help the party if we're forced to acknowledge them as terrorists?"
"You couldn't possibly have known how they would behave, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, smoothly, "I'm sure the boys in the back room can swing this one for you."
"I don't need you to tell me that," said the PM, "I need you to be on top of everything and as far as I can see this was something you didn't have on the radar."
"We believe it was related to the trafficking of women, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "it wasn't a political act, just a bit of gang warfare got out of hand, to be honest nobody could've predicted it would go the way it did."
"Really?" said the PM, "nobody could've predicted. Isn't that actually what your job entails Blackmore, predicting things?"
"To be fair Prime Minister, this falls more under Scotland Yards remit than ours," said Sir Phillip, "or MI5."
The PM stared at Sir Phillip, "Gang warfare got out of hand?" he said.
"Yes Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "which will be quite useful to the overall plan."
"Yes, but these people were off your radar, Blackmore," sniffed the PM, "that's not good."
 
 



The News
Carol held the piece of paper in her left hand and spoke calmly, "Police believe that the man they call the Ripper has struck again. This morning the naked and badly mutilated body of a young woman was found by an elderly couple walking their dog. Police will not name the victim until relatives have been informed." Carol turned back to the other camera, "We have a report on the death of the Liberal MP William Blakeney, who was found earlier today, in a compromising position alongside the body of another man. Mrs Blakeney will be speaking later in the programme." Carol turned to the other camera, "Finally, on a lighter note we have news from the Palace on another possible addition to the Royal Household. Duchess is expecting the arrival of her litter any day now." 
 



The PM had this to say...
...about catching the Ripper...
"Look, strenuous efforts are being made to track down this evil killer and the Chief Constable assures me that he has enough constables patrolling the streets."
 
What are the chances that another poor girl will be killed in the meantime?
"Believe me, I feel for these girls and their families and I assure you, the Police
are doing everything in their power to find this man."
 
What do you say to accusations that the Police aren't taking this seriously because so far, the Ripper has only targeted female sex workers?
"Let me be frank, we take this case very seriously indeed. We consider every citizen as important as the next. Rest assured, we will not rest until we have this man in custody."
 
One of the PM's aides leant into the camera shot and whispered in his ear. The PM nodded and said, "Make sure you send a nice bunch of flowers." Then he turned full face to the camera and, with a wide smile, said, "Duchess has just dropped her litter."
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The most effective way to destroy people is to deny and obliterate their own understanding of their history.









George Orwell









 
Breakfast was a lively affair and the dining area was unusually full very early. Bill, Johnno, Pete, Ron and Wilf had been up with the larks and eaten a bacon and egg repast extremely quickly. Dave and Sticky had joined them, bringing over a plate of buttered toast and marmalade and a large pot of tea.
"I don't care what Alb says," said Wilf, "they're a 5th column, they shouldn't be here."
"I agree," said Johnno, "they have no loyalty to Britain, they're foreign for Christ's sake, they have their own countries and their own traditions."
"And their own history," added Dave, putting aside his personal liking for East Europeans in an effort to fit in.
"It's the Muslims that bother me," said Pete, "we're Christians, they're our traditional enemies aren't they? What are they doing here?"
"Exactly," said Wilf, "I think we need to organise our own campaign, do our own op."
"Like what?" said Ron, still uncertain about taking action. He was hoping to get away with agreement in principle whilst avoiding any actual involvement.
"We could burn down one of their mosques," offered Sticky.
"Sounds like a plan," said Dave, although he looked quite concerned at the prospect.
"Make it the biggest one," said Wilf, "something showy."
"There's a really big one in London," said Bill.
"How are we going to get to London and back?" asked Pete.
"Train," offered Wilf.
"How will we burn down this mosque thing?" asked Ron, worry in his voice and manner.
"We'll just start a fire," said Wilf.
"Just like that," said Pete, "anyway, it's a long way to go to start a fire, can't we do a local one?"
"But it would be a statement," said Dave, "to do the biggest one in the UK."
"Nah," said Sticky, self-taught expert on mosques in the UK, "that's in Surrey - the largest mosque in Europe - holds about 10,000 of the buggers at any one time."
An awed silence followed as they tried to imagine the need for a church that big and failed.
"But it sounds really hard," said Pete, first to recover, "and Surrey's a long way to go as well."
"Man up," said Wilf, "we can do this, we're trained."
"I'll get the tickets," said Dave, thinking 'that could be my contribution'.
"What about hiring a car?" said Johnno, a long train journey not being his idea of a fun day out.
"Who's going to drive?" asked Dave.
"My licence's still valid," Bill said, importantly, puffing out his chest.
"Say we hired a van instead," said Pete, "then we could take the...whatever we need to start a fire, in the back."
"What about a mini-bus?" asked Dave, "Bill, can you drive one of them?"
"Fuck sake," moaned Wilf, "this is a military op, forget comfort, we need to toughen up."
"Maybe there's another way of doing this," offered Pete.
"Like what?" asked Johnno.
"I don't know," said Pete, "but to be honest I'm worn out by all this talking and we haven't even done anything yet. We're old, what chance is there of us carrying this out?"
"You're a quitter," said Wilf, "and quitters never do anything, except quit."
"Well, we did have a big breakfast," said Johnno, "and I could do with a nap."
The others, with the exception of Wilf, all nodded their agreement.
∞
Fiona was watching Pete; she was not best pleased to see him with Wilf and that crowd of ne'er do wells. Her eyes narrowed and her mouth pursed. She'd dressed as usual in one of her twin-set and pearls combos, this one a pale blue cashmere set above a navy wool skirt. As always she looked perfect; Pete had yet to notice she was even in the room.
 Vera, sitting opposite her, missed very little and nudged Cynthia who glanced over, then smiled with malicious enjoyment.
"I think we should form our own breakaway unit," said Dora, talking round a mouthful of food, "and attack some of these fast food chains, burn them to the ground."
"But they'll be insured," said Esmé, her experience with Greenham Common and later the anti-vivisection group she'd belonged to had taught her that.
"But it will mean they have to start again, won't it," said Dora.
"What about the WI?" said Cynthia, "We could get them involved."
"That might work if we want to run a picket line round a MacDonald's or something," said Vera.
"Sounds good," said Fiona, tearing her eyes away from the back of Pete's head with some difficulty.
"I don't think that would work," said Dora, "I think people would just walk past us."
"Especially the kids," said Esmé, "they have no respect, they won't listen to us."
"Burn them down," said Dora.
"But that's so aggressive," said Vera.
"These are desperate times," said Dora, "and desperate times call for desperate measures."
"What about poisoning their burgers or something?" said Vera.
"How would we do that?" asked Cynthia, "We'd never get anywhere near their stock."
"Besides, we don't want to harm their customers," said Esmé.
"We could rope in the WI, and get them to attack a MacDonald's in their area," said Dora.
 Vera was not convinced, "What makes you think the WI would get involved?"
"I know some people," said Esmé, eyes shining, "I could put some feelers out."
∞
 
"We could always get a list of names of bankers or stock brokers," said Ken, "I can get those really easily."
"Well I'm in," said Harry, wondering if he could get milkmen put on the list without having to reveal his sordid family history.
"Me too," said Tom, his voice a growl, "bloody bankers broke my Dickie, ruined his business. He lost his house and his marriage as a result of those bastards, definitely time someone paid them back."
Ken frowned, he'd not heard Tom mention having a family, not in all the years he'd known him. He'd thought him a loner, must be the highland thing he had going on. "Would your Dickie be able to help us then?" he asked, "with transport and that?"
"Oh yes," said Tom, "he'd be more than willing once he knows the plan."
"But it's quite an enterprise," said Gray, glad that Reg had stayed with Gil and was not in the room to hear all this, "Hot tar and feathers, it's not going to be easy to arrange, boyo."
"I reckon Dickie might be able to rope in a few of his mates as well," said Tom.
Val slipped into the vacant chair next to Ken. A waft of perfume enveloped them all, causing Tom to cough. "What did we all think of what happened last night?" she asked.
"We're going our own way," said Ken, firmly, "we're hunting bankers."
"Are you?" asked Val, "What, all of you?"
They nodded, some with more energy and enthusiasm than others.
"But what about Alb and Gerry's plan to attack Parliament?"
"We thought they could handle that on their own," said Tom, "that would free us up to take out some of these greedy buggers in city suits."
"Sounds rather complicated to me," said Val, "and how can Albie and Gerry take out Parliament on their own? Actually I don't think we can do that, the whole thing is ridiculous, if you ask me."
"But we're not," said Tom.
"Not what?"
"Not asking you."
"Charming." She looked at Ken, waiting for support but it was not forthcoming.
"It adds to their plan," he said, "...we take down a few bankers and they attack Parliament. It sends a message that we're unhappy and we can still have an impact if we want to."
With the exception of Val the others all nodded.
 
∞
Mags and Alb had their heads together in the corner. Gerry was trying very hard not to feel left out; his best friend and the woman he admired but who never seemed to notice him. If it weren't for the serious nature of what was going on at the moment he might have had to say something. As it was he amused himself by watching the room start to fill up.
Mort and Nobby were sitting together at the back, had been there some time, Mort looking spaced as usual and Nobby trying to engage him in hopeless conversation. Frank came in and flopped down next to Nobby, putting his newspaper down to save a place, probably for Lenny. 
Dora and Esmé walked in together, with Cynthia bringing up the rear, all three casting nervous glances over at the spot so recently occupied by a dead body. Cynthia held her hand to her nose, as if to protect herself from any lingering smell. Ken and Val sidled in, joined at the hip as usual. Wilf came in at a march, head stuck out, looking for trouble. Bill and Ron entered, talking civilly to one another, by the looks of it, then Dave, Sticky and Tom, and Gray and Gil, no Reg. The door closed then opened again as Vera hurried in.
"Alb, Mags, looks like most of 'em are here," Gerry could wait no longer to disturb their tête a tête.
"Before you start in there, Alb," said Wilf, "you need to know that we're doing our own op."
Alb's mouth opened in surprise.
"Actually, so are we," said Cynthia.
"And us," said Ken.
"What?" said Gerry getting up alongside Alb, "you can't go splintering off, this is a team effort."
"Well, we didn't like that Bob chap," said Tom, nodding at the now empty space, "and we don't really trust your Mackie friend, no offence Mags, and anyhow, we want to go it alone."
"We're going to picket the fast food chains," said Dora.
"Well we're going to take some bankers down," said a thoroughly invigorated Ken.
"We're going after the Muslims," said Wilf.
"Hold on, hold on," said Gerry, "we can't do all of that."
"You aren't," said Vera, "we are."
There were general nods and much mumbling of approval for their own individual schemes. The door at the back opened and Harry came in, quickly followed by Lenny who moved to the seat held vacant by Frank's newspaper.
"What we gonna do, Alb?" said Gerry, "the whole thing's coming undone."
"It's that Mackie's fault," muttered Alb, "he's confused everything."
"It was our idea," said Gerry, "now everyone's trying to take over."
"Well, we've told you how we feel," said Cynthia standing up and turning to leave, "so we should do our planning separately from now on."
Some of the others started to stand up but subsided quickly when Mags rose, obviously in a fury, "I don't believe what I'm hearing," she said, hands on substantial hips, "you've just been told how the system works by someone who used to run these shows and you're still thinking of making piddling, ineffective and meaningless shows of resistance." 
"Don't you start, Margaret Pickles," said Cynthia, "we're not going to let you boss us around the way Alb and Gerry do."
Alb frowned and harrumphed, Gerry cleared his throat and was about to comment when the door opened and Pete and Fiona sidled in. All heads turned and Fiona coloured, hand going to the pearls at her throat.
Mags spoke again. "I don't boss anyone around Cynthia Carlyle, but I do know what I'm talking about, which is more than can be said for you."
"How dare you," yelped Cynthia.
"How dare I? How dare you? What difference do you think your little plans will have on the whole scheme of things, eh? Tell me."
"Well we...." began Dora.
"Say you picket a few fast food chains, do you think people will listen to you, do you think you will stop their trade? If so for how long? An hour? Half a day? A whole day? And you," she continued, turning to berate Ken, "you're going to take some bankers down. How? And do you really think that will terrify the banking community?" She walked towards Wilf who stood his ground, Ron cowering behind him, "And as for you lot, you're going to attack the Muslim community. What all four of you? There's over 3 million of them, what effect can you possibly have on the whole scheme of things?"
"There's five of us for the op," Wilf said sullenly, "But Johnno's having a lie down."
The room was uncomfortably silent. Alb glanced round, said, "Where's Jonesey?" 
There was a chorus of 'allotment' and Harry volunteered to go and fetch him, hastily departing before the atmosphere got any worse.
Mags continued relentlessly, the interruption not swaying her from her path, "The media will portray you all as fanatical racist old fogies, you'll be castigated. They will crush anything you hope to start within minutes. Why do you think Alb and Gerry decided to attack Parliament?" She was at her indomitable best, all resemblance to the contented matron doling out cake and comfort a distant memory. No-one attempted to answer, they muttered, and shuffled and looked at the floor or the walls or the ceiling. "Because that's the power base, that's how they control everything and everyone, if we destroy the power base then we weaken them and those who follow can change things."
Finally Cynthia's dislike of Mags over rode caution. "Change things how?" she demanded. 
"They can change the laws," said Mags, "and make things difficult for fast food chains, they can ensure we don't introduce Sharia law, they can reduce immigration and imprison bankers."
"But how do we know they'll do that?" demanded Dora.
"How will they even know why we've done what we've done?" asked Dave.
"We'll leave suicide videos," offered Lenny, "like the Muslims."
"Hey, that's good, I like that," said Wilf, "I've always wanted to make one of those."
"Really?" said Cynthia.
"Actually that's a brilliant idea, Lenny," said Mags, "then we could all leave our reasons for doing what we're doing and we could attack them at their core, how's that for a plan?"
They looked at one another, and gradually one by one, nodded their agreement.
"Great," said Alb, keen not to lose the moment, "now let's choose a name."
"Not so fast, Albert," said Cynthia, "I think we should all get together into our groups and discuss what we've just heard."
"And when we come back can we have some more Angel cake?" asked Mort, "I really liked the last lot you made, Morag."
"Morag?" mouthed Mags to Alb. He shook his head and whispered, "Just go with it."
"We need to make sure everyone's in on this," said Gerry, "Harry should be back with Jonesey shortly, but we need Johnno and Reg as well."
"And whilst you're at it you can think about what we can call ourselves," said Alb.
 
 



Intolerably tolerable iii
 
The intellectual tradition is one of servility to power,
and if I didn't betray it I'd be ashamed of myself.
Noam Chomsky
 
 
Professor Clarke poured two coffees, reflecting on the normalcy of the action, appreciating once again that he'd managed to slip the net that had fallen over the Independents; claiming to have been researching them as a phenomenon rather than being one of them. He'd felt guilty doing it but had reasoned he could do no good being banged up inside. He was still nervous of the knock on the door but that feeling was fading with each passing week.
He passed one of the cups to his student who was sitting opposite him, sheltering in the depths of an antique wing armchair, “So, what’s the problem, Robin?”
Rob shifted uncomfortably, he didn’t like opening up but the Professor had asked him to come to this meeting so he knew something would be expected of him. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 
“Well, let me put it simply for you, your attendance is down and your marks are poor. So, I have to ask, what’s going on in that head of yours?”
Rob shrugged. Not this, not now, he wasn’t ready for a heart to heart.
Clarke sipped his coffee; he rated the young man, liked his ethics, respected his politics, wanted him to reach his potential, “A number of your friends have raised concerns about you.”
“What friends?” demanded Rob, this was too much, “what concerns?”
“I can’t tell you who, but I can say that, in their opinion, you’ve been acting out of character.”
“What does that mean?” Rob was stung; he hadn’t expected an attack from the rear.
“I don’t know, Robin,” said Clarke sadly. He'd removed his glasses and was absently twirling them, he looked younger without them, vulnerable somehow, “I’m your professor and I have to ask you if there is anything bothering you.”
“Well, there isn’t,” said Rob hotly.
“Ok Robin, can you tell me why your attendance is down?”
Rob shrugged. He’d never seen the need to attend; preferred to work at home. That was why he’d not gone far afield to University so he could retain his rooms at home and his privacy.
“Robin,” Clarke’s patience was being tested, the glasses back on his nose, a frown settling between his eyes, “you must realise, I can't be expected to waste time on a student who isn’t prepared to listen and to learn.”
Rob felt himself getting annoyed but he couldn’t exactly pop off at the Professor, who was a decent bloke.
"Robin, we're having this conversation because, in my opinion, you're on track to fail." The Professor's voice took on a hard note, "So unless I can get some satisfactory answers from you I will have no choice but to recommend that you reconsider your study options.”
Rob stared, open mouthed, “But I can catch up, Professor,” he said, “I know I can.”
“That might well be the case, but unless you can explain why it's reached this unhappy pass, then I'll have no choice.”
Rob frowned heavily, raised his cup and gulped down some hot coffee, “It’s nothing really, Prof” 
“That’s not going to be good enough, Robin.”
Rob puffed out and dipped his head, “Don’t you ever worry about things, Professor?”
“Such as?”
“Such as us here and now, drinking coffee, having a little chat whilst around the world other people are suffering, dying.”
“Ah, I see.” Rob had the ability to cut through the façade behind which the Professor now concealed himself. He'd come out once, declared himself as a prospective MP for Winchester, an Independent, railing against the greed and selfishness of man. All that had achieved was notoriety when their leader, Colin Carpenter, had been imprisoned for child pornography; an obviously spurious charge but they'd made it stick.
“We all sit around watching TV, or go shopping and buy stuff and don’t bother to consider how things could possibly be so cheap," burbled Rob, oblivious as to the impact of his words, "we don't want to know that it's made in the 3rd world under slave labour conditions…..”
Rob stopped talking; the Professor wasn't listening, had gone somewhere in his head. Then he murmured, "Only a psychopath..." He shook his head and resumed, “I’m sorry Robin, I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“Do you ever wonder about World War II, Professor?” asked Rob.
“Of course, I’m a History tutor.”
“It’s always how did the Second World War start? Why did it start?” said Rob, “Why did Germany lose, how did Germany lose?”
“And your point?” asked Clarke, the momentary lapse over, he was once more alert and in control of himself.
“My point is, that isn’t the point. It’s like history asks us to believe that WWII was fought to prevent Hitler and the Nazis taking over the world and that because Germany was defeated we were successful and, therefore, everything is all ok, everything is alright with the world.”
“Well yes,” said Clarke, frowning, “but it was as much about preventing the dictatorships from controlling the world, as well.”
“Exactly,” said Rob, “it was about preventing the dictatorships, about preventing the spread of their ideologies.”
Clarke nodded.
“Well, if that’s the case, we failed," Rob asserted, “All of our studies break the events down and we study the politics, the military decision making, we study the concept of Hitler being mad, we look at the military complex behind the Japs, we look at Mussolini and the black shirts and Stalin but we don’t see what it was all really about.”
Rob stopped, waiting for a reaction. Clarke sipped more of his coffee.
“It wasn’t about defeating Germany and Italy and Japan, not really, it was about defeating a new political doctrine, a new religion, the religion of perfection, of the perfect human specimen, of the perfect society, of the perfect machine, it was about fighting for the rights of every individual.” Rob raised his hands to his head, “If it was about defeating Germany then we won, but if it was about destroying the philosophy of supremacy then we lost."
"Expand," said Clarke leaning back, which Rob hoped was an indication of his growing interest.
"National Socialism was about the supremacy of the Aryan race above all others, agreed? Well today we have neo-liberalism or neo-conservatism and they're about the supremacy of the elite over the masses. Where's the difference? The Neo-liberals are about making everyone work harder, to get the maximum productivity for the least investment, their whole philosophy has lead to the kind of economy that exists only to create profit, not to service the needs of society and the Neo-cons are about forcing other countries to adopt the same philosophy
as them, it's all total crap."
Clarke was frowning, sipping more of his coffee, buying time. 
“Look at the footage of England and English people before and during the war,” said Rob, “you'll see they were a completely different culture to the one that exists today in this country.”
“Isn’t that to be expected?” offered the Professor, “Surely, with progress comes change.”
“The changes that have occurred aren’t to do with progress,” said Rob excitedly, "They’re to do with prejudice and power, they’re about efficiencies and cost cutting and target setting and increased profits and streamlining and performance and perfection and working ever longer hours and working ever harder for less." He took a breath and continued, his voice rising, "They’re about exploiting the 3rd world for its cheap labour resource and letting millions die of curable diseases or starvation whilst others hoard millions, if not billions, whilst buying themselves yachts and mansions and swimming pools." 
Rob stopped talking briefly but as the Professor struggled to formulate a repudiation of everything he too believed in, Rob tossed in a comment from left field, "and you know what, what I can’t get my head around is how shallow is our understanding of the rise of National Socialism in the first place.”
Clarke rose to pour another coffee. There was no doubt, he would have to let Robin go, his nerves couldn't take much more of this incendiary talk.
“Most historians accept that the Germans had a predilection for becoming, I don’t know,” said Rob fumbling around for the words he needed, “robotic mass murderers but that’s because we aren’t really encouraged to examine the truth.” 
Clarke managed to repress a snort of despair, “Which is what?”
Rob seemed oblivious, “The Germans were people just like us and they were seduced by propaganda just like us.”
“No doubt you can elaborate?” Clarke was really struggling now; it was like being with Colin all over again. The time for this talk was past, the Enabling Act had been brought in to suppress this type of thing but for some reason Rob was ignoring it or unaware of it.
“Historians have to cover so much ground in such a short time,” said Rob, “and unless you read stuff from all angles you don't get the whole picture... like the fact that before the Nazis gained power they were already working on people’s views, then when they came into power they spent years changing the laws, but it wasn’t just the Nazis, even the democracies were impressed with Hitler and Mussolini. Can I have another coffee please Professor, this one’s cold.”
 Professor Clarke frowned, he was not sure coffee was a good idea in Rob's present excitable state but nonetheless he walked over to get him a refill. 
“My point,” continued Rob, “is that the Germans didn’t realize they were in a tyrannical dictatorship hell bent on subjugating them and the entire human race until they were in it. That’s exactly what’s happening, that's what has happened to us.”
Prof. Clarke passed Rob his coffee which Rob took from him and then placed on the small coffee table before continuing, “Don’t you see, Professor? Contrary to virtually every history book produced in recent years and every documentary, WWII was not about defeating Germany and Hitler, it was about destroying National Socialism. It was about preventing the spread of the Nazi political and social doctrine. Well, we failed because the world today is exactly how Hitler envisaged National Socialism working except it’s not the Germans on top it’s Western entrepreneurs, industrialists and the aristocracies, the rest of us are just their servants or economic slaves, don’t you see?”
Rob seemed not to notice how anguished was the professor's expression, so intent was he on his frantic need to express himself.
“I can’t stand it,” he continued, raising his hands to his head, “everyone around me is so wrapped up in their little packaged worlds, their concerns and pressures are all artificial, it’s about texting and sexting, about who's doing what on 'FroMe2u' and buying the latest gismo. Or working harder than ever and sitting in our boxes watching the box and all the while there are massive inequalities in the world, there is suffering everywhere and all my friends are concerned about is the latest thing they can’t afford to buy, or the latest special offer at wherever or whether that or this person is racist and here we are discussing my attendance and god knows how many children have died in the mean time.”
Clarke sighed deeply, this was a seriously troubled young man and he found himself at a loss. He couldn't speak feely, not without risking censure, but he didn't like having to respond to Rob's heartfelt concerns with bland generic comments. However, he had no choice, “I understand your feelings on these things,” he murmured, “but Robin, you have to consider the many influences involved in creating the world today and how hard these things are to change.”
“No, stop,” said Rob, “you can’t just brush it under the carpet, that’s what everyone else does so they can carry on with their meaningless lives, so they can go to the flicks and see some, I don’t know, some movie about a fucked up dystopian world where children are murdered or families are massacred or people are kept in slave conditions or are made ill by their working conditions and because it’s a Hollywood movie and the cinema graphics are spectacular and the music is cool and the scenario is some far off futuristic place we can pretend that we don’t actually already live in a fucked up dystopian world where a few rich supreme beings have everything and the rest of us have less depending on our place of birth and artificially maintained station in life.”
Rob paused and gulped down his coffee in one go. Prof. Clarke closed his eyes momentarily, couldn't prevent the thought, ‘What a waste of a decent cup of coffee.’
“Don’t you see,” said Rob, his voice a plea, “if Hitler had won the war his Nazi world would look just like our world.”
“I think that’s a bit strong, Robin,” said Clarke, on firmer ground, “we don’t have concentration camps or murder camps, and we don’t have camps where people are worked to death….”
“We have slavery over here,” interrupted Rob, “agricultural and domestic slaves, slaves in cannabis factories, sex slaves. We buy goods from death trap factories in the third world which are virtual slave camps, they just let their slaves go home and pay them a pittance and use propaganda to make them feel that they are getting something from the deal …”
Professor Clarke's mobile rang, Ride of the Valkyries, and he signalled Rob to wait whilst he answered it.
Rob carried on regardless, “In our society at the moment anybody who is on benefits, no matter what the reason, is a scrounger because the government said they are and you know what really scares me Professor, my friends believe that and they are really intelligent, well some of them are anyway, but my point is…..”
“Ok,” said Professor Clarke, “I’ll be there in five minutes.” In truth, it was not important that he respond immediately but he needed to put an end to this conversation. It was rousing in him all the political passion he had been suppressing since Colin's incarceration and it was extremely dangerous and disturbing stuff.
“We're ostracizing members of our own society because we feel they have no value, people who are inefficient or ineffective at work are more easily sacked, but what jobs can they get? What jobs are available to them? Especially when you see that we have been importing East Europeans to do the manual lower paid tasks, if that’s the case what is to happen to the people in our society who need a safety net, aren’t quite as good as the best or who don’t have a particularly high IQ or don’t do well in certain business environments what is to happen to them? People like my sister, who's got learning difficulties, and those on invalidity benefits, we’re encouraged to see them as work-shy, but nobody sees the propaganda, everyone is just happy to accept it at face value and carry on tweeting and texting and spending money they don’t have, getting further into debt and selling themselves to the banks and to the corporations, don’t you see that, Professor?”
Professor Clarke looked up from the packing of his brief case, “yes of course Robin.”
“Just because we don’t have metal chains around our wrists and ankles, this doesn’t mean we aren’t owned,” said Rob, “surely the definition of a slave is someone who is tied to....."
"Okay," interrupted the professor, "I'm sorry Robin but I have to go now, we can finish up later."
 



Something in the wind - 12 
 
Milton Friedman's misfortune is that his economic policies have been tried
John K Galbraith
 
The Preacher stood in front of the studio audience. He'd come far since those days on London Bridge, and the empty seats in the old, draughty theatre. Now he had a universal platform; he was on TV and he could access more people than he had ever dreamt possible. Was what he had to say worth risking that? Was Barry right; he should temper his comments, consider what was at stake? If he went ahead with his idea for tonight's show it could all end. He rubbed his face, the mandatory studio make-up irritating his skin. No more time for doubt; he was live.
He didn't bother with the formalities, he went straight in, "Things that bother me, that drive me to distraction, that make me insane, that have me raging at the TV or throwing clenched fists at imaginary targets," he paused, "I used to have a Christian name but now I have a forename, why? Why? Because of the Muslims, because they don't have Christian names we can't have Christian names. Does that make sense to you? There are over 55 million Anglo Saxon Britons in this country; we make up nearly 90% of the population yet because of the Muslims, who make up less than 5%, we no longer have a Christian name, we have a forename." 
He resumed pacing, "If they wanted to make the Muslims feel more comfortable why didn't they just put the option, 'Christian name or forename,' on every form?" he stopped and looked out at the camera's red eye, "Makes sense to me."
The studio audience, having started out a little uneasy, was starting to relax.
"Another thing that bothers me, I'm English, born in England, I've always lived in England. I love this country. My ancestors on my father's side are all English, admittedly there has been some degradation on my mother's side, she's Scottish you see," he was laughing now, "I have Scottish family and they're always giving it all that about us English, so ignore that." He continued pacing, "I love England, I support all English club sides when they're playing other countries. Where the Olympics are concerned I support all Britons, even Scottish ones, but the thing that bothers me is that when I complete a form I want to tick the box marked English or British, but I can only find UK National. What the hell is a UK National?" he didn't wait for an answer, "Apparently it is a term used to cover British subjects, but what does that mean? 
The audience waited, they wanted to know.
"Well, it means you and me and ex-pats overseas, but it also covers immigrants, asylum seekers and under the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act of 2009 anyone who has been here for 5 years," he raised the palms of his hands, "these people are all UK nationals."
He started to pace, "My ancestors have been here for thousands of years, as I am sure have many of yours. My ancestors fought to keep these islands British, to keep them for us, but our leaders, our politicians have conspired to give away our country to foreigners," he paused, "you thought you were British, that you were English or Scottish or Welsh or Irish but you're not. You thought you had a special meaning, that you belonged to a special group of people, that you meant something, well you don't, you're not special, you're just a UK National, the same as any Johnny-come-lately foreigner who turns up at passport control, who wanders in with no empathy and no love of this country, no love of its history, its people, its culture, its heritage, its customs, its religion, its armed forces or its sports teams. Your rights are being eradicated in favour of foreign nationals who have countries of their own to go back to," his voice rose in a shout, "YOU COUNT FOR NOTHING! And you have nowhere to go. This is it."
He paused, the unforgiving studio lights catching a glistening in his eyes, he swallowed hard and continued, "Another thing that bothers me, every poster, every advert, every Government issue leaflet, every NHS leaflet has 1 token white person, all the others are black and Asian, Sikhs and Muslims, Chinese or whatever, in spite of the fact that there are 55 MILLION OF US!" 
He picked up the pace, "Now I'm willing to bet that if you find yourself agreeing with what I've just said, if it annoys you as much as it does me then you will find yourself worrying that you're racist. I'll bet that most of you are thinking that about me right now, 'he's racist' so, I will answer that burning question, 'No, I'm not racist'. And on that topic, isn't it funny how one always has to say, 'I'm not a racist but....' You can't say anything about nationhood without feeling the pressure that someone is going to call you racist." 
He stopped and stared out into the audience, his concern evident. They looked pressured, but had the safety of silence knowing his questions were rhetorical. A few nodded discreetly but several others seemed to be looking worriedly at black or Muslim members of the audience.
"You are a racist," yelled out a young white male sitting in the centre of a multi-ethnic group.
"I'm a patriot and I want to maintain England's Englishness." Some cheered, others, emboldened by the heckler, booed. "Ask yourself, why are the people coming here so intent on making this country a facsimile of the one they chose to leave? Who gave them leave to change our mores and culture in order to feel more at home? Why are we, the indigenous population finding our rights eroded by laws designed to prevent us raising our objections?" 
He let them stew on that for a few moments and then continued, "Precedents from history for you; after the collapse of the Hapsburg Empire in 1918 various countries were created out of the collection of small states and principalities, countries such as Yugoslavia, made up of Croats, Serbs, Bosnians amongst others; Czechoslovakia, comprising Czechs, Hungarians, Germans, Poles Slovakians and Ukrainians; Poland was re-created and given back a huge slice of eastern Prussia, the population being made up of Poles, Ukrainians, Belarussians, Lithuanians, Czechs and Germans."
He walked to the back of the stage and took a sip of water, then walked quickly back, "Thus, a mish-mash of countries were created, populated by dozens of different nationalities, with different religious beliefs; Jews, Christians, Muslims, Greek Orthodox, who all wanted their culture and their religion to be paramount and who wanted their language to take precedence. A great deal of ethnic cleansing took place during World War II, concealed by the war and nothing to do with the Germans. In the latter part of the 20th century Yugoslavia broke apart and descended into the brutal ethnic cleansing that we all saw on our TV screens. In my view, this is where we are headed if immigration to this small island is not curbed."
He paused, "But why are we in this muddle? What's its origin? I believe it is linked not only to the EU but also to the Thatcher and Blair years." He took a deep breath; now was the moment of truth. Barry was right, it was one thing saying this sort of thing in the confines of a theatre albeit being recorded on iPhone and the like, it was quite another saying it on live TV. He faced the camera, "I think we need look no further for our answer than Milton Friedman and Sir Keith Joseph," he paused, there was no reaction; no-one knew what he was going to say, "and I think it is primarily because of their Jewish religion and their belief in a form of Jewish economics."
There was an uneasy stirring in the audience, this was very unsettling for some of those present, "But don't take my word for it, listen to Milton Friedman on YouTube, or read his presentation, 'Capitalism and the Jews,' he is more than willing to propound his view that the Jewish form of capitalism can only thrive in a totally free market and it is this idea that lead directly to the neo Liberal policies of the last three decades." He paced a little, he knew the danger of the line he was treading, "Friedman promotes the free market economy completely and I believe that his economic principles have been adapted to form the basis of the free movement of labour across European borders culminating in the aberration known as multiculturalism."
There was a lot of murmuring; some seemed resolved to leave, others to fidgeting.
"Friedman believed in a free market, a totally free movement of capital and total freedom to make as much profit as possible. Again don't take my word for it, listen to Friedman, read what Sir Keith Joseph wrote. They preached less state control so that the individual could be free to do what they wanted economically. As a result of his ideas, in both Britain and the US, we have an economy run along Neo Liberal lines, the aims of which are to make as much profit as possible for the shareholder with scant regard for the state or the national economy. The argument being that those things will look after themselves. Tell me, how can things look after themselves when the rich offshore their profits and evade paying taxes, refuse to contribute to the rest of society? How can things look after themselves when the rich pay themselves 400 times as much as the average worker? How can things look after themselves when it's the law of the jungle that presides here? Not the Nazi law of survival of the fittest; this is Friedman's law of survival of the greediest. And I ask you, how can we defend ourselves against this evil when we no longer stand together but are separated by the divisive curse of multiculturalism?"
He paused for breath, then was off again, "This conforms to Friedman's teachings; the individual seeking the maximum profit for himself; off-shoring accounts is the natural thing to do, as is sending your jobs abroad to dictatorships where wages are a pittance, as is running the NHS into the ground until it can no longer function, to privatise it and deny us free health care at the point of need. It is free enterprise capitalism that allows them to run down social services, abandon the people, abandon the nation state, abandon the concept of Britishness." 
He paused, then changed tack, "It is quite natural that people from countries poorer than ours should want to come here. In of itself, this is not a problem; we have been absorbing small and regulated numbers of immigrants for years. What causes the problem is when the numbers are unregulated, when those coming in are so poor that they will work here for a pittance, when the numbers are so great that whole towns are changed irrevocably. This is happening because the powers that be want us to be swamped, want to destroy our culture, our sense of community and who now aim to destroy our national fabric so that they can fully command our economy and achieve even greater wealth at our expense via the doctrine of Neo Liberalism."
He looked exhausted, the studio lights unforgiving, visible sweat on his face. He spoke more gently now, as if conserving energy, "Friedman explained that his economic policies had been those of the Jews for two thousand years and that they were the most effective policies. This, he said, is why Jews have thrived everywhere. However, he seems to have forgotten that Jesus was a Jew who lived two thousand years ago and he was fundamentally the first Socialist."
His voice took on a desperate note, "The realities of what Friedman and Joseph preached are everywhere around us. This is why our society is collapsing, our social services shrinking and our economy is in ruins. It's why the NHS will be privatised, and it's why this country is being swamped by cheap foreign labour."
"I beg you to turn away from the teachings of Friedman and Joseph and instead look to the lessons taught by the other great Jewish leader, Jesus Christ."
Then he was gone from the stage.
 



The Ripper 2
 
Moresby followed the Mazda as far as Ditchby wood before pulling into the lay by, he knew where Roberts was headed, his kind always followed the same MO. The girl had made her bargain on the corner of Firth St; she just didn’t know the full nature of their arrangement.
Moresby autodialed Blackmore who picked up but said nothing, “it’s 3 nil,” Moresby said. The phone went dead.
Moresby opened up FreeCell on his phone, he preferred the old card games to the other crap, they weren’t really games of skill, just mindless rounds of tipping, nudging and lights. After a few games he stared ahead up the road. ‘Poor bitch,’ he thought, he didn’t like his assignment, he didn’t like it one little bit but if it was for the greater good then he’d do what he had to, although he couldn’t understand why letting a homicidal maniac run around killing prostitutes was for the greater good. Although, point of fact, it did keep the streets clear for a while and provided an obvious resource argument with the penny pinchers of Whitehall; still it was hard on the girls.
He started another game.
∞
The Mazda drove past. Only one person in the car now. Moresby watched it disappear in his rear mirror, then he drove to where he knew Roberts would've left the body. After five minutes he saw her, naked and propped against a tree at the side of the road. 
He pulled over, pulled on his plastic bootees and went to inspect the scene. First he checked the pulse, he always did that even though he knew she would be dead and he had no idea what Blackmore would expect of him should one of them ever be still breathing. There were the usual wounds to the chest and abdomen, her face was horribly swollen and her nails were torn.
Moresby checked both ways down the road. Once he was sure there was no-one about he switched on his flash light and did a thorough search of the scene. When satisfied it was clean he returned to his car. As he drove away he looked in his rear view and focused through the darkness on the spot where he had left the victim.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 17 
Now I understand, I have given it a great deal of thought and have come to realise that it's not the act of killing these thieving bastards that drives me, it's the desire for revenge, revenge for the years of lies and deception and corruption and theft and ongoing greed, I wanted to kill them as pay back because by their actions they destroyed my life, my one chance of life and happiness, it was revenge but the key part of revenge for me as an individual is others must know that I got revenge, otherwise it's pointless. That's why killing Blakeney was such a disappointment, that won't be the case with my next target.
Today I sent a letter to the cops confessing to the first two murders and telling them that more would follow, I called myself the redeemer and said I was punishing the greedy for their crimes against the weak.
 



Jackpot
9
 
Si sat in the owner's suite; a glass and chrome affair, a bit worse for wear but nevertheless the owner's suite. Having tried all the other seats he'd decided he looked more official behind the desk. He could barely contain his excitement. Sam and he were the owners of Portsby Football club and they would call the tune from here on in. The door opened and Sam led in Butch Hodgeson. Could this get any better?
"Butch," said Si, rising to shake his hand, "good to see you."
"This is my husband, Simon," said Sam.
"Simon," said Butch, shaking hands.
"Would you like a cup of tea or a coffee?" asked Sam.
"I'm fine, thank you," said Butch.
"Take a seat," said Si, "I'm going to lay it on the line Butch, no negotiations I'm afraid."
Butch raised an eyebrow but smiled politely.
"I want to transform Portsby FC," said Si, "and I want to do it ASAP, post haste, so as to speak."
"Okay," said Butch, as if he'd heard it all before, which he probably had, of course.
"I want to dump the existing team and employ local lads only."
"Local as in from the whole county," corrected Sam.
"Yes," agreed Si, "from the county, and I want to play 4-4-2; the English game."
Butch frowned. He knew the Portsby manager well and had liked the progress he'd been making. He saw nothing wrong with employing foreign players if they had the technical skills.
"I don't want European tippy-tappy passing bullshit in midfield or amongst the back four, I want dash and tear football, I want to see my wingers hitting the by-line and I want to see those crosses going in, I want to see my forwards splitting defences and I want to see lots of goals."
"Okay," said Butch, composedly, "but you know that won't win you anything, just relegation."
"I want a return to the English game, I want spirit and effort out there, I want to see my players earning their money rather than putting in a mediocre shift. I want hard graft from these guys."
"Well, thank you for being so frank, Simon," said Butch, rising to leave, "but I really don't think I can help you. It's not my style of play." 
"Forget style, Butch," said Si, "it's football, the object being to put the ball in the opposition goal more times than they put it in yours, simple, right?"
"Well...." 
"It's basic, like no-one should miss a pen, you can't miss a bloody pen," said Si, moving around his desk.
'Oh fuck,' thought Butch, 'what the heck am I doing here?' Sam could see he wanted to leave, that Si was handling it badly but she could do nothing to avert the inevitable.
"Listen Butch," said Si, inexorably driving his point home, "I know this isn't your thing, I know you were one of the all time great midfielders and that this probably sounds like heresy to you but I want a return to good old British values. I want to see an English team playing an English style of football and banging the goals in."
"Long ball you mean?" said Butch, with asperity.
"No," snapped Si, "not bloody long ball, I mean passing at speed, tackling hard, marking up, giving it 150%, attacking football."
"And you want to achieve this with local lads?" asked Butch.
"We have the whole county to choose from," said Sam.
"The whole county," said Butch. He looked at Sam with a measure of sadness.
"Look, Butch," said Si, "I want to take Portsby to the top and I want to create a tight knit squad of young English players who will eventually go on to represent their country."
"From Portsby?" said Butch. He corrected himself quickly, "OK, the whole county."
"I know it sounds mad," said Si, "but some of the best plans are."
"I really think you're looking for someone else," said Butch.
"I want you, Butch," said Si, "we want you," he added nodding at Sam.
"But why me?" asked Butch hoping to put them off.
"Because we like the way you talk," said Sam. "We like that you see things clearly, and that's what we're after doing, simplifying the game."
"We want to prove that a bunch of lads from Portsby can train up and be disciplined enough to beat the best team in Europe." Si had gone quite red with emotion.
"In Europe, Simon? Seriously?" said Butch. He was struggling to maintain his temper, Sam could see the effort he was putting in.
"Come on, Butch," said Si, impervious now that he'd got the man here, mulishly laying it all out, "you know as well as I do that a team of players with average skills who act and work as a team, who fight for each other, who work hard for each other can beat a team of superstars, it's just a question of commitment."
"I really don't think...." started Butch.
"How much?" asked Si, "just name your price, but keep it under £200,000."
"£200,000?" spluttered Butch, "I'm sorry but...."
"We know you can command a much higher salary," said Sam, "but we're asking you to help us start a revolution at Portsby."
"Think about it for a second, Butch," said Si, "we're talking about giving young English lads a chance of a lifetime, of breaking into the game. If they work hard enough then maybe hitting the big time. We're talking about something very special here, something worth more than money."
"Look," said Butch, "you can see the kind of football you're talking about anytime you like but you'll only find it in the lower leagues or at Sunday pub games...."
"Exactly, our beautiful game has been relegated, neglected, ignored," this from Sam, an impassioned plea, "We want you to take the English game and make it work again in the big leagues."
"You just have to believe," stated Si, "you just have to find the right team, get them working together, bonding sessions you know, then drill them, train them, and build up their skills yes but always with the aim of playing fast attacking football and 4-4-2."
"I'm afraid it can't be done," said Butch, "and now, if you'll excuse me..."
∞
Butch Hodgeson finished his breakfast, kissed his wife then drove to B&Q. On the way he passed 3 bus stops with posters saying 'BUTCH - You're The One We Want -SI & SAM.' He passed 2 buses with the sign 'MEET THE A-TEAM - SI, SAM & BUTCH.' On the way home he stopped off at the newsagent and bought a paper, the centre pages of which carried the message, '4-4-2 - You Know It Makes Sense.'
That evening he made a call. 
 



P.A.C.T - 24
 
We know what we are, but know not what we may be.









William Shakespeare 









 
"Right, now everyone's here," said Gerry, "let's get straight down to business, are we all in? He was deliberately not clarifying whether or not they were 'all in' to do the same thing. There was a brief silence, then general nods and grunts of agreement. "Ok, Alb, over to you mate."
 
Alb stood up, his back was aching but he wasn't about to show weakness, not when they were making progress at last, "First on the agenda, what are we going to call ourselves?" He rushed on, like Gerry, not wanting the debate to start again, "we've got all the suggestions here and Gerry and I have identified the top ten favourites," he pointed at the A4 sheets Mags had stuck up on the walls, "all you need to do is write your name under your first choice."
 
There was a short silence as they digested this; then Wilf spoke for all of them, "Why do we have to write our names? I'd rather put a tick or a cross."
 
"I agree, no names, no pack drill," said Bill.
"What if someone puts more than one tick down?" said Alb, "That would confuse things a lot."
"No-one's going to do that," said Bill.
"But what if they do?" said Mags who had thought of the possibility in the first place, "You know, if they can't make up their minds."
"I'm just going to tick my favourite," said Wilf shuffling over to one of the sheets.
"Me too," said Bill.
The group moved up and down, staring at the A4 sheets and there was some dark muttering from some about it being the first time they'd seen the choices. It took much urging from Gerry and Alb, standing at people's shoulders and virtually pushing pen to paper in some cases, but finally each person had cast their vote. Mags took down all the sheets and started the count. 
Alb grabbed one of the sheets, anxious to keep the momentum. "Right, that's 5 votes for 'NOD' as in 'Not too Old to make a Difference'," Cynthia's face went pink, that one was her idea. Alb snatched another sheet, "6 votes for ' Rebels with a Cause' or RC for short." 
"As in arsey," Wilf added, leaving no doubt as to the originator of that one. 
"Only 1 vote for 'People's Revolutionary Army'," That was Ron's; considered too red by everyone else. Alb flashed a look of commiseration at Harry before he announced, "2 votes for 'The Eden Village Hall Freedom Fighters'."
He shuffled the papers before handing them back to Mags, saying, "Nil points for the rest. However we do have a winner and by a big majority...with 15 votes, it is 'Pensioners Against Corruption and Tyranny'." Alb was particularly taken with the acronym, P.A.C.T.
"That's 29 votes," said Mags her arms tightly folded in triumph.
"So what?" demanded Wilf.
"There are only 27 of us," stated Mags.
"What?" said Wilf looking around and making a quick head count, "Who the fuck voted twice?" 
"I'm not going to say I told you so Wilfred," said Mags, "but....."
"What we gonna do then?" demanded Gerry.
"Vote again, I suppose," said Alb.
"There's no need for that," said Mags.
"Why not?" demanded Wilf, "If some people voted twice then we should vote again."
"Maybe they did vote twice, Wilfred," said Mags, "but even if you take 2 off the winning choice it still has 13 votes."
"But that's still not the majority," said Ken, "shouldn't we do an elimination thing, you know so it's truly fair. Like with Proportional Representation, we eliminate the one with the least votes then people who voted for that one get to vote again for their other favourite."
"I think Ken has a point," said Val.
"Well I don't," stated Alb keen to break up anything that included Ken and Val.
"Thank you Alb," said Mags coquettishly, slipping her arm possessively through his.
"Well I think we should vote again," said Harry, "I've changed my mind."
"What did you vote for?" demanded Wilf.
"I'm not telling you," said Harry, "it's a secret ballot."
"It's not a ballot, it's just a bloody name, that's all, just a vote for a name."
"We can't all vote again," said Gerry, "Just the ones who voted for the one with the least votes."
"Ok, that's People's Revolutionary Army', with 1 vote," stated Alb.
"Right," said Wilf forcefully, "Who voted for 'People's Revolutionary Army'?"
Three hands went up. "And me," said Harry.
"What the hell?" said Wilf, "It only got 1 vote. What are you lot playing at?"
Mags smiled, "We should've put our names, then we wouldn't have this mess."
"Mags had it right, 'P.A.C.T' got the most votes so it should be the first choice."
"But it might not win next time," objected Harry, "maybe people will change their minds and we'll get a new choice... like 'The Eden Village Hall Freedom Fighters'."
"Why do you have to turn everything into a competition?" Wilf was unreasonably angry.
"I don't," disputed Harry, "not everything."
"It's not about that," interrupted Alb, "It's about a name that represents us and what we stand for."
"You're only sayin' that because you suggested 'P.A.C.T'," said Harry.
"'P.A.C.T's' a good name," said Alb, "it says something, 'Pensioners Against Corrup....',"
"I'll vote for that," interrupted Wilf, Then it'll have 14 votes, the majority."
"Yeah, but others might change their votes," said Harry.
"But they aren't going to, are they," said Wilf, "I mean 'P.A.C.T.' is the best name, isn't it."
"You didn't think so at first, Wilf," said Cynthia tartly, "because you voted for something else."
"Oh, hell's bells," hissed Wilf, "look, it's really simple, 'P.A.C.T' already has the most votes, so we go with first past the post, the one with the most votes."
"But it doesn't have the majority of votes," said Ken.
"It does," snapped Wilf, "the majority of us voted for it."
"Ken's right," said Val, "something as important as this should have an overall majority."
"As important as this?" demanded Wilf, "It's just a fuckin' name."
"No need to swear, Wilfred," said Fiona, giving Pete a hard stare.
"I think we should vote again," he responded dutifully.
"Me too," said Jonesey. Dave was nodding vigorously as were Dora and Fiona.
"Okay," said Alb taking control, "let's have a vote on whether we all vote again." 
"A vote on whether we vote again?" questioned Reg.
"And this time put our names," said Esmé.
"But I don't want to put my name," said Bill.
"Why not?" asked Dave.
"I don't want anyone trying to pressure me to vote for a name I don't like," said Bill.
"What?" said Wilf. As if.
"I don't want anyone leaning on me to vote for their suggestion," said Bill.
"I agree with Bill," said Vera, "I think it should be a secret ballot."
"It's not a ballot," stated Wilf, "we're choosing a name, any old name to call ourselves, that's all."
"Well I think you're missing the point," snapped Cynthia, "it's not just a name, it's what people are going to call us. In the newspapers and on TV, in the streets and the pubs." There were murmurs of agreement and some chests being pushed forward proudly at the thought of making the news. "If we choose a stupid name we will be mocked but if we have a good name that represents what we are trying to achieve then we will get some respect."
Wilf buried his head in his hands.
"Alright then," said Alb, "so let's vote on it."
"Firstly we should vote on whether or not we want a new vote," said Mags, "show of hands please. If you think we all need to vote again then please raise your hands now." 18 arms were raised.
"That's a yes then," said Alb.
"And please raise your hands if you want a secret ballot," said Mags. 15 arms went up.
"That's yes again," said Alb.
Mags was in her element, "Next thing we need to vote on is whether or not we want one vote where the choice with most votes wins or do we want to follow the principles of Proportional Representation where the names with the least votes are discarded and we then vote again for our new favoured choice."
There were blank looks all round. Mags was undeterred.
"Raise your arms if you want highest votes wins," she cried. 20 arms went up."Right, all of you take one sheet of paper from this ream and looking at the choices around the room please write your favourite, then fold the sheet over and give it me."
There were groans that this entailed the need to move round the room. Reluctantly they wandered about and scribbled their thoughts on the paper. It took about fifteen minutes but eventually they had made their choices. 
Mags did the calculations and then cleared her throat importantly. "Okay," she said, "1 vote for 'The Eden Village Hall Freedom Fighters'."
"Rats," said Harry. 
Wilf grinned, he'd scared anybody off voting for that one, couldn't have stood it if Harry had won in the end.
"2 votes for 'People's Revolutionary Army'." Ron beamed, he'd gained another vote, "and 4 votes for 'N.O.D.'" 
Cynthia crossed her arms and frowned heavily; she'd lost a vote and needed to know who had bailed on her.
Mags continued reading out the results and a warmth entered her voice, "7 votes for 'R.C.' and still, the number one choice with 13 votes," she looked over at Alb and smiled broadly, "we have Pensioners against Corruption and Tyranny ...'P.A.C.T'."
 



Helpline
 
It was Dom's first day on the job proper, 5 weeks in training and he was meant to be ready to go. He was very unsure; although the training had been extensive and technically more than adequate, he was dreading that first call. What if he froze, buggered it up, it would show on his record and apparently, ruin his quarter. Even worse, what if he made a mistake in verifying the customer, what if he gave the answer away, then he would lose his bonus and face a red mark in his probationary period. What would he tell Steph then, she'd been so excited when he'd told her he'd got the job. It had pushed the move to Lincolnshire right out of the picture. 
"Okay, guys, reading time, everyone gather in," said Colin, trying to control his voice to the right pitch; authoritative and confident without sounding smug. Not much more than twenty he was proud of his achievements; team leader on a busy help-line, most of his team older than him. He'd come up through the ranks, picked by Lizzie Randall, the site manager for his dedication and enthusiasm, traits he was trying to instil in his team. 
He was always confident in the planning of these meetings, practicing his moves in front of the mirror, organising his hair into a footballer's quiff at the front. However, when it came to delivering it his stomach turned and he felt his pulse start to race. He glanced round, waiting for the first voice of dissent. Marie smiled at him. She was the mainstay in the team, her ambition as shiny as her hair.
She and Aaron, another one with ambition but less dedication, moved their chairs into position. Aaron assuming his usual slouch, Marie taking up a position where she could see and be seen easily. Elaine swivelled round, near enough to Colin to render further movement unnecessary. Claire scowled and shifted a bit whilst not bothering to actually move. Russ mooched across the room and took up residence on the desk nearest the board, Ryan followed suit. Irritatingly Jack had yet to move, and the new bloke, Dom didn't appear to have heard.
"Right," said Col, raising his voice, "yesterday was a bad day, we only had 5 sales on the board."
Jack poked Dom, encouraging him to follow his lead, sliding his chair over, wheels screeching on the floor. Dom stood up, nudging his chair ahead of him. He remained standing at the edge of the group looking blank.
It was all too much to think about let alone what he had gleaned from Simon, one of the other team leaders, about the pressures piled down from the top to achieve ever growing sales targets.
Their team leader, Colin was still talking, "We need to improve today or we will be well off track for our targets, which'll mean we won't make our bonuses this quarter." A few nods but most expressions were blank, he continued brightly, "So how can we improve our scores?" There was general silence, he turned to his mainstay, "Marie?"
"Data Stream." Marie spoke almost reverently.
"That's right," Colin smiled at her, a teacher rewarding a star pupil, "who's not using D.S?"
"I use it whenever it pops up," Aaron stated, his voice coming deep from the slouch.
"Is that right?" Colin challenged quickly, "because I've got your stats here. You used 20% of the leads that popped, which isn't good enough."
Dom looked baffled and Marie spoke quickly, feeling sorry for him, "What about me?"
"83%," said Col, "which is amazing." He absorbed the full force of her smile and turned to his next favourite person, the redhead of the group. "Elaine, what do you think you got?" 
She flushed, the pink of her cheeks clashing wildly with her hair, "I don't know." Then she shrugged and, essayed a guess, "23%?"
"Come on," said Aaron, "it won't be 23% will it, you and Marie are always sucking up."
"It's not sucking up," snapped Colin, "it's taking advantage of the leads offered, it's helping the customer get the full benefit all of which will help you reach your sales targets in the long run and ultimately get you your bonuses."
"I always get my bonus," said Aaron, "'cept for that first quarter and I had 3 weeks off so what chance did I have?"
"What about me?" asked Claire, "What was my usage?"
"38%," said Colin.
"What did I get, then?" asked Elaine, giving Aaron evils.
"Oh, sorry, 'Laine," said Colin, "62.5%"
Elaine beamed at Marie.
"Ryan 17%, Jack 6% and Russ you got 0% which is really crap."
"They got less than me," said Aaron, "why don't you have a go at them?"
"We won't hit our targets if we don't make enough approaches," said Col, ignoring him, always the best way, "and D.S. gives us the best leads we can get."
"There is one thing I don't quite understand," said Dom, taking a chance, "when I was in training we were told we were a help line but this feels like we're actually a sales line."
"No, we're a help line," said Col, resisting the urge to sigh deeply, not another one, "but if you can see any products on the system that customers aren't taking advantage off then you're failing that customer if you don't bring it to their attention."
"Yeah, but if I phone a helpline," started Jack, "I only want them to answer my question, I really don't like it when they start pitching me something that I haven't asked for."
"Yeah," said Russ, aroused for the first time, "if they want a loan they'd phone and ask for one."
"What do you want me to say?" Colin's irritation, never far from the surface, was rising at this baiting, "It's your job, you're here to help customers and part of that is to bring their attention to benefits they aren't yet taking advantage of."
"We know it's the job, Col, but it's so intense," said Elaine. Marie was trying to make eye contact but she ignored her. "We're supposed to approach on every call. It feels intrusive sometimes..."
"Every customer has needs that we might not be satisfying," said Col.
"Yeah, but it's not actually like that though, is it?" said Jack, "We have to keep working our approaches to achieve a sale, it's not like we are meant to just bring it to their attention or ask them if they want a loan or something, we have to sell it to them."
"No, no," interrupted Colin, his face paling, "that would be miss-selling and we aren't encouraging you to miss sell."
"You want us to persuade someone who hadn't shown any interest to take on a new current account...." Jack was on a roll.
"Look," said Col, despair edging the words, "it's the job, right, if you don't like it then you should just leave, what can I tell you?" Everyone fell silent and just stared at the floor. "The fact is we need more approaches, and the best leads come from D.S. so I want everyone's approach rate above 50% and you must approach on at least every other call if not more." He sighed, being Team leader to this bunch was not easy, he would probably quit if it wasn't for Marie and Elaine. "Anyway, that's reading time over, I want 50% approach rate on DS leads and over 50% approaches on all your calls, alright, everybody jump on and let's get some numbers on the board."
 



Malik - Hand of God -VI
 
Malik parked up outside his flat then sent a text, 'Cleaned.'
He opened his front door and entered the small hallway, ensuring he closed it firmly before bending to pick up the envelope from the floor. He held it for a moment, thinking; it was obviously hand delivered as it had only his name on the front. It weighed next to nothing. Deciding it presented no immediate danger, he opened it and extracted a single sheet of paper imprinted with the name of a pub, 21:00 and tomorrow's date. He checked his watch; correction today's date. It was signed M.
 



See all, hear all, know all

 
"You've read the brief?" asked Sir Phillip.
Mackie nodded.
"Opinions?"
"Hard to say," said Mackie, "I think the job can be done, at least my end of the project anyway. I have all the information we need, I'm sure Malik can handle it, funding won't be a problem, we can take that from the usual source." He hesitated then said, " I'm not sure who can handle Malik afterwards ..........."
"Don't worry about that," said Blackmore, his lips compressing into a tight line, "just remember this is off the books, a strictly privately funded affair."
"Naturally," said Mackie, "wouldn't want it coming home to roost, would we."
Blackmore raised an eyebrow, sensing irony, then continued, "And your views on the project?"
"La Palma?" Mackie knew his views were irrelevant; the mission would go ahead with or without him. He knew also that if he voiced serious reservations he would be dead within the hour. Even knowing that, he couldn't help saying, "Sounds a bit drastic, but then I can see we're approaching the time for extreme measures."
Blackmore said, testing him, "Will this be a problem for you?"
"Of course not. I admit I am curious though," said Mackie, "this other nuke, the sixth one, what's it for?"
Blackmore stared at him, "Not your concern, its final destination is determined by the committee."
"Of course," said Mackie.
"Now, if you have nothing else for me, I think we're finished," said Blackmore.
Mackie frowned, then said, "There is just one other thing, Sir Phillip. What are your views on our current political structure?"
"What sort of question is that?" said Sir Phillip.
"As I understand it, democracy is meant to be for the benefit of the people and, therefore, the nation but the instability of our current system has created a period of turmoil."
It was Sir Phillip's turn to frown.
Mackie felt uncomfortable but he had started now so he had to go all out, "I've heard whispers of a plot to eliminate Parliament." 
"Eliminate Parliament?" said Sir Phillip, shocked out of his normal urbane presentation, "a terrorist attack?"
"I was thinking," said Mackie, eyebrows beetling ferociously, "that if this attack were allowed to succeed, then a state of emergency would be declared." He saw that Blackmore was starting to get it; his mind as quick as ever. "The outcome of which might be a stable period of Government for a while."
"Really?" said Sir Phillip, in his view the possibilities were endless.
Mackie continued, true patriot to the end, "When you look at our most prosperous and stable periods in history it's usually during a time of continuous government. I just thought...."
Sir Phillip smiled, "You have all my attention. What have you heard, Mackie?"
 



episode 13
Exodus  3
 
The poverty of our century is not, as poverty was before, the result of natural scarcity, 
but of a set of priorities imposed upon the rest of the world by the rich.  
Consequently, the modern poor are not pitied...but written off as trash. 
John Berger
 
 
“What time’s the van due, Tasha?” he muttered, squeezing his way into the room past sundry taped boxes. He glared at his wife; lazy cow was always sitting down.
“I already told you,” she replied, leaning back against the sofa. She didn’t look at him; she knew without looking that he was unkempt and unattractive. Looking only made her sad when she considered what he’d been like when they first met; before no job, no money and no hope had belittled him and produced the sorry state he now inhabited.
“Okay, so tell me again - what time’s it due?”
“What time you fink?” Annoying him served a purpose; it kept her from thinking too much about what they were doing and worse, where they were going.
“I dunno, Tasha,” he said, “ten?”
“Nine firty, like I told you.”
“Like I told you,” he mimicked, surveying her through narrowed eyes. Fat lump, dunno why I don’t just move and leave her here.
“Fuck off, Steve,” she retorted, pulling herself off the sofa and storming from the room.
He sniffed, objective achieved, opened a can of lager and struck a cigarette, “Fuckin’ Tories, Labour wouldn’t of let it ‘appen.”
“Yeah they would of,” stated Tasha as she returned, a mug of tea in her hand, “They’re all the fuckin’ same, they’re all rich kids.”
He cleared his throat and flobbed at the wall.
“Oi!” shouted Tasha.
He shrugged, “It’s not ours anymore.”
“Still,” said Tasha, “you shouldn’t do it.”
“You my muvver?” He was ashamed; his Mum hadn’t brought him up to be a slob. But it was done now and he wouldn’t clear it up.
“I’m going to bed,” said Tasha, “we gotta long day tomorrow. You should come to bed as well.”
“In a minute.” He leant back and made an elaborate production of drinking from the can.
She sighed, a row was brewing and she wanted very much to go to bed without him but he needed to be fresh for the drive. “It’s a long way to Norf’ampton.” 
“Give it a rest, Tash. I just want to sit here an’ fink. Be on me own for a bit, is that alright?” He closed his eyes and raised his palm at her; it always annoyed her beyond reason when he did that.
She breathed deeply, containing her irritation, “We gotta get up early and sort the kids out as well.”
“Alright!” Now he was raising his voice, “I just want to fink on it all a bit, that’s all. Leaving London – it’s a big step, innit.”
“Well if you’d got a job when I said…..” began Tasha.
“I couldn’t get one could I, ain’t no fuckin’ jobs out there.”
“There was that job down the market...”
“Oh what, working for Pakkies? For peanuts? Is that what you want? I fuckin’ tried, didn't I, so don’t start that again.”
“Yeah, but not hard enough, there’re jobs out there.”
“How the fuck would you know?” he demanded, incensed. “You ain’t exactly pushin’ yourself, are ya?”
“Someone ‘as to be ‘ere for the kids, ’oo else is gonna look after 'em?”
“Fuck off!” he yelled, launching his can at the wall, “it ain’t my fuckin’ fault, there ain’t no fuckin’ jobs.” Tasha stared at him. “Where are the jobs? This is fuckin’ Britain right? I mean we used to rule the fuckin’ world, we were top fuckin’ dog and we won the fuckin’ war.”
“Oh god,” sneered Tasha, “not that shit again. Germany this, Germany that…”
“Well? How come Germany's got jobs? We won the fuckin’ war, where are our jobs? ‘Oo fucked up?”
“The 'ole country’s fucked,” stated Tasha, “I told you, it’s a waste of time, it’s a fuckin’ shit ‘ole full o’ crap and we’re all gonna rot in it.”
“Well, fank you for that, but it don’t fuckin’ ‘elp does it, I mean what we gonna do in Norf’ampton? There ain’t no fuckin’ jobs up there eeva.”
She sighed, “At least we’ll be able to afford the rent and food for the kids.”
“Yeah, but they’ll be away from their mates, won’t they,” said Steve. His anger was subsiding, morphing into a despair that irritated Tasha even more.
“They gotta eat,” she snapped, “and we gotta pay the bills, we can’t afford to live ‘ere no more, you know that.”
Steve pulled himself up and stomped around. He kicked a box, “I don’t get why they 'ad to cut our money,” he wailed, “I mean this ain’t that fuckin’ big is it, it’s just a shit tip, a fuckin’ shit’ole wiv fuckin’ damp, no fuckin’ central ‘eatin’ and…..” 
“We gotta move or we starve, okay?”
The people in the flat below banged on the ceiling.
“Shuddup!” yelled Steve and Tasha in unison.
∞
Steve flopped down on one of the boxes and lit his third cigarette of the day. He was staving off the moment when he had to tell Tasha that the van hadn’t arrived; a bit of nicotine would dull the vitriol of that particular altercation.
A small group was approaching, blokes he’d known since school, his mates, soon to become distant memories, “Yo, Steve, my man," called the one at the front. Ryan Barclay, country of origin, Jamaica, by way of his grand-parents, group leader, bling man. Steve knew him to be a small time crook, hands in many pies, none of them his own.
"Wassup blud?" said Steve. One thing he wouldn’t miss up North was the need to try and speak the patois of a South London black. He wasn’t black in any way shape or form but if you wanted to be respected then you had to attempt to talk the talk.
"Hey, bro." This greeting came from Aaron, a lighter skinned youth, with startling green eyes. He touched knuckles with Steve. The third boy, Darwin, similarly light skinned but with eyes like dark pools, stood silently as usual, watching but not joining in.
"Yous is off today then, man?" said Ryan, bouncing lightly on his toes, always dancing.
"Yeah, to Norf’ampton, innit."
"Where'da fuck's that, man?" said Aaron. His eyebrows went high, if it’s north of the river it don’t exist.
"Fuck knows," said Steve. He’d given up trying to find it on a map; southerner born and bred.
"A'right Tash?" called Ryan, addressing the head that was now leaning over the balcony.
Steve got up quickly, grinding out the cigarette.
"Wot you doin' 'ere?" yelled Tasha, "Fort you'd gone ta Margate."
"Not yet girl," said Ryan, smiling easily, gold teeth flashing, "I is still in the game see."
"Wot fuckin' game?" said Tasha. She had no time for Ryan in good times, still less knowing that after today they’d never see each other again.
"Bit o this, bit o that," said Ryan, bobbing as he spoke.
"Bit o nothin’ at all," said Aaron, daringly. They were cousins and the rules of respect could be relaxed when in certain company. Steve and Tash were like family. Darwin didn't count as anything.
"Quiet down, blood," said Ryan.
"Well, you got nothin'," repeated Aaron.
Ryan clipped him around the head, half-joking but wanting the banter to stop.
"Fuck you," yelled Aaron, shoving him, clearly not in the mood for acknowledging the pecking order. Since the business had dried up so had Ryan's ability to control his manor.
"Cut it out, Ryan," called Tasha, "fuckin' moron."
"Cut it out Ryan," mimicked Steve.
"And you can shut up, an' all," Tasha shouted, "anyway, wot you bin doin'?"
Steve was instantly furious. In front of his soon to be ex-mates the last thing he needed was woman trouble. "Wot the fuck you mean 'wot I bin doin'?' Movin' fuckin' boxes, you stupid cow."
"And where's the fuckin' van?" she was unabashed by his bluster. "It was meant to be 'ere over an 'our ago."
"How the fuck should I know," said Steve, "you organised it."
"Oh fanks Steve," said Tasha, "fanks for the support. "She came down the stairs, the better to chastise Steve. "Where's Shona?" she asked of Ryan.
"Da bitch comin’," said Ryan, pointing to his girlfriend, making slow progress towards them, big, white and woefully fat.
"Listen mate," said Ryan, "you get any action up there let me know, could be room for us to expand, know what I'm sayin'?"
"Yeah," said Steve, "you got any fink I can take along, maybe test the waters or somfink?"
"Na," said Ryan, 'test the waters my arse,' he thought, 'you just want an easy stash you bastard.'
"What's it like up there anyhow bro?" asked Aaron.
"Fuck knows," said Steve.
"Ain't you bin up there?" asked Ryan.
"'ow'm I gonna do that? It costs too much, doan it."
"Course," said Aaron, "they got any jobs up there then?"
"Nuffink," said Steve, "worse than it is down 'ere."
"Then why is they sendin' you there?" asked Ryan. "You'd a fort they'd send you where there was jobs."
"Fuckin' council, don't give a shit, do they, all about the money, innit."
"Yeah," said Aaron, "probably some fat arse'ole sat der an' pulled it out of fin air."
"Wot you gonna do for notes man?" asked Ryan.
"Gotta sign on first fing, aint I, you ain't got anyfink you can spare me, man?"
"I borrowed you roll of notes the uva week, I ain't got no more shit left man."
"I fort you was doin' alright," said Tasha, tartly.
"Just makin' ends meet," said Ryan, giving her evils, "nuffink to get all excited about."
"Listen up," said Aaron, interrupting before Steve tried to touch him for a borrow, "hate long goodbyes, so you take it easy man and keep in touch, an stay breezy."
"Yeah, keep in touch, my man" said Ryan, knowing they wouldn't.
"Course mate," said Steve, knowing they’d be out of sight, out of mind.
"Yeah, don't forget your bro," said Aaron, already boxing Steve into a compartment marked past history. Darwin simply nodded solemnly and walked away.
"Hey Steve!" yelled Ryan, "you keep that woman of yours under control, man."
"Fuck off Ryan," shouted Tasha.
"You stay good," yelled Ryan, "or I'll slap you meself."
"Fuck off!" yelled Tasha, then turning to Shona who'd reached them just as her man bounced away, "fuckin' prick, dunno 'ow you put up wiv 'im, Sho."
"'E's alright," said Shona, smiling fondly, her eyes disappearing into the dough of her face, "most of the time anyways."
"'E's always makin' out 'e's more than 'e is," said Tasha, "just like my dad, 'proper Walter Mitty'."
"Water what?" said Steve.
"Walter Mitty," said Tasha, "that's what mum always used to call 'im."
"What's a Water Mitty?" asked Steve.
"Ignorant prick," hissed Tasha, pulling Shona inside for a last cuppa.
 



La Palma -  Siete
 
Malik entered the pub, quickly scanned around, it was fairly busy. No obvious sign of Mackie. He wondered over to the bar and ordered an orange juice, then turned and looked for somewhere to sit. In so doing he spotted Mackie over at a table in the far corner, his back to the wall as usual.
"Malik," said Mackie, having waited until Malik was at the table before he acknowledged him, "it's been a long time."
"What do you want of me, now, after all this time?"
"I have a job for you," said Mackie.
"What sort of job?" asked Malik, his eyes narrowing, "I'm not in that game, anymore."
"I know," said Mackie, "cleaning up the community more in your line these days, is it?"
"It is," Malik frowned. He was unsurprised that Mackie had been able to find out what he was about, but was irritated that he had seen the need so to do.
"How's that working out for you?" asked Mackie.
Malik refused to be goaded, keeping his mouth clamped shut.
Mackie sipped his scotch, "Fair few corpses turning up, burned to a crisp."
"Why are you here?" demanded Malik.
"I told you, I have a job for you," said Mackie.
"And I told you I'm not in that game anymore."
"And you think I am?" questioned Mackie. He indicated himself, an old man, a man who was surely past his prime.
"If you're not, why are you here?" 
"Unfortunately there are some people to whom even I can't say no," said Mackie.
Malik was quite sure he wouldn't want to meet such people, but he argued nonetheless, "I say no to whoever I please."
Mackie took another sip, murmured, "The committee." He waited for Malik to recognise the futility of further argument.
"Did they ask for me?" asked Malik, ashamed of the tremor in his voice, "Or did you put me forward for this?"
Mackie grinned, "Do you think anyone volunteers for these missions, Malikhi?"
The use of his given name unsettled him still further, "What do they want of me?"
Mackie passed him a CD.
"What's this?" demanded Malik.
"Fund raiser," said Mackie. He downed the last of his whiskey and started buttoning his coat.
"Oh what?" said Malik, "I have to get my own funds?"
Mackie nodded and slid a small plastic pass across the table, "For the technician."
Malik grunted, palming it. He was angry at himself; responding automatically to Mackie's instructions, slipping into the old ways too quickly for his own liking.
"And it has to be an all Muslim team."
This was too much, "You're going to blame Al Qaeda again?"
"So it seems," said Mackie mildly.
"What's the plan?"
"That comes later," said Mackie, "when you've raised the cash."
"Why not just tell me now?" 
"You know why not," said Mackie, "you can't tell what you don't know."
"I'll have nothing to trade if I get nabbed, you mean" said Malik, wearily. He took a deep breath, already resigned, "I'm guessing this is off the books."
Mackie nodded.
"Cheers Mackie," said Malik, "thanks a bundle."
 



No 10
 
"As you can see, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, retrieving the folders from the PM, "we have a number of socially destabilising initiatives in play."
"Yes, I can see that, but all rather ghastly, I must say. I'm not at all keen on serial murders, especially when it comes to women."
"I fully understand your reservations," said Sir Phillip, his voice taking on an emollient texture, "but it's not as if we set these people off. We're merely utilising their activities to provide fertile ground for more willing public acceptance of further tightening of internal security."
"Yes, yes," said the PM, "quite so, but still, particularly gruesome, don't you think?"
"Absolutely, Prime Minister, and believe me, if there was another way then I'd sooner take it."
The PM smiled briefly, though he doubted that Blackmore had given it a second thought until he'd aired his own misgivings.
"The media is doing its bit," continued Sir Phillip, urbanely, "stirring things up, raking up all the old pictures again, linking this to other such activities from years ago, the usual furore. It won't be long before the people are demanding more police on the streets."
"Well, they can't have them, Blackmore, the budget won't stretch that far." His tone was querulous, angry at the position he was being put in.
"Of course not, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, soothingly, "and thus we will be forced to introduce a curfew and put troops on the streets."
The Prime Minister smiled.
 



The News
Graham looked intently at the camera, "Today we have a report on the rise of racial tensions within the inner cities and we follow a special report on a man calling himself the Preacher." He turned to another camera, "But first Payday loans....."
 



The PM has this to say...
 
..........about the exorbitantly high interest rates for Payday loans.
 
"Look, the Government can't be held responsible. If someone wants to take out a loan then that's their prerogative, it's called freedom of choice."
 
But in this current economic climate some of these people have nowhere else to turn.
"Frankly, I'm fed up with people who claim to have no other options. If they need money why don't they get a job? The Government has cut benefits  to encourage them
to seek work, but still they resist."
 
And where there is no work, Prime Minister? 
"There is always work. Migrants find work so our people can find work. Let's not forget, it's your taxes that keep these layabouts sitting at home watching TV."
 
But aren't the migrants accepting work that pays well below the minimum wage?
"Look, my family has always worked hard and created our own luck. Those people who resort to Payday loans need to get out there and find the job opportunities and make the most of them, like my ancestors did."
 



P.A.C.T - 25
 
Trust, but verify.









Ronald Reagan 









 
"How's this going to work then, Mags?" asked Alb.
They were in Gerry's apartment, hoping to remain undisturbed. If Val wanted to find Alb she'd go to his place first and that would give them time to collect their thoughts. They'd set up a game of RISK© on the coffee table; that should do as a cover if they needed one.
"Well," said Mags, eyes bright with the excitement she seemed to be carrying round with her all the time of late, "Mackie will open an account, we CHAPS the funds across. Mackie will get one of his geeks to bounce the money around the world a dozen times or so, splitting it down into negligible sums. The money will be used for purchases and then the products will be sold and the money will re-enter the system at a new point, whereupon it will be gathered and dumped in the destination accounts. Following all that Mackie will take delivery of the goods."
Gerry's face was a picture; this was the woman whose previous claim to fame had been the quality of her Angel cake. Was there no end to her other talents? 
"I'm not sure I like the sound of that," said Alb, "Once this Mackie chap has got his hands on our cash what's to stop him doing a runner with it?"
"He wouldn't do that," said Mags.
"Oh, come on, Mags," said Alb, "What's to stop him?"
"And he's a spook," said Gerry, trying out the word, marvelling yet again at how their lives had changed in such a short time, "he'll have lots of fictitious accounts. Alb's right, what's to stop him buggering off to Fiji or some such place."
"Because he's Mackie, that's why," said Mags, "When he gives his word you can count on it."
"But Mags," pressed Alb, "be fair, we're talking about our life savings here."
"That's right," Gerry said earnestly, "we'll all be thrown out of here and that's just for starters."
Mags stared at them both, hands on hips, "Alright," she conceded, "I'll go and see him. Tell him I want to watch the operation through to conclusion."
"Is that such a good idea?" said Gerry, uneasy now at the turn things had taken, "What about if things go wrong?"
"It will be perfectly fine," said Mags, pushing past them.
∞
"Right," said Alb waving his pointer at the flip chart, "the state opening of Parliament will see all of our targets bagged up together in the House of Lords....."
"So we're really going to hit Parliament?" asked Bill.
"Yes, of course," said Cynthia irritably, "that's what we've all been discussing all this time, haven't you been listening?"
"Yes," said Bill, "but I still can't understand why. Parliament represents us, the British people, so in some respects, we'll be attacking ourselves, surely?"
"No," said Wilf aggressively, "they've been stitching us up for years. This is pay back."
"You have promised the Queen's safety," said Fiona, "I won't stand for that, you know."
"Neither will I," said Cynthia, pinching her lips together in a tight line of disapproval.
Gerry affected disappointment, though truth be told he would've had difficulty harming the Queen, and said sombrely, "The Queen is strictly out of bounds."
"But Charlie boy will be there and he's an acceptable target," said Alb, "are we all agreed on that?"
"Oh absolutely," stated Fiona and Cynthia together.
"After what that man let them do to poor Princess Di," added Dora, "I only hope I get there before anyone else."
"Oh, there'll be a queue for him alright," said Esmé grimly.
"Right," said Alb, pointing to the sketch on the chart, "the Lords is here, to the South of the building, this is where they'll all be gathered." Alb still had a kernel of doubt about Mackie's true motives in helping them but he had to admit the man was proving useful; the low down he'd provided on the inside of the Houses of Parliament was a god send.
"There are two entrances we need to be concerned with," said Gerry, warming to the task, it was a near as they were ever going to get to a battle plan, "the Cromwell entrance here and the Peers entrance here."
"The fire escapes are here, here and here," continued Alb, "We send the hit squad in the two entrances and we will be waiting when they all come running out."
"Lambs to the slaughter," said Tom.
"These are not lambs," said Alb, angrily, "these are wolves, they've sold our country for their thirteen pieces of silver and they must pay the ferry man."
"You mean the price," offered Harry.
"I know what I mean," said Alb.
"Now we need to assign targets to key individuals to ensure that we don't miss anybody."
"We claim Prince Charles," said Cynthia emphatically, to nods from Esmé and Fiona.
"And I want the Labour leader," said Bill.
"And I want the Tory scumbag," said Ron.
"Less of the scumbag," said Bill.
"Hey," said Mags, "they're all traitors, remember that, they've all sold the nation out."
Ron and Bill eyed each other mistrustfully.
"This has got to be the perfect op," said Gerry, "so we must prepare and that means planning, and planning and planning again."
"And training," said Alb, "brush up on your physical conditioning." He was looking worriedly at Mort and Reg as he spoke. They both knew too much to be left out but were definite liabilities for the combat.
"The WI will be ready," stated Vera, stealing Cynthia's line and smiling wickedly as she did so.
"I've got a few comrades down the Legion," said Dave, "they've expressed an interest."
"What? The WI? The bloody Legion?" questioned Alb and Gerry in unison.
"Who've you lot been talking to?" squeaked Jonesey.
"Just a couple of the lads from my old regiment," said Dave. He looked offended.
"I told you I was going to get the WI involved," Cynthia said snappishly.
"What friends?" asked Harry, looking at Dave, "Do I know 'em?"
"Stan and Roger for two," said Dave.
"The wheelchair brigade?" 
"Don't you worry about them," said Dave, "we have plans."
"What the hell?" said Alb, completely outraged now. "You can't just go around telling every Tom, Dick and Harry...no offence Harry, Tom... we'll have the Old Bill down here before you know it."
"Has anybody else said anything?" demanded Gerry.
There were a few nervous glances exchanged, "I contacted a few of the Chelsea boys," said Frank, who'd been unusually quiet this whole time, "and they seemed well up for it."
"What?" demanded Alb, "Who?"
"Just a couple of me old muckers," Frank mumbled, looking hard at Lenny and Sticky both of whom to his certain knowledge had also put the word out.
"For crying out loud," hissed Alb, "this is a top secret op, we can't let word of this get out before the kick off or the bloody place will be crawling with MI bloody 5."
"Well, I'm sure the WI know how to keep a secret," Cynthia said, with no sense of irony.
"It's alright, Alb," said Mags, comfortably, "Mackie will give us the heads up if anything goes awry."
"But that still doesn't mean you can go blabbing to everyone you know," stated Gerry, "secrecy is the key here, remember, careless talk costs lives."
 
 



Intolerably tolerable iv
 
If we choose, we can live in a world of comforting illusion.
Noam Chomsky 
 
 
"Okay, what is it, son?" asked Peter, placing the two mugs of tea on the side of his desk.
"I want to leave UNI," said Rob.
Peter's instant reaction was, 'out of the question,' or 'not after the sacrifices your mother and I have made,' or better still, 'no way your mother will kill you,' but he restricted himself to a simple nod followed by the question, "Okay, son, now why is that?"
"The whole thing's pointless, besides which the Prof is going to throw me off the course."
"What?" said Peter, "Your Professor, which professor is that?"
"Prof Clarke," stated Rob.
"And he's throwing you off, for what reason?" asked Peter. He hated these conversations; he always ended up losing his temper.
"I'm behind on my studies," said Rob.
"Can't you catch up?" asked Peter. He could feel his jaw tightening.
"Well," said Rob, "he reckons I could catch up but I don't see any point to it."
He smiled benignly, "I see, oh well, if you don't see the point...," Inside he was screaming so loud he thought it must be audible, you don't see any point to it, you don't see any fucking point to it, after all your mother and I have been through to get you this far, all the money we've spent and sacrifices we've made and you don't see the fucking point.
"What am I going to do with a history degree, anyway?" asked Rob, "I'll still only end up working in an office somewhere."
"What's wrong with that, son?" asked Peter, mildly, "We've all got to work somewhere you know, to make ends meet." Some of us have spent thirty years behind a desk, answering to jumped up little graduates who know nothing.
"I know that, dad, but why should we play along with their bourgeois game? Why don't we just rebel and make a better world?"
'Knew we should've steered you away from history,' thought Peter, 'pointed you towards economics or something.'
"I just want to do something that will help society, look after Maureen and some of her friends, something like that."
"Okay," said Peter, "but surely, if you can get a good degree and then a good well paid job, perhaps in the city, you will be able to look after your sister financially, which would be ideal because obviously your mother and I can't do it forever."
"Yeah, I know, dad," said Rob, "but I can always work something out then, can't I."
'You arrogant little twat,' thought Peter, saying only, "Things aren't always that simple, you only get one chance in life and if you mess it up at the beginning then you mess it up forever."
Rob frowned irritably.
"Thing is son," said Peter, pushing through his own irritation, "you've already spent two years at UNI, so if you drop out now it will look really bad on your CV."
"No it won't," argued Rob, "I can always go back in the future if I want to anyway."
"But how would you pay for that?" asked Peter.
"Well, I'd need a loan of course," said Rob, "but I'd pay you back."
"That's not the point, Rob," said Peter, "we might not be in a position to help, my job's looking vulnerable at the moment and your mother's place are employing more and more Poles and they're already threatening her with a zero hours contract."
"I still don't get the point of going to UNI just so they can brainwash me into living by the system."
"What's wrong with the system?" asked Peter, this was doing his blood pressure no good at all. 
"Wrong?" demanded Rob. "The only people it works for are the rich."
"Oh, now come on Rob, we've done ok out of it, haven't we, which means you've also benefited."
"Yeah but not as much as the aristocracy or the fucking monarchy," moaned Rob.
"There's nothing wrong with the monarchy," said Peter, recognising how pompous he sounded but unable to relax either his stance or his words, "they all work very hard for the country."
"Bollocks, do they," stated Rob, "they all sit around being arrogant arse'oles and just plain fucking rich, that's what they do, besides, it's not them that's the issue, they're the figure head of a corrupt system that keeps the wealthy on top and the masses down below."
"Okay son, but look, if you really want to change things why not try to change them from the inside?"
"Because people who do that never end up changing things, they end up like everyone else, indoctrinated in the philosophy of greed and selfishness." Rob was getting emotional now and it was impacting his choice of words, "if I did that then in twenty years time I'd be just like you, voting Tory and sitting complacently waiting for my pension, no offence but it's the truth."
The study door opened and Dawn popped her head in, "I'm just off to Maur's, everything ok?"
"Cool," said Rob. She'd have heard the raised voices and was doing her referee act.
'All right, you little fuck up,' thought Peter, "Actually Dawn, Rob has something he would like to tell you."
"Oh cheers dad," moaned Rob, "thanks a lot."
"Oh," said Dawn, fearing the worst, "what's that?"
"Nothing," Rob muttered, sullenly.
"You haven't got some girl pregnant, have you?" asked Dawn, "Because if you have you don't have to marry her if you don't want to."
"Mum," said Rob.
Peter rested his forehead in his palms.
"I'm serious, Rob," said Dawn, coming further into the room, "some girls deliberately get themselves pregnant to trap a boy into marrying them. Who is she and how long have you known her?"
"That's not..." began Peter.
"Be quiet Peter," ordered Dawn, "this is serious and Rob has to understand that he can count on us, especially if this girl gets difficult. How far gone is she?"
"Mum," said Rob.
"If it's early then you've still got time for an abortion, that's the best thing in this situation, there's absolutely no point in the two of you tying yourselves together over an unwanted pregnancy, it just isn't necessary these days."
"Dawn..." Peter tried again to stem the tide.
"Has she told her parents yet?" asked Dawn.
"Mum," said Rob.
"Because if she hasn't told her parents we can still control this." 
"Dawn," said Peter, standing up, "he hasn't got anyone pregnant."
Dawn looked at him then at Rob, "Is that right Rob, you haven't got this girl pregnant?"
"What girl?" asked Rob, "I haven't got a girlfriend."
"Was it a one night stand?" pressed Dawn, "Because if it was then she has no right to call upon you to do anything at all. In fact if she's into one night stands how do you even know it's yours? That's all I'm saying here Rob, how do you know it's yours?"
"Dawn, will you listen to yourself?" Peter was aghast.
"What's more," she continued, "if this girl is such a tart it's her parents problem, not yours."
Rob and Peter stared at each other, then Peter said, "Your Mum's right, don't worry about it."
"Thanks dad," said Rob, "thanks mum."
"Good," said Dawn, with a nod, "Glad we got that sorted, I'm off to Maur's okay?"
"Okay," said Peter.
"Bye mum," said Rob.
Dawn spun on her heels and shot out of the door.
"Gotta go dad," said Rob.
"Whoa," said Peter, "I don't think we've finished this conversation yet, Rob."
"I've not got anyone pregnant."
"No, not that, the Uni business."
"Yeah, but Steve and Tasha are leaving today," said Rob.
"Who?" questioned Peter, "Do I know them?"
"I met them working at the restaurant."
"Oh," said Peter, "where are they going?"
"Northampton," said Rob.
"Strange choice," said Peter.
"Not their choice," said Rob, "bloody Tories."
 



Something in the wind - 13 
 
Israel may have the right to put others on trial, 
but certainly no one has the right to put the Jewish people and the State of Israel on trial.
Ariel Sharon 
 









 
"Did you have to call them Jews?" asked Barry, staring at the sacks of what must all be hate mail given the dozens of letters he'd opened already. And people say no-one writes letters any more, yet that was nothing to the e-mails to the website, and the twitter feeds. 
The Preacher sipped his tea, irritatingly relaxed, "I wasn't picking on Jews per se, I was trying to discredit Milton Friedman and Keith Joseph, mainly Milton Friedman. Besides I did commend Jesus, and he was a Jew, surely there was nothing wrong with that."
"You called him a communist," said Barry.
"I called him a socialist, there's a difference." He took another sip of tea, "Anyway, I don't get the whole 'be nice to the Jews' thing. They're not the only people who suffered during the war."
"You definitely can't say that," stated Barry.
"Fine," said the Preacher, sighing, "that wasn't my point anyway; it's that Milton Friedman and Sir Keith Joseph destroyed our economy."
"I get that," said Barry, "but couldn't you have steered clear of mentioning they were Jewish?"
"Hardly, Friedman makes a big deal of it, it's the key note of his whole philosophy."
Barry tried again, "Couldn't you have mentioned his politics without saying he was Jewish?"
"It's not me, Friedman states clearly that his economic principles were based completely on his religion. He says he based his neo liberal economic policy on Judaism."
"That's as maybe, but you know you can't mention the Jews," said Barry, "if only because of the gas chambers, and all the centuries of persecution."
"I think you'll find it was the Russians and the Europeans who were responsible for the pogroms so why the British have to tip toe round them is beyond me," said the Preacher, adding, "anyway I didn't mention gas chambers."
"I should think not," said Barry, horrified, "some things are sacred."
"Nothing is sacred," said the Preacher. 
"Well the bloody gas chambers are."
"I'm not a holocaust denier, you know," said the Preacher.
"Of course not, what is it you call yourselves, oh yes, revisionists."
"I'm not even one of those," said the Preacher.
"Really?" said Barry. He was disappointed; he liked labels even though he knew the Preacher really didn't fit anywhere. "What are you then?" 
"Confused," said the Preacher, "and curious."
"About what?" asked Barry regretting the question the moment the words left his mouth.
"Don't we always say that the Germans are the most logical people on Earth?"
"Well yes," said Barry, "and it made logical sense to them to kill the Jews so they did it."
"So you believe in the holocaust then?" He had that look on his face, kindly yet probing.
Barry didn't like these conversations, didn't understand them, didn't know where they were supposed to lead. He replied, stoutly, "Of course I do, in company with most sane people."
The Preacher smiled, "And you believe that a few driven individuals committed themselves to murdering the entire Jewish race for ideological reasons."
"Of course," said Barry, resisting a strong and childish urge to say, duh.
"And that they were supported in their mission by individuals willing to do anything to get on within the structure of society?"
"I suppose so," said Barry.
"And you also believe that the rest of Europe turned a blind eye to the whole event?" 
Barry gave him an annoyed look, he liked the Preacher but not when he was in lecture mode.
"There were three reasons why events took place as they did," said the Preacher, "One, there is no such thing as multiculturalism, two, the effects of the 'me first' principle and three, inherent unwillingness to disrupt the status quo."
Barry sniffed but said nothing.
"So, let's dig a bit deeper...multiculturalism. People resent those who are different, Hitler knew this. It is why he was able to mobilise the vast resources of the German state to the systematic and sustained persecution of the Jews with the sole intention of driving them out of Germany."
Barry said nothing; he'd heard some of this before.
"Secondly, me first," said the Preacher, "in every society there are those who will do anything to get on, call them 'yes' men, call them brown noses, call them what you want, these people are driven by the desire to get ahead of their neighbours." He paused, Barry waited, "Which brings us to Milton Friedman and Sir Keith Joseph." 
"How does it?" asked Barry.
"That was their rallying cry, their modus operandi, in all their actions they encouraged survival of the greediest or the most willing to do his neighbour down."
"You can't say that," said Barry.
"The vast majority of people are not motivated by greed or the desire to improve their standing above that of their friends, but Milton Friedman extolled this as a Jewish virtue, though we shouldn't confuse this with the view point of the
Israelis or socialist minded Jews." 
"You can't say that either," said Barry.
"Our industrialists and political leaders call the majority of people lazy or loafers and spend all of their time trying to motivate us with dire warnings about GDP, but most people are happy and just want to have a good time and do enough to get by, which is of course our third reason. Most people are too lazy to argue the toss when it comes to persecution if it means they have to get off their backsides and do something about it, which is why they generally go along with persecutions until they become too uncomfortable."
Barry frowned.
"Today our leaders tell us that the unemployed are lazy shiftless scroungers who are sponging off the workers' taxes, they tell us that these same people are living the life of Riley whilst the rest of us scrimp and save and try to make our way."
"I see where you're going with this," said Barry.
"Good," said the Preacher, "we already have our yes men and women who are more than willing to impose morally wrong legislation, rules of employment..."
"And everyone else," said Barry, "will just sit back and let it happen because they can't be arsed to get involved."
"Exactly," said the Preacher.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 18 
Nothing in the news about the redeemer, perhaps they don't believe me or perhaps they're just waiting for me to strike again, well they won't have to wait long, I have my next target, it will be one of their own, selected at random, he will be their sacrifice for all the years of police persecution for they are now the private army of the super rich.
 
Diary entry 19 
This will be easy because I'm choosing my target at random, I'll pick my target, post the letter telling them who I'm going to kill and then strike before the letter arrives at Scotland Yard.
 



Jackpot 10
 
For once a cup of tea hadn’t helped. Si sat, slouched over, fiddling with his pen. Sam was doodling on a scrap of paper, "Do you think it was the billboards?” Si said finally.
Sam giggled; they’d been fun. 
"Dammit it to hell," hissed Si, "what do we do now?"
"Find someone who will do it, there must be someone."
"Yeah, but I wanted Butch," said Si.
"Tough," said Sam, briskly, "if he won't do it we need to find someone who will."
She glanced down at her doodle and realised she’d absentmindedly created a floral decoration with the name Bergson in the middle. She tossed it over to Si.
"No way," he said, “Can't stand the man."
"But they've sacked him, Si," said Sam, "he's available."
"I don't give a fuck if he's available," said Si, "he's a Manc."
"No, he's not," said Sam, "he's available. Think about it, he's perfect."
"A perfect idiot," said Si.
"After all he's won?" questioned Sam.
"You know what I mean," said Si.
"Yeah, you mean he's a Manc," said Sam.
"Yeah, that’s it, in a nutshell."
"Si!" pressed Sam, "Do you want to make this work or are we just pissing money away here?"
"Of course I want to make it work," said Si, "but it's got to be the right man."
"Do you mean an ex Blue or someone who can do the job we want?" asked Sam.
Si got up irritably and kicked his bin over in frustration.
"Oh that's really mature," said Sam, "did it help?"
"Yes," snapped Si, "fucking Bergson."
 



P.A.C.T - 26
 
If you want to make peace with your enemy, you have to work with your enemy. 
Then he becomes your partner.
Nelson Mandela 
 
 
Mackie drove slowly into the car park, scanning left and right until he found the bottle bank, as arranged. He pulled up, got out of his car and tossed a couple of bottles in, the resultant smash sounding good to his ears. Then he checked all round and approached a dark green Range Rover, parked the other side of the bank, pulled open the door and climbed in the front passenger side. There were three men already in the Rover; two in the back (unknown entities but first impressions were not good) and a large tough looking man in the driver’s seat. (Patrick O'Riley –a very well-known entity.)
The man spoke as Mackie settled himself, the soft lilting tones simultaneously belying his nature whilst betraying his origins, "Well, well, well, I didn't believe it when Seamus told me and I still don't believe it when I see it with me own eyes."
"How have you been keeping, Pat?" asked Mackie.
"Well that depends, do you mean since I got out or how were the 12 years I spent inside …thanks to you."
"You got caught, Pat," stated Mackie, calmly, "there's nothing anyone could've done for you."
"You could've got me out," said Pat.
"And what message do you think that would've sent?" 
"I don't give a shit," snarled Pat, nature and origins coinciding, "twelve fucking years inside that bog hole."
"You're alive, aren't you," said Mackie, "and I believe the service sorted you out."
"Sorted me out? You mean the money?"
"Of course," said Mackie.
"What fucking good is the money?" demanded Pat. "Look at me; I 'm fucking past it, what good is money to me now?"
Mackie ignored the outburst; he’d been expecting no less. He turned slightly and eyed the two men in the back, "Why the muscle, Pat?
"You’re MI6, how do I know this is on the level? For all I know you're wearing a wire and there are twenty rifles trained on me right now."
Mackie smiled, "We need ordnance." 
"What's that to do with me?" demanded Pat.
"Untraceable," said Mackie, "and we need it now." 
"Same question," said Pat, "what's it to me?"
"We know you have dumps that you haven't declared." 
"I wouldn't know anything about that." His face furrowed in a way Mackie recognised; he was ready to dig in and deny everything.
"I didn't think you would," said Mackie, "but if you should know someone who does know something, there's half a million in it for them."
"Half a million? That’s fucking peanuts, what the fuck's that?"
"Think of it as a discounted price; for not busting you, or blowing your cover. There are a lot of people who would love to know certain things about you, Pat. Just pass on the message." 
"I don't get it," said Pat, "why does MI6 need out-dated weapons from the IRA? You've got your own sources."
"Sounds like they want to know if we have any left, Mr O'Riley," one of the men interjected from the back. Mackie and Pat turned to face him and he withered under the combined glare of ice and fire.
"Time was they would never have dared speak," said Pat, sounding genuinely sad.
"I know what you mean, Pat," said Mackie, nodding slowly, "things aren't the same in the service anymore.”
Pat raised a questioning eyebrow.
Mackie smiled. "Just pass it on," he said, getting out of the car.
 
 



Helpline 2
 
"Hello, you're through to Bentley's Bank, how may I help you?" said Dom. 
He could see the caller's name on his screen, and was rapidly checking Amelia Jones on the Data Stream lead, trying to remember all he'd been taught. "Okay Amelia," he continued smoothly, his voice friendly and hopefully respectful, covering the rapid opening up of screens to check what products Amelia had or didn't have, "I just need to take you through security," he said opening the 'memorable word' screen, "Could you please just give me the first and third characters of your memorable word which could be your mother's maiden name or a password you have set up with us."
"Simpson," said Amelia, helpfully.
"Oka-ay," said Dom, his heart sinking, "I'm very sorry Amelia but you've just given me the whole word. Now I don't know if that's actually your memorable word," this was a lie, the word was clearly there on his screen but bizarrely he was not allowed to share this with the customer, "however because you've given me the whole word I can't take it as your answer...."
"Why not?" asked Amelia, immediately affronted, "If you want the first and third letters can't you just put those in?"
"It's not that, Amelia," he tried for friendly but he could hear it was coming out patronising, "it's just that by giving me the whole word you've compromised it. I'm afraid you will have to go into the branch at some time and change it." He held his breath.
"What? You're kidding me, how have I compromised it?" She spat the word at him.
"Well, this is a recorded line and of course I've....."
"Oh don't be silly," she was trying to persuade him now, feminine wiles coming through the line at him, "you're about to look at my account, you'll have access to all my details, how can I have compromised it with you?"
"Well, Amelia, I'm afraid I can't take that answer." He heard her intake of breath and continued hurriedly, "However, we do have other security questions, so I'll move onto the next...."
"Get on with it," she snapped, giving up on trying to get round him, "I haven't got all day."
"Okay," said Dom, trying to breathe deeply without it sounding desperate over the phone, looking for the next question, "Now, I'm looking at your recent spending, so can you tell me how much you recently spent in Boots?" He relaxed; she'd get this one.
"How should I know?" demanded Amelia, obviously she wasn't getting it, "do you know what you spend on your card? Try asking me a sensible question, like when's my birthday or my post code or something." 
Dom was now frantic but trying hard to keep it out of his voice, "Okay, now I'm very sorry Mrs. Jones," he felt they'd moved away from 'Amelia', "but I'm afraid we've failed to get through security this time so what you need to do......"
"Failed security?" she snapped, "what do you mean, failed security? I gave you my mother's maiden name which is my security word. Then you ask me a damn fool question about what I spent in Boots?"
"I'm very sorry Mrs. Jones, but as I said I can't take your security word as you gave me the whole word and you might've compromised it." 
"That's ridiculous," she was growling now, "I want to know how much to pay this month, my statement hasn't arrived, I need to know how much to pay so I don't get a late payment charge."
"I really am sorry, Mrs. Jones," said Dom, checking his time on the call, already 2 minutes 15 seconds, he had to end it soon or his stats would start to go mad, "but I can't now get into your account, the way our system works, if we fail security we are locked out of the account...."
"Complete nonsense," spluttered Amelia raising her voice as if that would make her case stronger.
"The best thing for you to do now would be to look up your spending on your account and then phone back later. You could try to get through security again with one of my colleagues or if you prefer you could always go into the branch with photo ID and....."
"I don't want to go to the branch," she roared, her voice echoing round his headphones, "that's why I phoned in the first place and I don't want to phone back again, what's the point in that?"
"Well...." began Dom.
"Don't give me that, I've never heard anything so ridiculous in my life, this is my account, it's my money, why won't you just tell me what I want to know?"
Now it was 3 mins and 10 secs; allowed talk time was 3 mins 'shit!' thought Dom, "I am sorry Mrs. Jones," he began firmly, "but I really can't now access your account, you will need to either phone back or go into the....."
"This is preposterous, are you really telling me that I have to hang up and phone back just to go through this ridiculous rigmarole all over again?"
"Yes Mrs. Jones," affirmed Dom, seeing a little light at the end of the tunnel, "I am sorry."
"Get me your manager." Light extinguished.
"I'm afraid he'll tell you exactly the same thing..." started Dom.
"Just get me your manager," demanded Amelia.
"Okay Mrs. Jones, if you'll just hold the line one moment I'll get him for you." Dom locked his screen and breathed in and out before making his way over to Colin's desk. "Caller wants to speak to the manager." 
"What about?" Colin was not impressed.
"Failed security - gave the whole memorable word and didn't know what they spent in Boots." 
Colin pulled a face, "Failed security, nothing we can do."
"That's what I told her," said Dom, "but she wants to speak to the manager."
"Did you suggest she phone back?" asked Colin.
"She wasn't happy about that ...she wanted to know why she should phone back."
"Just transfer her," said Colin, turning back to his screen.
"I thought we weren't allowed to do that," said Dom.
"You're not, just be subtle when you do it." Dom looked blank. "Don't say on the phone."
"Because of the recording?"
"Yeah." Colin looked a bit uncomfortable.
"You want me to transfer her without telling her?"
"No, you have to let her know, just don't make it too obvious."
"You want me to tell her I'm transferring her without telling her I'm transferring her because of the recording," said Dom. He knew this would be seen as challenging Colin's authority but he had no clue how to do what was being asked of him. Colin just stared at him. Dom went back to his station, put on his headset and thought a minute, "Hello Mrs. Jones, sorry for keeping you waiting there, let me just see if......."
"I said I want to talk to your manager," stated Amelia.
Dom paused, "Okay Mrs. Jones," he said and went back to Colin's desk, "She still wants to talk to the manager."
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
Sir Phillip pulled up a personal record, noting the wife's name and the names, number, sex and age of any progeny. It was good to be prepared. He then joined the secure uplink to his opposite number at the CIA, "Hello Max."
There was a brief pause due to the time delay, then "Hi Phil, how's Cyn and the kids?"
"In good health," replied Sir Phillip, his voice going frosty of its own volition, "And Freda?"
"She's good, a little too good; reckon she's put on ten pounds since you last saw her."
"Oh dear," said Sir Phillip. He recalled a large, brash and busty woman, with a loud laugh.
"Oh dear, don't begin to cover it, Phil," said Max, "listen, are you guys on target with the special?"
"Ahead, I think," said Sir Phillip. He sucked in a breath; one day he would tell this arrogant bastard to call him 'sir'.
"That's great," said Max, "same here, if you got nothing further to report I gotta go, little Max is playing soccer and I missed the last game so, well you know."
"Of course," the response was stiff, "family always comes first."
"Indeed it does, Phil," said Max, "give my love to Cyn."
"And mine to Freda," said Sir Phillip, hanging up, saying into the still air, "and it's football you buffoon."
He grabbed a file from his IN tray, flicked through it and played with his chin, then he flipped a switch on the intercom and instructed his secretary, "Send him in."
Moments later Barry slipped into the office, popping a mint to cover the cigarette smoke. Sir Phillip signalled for him to sit.
"Er...nothing unusual to report sir," said Barry, "his popularity is continuing."
"Good," said Blackmore, his mind made up, "I want you to arrange for him to visit this address." 
Barry studied it and read aloud, "The Eden Hall Village? What's that?"
Sir Phillip smiled benignly and signalled for him to leave, waiting for the door to close before dialling Cholmondeley's private line. "Blackmore here, Prime Minister. We're in play."
 



episode 14
Exodus 4
 
Poverty is like punishment for a crime you didn't commit.  
Eli Khamarov, Lives of the Cognoscenti
 
Maureen put the kettle on and stared at it, waiting for it to boil. On the table was a letter from the council. She'd read it and re-read it; partly because she'd needed to do so to get the gist and partly because she was hoping the gist would change if she read it more than once. They were going to reduce her housing benefit because she lived in a 2 bedroom flat. She'd heard people talking about it and had been expecting it. However, it still came as a shock; it meant the end of everything she knew.  She heard her front door open and close.
"Hi Maur," called Peter.
"Dad," said Maureen, "it's on the table." She'd phoned home as soon as the letter arrived, even before she'd read it, knowing its contents yet hoping she was wrong.
"Okay, luv," said Peter, his voice a soothing chant, "let me have a butcher's before you worry yourself for nothing."
"They want me to move somewhere smaller," said Maureen, hopelessly, her eyes filling, "but I like it here. I won't know anybody if they make me move. I won't be near you and Mum and Rob..."
"No, no, no," said Peter, "let me have a look and see what it says, okay."
"It says I don't need 2 bedrooms," said Maureen irritably. Thinking, I might be slow but I'm not stupid.
"Don't worry, the Prime Minister has said it only applies to skivers, and you're not a skiver."
"But I can't work, can I," said Maureen, her voice dismal with worry.
"No, you've got your disability. They know that, so there'll be a way round this."
"There isn't a way round it," she wailed, "they're cutting my benefits."
"I know, sweetheart," said Peter, hands moving in the familiar 'calm down' gesture, "but we can get that referred. It will be fine," he continued, reading the letter, "where does it say we can....."
"It doesn't dad, I've looked and it doesn't say anything."
"Yes, sweetheart, but you might've missed something," said Peter.
"I'm not stupid, I can read," snapped Maureen.
"Okay Maur," said a distracted Peter turning the page, "oh, I thought there'd be a..... " he put the letter down, "Listen to me, we can appeal it or claim some other benefits. The Government said they're only doing this to catch the skivers, the ones living in massive houses and scrounging off the state."
"But we can't appeal," said Maureen. She folded her arms and her face was mutinous. 
"Look Maur, sweetheart, the Government wouldn't lie to us, okay, they said we can appeal this."
"You can't appeal it," said Maureen, "Jack couldn't appeal it so I can't appeal it."
"Who's Jack?" asked Peter, a deep frown transecting his forehead in an instant. 
They both heard the front door open and close.
"Mum," called Maureen, "they're going to throw me out."
"No they're not, sweetie," stated Peter. "They're not, Dawn. We can appeal."
"There, there dear," said Dawn, moving towards their daughter, arms outstretched, "who's going to throw you out?"
"They're saying I have to move out, mum," she said, as she folded into her mother's arms, her head nestling against Dawn's bosom, the rest of the words muffled, "and I won't know anyone. I'm not a layabout, am I?" 
"No, you're not, Maur," said Peter, robustly, "this is to target the skivers, like the ones who burnt their house down and murdered their kids."
"Peter, don't say that. You can't tar all people on benefits with the same brush," said Dawn.
"Yeah but the Prime Minister said....." started Peter.
"Oh, the Prime Minister said," answered Dawn, sniffily, "well if the Prime Minister said..."
"Mum, dad," moaned Maureen, "stop arguing. I'm in trouble."
"It's alright, dear," said Dawn, "Mummy's here."
"And exactly what is that supposed to mean?" demanded Peter.
"What does the letter say?" asked Dawn, distracting him neatly.
"Oh, well, it doesn't actually say you can appeal," said Peter, "so I guess we phone them."
"Well, what's the number?" asked Dawn, reaching for the phone.
"There isn't one," said Peter.
"There must be," said Dawn, "here, pass me the letter, let me see."
"What? You think a number is suddenly going to appear just because you're looking at it?" 
"No," said Dawn, giving Maureen the 'isn't daddy silly' look, "but you might've missed it."
"You can't appeal," stated Maureen, "my friend Jack tried to appeal and they wouldn't help him."
"Jack who, dear?" asked Dawn. She turned on her husband, "Who's this friend, Peter?"
"I was just getting to that when you turned up," said Peter.
"Who is he, Maur?" questioned Dawn, "Jack? Did you say, Jack?"
"Yes mum," as if stating the obvious to people who should know better, "his name is Jack and they made him move."
"Who is this Jack, Peter?" demanded Dawn, "Why haven't we heard about him before?"
Peter just raised his arms and shrugged. Somehow he knew this was about to become his fault.
"He's my friend," said Maureen.
"What kind of friend?" asked Dawn. 
Maureen looked at the floor and made a whining sound.
"Maureen," said Dawn, her voice suddenly sharp, "who is this Jack and where is he now?"
"MUM!" shouted Maureen.
"Dawn," snapped Peter, "can we just leave this for the time being and deal with the letter?"
"No, we can't. I want to know who this Jack is. And so should you, if some man has been taking advantage of our daughter, don't you think we should try and find out about it?"
"No one's been taking advantage of her," said Peter.
"How do you know? What do you know about it? Do you know who this Jack is?"
"No," said Peter, "but obviously he's one of her friends from the Day Centre."
Dawn just stared at him.
"One of her 'special' friends," said Peter, doing the inverted finger thing.
"Oh," said Dawn, realisation at last, "But just a friend, nothing more than that."
"He's my boyfriend," said Maureen. Her face had taken on a misty look; a small smile was playing round her lips.
"Boyfriend? What do you mean? You can't have a boyfriend unless you check with us first."
"Dawn," said Peter.
"Did you know about this?" demanded Dawn.
"Of course not," said Peter.
"Mum," said Maureen.
"Then why aren't you shocked?" demanded Dawn.
"She's 27, Dawn," said Peter, "she lives alone, she's going to have a boyfriend."
"But she can't have a boyfriend, she's different, you know that, what if they....well they....you know...."
"Oh god," moaned Peter rubbing his forehead.
"This friend of yours," asked Dawn, "is he ...?"
"Dawn," said Peter, his voice a warning.
"Is he a special, 'special' friend?" Dawn silenced Peter with a glare, "Like we discussed before?"
"Yes," said Maureen.
"Err....yes, as in like we discussed it before, or yes as in like...."
"Dawn," snapped Peter, "leave the girl alone."
"If some bastard is creeping in here and taking advantage of her just because she's......"
"Dawn," said Peter, firmly, "it won't be like that. They probably just cuddle."
"You are so naive at times, Peter," said Dawn dismissively, "Maur darling, this special friend of yours, Jack, is it? Is he special like you darling?" 
"Yes," replied Maureen, moving from side to side, a far away look in her eyes.
"Oh fantastic," wailed Dawn, "and which one of them do you think knows how to attach a condom?"
 



La Palma - Seis
 
They’d agreed to meet at Clackett Lane; Mackie’s least favourite service station. However, it suited Malik, and Mackie was still trying to placate him and keep him on-side. Mackie sniffed and rubbed his nose, his eyebrows were beetling, a sure sign of his inner turmoil, "You have identified your team?"
Malik nodded, "the only one I'm not really sure of is Faj."
"Then why take him?" asked Mackie.
"Numbers," said Malik.
"Surely you can get someone else to fill the gap?" questioned Mackie.
"Not at such short notice," said Malik, "besides, this is big."
"All the more reason to get someone you trust," said Mackie.
"The people I trust are my friends, this isn't the kind of op you offer to your friends," he said, eyeing Mackie accusingly.
Mackie smiled, acknowledging the jibe, "Just do as I say and you'll be safe."
There was a small silence.
Mackie broke it, "I'm including a sweetener; to help you disappear off the charts completely."
"Supposing I don't want to disappear off the charts?" said Malik.
"Malik, I didn't ask for this, and I didn’t suggest you, they know your potential and asked for you by name."
"You could've said I was out of the game or something," said Malik.
"You know as well as I do you don't say no to these people."
Malik leant back in his chair, "damned if I do and damned if I don't."
"Dead if you do and dead if you don't," clarified Mackie.
"At least I know where I stand," said Malik.
"Just take the payment and disappear, if they ever think you're alive they won't stop until they find you and kill you, be sure on that."
 



No 10 
 
"What is it?" said the PM, irritably. He hated it when Blackmore called one of their meetings instead of awaiting the summons. "What's so disturbing it couldn't wait?"
"Word has reached me of an intention to attack Parliament," said Sir Phillip.
"Good God!" exclaimed the PM, sitting down abruptly. "Well, you must stop it, Blackmore. Hang it all, man, we can't let anyone attack Parliament, we'd be slaughtered at the polls if we did that."
"Not necessarily," said Sir Phillip, "in fact I was thinking that we could let it happen."
"Let it happen?" said the PM, "Are you mad, Blackmore?"
"I was thinking that a successful attack would be our equivalent of the burning of the Reichstag." The PM frowned thoughtfully; Blackmore pressed home the advantage. "It would serve two functions, firstly it would help weed out those MPs we would like to be without, so as to speak, and then, of course, the people would expect a strong reaction from Government."
"Weed people out? You mean, let them be killed?" said the PM. Blackmore let the silence answer for him. "Hmmm, when is this attack planned for?"
"State Opening," said Sir Phillip.
"Out of the question," said the PM, "risks the Queen and, good god man, I'll be there."
"We can protect both you and the Queen, sir," said Sir Phillip, "but we would need extra in the budget."
"Oh, that's the way of it, is it, Blackmore?"
"I can assure you I am not seeking advantage from this other than for the benefit of the nation. This attack could help us secure complete control of the country. There would be little or no adverse reaction from the people; it's a perfect opportunity."
"Surely La Palma does that for us," said the PM.
"La Palma suits the Americans more than us, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "as I understand the figures, our losses by comparison will be rather conservative. We might not get the necessary pressure to achieve our overall objective."
The PM stiffened, "How much do you need?"
 



The News
"Police are responding to accusations of slack investigation around the deaths of the prostitutes at the hands of the so-called 'Ripper'. We have an in-depth report and a reconstruction of the last sighting of one of the victims..........
 



The PM had this to say...
....about the Ripper 
 
"Frankly, I am appalled
at the length of time it is taking to get a resolution to these atrocities on our streets. I am being advised by the Police that a curfew might need to be put in place until the perpetrator is caught..."
 
Isn't that a rather draconian measure, Prime Minister?
"I need people to know we are taking this very seriously
indeed. The idea that someone feels able to run round our streets doing these awful things with impunity
is quite frankly, horrifying. It has to be stopped."
 
But surely a curfew would take law-abiding citizens off the streets?
"Listen, one of the difficult balances that beset any government is that of containing crime
in a free society.  I am charged with keeping the peace and keep the peace I shall. If that means becoming unpopular
for a while then that is the cross I have to bear..."
 
 



P.A.C.T - 27
 
The successful revolutionary is a statesman, 
the unsuccessful one, a criminal
Erich Fromm
 
The Range Rover was partially concealed behind some bushes. Pat had got Declan to carry a deck chair up the hill and he sat reading the racing pages of his newspaper whilst Declan and Marvin dug up the grave. 
He’d considered making them do it during the night, less likelihood of being spotted, but he’d had little faith they’d have been able to find it without him and he had no intention of being in a graveyard in the dark. Hence the daylight raid at 6 a.m.
"See the game last night?" Marvin was burly enough to talk and work but every time Declan answered it involved him downing tools. 
"Yeah, fuckin' Arsenal," moaned Declan, pulling himself upright, shovel half in, half out of the hard-packed soil, "why do they always lose when it comes to the big games?"
"Fuck knows," said Marvin, "if only the ref had given that pen."
"It was as clear as day, so t'was," said Declan ramming his shovel into the clay, and preparing to lean, "how he missed it, I don't know."
"It's always the fuckin' same when we play in Europe," moaned Marvin, throwing soil over his shoulder without looking, “they always back Barcelona, so they do. Seems to me like they’re under instructions."
"You're not wrong, there," said Declan, his body weight now totally supported by his shovel.
"Alright, alright," said Pat, "nobody told you buggers to stop digging, did they?"
 
 



Murder World
 
Some people think football is a matter of life and death.
I assure you, it's much more serious than that.
Bill Shankly
 
The tall coffee-coloured youth kicked the coke can, absurdly pleased with the rattle it made as it preceded him down the road, "Can't wait for next season," he said, "but they need to buy in some decent players."
"Too right," said the other boy, pale in comparison, shorter, stockier. "Hey, Jerome, you should'a seen me last night, I was on a roll, nearly got off with Caitlin."
"No, Cal, you didn't," said Jerome, kicking a stone towards the waiting can.
"Nearly did," said Cal.
"Then you didn't," said Jerome, easily, "there's no nearly with Caitlin, you either did or you didn't, and you didn't." He kicked the can again, then changed the subject, "Did you see them queers at the bar, camping it up all over the place, fucking winds me up."
"Just 'cause your brother's one," said Cal.
"Nothing to do with that," said Jerome, "I hate 'em, anyway, there's no such thing."
"What? You think they're putting it on?"
"There's no such a thing as gay, that's all I'm saying," said Jerome.
"Of course there is," said Cal, "there are gays everywhere."
"How's that even possible?" demanded Jerome, "How can there be so many of them all of a sudden, it ain't real, that's all I'm sayin'."
"What are you on about, Jerome?" said Cal. He moved slightly further away so he could look at his friend's expression. It was always as well to check when he was serious or just mouthing off. This one looked serious.
"Where'd they all come from, tell me that!"
"I dunno, why don't you ask your brother?"
"Ain't fuckin' talkin' to 'im a I," spat Jerome, "fuckin' faggot." 
 



Something in the Wind - 14 
 
We are enemies of today's capitalistic economic system
 for the exploitation of the economically weak, with its unfair salaries, 
with its unseemly evaluation of a human being according to wealth and property
Adolf Hitler 1927
 
 
The room was slowly filling up; most of the residents had already taken their seats. After the Mackie and Bob spectacle there was nothing much could surprise them. Mort was convinced he was going to the cinema and Nobby had done nothing to disabuse him of the notion, though he'd drawn the line at supplying popcorn. 
"Alb!" snapped Cynthia.
Alb sighed and put on a false grin, "Yes?"
"Who is he?" she demanded, inclining her head towards the dishevelled man standing in the centre of the stage with a bewildered look on his face, "and why's he here?"
"I don't know," confessed Alb, less perturbed by the scruffy individual than with what appeared to be his minder, a burly man who put him in mind of Mackie, although many years younger, "Something to do with Mags."
"Who is he?" snapped Cynthia instantly turning her attention to Mags.
Mags smiled, vaguely, "Someone Mackie thought we should hear speak."
"Can we trust him?" demanded Cynthia.
"I don't see it as a problem," said Mags, not at all sure herself, "we're not going to tell him anything, he's just here to give us a little talk."
"Fine spy you are," hissed Cynthia, stomping off to her seat.
The Preacher took a sip from his bottle of water, scanned the room and said, "These people are all old...none of the usual crowd. Why am I here?"
"Sponsors wanted you to come," said Barry, "that's all I know."
"I have sponsors?" asked the Preacher.
"We have to do the gig, that's all."
"It's not a gig," said the Preacher.
"Sorry," said Barry, "you know what I mean."
"Yes I do, and this is the first and only such 'gig' I will ever do. If you haven't yet grasped that my whole philosophy is against this sort of thing then....."
"I understand your philosophy," said Barry, pacifically, "and I understand what you're trying to do but without an audience you'll get nowhere. I think that what you have to say is important enough for you to swallow a little bit of the commercial pill."
"Well, I don't, so if that means we part company then that's what it means."
Barry closed his eyes and sighed, "This is the only one of these things that you will ever have to do."
The Preacher turned and addressed his tired looking audience, "I would like to relate a story to you."
"This isn't the pictures, Nobby," said Mort in a loud stage whisper. Val giggled and was shushed by Vera.
There were a few sighs, Wilf made as if to leave but was pulled back into his seat by Bill and Ron. Wilf tried a subtle snarl with no result. "If we've got to sit through this thing then so have you," said Ron, brave in company.
"There was this chap in Greece," said the Preacher, "he'd been a founding member of the Sparta club in his small village, not a very big village you understand, just a small one of say, 500 souls." He pressed his hands together and put them to his pursed lips, "Now the members of this club took it very seriously, they had the proper Spartan kit, shields, breast plates, grieves, short swords, helmets and a long spear each. They trained regularly, in fact their club became so popular that people would come from other villages. The reputation and fame of the club grew, but of course, over time, with the advent of Play station and Xbox games the membership dropped away until in the end there were only a few die hard members."
The Preacher checked the audience; still general boredom and disinterest, some of them looked like they might be sleeping, "Now the thing was, their club house was rented and one day the owner decided to sell it off to McDonalds."
At the magic word Dora sat up straight, nudging Vera awake. Esmé was nodding, growing agitated. The Preacher grinned. "The founding member tried to resist, he tried to rally support but none was forth coming. The few remaining members threw in the towel and he found himself alone fighting against the corporate machine."
Now there were a few interested expressions, "He lost the court battle and on the day when the bulldozers rumbled down the road to knock down the Spartan Club House he put on his full Spartan kit and marched on down to block the path of so called culinary progress."
He started to pace in front of the them, most of them now entranced in spite of themselves, "People turned out to watch the spectacle, they wondered what would happen, he took up his stance and waited, the bulldozers stopped and a water cannon appeared."
Esmé's hand went to her mouth, Val had paled and was being comforted by Ken. A few of the men tried to hide their concern, Reg had to wipe a tear from his cheek.
"It was all over in a few minutes, he was blasted down the street to the high amusement of the local community, they all cheered and laughed at him, some of the children even threw rocks."
"Bloody hooligans" shouted Dave. Harry nodded and raised his fist.
By now Alb and Gerry were leaning forward, listening intently, "Great speaker, Mags," whispered Gerry.
She nodded and smiled, taking full credit, although somewhat guiltily as she'd had no idea who he was or what he was going to say.
"Well, the people of this little Greek town got their McDonalds," said the Preacher, "and they seemed very happy with it. However our would-be Spartan suffered terribly and fell victim to depression. In his turmoil he turned to drink."
"No," said Cynthia. Dora sighed and shook her head.
"He became an alcoholic, was forced to sell his armour to pay for his regular fix, was hounded around the village and generally treated without compassion by people who had been his neighbours, his friends. Daily, as he lay stupefied in the gutter, they went about their business and gorged themselves on burgers and fries. Now this isn't a Hollywood movie, or I would have a happy ending for you," said the Preacher, "He died a friendless alcoholic and with him died the spirit of Greece and what was left was a commercialised false paradise." 
Fiona blew her nose, and squeezed Pete's arm.
He took a sip of water and allowed his last words to settle, then, "As we all know Greece has had severe financial difficulties, difficulties exacerbated by Germany. The level of interest and, therefore, the size of Greek debt would have been manageable if the European Union had put together a substantial bailout package in the early days but the EU has no central bank because Germany refuses to allow one. As a result the interest on Greek debt continued to rise, increasing their debt thereby increasing the interest; a vicious circle. I'm sure you all remember the issues with Greece and whether or not it could stay in the European Union. It is my view that Germany and the US always intended for Greece to remain in the EU, they just intended to take over the country."
There were a few confused frowns and some sibilant whispering. Mort was visibly distressed, too much talk of Germans.
"Germany gets the land and the US get the business. Today what do we have? What is Greece?" He looked out across the room, he had their attention for the most part which given their age he felt was quite marvellous. He had not expected such a positive response, "Germany owns most of the infrastructure. Some might say they are realising their dream of lebensraum in the East."
He took another sip of water, "And what of the Greeks?" he asked, "What of our small village? They are now economic slaves living in poverty and squalor waiting for massive reinvestment, which is of course where the US will come in. America will turn the country into a massive theme park, all the profits of which will go back to rich investors."
An hour later the Preacher finally took his leave; unusually he had chosen to not simply vacate the stage and the building but had partaken of three ample slices of Angel cake, two cups of tea and endured a host of handshakes. Barry was bemused; he seemed to be actually enjoying their company.
Once clear of the building Barry challenged him, "What's put you in such a good mood?"
"That was well worth the effort," said the Preacher, "I wouldn't mind doing another of those."
Barry shook his head, not understanding, "I'll see what I can do, but I can't promise anything. I have to say though, that Greek thing is a real winner."
"I made it up," said the Preacher.
"You what?" said Barry, pausing in the act of opening the car door.
"I made it up, not the EU bit obviously, the Germans definitely own Greece now, no the old boy and the Spartan school, I made that up."
"I'm not sure I understand why you did that?" asked Barry. This was the closest the preacher had come to confiding his methods to him and he was flattered.
"Needed something to demonstrate my point," said the Preacher, airily, "and that's what came to my mind."
 



The Ripper 3
 
Wendy read the paper, her heart beat faster as she realised what she was reading, another girl had been found dead in Ditchby Wood. She had been up there herself the previous night, three times in fact. She felt her breathing become irregular.
Dwayne started crying, he was hungry and she needed to get him food. She had earned quite a bit in the night but Dion had been on her as soon as she returned from each trick, taking most of her money, she barely had enough left to cover the rent leaving her nothing for food, heating, electric.
"You in there, missy?" yelled her landlord, as he banged on the door.
Wendy dived across the room and covered Dwayne's mouth and whispered sweet things to him as she swayed him back and forth.
"You in there? Open up, I know you're in there."
Wendy hugged Dwayne close and prayed that Ballard would leave but instead he opened the door using his key, "What you doin' ignoring me?" 
"Sorry Mr. Ballard," said Wendy, "I was just tending to Dwayne, he's very hungry and tired, I just need to pop down the shops a minute."
"You need to pay your rent," said Ballard, "that's what you need to do, girl, where is it?"
"I don't have all of it this month, Mr. Ballard," said Wendy, "I can give you most of it but I need some to buy...."
"If you owe it you pay," said Ballard, "And I don't care how."
"But I don't..." began Wendy.
"I can't keep letting you off you know," said Ballard, "Mrs. Ballard doesn't understand."
"Please Mr. Ballard," said Wendy.
"What you got?" said Ballard holding out his hand.
Wendy put Dwayne back in his cot and pulled out her purse, Ballard grabbed it quick as a flash and dug out her folded notes, "Not enough," he said.
"I know, Mr. Ballard," said Wendy, "but I'll have some more tomorrow."
"Tomorrow's no good to me, young lady," said Ballard, "I want what you owe me now and what about the last two month's money?"
"But we worked that out," said Wendy desperately.
"That was only to cover the delay," said Ballard, "I can't keep Mrs. Ballard from checking the books, she expects £150 a week from you and she's going to see it."
"But I don't have it, Mr. Ballard," said Wendy desperately, moving closer. "Look, can we work something out again between us, just you and me."
"Not going to work this time, my girl," said Ballard.
"But please, Mr. Ballard."
"It's no good, Mrs. Ballard will be checking the books, I need the money by tomorrow, so what're you going to do to get it?"
"I'll have it by tomorrow," promised Wendy.
Ballard tipped his head back slightly, "I can help you get it if you're nice to me."
"You'll lend it to me?" She knew it wasn't what he meant but she had to ask.
"Don't be silly girl," sneered Ballard, rubbing his chin, "you remember what we said last time you couldn't pay."
Her heart sank, she remembered.
 
 
 
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 20 
That was messy, blood everywhere, not sure how I feel about it, must admit I did feel queasy but fortunately wasn't sick so all okay on the DNA front but there was so much blood, can't stop thinking about it, will come back to this when I've cleaned up, wanted to write my feelings down before I've had a chance to rationalise them. It was really red and blood has that kind of thick sickly smell but it's also addictive in some way, when I started to stab I couldn't stop myself, fascinating.
 
Diary entry 20a 
Okay - It went a little differently to my plan but what the hell, it all worked out in the end, I was tailing my mark when I got pulled over by two community cops, admittedly they weren't my original target but what the hell, they wear the uniform right. I knew I was compromised right off because if they searched me then they'd find my knife so I attacked first, stabbed the nearest in the throat, the other one tried to grab my arm but I managed to keep it free and then started slashing him across his arms, couldn't see the results at first because their jacket sleeves are quite thick but he was backing away and I saw the blood dripping from his hands and I knew I was getting through, then he tried to run but I tackled him to the ground and stabbed him in the back several times, then I turned him over and stabbed him in the chest again and again. When I went back to check the other one he had bled out, I cut the numbers from their collars and posted them to Scotland Yard instead, reckon they'll get the message.
 



Jackpot 11
 
"Okay Bergson," said Si, deliberately abrupt, "I'll lay it out on the table for you straight off. Salary is only 200k per annum, how do you feel about that?"
"Si," said Sam, "please, let me."
Si cleared his throat irritably, he could barely bare to be in the same room as someone who had managed the hated Mancs, but needs must.
"What my husband is trying to say, Mr Bergson," said Sam, "is that Portsby is a relatively poor club and we can only offer up to £200,000 as a salary. Obviously if our fortunes change for the better we can revisit the subject of remuneration."
"Suits me," said Bergson, "I got a decent pay off from United, just looking for something to keep me in touch until my next big calling,” he glanced over at Si, “unless you’ve a problem with that?"
"Not at all," said Si, his teeth seriously gritted, "you'd be free to leave whenever."
"What we're after creating here at Portsby," said Sam, her tone syrupy to offset Si’s antagonism, "is a team of local players who play the English game, we want 4,4,2, we want players who will work hard for each other, we want a team rather than expensive individuals."
"I get it," said Bergson, "you want hard, fast grafters who fight for every ball and keep playing until the final whistle. You want a team of local lads with enough skill to win as long as they all work together."
"Exactly," said Sam, with a quick ‘told you so’ glance at Si.
Si perked up; whilst it irritated him that Sam was right in her assessment he was also keen to succeed. "But we want them to play like that every game," he said, "not just when they're playing in the big competitions or against the major clubs."
"That's an issue," said Bergson, baldly. "Most players give extra in the big competitions and televised games. It’s a chance to advertise themselves to the bigger clubs. Then when the media goes away they slip back into lazy training patterns. That’s what makes the difference between a real champ and an average footballer, continuous effort." Si nodded, point taken, interested in spite of himself. "That being the case, we’d need immediate and continued buy in from the players. Trials for the locals could dig up some right gems, but we'd need to keep a firm grip on them and we’d expect dressing room revolts the more successful we get."
"Prima donnas, you mean," said Si.
"Exactly," said Bergson, his eyes were gleaming, relishing the prospect, "if one player reckons he's the one winning the games then he's the one who will divide the dressing room."
"How would you control that?" asked Sam. She’d read about his tactics and was interested to see if he’d describe them openly.
"Tie them in with fixed contracts, fixed salaries with bonuses for winning, strict disciplinary codes and fines for poor training etc." 
"Isn't that a bit harsh?" asked Sam.
"Harsh?" questioned Bergson, looking over at Si for a more sensible view. "These lads are going to earn more money than they've ever seen in their miserable lives. Believe me, for the money they’ll be on this ain't harsh. Struggling to meet the rent and pay weekly bills and feeding the family on a pittance, now that's harsh.” He snorted angrily and Sam began to wish she’d not spoken, “Swanking around in a flash car, earning fat wads every week, believe me, these boys are going to be confronted by temptation left right and centre."
There was a small silence.
"In fact," he continued, "if they could all be devout Christians that would be good."
Another silence, broken by Sam’s breathing and Si’s murmured, "We're not religious ourselves." 
"Neither am I," said Bergson, tossing the words out casually, "but I believe it helps when presented with sudden wealth, not that I've managed to deal with it that well, but that doesn't  mean I don't know how to run a tight ship."
"Right," said Sam, no longer sure of their choice.
"Jobs yours," said Si, suddenly sticking out his hand, "if you want it, that is."
"I’m in," said Bergson, taking the proffered hand in his own. 
"Si," started Sam, suddenly crimson-faced, "I think we should put it to the board first."
"Fuck the board," said Si, in a manly way, "we want him right?"
Bergson raised his hands questioningly. Sam said nothing; this new Si was beginning to annoy her.
"We want you," said Si, flapping his arms, "jobs yours," he added, slapping Bergson on the back and shepherding him to the door. “We’ll draw up the paper work and send it along.”
 
 



P.A.C.T - 28
 
Hell is empty and all the devils are here.
William Shakespeare
 
 
Mackie strolled over to the park bench and, taking out a brown paper bag, started to feed the ducks. Five minutes later Pat wandered over and sat next to him. Mackie tossed some more bread into the lake and the ducks swooped, "My merchandise?"
"All packaged and ready," said Pat. "Got the money?" 
Mackie smiled and offered the bag to Pat, "Bread for the ducks?"
Pat reached into the bag, dropping the key to a transit van inside. He located the other key and pulled it out with a few pieces of bread. "Where?" he asked.
"Locker in Lloyds Gym," said Mackie, "and the van?"
"Lock up on Franklin Street," said Pat.
Mackie raised an eyebrow.
Pat smiled and dropped a small piece of paper into the bag, "The address." 
Mackie smiled.
 



Helpline 3
 
"Thank you, Mr. Wentworth," said Russ, "now I can register your card abroad. Going anywhere nice?" he asked, bringing up the relevant screens.
"Yep, we're going to Florida."
"Is that just you and the Mrs. or are you taking the kids too?" 
"We're taking the kids, that's the only reason we're going really, for the kids, you know."
"Of course, otherwise it would be Vegas," said Russ, fingers tapping over the keyboard.
"Now, wouldn't that be something, you know what they say about Vegas."
"What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas," Russ finished what he'd been doing on the screen, and began the closing speech, "Okay, Mr. Wentworth I've marked all your cards as abroad. I just have to draw your attention to the charges that exist when you use the card abroad." 
"Okay." The man sounded amused, still imagining Vegas.
"Just to let you know we charge 3% of the sterling value of any product and 3% for any cash withdrawals at home or abroad."
"Okay."
Russ knew the caller hadn't taken in the meaning of what he'd said, 3% of the sterling value of the product can be a lot of money, but hey, that wasn't his problem. "Okay, just before you go Mr. Wentworth, I just want to ask, have you got your travel insurance sorted out? You see our Spiffa current accounts carry world insurance for you and your family, plus breakdown cover and....."
"Go for it," said Colin, appearing silently, then lingering on Russ' shoulder.
"No, I'm fine, thank you."
"Okay Mr. Wentworth, hope you enjoy your holiday."
"Ah!" sighed Colin turning away to check Dom's approach, "Nice try anyway, Russ."
Russ turned his head and made sure that Colin was looking the other way before making a quick note of the Wentworth's postcode and the dates they would be away.
Then the next call came through, by security reference so he was able to deal with the customer request immediately, "Hello, my name's Russ, am I speaking to Simon Bond? How can I help you today, Simon?" 
"It's my statement," said Simon, "There are some things on here I don't understand, we were in Cyprus last month and used the card a bit, now I can see the transactions but under every transaction there seems to be some sort of charge."
Russ had a heart sink moment, but rallied swiftly, "Yes Mr. Bond," he purred silkily, "that's the 3% fee we charge for every transaction on your card when you are abroad."
"What fee?"
"When you use your card abroad Mr. Bond, we charge you 3% for the conversion...."
"Wait a minute, you've never charged me this before, is this a new charge?"
"No, no Mr. Bond," said Russ, even though he strongly suspected it was, "you were always charged it, it's just that it was buried in the overall exchange rate before. Now, in the interests of transparency, the bank has broken that fee out so you can see it more clearly on your statement."
"That's just nonsense, I've looked at my old statements and you're making that up, the figures don't make sense."
"I assure you, Mr. Bond....." Russ could feel the conversation slipping away from him, completely wiping out the sense of well-being that had come from the potential offered by the Wentworth's planned vacating of their property.
"Don't you assure me," this was said irritably, "I'm telling you I was never charged these fees before."
"I'm really sorry Mr. Bond, but....."
"Don't but me, just pass me to someone who knows what they're talking about."
"I can assure you Mr. Bond that my manager will tell you exactly the same," said Russ, looking round for Colin who, having heard the nature of his call, had quietly slipped away.
"I want to speak to your manager, now please."
"Certainly sir," said Russ, standing up to check out any available manager, and would you believe it, there were none in sight.
Dom was also in difficulty, "I'm very sorry Mrs. Naismith, but the bank can reduce your credit limit if they want to and when the system identifies customers who aren't using their available credit, well that's what they do, they reduce the credit limit on your card."
"But you can't do that," Mrs. Naismith sounded close to tears, "it's my money, who said you can take my money?"
"Actually Mrs. Naismith," said Dom, hoping this would sound alright on the recording, "it's not your money, it's credit the bank is willing to lend you."
"It's my money," stated Mrs. Naismith, "and it will ruin my credit rating if you take it away from me, it will look like I can't pay my bills."
"I assure you Mrs. Naismith it won't do that," said Dom. He made a face at Russ who was still engaged in combat with Mr Bond.
"I do understand, Mr. Bond," continued Russ, maintaining his cool, "but I'm afraid there's no-one here at the minute. However, I can confidently tell you that you have always been charged 3% when using your card abroad, as I say, you just couldn't see it in the past."
"Well then, I want to make a complaint."
"That's okay Mr. Bond," said Russ, pacifically, "I can raise that for you but I'm afraid I won't be able to uphold it."
"What the hell does that mean?"
"Well, I can of course raise it for you but because it's bank policy to charge you for using your card when abroad, I'm afraid we won't be able to take the complaint any further."
"What's the bloody point in me complaining if you're not going to do anything about it? You bloody banks are stealing from us all the time." There was a silence which Russ was in no hurry to fill, then Mr Bond spoke again, "I know it's not you son, I know you just work for them."
"Yes," said Russ thinking, 'actually it's even worse than that, Mr. Bond, they're charging you 3% for turning money that doesn't exist into foreign money that doesn't exist. You just got charged 3% for converting nothing into another form of nothing and the banks made money on the transaction.'
"Well, I'm sorry to have a go at you, Russ, it was Russ wasn't it? But that's the last time I use your card, in fact I think I'm going to close it when I've paid it off."
Meanwhile Elaine was having a few problems of her own, "I'm very sorry sir, can you please tell me your name again." Her eyes were wide with the effort of listening, as if somehow this could help.
"Yis, it's Mr. Chatto...." He had a very thick Indian accent and the rest of what he said was completely unintelligible. 
Elaine puffed out, she'd already asked twice so now she would have to proceed as if she'd heard it properly, "Can I have your card number please?"
"I have not got." This she understood perfectly.
She closed her eyes, she would need the name after all, "Okay, can you please spell your surname for me?" The man spoke but she couldn't understand what he said. "I'm sorry, but can you please spell your surname for me again."
"Yis," then he said a letter that she didn't understand.
"I'm sorry, can you repeat that for me, please?"
He said something again that could've been a C.
"Was that C for Charlie?"
He muttered something unintelligible so she tried again.
"C for Charlie?"
"Yis."
"And the next one?"
"Ish."
"I'm really sorry but could you repeat that for me please?"
By now the man was shouting his answers, "Ish, Ish for House."
"H for Hotel?" At this point she was almost in tears.
Colin had returned and was studying the board, just two balance transfers and one credit card sale, "Come on team," he said, ignoring Elaine's wild eye movements and obvious distress, "we need more sales on the board, there are always opportunities to approach on a call. Everyone needs home insurance, if that fails try to get them with savings, we have some excellent rates...."
"What if they've got no money," said Aaron, momentarily between calls.
"They can always 'protect the pennies'," said Col, referencing a pitiful scheme the bank had recently thought up.
"But that's pointless," Aaron was scornful, "it doesn't really do the caller much good."
"Listen, it can be the difference between going overdrawn and not going overdrawn, if they've got no money 'every little helps'."
As if to prove his point Aaron's next call was from a customer who wanted to transfer £3.75 from her 'protect the pennies' account into her empty current account.
Meanwhile Ryan was breathing a sigh of relief, "Thank you Joan," he said "that's got us through security, how can I help you today?"
"Right, you've just charged me 70 quid and now I don't have any money. I'm overdrawn again simply because you've charged me 70 quid. And don't call me Joan."
Not good, she was angry before they'd even got started, Ryan steadied himself and began, "Okay Mrs Brown, let me have a look at why that's occurred."
"I know why it's occurred, it's because I went overdrawn."
"Right," said Ryan, "can I ask, are you in financial difficulty?"
"Obviously, I'm overdrawn." She sighed loudly then continued, "I'm unemployed, my rent's gone up, it's a choice between eating or heating, and my three kids are out-growing their clothes. And you just nicked my child allowance money from out of my account." 
"Okay," said Ryan, this was good, he could get shot of her, "let me put you through to our customer support team."
"There's no point going through to them, they can't help me."
"Well they mi...." began Ryan.
"Believe me, I've spoken to them before, all they did was block my credit card, they can't give credit, all they can do is delay charges but they still charge, I'm still stuck without any money."
"I'm really sorry about that, Mrs Brown," said Ryan. He knew he sounded anything but really, what could he do?
Marie opened her customer account screen, "Okay Mr Williams, how may I help you?" She had the knack of sounding brightly interested without appearing false and she prided herself on doing this on the first call right through the shift to the last.
"How much have I got in my savings account?" asked Mr Williams, his voice old and croaky.
"10 pounds," said Marie. Still bright.
"And in my current account?" 
"Err...nothing in your current account," said Marie, faltering slightly, this might be awkward.
"Oh, and in my savings account?"
"10 pounds," said Marie. This was going to be hard.
"Is that all?" asked Mr Williams.
"Yes Mr Williams,"
"And in my current account?" asked Mr Williams.
She bit her lip, stifling a sigh, "You haven't got anything in your current account, I'm afraid, Mr Williams."
"Oh, and how much did you say I've got in my savings account?"
Colin looked round the room; everyone engaged in a call, working hard towards his bonus.
"Yes, Mrs. Hayworth," said Aaron, trying to pitch it how he'd been shown, but failing, "you are over your overdraft facility, by £143.00."
"Really? What's come out of my account then?"
"Well," said Aaron, "there's £68 gone out to Quick Money...."
"But why have you let them take that?" she demanded, "they aren't entitled to take that; I never got a loan off them."
"Did you apply for one?" asked Aaron, frowning.
"I did apply, but they didn't give me one so why have they charged me £68?"
"I can't see the reason myself, Mrs. Hayworth," said Aaron, thinking if I had a pound for everyone of these I'd be a rich man by now, "but I do know that when you apply to these companies it does say in the small print that they charge a fee."
"But why did you let them take it if you knew it would make me overdrawn?" 
"We have to honour payments, Mrs Hayworth, and we anticipate that you will have the funds to credit the account before end of day's business. However, if you don't and the account goes overdrawn then the bank could block your card...."
"Well, how is it these people can take 68 quid off me, just like that?"
"And how can I help you today, Mrs Simpkins?" asked Claire.
"Can you transfer £100 to my daughter's account?" 
"Certainly, Mrs. Simpkins," said Claire, "do you have her details?"
"I've made a payment to her before."
"Ah, the bank of Mum and Dad."
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
Sir Phillip threw the file across the desk, "Damnation," he snarled, "murdering community bobbies is going too bloody far. We needed to know who this man is weeks ago. We'd have had a man on him and this would never have occurred."
"Sir," said a chastened Moresby.
"Do you understand the severity of our situation? The Home Secretary is talking about boosting funding for the Police. That means we'll have to take a cut; not what was intended at all."
"No sir," said Moresby.
"Bloody hell's bells, find this man, Moresby and terminate him. If he kills another policeman there'll be merry hell to pay."
Moresby nodded and toyed with the other file in his hands.
Sir Phillip exhaled slowly, "At least we might save some face if we're the ones to bring him down." He flicked a glance at the man in front of him, "Why are you still here, Moresby?"
"A report came in today sir, it seems a known IRA weapons cache has been recently excavated."
"Excavated?"
"Completely cleaned out sir," said Moresby.
Sir Phillip waved for him to pass the file over. He read it for a few minutes, "Is it the Real IRA? Are those bastards active again?"
"Not from what we gather from our source sir," said Moresby, "seems to be more of a private sale."
"A private sale?" Sir Phillip's voice thinned unpleasantly, "to whom?"
"Persons unknown sir," said Moresby.
"Bloody well find out," snapped Sir Phillip, "we can't have that kind of ordnance floating around the streets for Christ's sake, there's enough there to arm an uprising."
"That's why we ruled it out as being gang related," said Moresby, "looks like it could be for home growns."
"Find out what's going on, if you need more resource, file it with Thompkins, just find those weapons." 
 



episode 15
Desk Jockeys 
 
Ben Martindale slumped into the chair at the end of the table; nudging fifty, he still had all his hair if not his health. He knew he should make the effort to sit properly; he'd had enough lectures about posture to last him a lifetime but he couldn't summon the energy. His second-in-command, Assistant Manager Jonty Carter was already in position on his left. Jonty was irritatingly full of life; not as fit as he should be, he liked his beer, but his weekends were packed with escapades with the opposite sex the like of which Ben could only distantly recall. As usual they were being kept waiting by Neil Jessop; team leader, experienced and influential, anarchic and bolshy; too capable to sack and too dismissive of authority to promote. In short, a royal pain in the arse. Ben opened his pad and wrote the date at the top. Jonty opened his, clicked his pen and began doodling on the Bentley's Bank logo emblazoned on the top of the page. The door opened and Neil stepped into the room, smiling, casual, all the time in the world.
"Glad you could join us," said Ben, annoyed with himself as soon as the words were out of his mouth, he'd been planning to ignore Neil's tardiness.
"So guys, what are we going to do about it?" Neil said, flopping down into a chair at the opposite end of the table. He slid his body forward in the chair and for a moment it looked like he was going to throw his legs onto the adjacent chair, really make himself comfortable, but he seemed to think better of it, settling instead for a semi-recumbent pose. He added abruptly, "I don't see why they can't carry on planning our tasks. They plan everyone else's."
Ben interrupted Jonty before he could chip in, "Not happening. Morgan has said that the Task Creation Team no longer have to plan our tasks which means it's now our problem."
"As in your problem," said Jonty, pointing at Neil, his subordinate in the pecking order.
"Why my problem? I'm only the TL, you're the AM." Neil was sitting bolt upright now.
Jonty shook his head, "I'm tied up with the other ops team, so I can't get that involved."
"Neil, the ball has fallen into your court, I'm afraid," said Ben.
"So, how're you going to tackle it, Neil?" pressed Jonty, with a smirk.
Neil was incensed, scathing, "You know my team, both of you. I haven't got anyone who can plan, hell, they can just about do the tasks, let alone plan them."
"You'll have to do it then," said Jonty.
"Oh yeah," said Neil, nastily, seriously irritated now, "who's going to run the team then?"
"You'll have to do that as well," said Jonty, with another smirk.
"Come on, children," said Ben, resisting the urge to close his eyes, "let's keep to the point, please."
"Do you know how many tasks we do a month?" said Neil, appealing to Ben, the higher court. "If TCT couldn't hack it, and there're ten of them, how can you expect me to do it on my own and still manage to run the team?"
"That's your problem," said Jonty, interjecting before Ben could waver, "you're the spreadsheet king. Ben, can I go now 'cause I'm really busy?"
"That doesn't work for me," said Neil. He'd put his hand up, a staying gesture.
"Hey," said Jonty, the hand somehow preventing his move out the door, "I'm your AM and I said it's your responsibility."
"You said it was my problem," Neil said evenly, "which isn't the same thing."
Thus far the meeting was proceeding as did all their meetings; Ben would call in his team; Jonty would act like he was in charge; Neil, subordinate to them both, would dig in his heels and rebut everything. The ensuing bickering would tempt Ben to consider taking early retirement and, not being able to do that, he would be forced to step in to pick up the pieces.
"Alright, both of you" he said. He too was now sitting upright; subordinate suppression worked wonders for your posture. "That's enough. Jonty, you will have to take on the planning side together with Neil."
"But then who will do what I'm doing?" asked Jonty, shrilly. He avoided looking at Neil, feeling his derision in the back of his neck.
"I'll have to take some of that from you," said Ben.
"Hey, you can't do that as well," said Neil, victory feeling hollow, "you've got too much on as it is and what with your condition, I don't want Mrs. Martindale phoning me up every day."
"So what do we do then?" pressed Jonty.
"We could always create our own TC team," said Neil. "When I didn't have enough skilled staff I put all my experienced people on the harder tasks and the new people on the easier tasks."
"But how does that help?" asked Jonty, "We still don't have any resource."
"We might be able to pinch a few people from here and there," said Neil. "There are people scattered all round the Bank who've got knowledge and skills but their faces don't fit so they've been slipped into duff jobs."
"Like who?" asked Ben, choosing to ignore the sideswipe at management.
"Simon Elwell, for starters," said Neil, "Team Leader on one of the Helplines. Then there's Smiley, he's very bright."
"But snooty," said Jonty, "no-one gets on with him."
 "I'd need to run it past Morgan," said Ben, a slow smile starting to form.
"Won't have to," said Neil. "Lizzie runs the Help line. I travel in on the train with her and I happen to know for a fact that she doesn't get on with Simon."
"So you think that if I approach Lizzie she'll release Simon," said Ben.
"Yep," said Neil, "and what's more, Simon hates it on the Helpline."
"And Smiley?"
"As Jonty said, nobody likes Smiley, too posh." 
"That'll leave Lizzie short," said Ben. "She'll be onto Morgan for more staff and then he'll twig."
Jonty shook his head, "She doesn't need to go to Morgan if she has a problem."
Ben and Neil waited for an explanation, Neil already irritated by the knowing smirk that had accompanied the words.
"She's got bigger fish on her side than Morgan, you want to watch out for Lizzie. She's going places, all the way to the top."
"What?" said Neil. "You know something or just spouting?"
"Ha," said Jonty, "I thought you travelled in with her."
"Is this the gossip about the New York trip?" said Ben, shifting uncomfortably in his chair.
"What's the story?" said Neil. "You both already know, so give."
"Can't tell," said Jonty, "sworn to secrecy."
"Bugger off," snapped Neil, "you're both wind ups. I'll go and ask Caroline in planning."
"Where do you think we got our information?" said Jonty.
"Come on," said Neil, looking at Ben, the weak link, "save me the leg work."
 



La Palma – Ocho 
 
"Okay Akeem," said Malik, "here's your pass. All you have to do is go in, look official. Do your stuff, fiddle with a few PCs and keyboards, and then attach these KVM switches to a few routers, job done. Get out of there and we can start transferring funds."
"What is this place? A bank?"
"No, it's banking help line," said Malik, abruptly, "their systems have direct access into people’s accounts." He was losing confidence in Akeem’s ability to pull it off, if he had the know-how he’d do it himself.
"This sounds good," said Faj, "how much are we after?"
"We're taking two thousand from each account," said Malik, irritated by the question, "system won't process more than that in a day, so we're talking a lot of transfers."
"Why not keep going until they pull the plug," said Faj.
"No," said Malik, remembering now why he’d been loath to involve Faj; he was thick and greedy. "We’re taking what we need for the op and then your fee of £200 each. Are we clear?"
No-one answered.
"Are we clear?" pressed Malik.
"Yeah, yeah mate," said Faj, "keep your hair on."
Malik got right in his face, "The people in charge of this operation are ten times more powerful than the CIA or FBI or KGB or fuckin' MI6, they give the orders to those guys, get it."
"Okay," said Faj, more concerned that Malik had sworn than with anything else he’d said; that alone signified his strength of feeling.
"Am I clear?" demanded Malik. He took their crestfallen expressions for agreement. "Now let's go over things again, because if anyone mucks up then we're all dead anyway."
 



No 10 
 
"What news from the Americans on La Palma?" asked the PM.
Sir Phillip hid a contented smile. Now the op was live he had more intel than the PM and that was the way he liked it, "Nothing new to report," he said, smoothly, "just that they are ahead of schedule."
"What about us? Are we on target?"
"Same," said Sir Phillip, "a little bit ahead."
"Let's not get too far ahead of ourselves, Blackmore," said the PM, nastily, "don't want anything to get out before time."
Sir Phillip smiled benignly, "On another matter, with regards to the opening of Parliament, we have put a team on the perpetrators and will be monitoring them very closely."
"Be very careful, Blackmore," said the PM, "we can't afford for you to cock it up, not like that tunnel debacle. Not with Her Majesty present."
Blackmore stifled his irritation, "Believe me," he murmured, "I have it all in hand."
"Oh, you think so, do you?" Cholmondeley's tone was irritatingly superior, "I've got to go out there and tell the Press what we're doing about this killer."
"I can help with that, of course," Blackmore sounded confused, "I've got chapter and verse on the difficulties of catching the Ripper, if ..." 
"Not that, although for your information I'm still being harassed about it, no, it's the murder of the two policemen....there'll be hell to pay on that one. Or have you got that in hand as well?"
 
 



The News
Graham had his mournful expression on again, "We are going live to the Prime Minister's Press briefing, bringing you more on the murdered Policemen."
 



The PM had this to say...
about murdered Community Policemen ....
"Frankly, the Government is horrified by these events,
and the Home Secretary has today issued a bulletin instructing all forces to put a nationwide search out for the perpetrator of this evil crime"
 
A word for the families of the deceased, Prime Minister?
"Naturally I offer my  heartfelt condolences,
and the Home Secretary and I intend to visit the bereaved families
when they feel they are able and willing to receive us."
 
And what words of reassurance do you have for the general public Prime Minister?

"Believe me when I say that this Government will leave no stone unturned
in the search for this savage murderer."
 
Is it true we are linking these murders to those of Sir Patrick Nichols and William Blakeney?
"Listen, wild speculation
will avail us nothing. We are under threat
and we will stop at nothing
to apprehend this killer."
 
 



P.A.C.T -29
 
Believe you can and you're halfway there.
Theodore Roosevelt
 









 
Mackie sipped his tea, strong and dark, just how he liked it, and bit into a large slice of Angel cake whilst Alb, Gerry and Mags looked down the inventory list he had made. Gerry whistled, Alb beamed and Mags ticked it off mentally against their wish list.
"It’s all there," she said, a trace of wonderment in her tone.
"Bloody amazing," said Alb. His respect for the man had increased leaps and bounds, sufficient that he forgave him for sitting in his favourite armchair
Mackie leaned back in his chair, a spasm crossing his face, quickly disguised but not quickly enough to escape Mags’ keen eye. "Good to go then?" he asked.
"Good to go," said Mags. 
"If you’ll excuse us, we're going to tell the others that everything's on track," said Alb as he and Gerry exited.
"You do that," said Mags to their backs. She picked up her cup and sat opposite Mackie, "What's next for you, Mackie?"
"The game’s nearly up, Margo,” he said, his voice warm with affection, “so I thought I'd wait to clock out on a beach somewhere, with the waves rolling in and gulls chattering above my head."
They both knew he might have left it too late; he’d lost weight since the day he’d brought Bob to them and his face had an unhealthy pallor. 
“You’ll be missed, Mackie,” was all she said.
∞
Alb stood at the front of the dining hall; he’d dressed up for the occasion. Arrayed before him were the whole group, all bar Mags, who was still ensconced with Mackie. This was to be his Churchill moment. He cleared his throat and stood as straight as he could. "Not since 1066 have these great shores of ours been invaded, many have tried but all have failed. The Spanish failed when they sent an armada to terrorise and pillage this land, the French under old Boney failed when we beat them at Trafalgar and Waterloo and then the Hun under the Kaiser and the Nazis under Hitler, they all failed because we in these islands are made of special stuff and it's been passed down to us through the ages."
Gerry found himself choking back the tears of pride.
Alb's chest swelled as he continued, taking heart from the bright enlivened faces, "But in the last three decades we have been betrayed," his mood darkened, and he saw his feelings fed back to him in the faces of his friends, "the British people have not abandoned our posts nor have we let the enemy in but our leaders have seen fit to lower the draw bridge and allow so many foreigners into this great land of ours that we are now called a multi-cultural society." He spat this last sentence. "A multicultural society?" he repeated, "Since when and who asked us?"
Wilf led the cheers, ably supported by most of the men. Dora and Vera clapped excitedly. Esmé raised clenched fists, almost bursting with pride.
Alb leant forward, "When our ancestors fought to defend this land they were lead by true British heroes, Henry V, Good Queen Bess, Pitt the Younger, Lord Nelson and the Iron Duke. Men like Kitchener and Churchill. Who will lead us now when we suffer invasion by immigration? Who will lead us in our struggle to retain our birth right? Hegemony of our own lands."
"You will, Alb!" said Gerry pointing at him.
The others clapped and joined in the clamour.
"No! No!" said Alb, seriously put out, “Not me, I'm not a leader. My role is to be there with you, when we set the ball rolling, when we make those in power sit up and take notice of the people, of what the people want, of what we feel about this invasion."
"Invasion!" agreed Gerry, proud that he had thought up the term, "Invasion by Immigration."
"We are old," said Alb, his back a constant reminder, aching with the effort of retaining an erect posture, "and the political elites think that we are too old to have a say in matters, too old to care what happens to this wonderful country of ours, but they are wrong, they are very wrong!"
More clapping and cheering, several of those gathered struggled to their feet.
"We will show them we're not too old," said Alb, raising his fist in the air, "we will show them that we care, we will show them that we know how to act and we will show them Britons who are willing to fight and die in defence of their homeland!"
 



Murder World 2
 
You cannot control your own population by force,
but it can be distracted by consumption.
Noam Chomsky
 
Friday night was game night at Marco's unless something else came up. Callum and Jerome were there already, Kieran had yet to arrive. Marco was sort of the leader of the group; half-Italian, half-Armenian, one year older and many years more experienced. He had his own place, or a room share at least. The rest of them still lived at home under the watchful gaze of worried parents. 
"Where the fuck's Kieran with the game?" demanded Jerome.
"He'll be here," said Marco. 
Jerome was incensed, always on the edge, "He knew what time we'd be here, fuckin' 'ell."
"Chill, Jer mate," said Marco. 
"Not 'appening," said Jerome, only half joking, "I want to murder, kill, rape and pillage."
The door bell rang. Marco buzzed Kieran in. He was breathing hard, having run all the way from his mum's, knowing he was late and knowing Jerome would have a pop. His breathing settled very quickly; he was easily the fittest of the bunch, a natural athlete, more so even than Jerome.
Ten minutes later, game loaded, they were all sat in front of the widescreen.
"Me first," said Jerome. Marco shook his head at his friend's impatience.
"I'm first, mate," said Kieran, "it's my game so I'm definitely first." He started to move the avatar around the screen.
"Kill him," yelled Jerome, "oh no, you missed, nob 'ead."
"Thanks Jer," hissed Kieran.
Marco was leaning heavily on Kieran's shoulder, his breath hot in his ear, "There's a knife, you could slit that guy's throat with it. Oh there's a pro, how much does she want?" 
"Hundred," said Cal.
"Fuckin' take it," said Jerome, "then steal your money back."
"Could kill 'er after," suggested Marco.
"Yeah," yelled Jerome, "cap to the back of the 'ead."
The doorbell rang, "Pizzas," said Marco, eyes on the screen, "go on, Jer."
"What?" said Jerome, the frown an instant, unattractive addition to his handsome face.
"You're nearest," said Marco.
"Fuck off," said Jerome, "where's the money?"
"Table," said Marco, still riveted. "Oh yeah, K, go with that meat cleaver, fuck, what a mess."
"Shit, this game's hot," said Cal, slightly paler than usual, "that blood looks so real."
Jerome returned, threw the boxes down and pulling one open, tore off a slice, bringing it up to his mouth, melted cheese dripping down, like rope ladders to the pieces below. Cal and Marco tore themselves away from watching Kieran play the game just long enough to grab a slice.
"Oh, fuck, you got tagged, K," said Jerome, his mouth half-full and greasy, "I'm in."
"Git," said Kieran, leaning over and opening another pizza box.
"I'm going for the Gulf," said Jerome, "Oh yeah, Apache helicopter pilot, wow, let's patrol those skies."
"There," said Marco, pointing his food at the screen, "over there."
"What?" said Jerome. "Oh, yeah, I see 'em," he said, tapping madly with his thumb, "true warriors, man," he roared, as dozens of non-combatant Arabs were blown apart on the screen.
"Kill the fuckers," said Cal.
"You missed some," said Marco, "you don't get max points if you leave breathers."
Jerome returned for another sweep and blasted the bloody mass.
"Coooool," said Cal.
Then a ground-to-air missile hit Jerome's rotor and he started to spiral, "Ah, fuck, where did that come from?"
"Me, me, my turn," said Marco, grabbing the hand control, "I want to be BAD COP, gonna kill me some queers."
"Homophobe," said Kieran, shaking his head.
"Kill 'em at birth, if you ask me," said Marco, shooting two witnesses to his latest crime.
"You can't say stuff like that," Cal remonstrated.
"Just banter, innit," said Jerome.
"You don't want to let anyone else hear you," said Kieran. "Won't be just banter, then."
"It's just us, ain't it," said Marco, blasting a few bystanders, "an we're cool, right."
Kieran wasn't happy. "It's the same as the black thing," he said.
"What the fuck?" said Jerome, aggressively, "you mean a bunch of white supremacists enslaving people because of their skin colour?"
"No," said Kieran, tiredly, he didn't want a re-hash of old arguments, "it's about equality, right."
 "You whites have oppressed us blacks for centuries," stated Jerome. "White queers have abused black men for centuries, so the queer thing is completely different to civil rights."
"You don't know that for a fact," said Kieran, "there's no stats on white queers like that."
"Queers are disgusting," said Marco, eyes on the game, "nothing more to it than that. Blacks are normal people who have been picked on 'cause of colour. Other than that, they're just like us."
"We are just like you," said Jerome, eyes narrowing.
"You know what I mean," said Marco, easily. He felt comfortable taking Jerome on; being Italian/Armenian afforded him dispensation from racist charges.
"Hitler had it right," said Jerome, "exterminate them all, that's what I say."
"Hitler didn't like black people either," said Kieran.
"Not talking about that," said Jerome, "talkin' about queers."
"But he would've killed black people if he'd won." 
"Shit!" said Marco, as his cop was tossed alive into a meat grinder.
"I'm up," said Cal, "Oh yeah, Mexico, bandits, yeah, drug king, copper by day, murderer by night, shit this game's so fucking hot."
"You gotta rape someone in this game," said Jerome, "gotta be a rape op here."
"There," said Marco, pointing excitedly at a lone female.
"HA! HA!" laughed Jerome, "what's she doing in this part of town, so silly."
 



Something in the wind - 15
 
Did you ever stop to notice, all the blood we've shed before
Did you ever stop to notice
This crying Earth, this weeping shore?
Michael Jackson - Earth Song
 
The Preacher stood motionless in the centre of the stage for several minutes. He stood there for such a long time that people started to look quizzically from one to the other. Then he spoke, "The concept I bring you today will be the hardest for you to understand," he paused, "however, I can wait no longer; for some reason, I feel my time is drawing to a close."
Barry was appalled. Had he let something slip? Had the Preacher followed him? No, it couldn't be that, he'd been so careful. Was the Preacher ill?
"Humankind is like a biological computer, designed to perform the function of survival." He paused momentarily, "We are omnivores and it seems logical, although callous, to see the herbivores as being placed here to provide a source of food." He stopped and made a flattening gesture with this hands, "I respect that some of you will have made a life-style choice to be vegetarians and you deplore what I've just said. But that brings me to my next point, that mankind has become self-aware and as such, we ask...where did we come from? Why are we here? We're constantly trying to find answers, so that we no longer feel alone in the universe."
He stopped and looked out at the audience; they looked confused. Barry was concerned by the nature of his talk; still wondering if he was ill.
The Preacher raised his arms sideways, to shoulder height, "Mankind feels alone. Ergo, if of a religious bent, he or she will seek a God and a religion to follow. If he or she is more scientific then that person will seek scientific answers to their questions and look to the stars in the hope of communicating extra-terrestrially. All of this is to avoid concluding that we are alone."
The audience was muttering now, Barry heard words like 'aliens' and 'little green men'. He was worried they might not sit through to the end. The Preacher had never yet lost an audience.
"Yet, on this earth, we're surrounded by life forms we are in the process of exterminating. Now, isn't that a fascinating contradiction? We inherited a planet teaming with life and we are eradicating it in our self-aggrandising superiority. Yet, all life is here on this planet, this is our world and if we are ever to find another life form that we can communicate with, that we can eventually share our thoughts and questions with, it will be here, on this planet."
He paused and looked around the audience, "What chance do we have of ever achieving that?" he said, "I ask you, what chance? We can barely live with our own kind, barely live with our own relations, with ourselves even."
He started pacing round the stage, "Most people don't like themselves, whether from birth or the result of a negligent upbringing, I don't know. We seek answers outside of ourselves, take refuge in the bottle, in nicotine, in food, in drugs or in meaningless sex. Even those born rich, who have everything fall into their laps, even they suffer self-doubt and are ultimately alone. We flounder in the morass of self-doubt, the fear of being alone, the fear of being ostracised because of our real or imagined shortcomings."
He stopped abruptly. Some in the audience were fidgeting uncomfortably. Others seemed too surprised to move. Barry continued to wonder where the hell this was all leading.
"The truth is we're trapped inside our own minds. This is where we process and judge everything and everyone around us, based on our own understanding, our own experiences, fears and worries, our own wants and emotional needs, our own misconceptions. This is where we harbour secret, selfish desires to be the most important person in the world, worshipped and adored."
He walked to the centre of the stage and addressed them all, arms held wide.
"If that is so, what are we?" he asked, "Are we even real? We could be a piece of biological programming in a test tube somewhere where some other species is pumping thoughts and emotions through our central nervous system directly to our brains. We could be part of some experiment somewhere." Then he gave a short, sharp laugh, "We could be an experiment commissioned by the mice. Who knows? Is the answer really going to be 42?"
He paced, "But one thing we do know, we are all locked away in our own tiny cells," he pointed to his head, "everything else is merely data input. And if that is truly so, then it's our responses, our reactions to that input that creates the world in which our minds exist." He stopped, "So what kind of fucked up genius created this fucking mess?"
"You did!" shouted someone form the back of the hall.
"EXACTLY!" shouted the Preacher, "And if it's all in my mind, in a test tube, in a computer programme or here on the planet earth with life's glorious multitude, then this world is my own creation and everything in it is the result of my selfish interactions. So it follows, I can change my world." 
He paused, allowing his words to sink in, "And if I can change my world, then you can change yours. By treating each other differently, by being kinder to each other, more generous in our dealings with one another, by allowing ourselves to care more for others who have less than us. It is when we hoard and take as much as we can from the pot of life that we encourage others to do the same. When we show contempt and greed we encourage the same in others, and when we show anger and resort to violence we encourage others to do the same. We can change the world and together we can all create a better world for everyone."
Then he was gone.
 



The Ripper 4
 
Wendy wiped the tears from her eyes, pulled her short skirt down slightly then walked up the path and knocked on the blue front door. Mr. Ballard opened it and pulled her inside with a grunt and a shifty glance left and right. He lead her into the front room where, to her horror, she counted five other men. 
"Put your clothes over there," said Ballard pointing to the corner.
"We've rigged up a mattress," said one of the men, "sort of mattress, anyway." He seemed embarrassed, awkward.
Wendy did as she was told, staring at the wall as she removed her underwear. She turned and made her way into what she took to be the dining area. The men, now all naked, apart from lone ranger masks, followed her. 
Mr. Ballard appeared with a video camera in hand, "On your knees, girl and get to it."
Wendy backed away, "I'm not doing this on film, Mr. Ballard," she protested.
"You'll do as you're bloody well told," he responded, his voice harsh, "unless you have the money to pay me. Do you have the money to pay me?"
Wendy shook her head. She had nowhere to look that was safe so she'd clamped her eyes shut.
"Then, get on your knees."
"What are you going to do with the film?" she asked.
"That's my business," he said, signalling the men into the shot.
"Please, Mr. Ballard." She was crying now.
"Pay me or get on your knees."
 
 
 
 
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 21 
I have settled on my new targets - Darren Gillespie, over-rated and over-paid footballer and his wife, the equally over-paid super-model, Fiona Templeton - fine examples of the recently depraved upwardly mobile rich, their sexploits and extravagancies have been foisted upon us from every angle. They are part of what's wrong with the world, now it's time to change things, time to make these rich show biz people worry about who is watching them and what might happen to them, time to make these wasters look over their shoulders.
 



Jackpot
12
 
Bergson entered the manager's office; not as plush as he was used to, with none of the extras he'd added over the years but it served its purpose. He marched to the desk, in one hand he carried a brief case and in the other several sheets of paper. He tossed the case on his desk, sat down and waited. There was a knock at the door and four boys entered, all looking excited and shell-shocked in equal measure. 
It had been Jerome’s idea they try out for this new team and although they knew they had skills it had come as some surprise when they’d been asked to stay behind. They weren’t the only ones of course but still this was a heart-stopping moment for them all. 
This was the world-renowned Bergson, the most awe-inspiring manager in the premiership till he’d lost his job last year. The circumstance that had brought him to Portsby was unfathomable, the fact that they were in the same room as him was the stuff of dreams. He waved some papers at them, indicating they take a seat.
"These are contracts...but not that sort of contract," he snarled, living up to his reputation as a scary man, "you only get those contracts if you prove good enough."
The four boys nodded, nonplussed.
"These relate to the rules that govern our working relationship and will need to be signed before we go any further, are we clear on that point?"
Bergson opened the brief case to reveal bundles of £50 notes, "this is 50k, and you can expect to earn this kind of money in your first few seasons here if you are selected. But you need to know, this is not kindergarten. Football is a game for men, not boys, or faggoty arsed poofs, ethnic minorities touchy about name calling, racist chants or abuse.”
Jerome frowned heavily; he had no problems with the faggot bit, it was the racist chants that were troubling him. Kieran watched him, fingers crossed against an outburst that would get them chucked out. Cal, sitting on the end, next to Kieran, was powerless to affect anything. It fell to Marco to nudge Jerome, encouraging his friend to get past the racist stuff.
"You will earn a fortune, shag fit women, drive fast cars, be wined and dined by royalty, live in huge houses, gamble vast sums of money away and behave like absolute tossers." Bergson paused and waited for his words to permeate. "The fans, those people who turn up each week to watch you play, come rain or shine, who generate this vast wealth for you, by comparison, earn a pittance. They have shitty jobs, screaming kids, unhappy wives and their only release is to come and scream abuse at the opposition and the ref and to cheer you on." He paused again.
Jerome was blinking; his brow still furrowed.
"I'm sure you will hear them use racist or sexually offensive language to your opposition players, and you might be fine with that. But from time to time they will turn on you, especially if you're playing badly. Make no mistake, the opposition will verbally abuse you, I will verbally abuse you, your trainers will verbally abuse you. We will all call you names, whether racist or sexual but definitely derogatory." Bergson stared at them, his eyes going from one face to the other, probing. Then he spoke again, quietly but with intensity, "So tell me now, if you have a problem with any of that, because if so, I don't want you on my team, is that clear?"
The boys nodded; Jerome's eyes were cloudy and his jaw clenched but his nod was emphatic.
"Now, before you sign these," said Bergson, waving the contracts, "you must be sure what you're signing because there will be no recourse and anyone who goes whinging to the FA or the media will be sued for every penny he has got, are we clear?"
The boys gulped in unison.
"Are we clear?" demanded Bergson.
"Yes," said the boys.
"Yes Boss," said Bergson.
"Yes BOSS!" said the boys.
"You will become millionaires, boys," said Bergson, all expansive and open-handed, the intensity gone, "and all you've got to do to get this money is do exactly as I say, train as hard as you can, deliver everything on the field, and take whatever's tossed at you on a Saturday afternoon or Wednesday evening. You've got ten minutes to think it over." 
"Don't need it," said Kieran, "you can call me a filthy sack of shit for all I care, just give me the chance to play and earn that 50k, that's all I ask."
"Good lad," said Bergson, "sign here."
Marco nodded and reached across for a contract.
Cal checked with Jerome, "Sticks and stones?" he said.
"But names will never hurt me," said Jerome reaching for a contract.
 
 



P.A.C.T -30
 
Age is an issue of mind over matter. 









If you don't mind, it doesn't matter.









Mark Twain









 
At exactly 10 pm Wilf stepped off the train. He was in his Sunday best; fawn slacks, red waistcoat and a dark brown corduroy jacket with leather patches on each elbow. Incongruously he was swinging a plastic carrier bag in his hand. Behind him followed the usual gang; Ron, Bill, Johnno and Pete and, swelling their ranks, Sticky and Dave. Wilf had been surprised when, without any explanation they'd both expressed their wish to be in on his plan. He would have put money on Sticky preferring to be with Alb for the Big Show, and he had assumed Dave would be with Harry, but then there's no telling what folk will do. All of them had dressed for the occasion; Bill looking rather sharp in an expensive looking silver-grey suit. Privately Wilf thought the strong smell of mothballs somewhat spoiled the effect. 
"Where we going, Wilf?" asked Ron, piteously, shuffling alongside. In Ron's case dressing for the occasion meant a tight-fitting navy suit and highly polished brown brogues. Wilf had demanded they bring cash and lots of it; Ron had his in a money belt and this was one reason for the tightness of the suit.
"Come on, Wilf," said Johnno, "you promised you’d tell us where we were going when we got to Victoria."
Wilf ignored them, whistling to himself, knowing they had no choice but to follow as he strode out of the station and grabbed one of the larger taxis. Ron was hard on his heels, struggling into the taxi to sit beside him, muttering profanities. The others followed, cramming themselves in with great and obvious difficulty.
"Where to guv?" asked the taxi driver. Looking in his mirror, it occurred to him he should take payment up front in case the occupants keeled over before they reached their destination.
Wilf reached into his pocket and handed the driver a piece of paper. The driver frowned, read the address, shrugged and set off. After 30 minutes of what felt like an unnecessarily convoluted journey he pulled up outside an ordinary house, one of many in an row of innocuous terraces.
Wilf paid up; he’d promised them it would be his treat, the taxi, that is, not the evening’s entertainment. Dave arched his back; he could do with a good night’s sleep on a decent mattress. Pete was already regretting the whole escapade; he could have spent his last night on earth with Fiona but hadn’t wanted to look like he was under the thumb.
“Where are we, Wilf?" demanded Ron.
Wilf turned to face his companions, looking each in the eye solemnly, his own eyes sparkling with anticipation, "Gentlemen, we are about to undertake a mission from which we do not intend to return, this is in fact one of our few remaining days on earth, alive that is."
"Thanks for reminding me," said Bill.
"Could've put it better, Wilf," said Johnno.
He ignored them and waved his hand towards the front door of the unassuming house, “This, gentlemen is the finest whorehouse in London and, needless to say, the most expensive."
"Whorehouse?" They spoke in unison; all displaying varied degrees of shock and horror. Pete's head filled immediately with Fiona's face, disapproval etched across every line.
Wilf beamed, "It will set you all back a good few hundred but believe me it will be well worth it.” He sighed deeply, reminiscently, and then bucked himself up with a sudden scrabble in his inside jacket pocket, “Who wants one?" he said, flourishing out a small white bottle.
"What’s that?" asked Dave, wishing fervently he’d opted to come up with Alb.
"Viagra, of course," said Wilf, shaking several small blue tablets into his palm.
Bill blinked. Ron shushed Wilf, darting furtive glances up and down the road. Johnno’s head was shaking of its own volition, he looked like he was about to expire.
"You're gonna need 'em," said Wilf, handing them out, pushing one into each unsteady hand and folding the arthritic fingers closed round them.
He popped one into his mouth and took a long glug of water from the bottle he’d had in the carrier bag. He passed the bottle to Dave, shoved it into his unresponsive hands and then he was up the stairs and ringing the bell. Nothing. He looked back at them, grinning from ear to ear. He turned back, rang it again. Still nothing. 
“It’s closed,” Johnno said, hopefully. “Come away, Wilf.”
Ron and Sticky had taken their pills and the magic was beginning. “Ring again,” Sticky urged.
Wilf duly rang again, and to his delight, heard movement inside the house. A pretty brunette in her dressing gown opened the door. Her hair was tousled, and she was pink-cheeked, a bit young for Wilf even with the Viagra but attractive in her own way. Wilf beamed at her, turned and grinned at the others. The girl’s expression was by now slightly bemused. There was nothing threatening about the visitors; although seven elderly gentlemen standing all together on the front steps was a trifle odd. 
Wilf winked lasciviously at his companions, then winked even more leeringly at the girl as he squeezed past her and strode into the hallway. 
The girl gave a squeal of protest, made to follow Wilf, and then turned to signal the other old gentlemen to remain where they were but they were already walking into the house. They stopped at the doorway of what looked like a through lounge/diner. Wilf stood in the middle of the room, staring with disapproval at the décor; magnolia walls, cream carpet, brown sofas, a ‘stag at bay’ painting on the wall, a large dining table at one end. 
“I don't think this is at all appropriate," he said, turning to the girl, "this is a mood killer, what happened to the old atmosphere? Where’s Madame Fifi?"
"Err.......Wilf," said Ron, pulling at his arm, "I don't think...."
Just then an old woman entered the room from the dining table end; she was speaking as she entered, she had two mugs in her hands. She froze.
"Madame Fifi?" said Wilf extending his arms.
"Nan?" said the girl.
"Nan?" whispered Dave to Sticky, "I think we're in the wrong house."
"Who are all these people, Janice?" asked the woman calmly, ignoring Wilf’s outstretched arms.
"I'm not sure, Nan," said Janice, "they sort of pushed their way in."
"Pushed our way in?" Wilf was indignant. "We most certainly did not. There is always a welcome at Madame Fifi's.”
"Would you like a cup of cocoa?" the woman said, directing her gaze and a mug at Wilf.
"I would not," he said, huffing as he spoke, "we're here for a bloody good...."
"Wilf!" said Bill and Johnno in unison.
"Wilf, this isn’t the right place," said Pete.
"I think your friend might be right," said the woman, still maintaining her direct gaze, "Perhaps we could help you find where you're looking for?"
"Oh, that won't be necessary, Mrs....Mrs...." stammered Dave, moving towards the door, desperate to put as much distance between him and this awkward predicament as possible.
"Edith, please" said Janice's Nan.
"Fifi, it's me, Wilf," said Wilf, opening his arms, “you remember, Mad Dog and the Butcher?" 
"Wilf," said Sticky, firmly, "this is the wrong house.”
Bill groaned. By now Dave had the front door open. Johnno signalled to Ron and they both began to creep slowly up alongside Wilf, ready to each grab a flailing arm and man handle him out.
Edith bent down with obvious difficulty, placing the mugs down on the coffee table and signalled Janice to her side. Janice edged her way over, very slowly.
"I'd know this place anywhere” protested Wilf, “I should, I spent a good few nights between the sheets of this particular palace, I can tell you."
"That's it," said Edith, a definite shade of puce, "all of you, out, now."
"What?" demanded Wilf, "You're throwing me out, after all this time?"
"Out!" said Edith. "Or I'm calling the police."
Dave was out the door as fast as his legs would carry him, followed by Sticky and Pete. Johnno grabbed Wilf by one arm whilst Ron grabbed the other; together they hustled him into the street. Bill brought up the rear only just clearing the top step as Edith slammed the door behind them.
"I don't understand," said Wilf. He’d stopped struggling and was leaning up against a wall, a picture of perplexed disappointment. "Why would Madame Fifi throw me out like that?"
"Christ, he's lost it," said Bill.
"Gone barking mad," said Sticky.
"I tell you, she’s Madame Fifi," stated Wilf, "and you won't believe the things she can do with....."
Just then Edith appeared, pushed past Bill, grabbed Wilf and gave him a long passionate kiss, surfacing only to murmur, "Mad Dog, oh I've missed you."
Bill fell back, mouth agape. Sticky and Ron, still up to the eyeballs in Viagra, were visibly panting. Dave and Johnno simply gawped at the passionate scene unfolding in front of them on the quiet suburban street.
"Madam Fifi," said Wilf, when he could draw breath.
"I haven't been Madam Fifi for over twenty years, Wilf," she said, her head nestled into his shoulder, her cheeks pink, "that's my home now."
"And Janice? Your granddaughter?" said Wilf catching on.
Edith slipped him a small card, "Try this address," she said, cheeks even redder now, "I think you'll find what you're looking for there," then she was gone.
 



Helpline 4
 
Russ joined the others at their table, two twenty-plus youths with attitude. They already had a pint in for him. His ears still felt peculiar from a day on the phones; something he tried but failed to explain to those lucky enough to have other means of employment.
"How was work?" asked Ollie.
"Crap as usual," said Russ, "right posh bastards who think they own you and the fuckin' world. But some of them are poor bastards, you know? In fact, most of them are poor these days."
"As long as you keep getting the rich ones for us," said Ollie.
"Seriously, Ollie, I had a woman today...."
"Really? Was she hot?"
"Fuck off, I'm being serious," said Russ. Sometimes Ollie could be a complete tosser.
"Shut up, Ollie," said Ben.
Russ focussed on Ben, ignoring Ollie, "So this woman phoned up to move £1.60, which is all she had in her savings account, into her current account which was already £50 overdrawn, I mean, what good's that?"
"Fuckin' world's gone mad," said Ben
"Too bloody right," said Russ, "it's so embarrassing, some people just don't have any money." He sipped his beer, "At least we're going to fight back."
"Speaking of which have you got anything for us?" asked Ollie, sensing his moment.
"Yes, Ollie, I have," said Russ dryly, passing across a short list of names, addresses and dates. "I've checked them out on Google, all big houses, just ripe for the plucking."
"Nice one, my son," said Ollie, scanning the list.
"Just be careful," said Russ, a clutch of fear tightening his throat, "and whatever you do, don't take the list with you."
"Don't be daft, Russ," said Ben.
"I'm serious," said Russ, "it would lead straight back to me."
"We know that," said Ollie, his mind elsewhere, imagining the pickings.
"The top two are leaving tonight and they'll be away for at least three weeks." Ben nodded and Ollie smiled. "The top one," continued Russ, sipping his beer, "they're not taking their debit cards so I've ordered PIN reminders, they should arrive next weekend, so time it for after that and you can clean out their account before they return."
"You've really thought this out," Ollie said, admiration in his tone.
"Yeah, and they're loaded, really big house, pool, yacht in the drive. If the Google pics are real time, that is."
"No way." Ben's smile was as broad as Russ had ever seen it and they went back a long way.
"They've got at least 50k in the bank, so that's the pick of the bunch. Look for a little black book, it's got all their passwords in it, if you don't find it try 'Arsenal', it's his memorable word."
"How the fuck would you know about their black book?" Ben asked.
Russ grinned, "You'd be surprised what they say when they're on the phone."
"YES!" said Ollie, slapping Russ on the back, "nice one, my son."
"Just don't get caught."
"We won't," said Ben, "don't worry, we're good at this."
"What about the others?" asked Ollie.
"They're big houses as well, plenty of cash in the accounts but I couldn't get the PINs because they're not leaving yet."
"Can't you order them when they do leave?" said Ben.
"Don't be stupid. I can't do that, it would stick out like a sore thumb. We can only take advantage of the falling fruit. If we go picking it we'll be discovered and I don't fancy doing a jail term."
"Yeah, well, none of us want that," said Ollie, thinking 'falling fruit?'
"These are enough for us anyway, should get a tidy whack from these," said Ben.
"Too right," said Russ, "look," he opened Google earth on his phone, "look at the size of that."
"Jeez," said Ben, with a whistle of envy, "are they loaded or what."
"Exactly," said Russ, "thieving bastards."
"Like to see their faces when they get home and find their house and bank account stripped." Ben was rubbing his hands.
"Yeah," said Ollie, "wouldn't it be good if we could put some kind of KVM switch in there."
"Don't fuck around, Ollie," said Russ, "I mean it, I don't want to get caught, you hear me?"
"Yeah, yeah," said Ollie, "I wouldn't do it, I don't know how to do it, anyway."
"I fuckin' mean it, Ollie."
"Hurry up with that," said Ben, pointing at Russ' pint, "we've already been here half hour, we need another one."
"Ah fuck it," said Russ, "I'm not rushing, I'll just get you both one in now."
"Good man," said Ben, "best get one in for Rob as well, he should be here soon."
Ben waited until Russ was out of earshot before leaning across to Ollie, "You better shut up about stuff, he'll get cold feet. And keep your fucking voice down."
"Yeah, I'm cool man," said Ollie.
Rob sauntered in and made his way across to their table, "Alright guys?"
"Hi Rob," said Ollie, "Russ is getting them in now."
"Cool, did he get the list?"
"Sure did," said Ollie.
"Guys," said Ben, fidgeting, "keep it down."
"Yeah, sure thing," said Rob, settling himself, "by the way, I'm dumping UNI."
"What did your folks say about that?" asked Ben.
"Nothing they can say," said Rob, easily, "it's pretty much a done deal.
"Why you quittin'?" said Ben, "we got no choice mate, we pretty much flunked school, but you, you got a brain, why not use it?"
"Because I want to be a part of this, okay," said Rob.
"Yeah but Rob?" pressed Ben.
Rob turned away and ignored him.
"Yo Rob," said Russ, as he returned to the table, "you okay, mate?"
"To the revolution, brothers," toasted Ollie.
 



See all, hear all, know all

 
Sir Phillip shook hands with the Headmaster and took the proffered seat. Next to him sat a small wiry 8 year old boy. Headmaster Lindlay smiled politely, "Would you like a drink? Tea or coffee?"
"Tea please," said Sir Phillip, "dash of milk, no sugar."
Headmaster Lindlay opened the intercom and ordered the drinks with his secretary. He then passed across the report; Sir Phillip scanned it quickly, taking in the salient points.
"As you can see Clayton's marks are average to good in the academic fields. Maths and English need to be improved. History is strong, as is Geography, but the sciences are very weak."
"Sports?" asked Sir Phillip.
"Very physically adept," said the Headmaster, "though not necessarily in the team sports."
Sir Phillip raised an eyebrow.
The Headmaster elaborated, "Clayton excels at martial arts, running, athletics in general but doesn't seem to mix well with others so he often finds himself left out of the squads."
"Rugby?" asked Sir Phillip, betraying a personal interest.
"Has a reputation for his tackling," said the Headmaster, "but again, not really a team player."
"Does he have any friends?" asked Sir Phillip.
"Rob," stated Clayton, his voice loud in the room.
Sir Phillip eyed the boy speculatively, then addressing the Headmaster, "Rob?"
"Robert White, they do seem to be inseparable," said the Headmaster.
"Do they have similar reports?" asked Sir Phillip.
"Both highly skilled martial artists, slight variation in their academic preferences, Robert has a few more friends, more of a team player," said the Headmaster.
Sir Phillip nodded, "I intend to take Clayton fishing in a week or two, perhaps this Rob might join us."
"I'll check with his parents," said the Headmaster.
"They're not his parents," said Clayton sharply, "his mum's in a coma."
Sir Phillip looked puzzled, "I thought all the children were orphans?" he said.
"Robert is as good as," said the Headmaster, immediately seeking to alleviate any disquiet at this glitch in the system, "he has no father and his mother will never recover from her injuries, according to medical experts."
"He shouldn't be here," said Sir Phillip, frowning. "Send him back where he came from." 
"No," squealed Clayton, "you can't."
Sir Phillip eyed him coldly, "Clayton, if I want to send this boy away I can."
"Well..." murmured the Headmaster but Sir Phillip raised his hands to silence him.
"Do I make myself clear, boy?" said Sir Phillip.
Clayton stared wide eyed, "Please sir."
"Do I make myself clear?" repeated Sir Phillip.
"Yes sir," said Clayton. He looked away and his small hands tightened into fists.
"Good," said Sir Phillip, "you will improve at your studies or I'll have this Rob returned from whence he came, do you understand?"
"Yes sir," said Clayton.
"Good," said Sir Phillip, satisfied. Then he turned to the Head Master, amused to see a slight sheen of sweat on the man's forehead, "Make sure the boy is available to go fishing with us."
The Headmaster nodded. Sir Phillip got up to leave. The Headmaster rose and extended his hand, Sir Phillip ignored it.
"Er, Sir Phillip, might I also suggest that Clayton be allowed home with you and the family during half term?" said the Headmaster.
"You may not," said Sir Phillip, then he smiled thinly at Clayton, "Mrs. Blackmore couldn't possibly take on the extra responsibility, perhaps another time."
∞
As Sir Phillip left the main building and walked to his car he dialled the Prime Minister's private line.
"Blackmore here, Prime Minister. The play is fully cast and the performers are all set to go."
"Good," said the PM. He resisted the urge to giggle, all this cloak and dagger stuff reminded him of boarding school; his finest hour.
"We have reserved a good seat for you, although it will be away from the action, somewhat," said Sir Phillip.
"Good," said the PM.
"You will be shown where on the day," said Sir Phillip.
"Don't you think that's running it a bit tight, Blackmore?" said the PM.
"Not for a private booth sir," said Sir Phillip, "I can assure you it will be perfectly comfortable."
"It had better be," said the PM, "and it had better all go to plan." 
Sir Phillip returned the mobile to his pocket. 
It had been a closer call than the PM could imagine; Blackmore had favoured sacrificing him but, having referred it to a higher authority, had been assured that Cholmondeley was their best option at this time. Blackmore saw it as a lost opportunity to get shot of a man he regarded as insufferable, but suffer him he must, at least for the foreseeable future.
 



episode 16
Desk Jockeys - Two
 
"Good news," said Ben chuckling, "we got Simon and Smiley. They should be good to go without training but they'll need AM support." Neil smirked. "But that means you'll have to pick up some of Jonty's tasks, Neil." The smirk died.
"And I've got the very thing," said Jonty.
"Not Richard, not happening, Jonty," said Neil, "I'm not doing his disciplinary."
"Managing his poor performance, you mean," said Jonty, a glint of malice in his eye.
"Ben?" Neil was not going down without a fight, "Shouldn't it be a manager who does that?"
"Under normal circumstances," said Ben, with a sigh, "but you're okay doing it."
"Sorted then," said Jonty, his mood instantly lifted, "I'll email you the file."
"How close are we to working him out of the business?" asked Ben.
"You've got to feel sorry for him," said Neil. "What chance will he have of getting a job now?"
"Tough," said Jonty, "should've pulled his weight, shouldn't he."
"You know we can't carry anyone anymore, Neil, so don't start," said Ben, then changing the subject quickly, "what about the new girls then? How are they working out?"
"Doing just fine," said Jonty, a lascivious smile on his lips.
"Er, one of them is," said Neil, "the other one spends all day phoning her boyfriend."
"She's okay," said Jonty, warningly.
"Oh what, she's your type, is she?" asked Neil.
∞
"Okay Richard," said Neil, "how'd you get on with those entries I asked you to prep for me?"
"I haven't had time yet, boss," said Richard, "I've been busy helping out the rest of the team."
"Don't call me boss," said Neil, "helping who?"
"Er...Tess, Ken and Matt," said Richard.
"What tasks?" asked Neil.
"Er.. verification for...." started Richard.
"Most of their tasks are in the early stages and not much has come back in yet so you can't have been helping them with verification, they barely have enough for themselves. So what have you been doing?"
"Erm....well..."
"Who asked you to help them?" asked Neil.
"Lucy," said Richard.
Neil stared at him for a moment, then he got up and left the room. 2 minutes and 43 seconds later he returned, "She says she didn't."
"Er....I thought....erm...."
"You haven't been helping anyone else on the team, Richard," said Neil, his voice firm, "and you haven't prepared the entries as I asked you to. So what have you been doing?"
"I was working on the Briggs report....." Richard said, mumbling.
"I told you to leave that," said Neil.
"I know, but I was worried I wouldn't have enough time to do it." He rubbed his face nervously.
"It's not due until the end of the month. It's just a report, you can run it off in no time."
"I don't know," said Richard, "what if I make a mistake?"
"You can't make a mistake, it's just a straight forward report. Look, I'll make sure you know what's expected of you come the time, but right now you have other objectives to complete."
Richard nodded miserably.
There was a knock at the door, "Busy," said Neil, not looking up.
Ben poked his head round, "Quick word, Neil."
Neil nodded to Richard and left the room. Ben spoke hurriedly, "Just had a call from Gwen, she needs help at the processing centre, and your name came up." 
"Oh come on, that's London. Why me? You know I hate that journey."
"Can't be helped, Neil," said Ben. "Sorry."
 



La Palma - Nueve 
 
Malik checked his watch as he sat at the desktop PC, midnight. The others stood behind him peering over his shoulder, "Okay," he said, "PCs are all on, now we just need the passwords, someone get me the account details." He read out loud from the paper Akeem handed him, "Right then, on the front screen we type the account numbers and sort codes. Then click enter and bypass security here, and now we're into the account."
"Won't somebody see?" asked Mani.
"Nobody there," said Akeem, airily, "besides I deliberately chose PCs in far corners that faced the walls."
"Ha," said Faj, "No security anymore, dude."
Akeem laughed, rising for a high five.
"Cut it out," snapped Malik, "concentrate or we'll end up messing this up."
"Okay boss," said Mani, making a face at the other two.
"Finally, we process the caller's request," said Malik.
"What caller?" asked Akeem nervously, "I ain't takin' any calls, I hate talking to people on the phone." 
Malik put his palm to his forehead.  
"We're not taking any calls, idiot," said Faj, "we've already got the account details, we don't need no callers."
"Oh, that's a relief," said Akeem, "seriously; I can't talk to people on the phone, face to face I'm alright but not over the phone."
"Okay," said Malik, his teeth gritted.
"Or textin'," said Akeem, "I'm okay with textin', actually I'm probably the fastest texter in the west so as to speak." 
"No way faster than me," said Faj.
"Be quiet," said Malik, his voice hard and authoritative, "concentrate on the task at hand."
"Sorry," said Akeem, as Faj held up his hands defensively.
"Go to the transfer screen, transfer the funds out of the customer's account and send it to ours."
"Easy," said Faj, "Candy from a baby."
"Just do it okay," said Malik. 
"Question, boss," said Mani.
Malik turned to face him, "Yes?"
"Won't these people notice what we're doing with their money?"
"No," said Malik, he was praying Mackie was right about this, "these are all big accounts, they have loads of money in them and they have a high level of activity. We're only taking max £2k from each. It'll be days before they realise they've been had. Now get on a screen and get started."
"How long will it take us?" asked Akeem.
"Between 5 and 6 hours," said Malik, "we should be finished before the first shift comes in the morning."
"Shit," said Faj, "why don't we just take out bigger amounts?"
"Because the transfers will take longer to go through," said Malik, his teeth on edge, "and there's more risk of the mark spotting the transactions, now get on with it." His dislike of Faj was out of proportion and he knew it, but the size of this task and what was riding on it was getting to him.
As they wandered over to their PCs Faj whispered to Akeem, "I'm gonna do mine for 5k."
"No way," said Akeem, immediately worried.
"Why not?" said Faj, "we'll get more cash that way and be finished sooner."
"And get caught quicker as well," said Akeem.
"Well, you don't have to," said Faj, "but you ain't gettin' any of my money."
"I'll tell Malik if you do."
"No you won't," threatened Faj, "or I'll break your face."
"Stop bickering you two and get on with it," snapped Malik.
 



No 10 
 
"I told you the IRA were active again," said Cholmondeley triumphantly.
"We're not sure it's for their use, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "at the moment we're proceeding under the impression that it's more of a local sale, a private sale, if you will."
"A private sale?" said the PM, "I thought we had an agreement with the Irish, no more hostilities and they could have their bloody united Ireland via political means."
"The agreement stands," said Sir Phillip, trying to calm him, "I have their assurances."
"Whose bloody assurances? Can we trust them? They could be the ones behind the planned attack on Parliament, for all you know." This last was said waspishly.
"Definitely not, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, his mind running over the information he had received from Mackie, realising that the source of the weapons the pensioners would require for the attack on Parliament had not come up, "my people think it is probably gang related."
"What the hell? Does that mean World War III on our streets? God damn it, Blackmore, we're meant to be in control of things. I don't like it; it feels like the horses are running away with us."
Blackmore was in complete agreement but said only, "My people are on it."
The PM rubbed his forehead anxiously, "You do have the attack under control, don't you, Blackmore? I am relying on you. Seriously, I mean, the Queen will be there, dammit."
Blackmore arranged his face into a semblance of dutiful concern, "I have it all under control, you may rest assured."
"Why does that not fill me full of confidence, Blackmore? Is it because I'm in the firing line and you'll be safely tucked away?"
"Prime Minister, we are in this together. You play your part, and I play mine. I hope I have always done so to your satisfaction." Blackmore affected a look of injured pride.
The PM gave up, "I'm concerned, that's all, Blackmore. It rests with you, I'm in your hands."
There was a short, uncomfortable silence. Then the PM spoke resignedly, "What do you make of the reports coming out of America? What if they fracture before La Palma?"
"They won't," said Sir Phillip, easily, "this is all part of the plan, as devolution is for us. It will make things easier for the stake holders to withdraw from their state commitments."
"It's alright for you, Blackmore," the PM said, "I'm the one who has to face the bloody press."
 



The News
Carol waited a few seconds, then realised she was live, "Police have today released a report that an individual calling himself 'The Redeemer' has claimed responsibility for the recent murders of PC Ian Potter and PC David Knott. There are unconfirmed rumours that this individual might also be responsible for the deaths of Sir Patrick Nichols, ex-chairman of Bentleys Bank and William Blakeney MP. We will bring you further news as we get it." She looked grave for a few moments then brightened slightly, "And today we have more on the speculation that America is on the verge of bankruptcy. This is followed by rumours of the country splintering into three or more separate and distinctly different countries."
 



The PM had this to say...
about the implications of what's happening in the United States...
"Frankly, I think it is wrong to speculate on the financial integrity of any country, especially one as economically important as the United States."
 
Is that for fear of forcing up the interest rates on US debt, Prime Minister?
"Look, this sort of talk can only damage the situation further. Idle speculation is a mistake
and will create problems for ordinary people where none existed."
 
What about concerns that the country is in danger of splintering into 3 separate entities?
"Any suggestion that the US might splinter
is quite frankly
preposterous."
 
If such an event did occur what concerns do you have about the US nuclear arsenal? 
Let me state categorically that the US isn't breaking up
and as far as this Government can see, the US will never break up. Now if you'll excuse me I have important business to deal with, thank you."
 



P.A.C.T - 31

 
This is no time for ease and comfort.
It is time to dare and endure.
Winston Churchill
 
As is traditional on the State Opening of Parliament an MP from the Commons presents himself to the Queen as hostage, on this occasion it was Prentice Prendergast, MP for Morecambe; a potential leadership rival for the PM. He had been surprised to be chosen; but Sir Philip had been adamant and no one cared enough to argue. Once he arrived at the Palace and was safely ensconced, a hostage against potential harm to the Monarch at the hands of Parliament, the Queen, Duke of Edinburgh, Prince of Wales and the Duchess of Cornwall left the Palace and made their way to Parliament.
Once there the Queen was draped in the Parliament Robe of State and the Imperial State Crown was placed carefully on the iron grey curls. Finally the Royal procession was able to start for the Lords; preceded by the Earl Marshal, the Leader of the House of Lords carrying the Cap of Maintenance on a white rod, another peer carrying the Great Sword of State and finally out in front marched the Lord Great Chamberlain with his white stick raised aloft. 
The procession entered the Lords, the Queen sat upon the throne and said, "My Lords, pray be seated."
"Waste of time," muttered the Duke, seated at her side, "I'm too bally old for this."
"Be quiet, Philip," hissed the Queen through a clenched teeth grimace.
Camilla leaned over and whispered in Prince Charles' ear, "That should be you, you know." It was a well-rehearsed argument, pointless but she found it impossible to refrain.
"What can I do? Mummy just won't go," he responded, managing to speak without appearing so to do, something he'd practised since his Gordonstoun days, "she's going to sit there forever being bloody Queen. She loves it, look at her up there, lording it over everybody."
He wanted to slump, rest his head in his hands, groan out loud at the unfairness of it all; he remained upright and expressionless.
The Queen nodded to the Lord Great Chamberlain and he signalled for Black Rod to summon the members of the Commons. Black Rod, escorted by the Door-keeper of the House of Lords and a Police Inspector, set off for the Commons; the inspector bearing the peculiar responsibility of ordering 'Hats off strangers' to whomsoever they met on the way regardless of the fact that no-one now wore a hat in Parliament.
Upon reaching the Commons the doors were slammed shut and Black Rod banged forcefully on the door three times, at which point the doors were opened, Black Rod and his escort then approached the dispatch box and addressed the House, "Mr Speaker, The Queen commands this Honourable House," as he spoke he bowed to both sides, "to attend Her Majesty immediately in the House of Peers."
Outside Parliament stood a long line of red coated Grenadier Guards, their impractical bearskin hats nestling deep on their brows, blurring their vision. Behind them were hundreds of avid spectators who had gathered for the return journey of the Queen's carriage. 
Off to the North in Bridge Street a large coach was parked. It bore the insignia of the Women's Institute. Unusually, the windows of the coach were blacked out. Inside the coach, her thin face alight with excitement, stood Cynthia, hair newly coiffed, a fetching shade of mauve, resplendent in a beige Hardy Amies dress of indeterminate age and draped in her best jewellery, talking quietly but enthusiastically to Esmé. They made an incongruous pair with Esmé kitted out in khaki combats and Doc Martens she'd had in her cupboard for three decades. She was in her element, every nerve ending tingling and feeling exactly as she had all those years previously, when faced with a barbed wire fence at the RAF base at Greenham Common that had had to be breeched. 
Fiona was looking at her askance; why a grown woman would want to be seen in public in such an awful get up was beyond her. She herself was immaculate in a dark green Barbour over a calf length camel skirt (kick pleat at the back for ease of movement) and a dark brown cashmere twin-set (pearls left at home in case of breakage). She was shod in (sensible for running although with her knee as it was she wasn't likely to be doing too much of that) Oxford brogues.
Dora had pushed herself to the front of the coach near the driver, an old friend of Pete's dragooned into duty, but enjoying being surrounded by women again. For all the world Dora resembled a coach party courier, huge and quivering in her custom made jacquard coat dress, bright red so she would stand out she'd told Vera. Vera, in a comfortable and serviceable ensemble of navy waterproof jacket, topping a jumper and trousers in subtle shades of grey and pink, had thought spitefully that she didn't need to wear red in order to stand out but hadn't said it out loud.
They'd given up their dream to attack McDonalds; had been forced into acquiescence by the combined eloquence of Alb, Tom and surprisingly Pete, who'd told Fiona privately that he wanted her to be where he could 'keep an eye' on her. 
Now Dora was addressing the group, thirty women of varying ages, shapes and sizes,  all brought in for the purpose, many of them Esmé's old cronies, all willing to die for the cause. 
She spoke passionately, "Ladies, today we act for our grandchildren, today we act to return this nation to them, today we act to save their jobs and their standard of living, their hopes and dreams for the future." She paused, tired from the effort, face as red as her dress, then launched again, "Today we act as we should've acted before, to stop these greedy, self-serving people from selling off more of our national estate to foreign powers." She stopped again and looked across at Vera, Cynthia, Esmé and Fiona then, on her signal, they all chorused, "Today we strike a blow for freedom!"
The rest of the women cheered, raising their assorted weaponry and clutching at one another, smiling, eyes bright with fervour. Fiona shivered slightly; she was of the huntin', shootin', fishin' brigade but most of these women looked as though they'd have trouble telling one end of a gun from the other. On the long coach journey she'd tried to impart the rudiments but had given up; too much to learn, too little time. 'Point and shoot' she'd told them in the end. 
Another shout rent the air, in response to some other nonsense from Dora; self appointed spokesperson and rabble rouser. Outside the coach a few passers-by exchanged perplexed expressions before going about their business.
"Dora?" called a mousy, frail-looking woman from the back. Although she'd had her moments in the past, been a minor activist against vivisection and the like, she had long since settled for a slow, painful ignominious decline into senility. When Esmé had given her the call she'd answered it as a life-saver, though it would likely culminate in her death.
There was so much commotion that Dora could barely hear, "Quiet!" she barked.
The mousy woman raised her arm again, "erm, I know the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh have a free pass but what about Prince Charles and that dreadful woman?"
"Let me reiterate," said Cynthia, having worked her way into a position beside Dora; Little and Large, together at the end. She waited until she had their full attention, "The Queen and the Duke must be left unmolested, but Prince Charles and Camilla are fair game."
There was a general cheer, "But don't concentrate your efforts on them," stressed Fiona, her voice commanding in its lack of effort so to be, "remember, we're primarily here for the treacherous Politicians."
∞
Meanwhile, parked up just in front of Winston Churchill's statue was a van in the colours of Westminster City Council. Johnno had inveigled it from an old acquaintance who had stored it in a lock-up for them. After their strange Viagra fuelled night Wilf's team had gone early to the lock up and, using the paint Johnno's friend had supplied, had managed to disguise it sufficiently to pass first inspection. 
The plan revolved around them being accepted as volunteer gardeners; in an effort to look the part they'd got hold of a few trays of young plants and Johnno, Pete, Bill and Ron were mooching about trying to place them. Up till now they had successfully resisted all requests from the Police to 'move on', a feat achieved primarily due to their age. 
Dave and Sticky were sitting together on a bench some way off, sulking about the change of plan. It transpired this was the reason they had chosen to be on Wilf's team; they'd set their hearts on taking out a mosque and couldn't be reconciled. Also, they were both exhausted after the antics of the night before; Wilf had not mentioned the after-effects of Viagra before plying them with copious amounts of the drug. 
Wilf, meantime, had made himself comfortable in a prone position in the back of the van. He had already scoped out the arc of fire and intended to pick off the MPs as they fled the assault. Alb and Gerry had worked mightily to dissuade him from this course but he wouldn't let it go, he felt he could get more of the buggers this way before being taken out himself. He'd had a last-minute go at persuading Jonesey to join him in the van; as an ex-sniper he thought he'd have jumped at the chance, but no, more fool him, he'd committed to be with Alb.
"What do you think of planting the lobelias along the front here?" Pete asked, peering at the label hoping for enlightenment.
"What colour are they?" replied Ron, poking desultorily at the soil, trying to look knowledgeable and failing.
"I'm not sure," said Pete, "it doesn't say but they trail, apparently."
"Johnno," said Ron, "what colour are lobelias?"
"Blue," said Johnno, "but don't put them there, I was going to plant the....."
"What are you lot on about?" demanded Bill, "it doesn't matter where you plant the bloody things does it? No-one's going to care, are they?"
"Well, I care," stated Pete, truculently.
"Me too," said Ron, "if a jobs worth doing, it's...."
Goaded, Bill asked, "Do you want me to call Mad Dog over?" 
Pete cleared his throat, "Err....urm...I suppose anywhere will do."
Johnno pulled a face and put down the tray he'd been carrying; he was having a problem breathing and he really needed a sit down and a cuppa.
∞
Meanwhile, Tom, and his son Dickie had parked Dickie's beat up Nissan Hardbody truck, also now bearing the Westminster City Council colours, at the bus stop just in front of the statue of Abraham Lincoln, situated behind Parliament Square. Dickie's mates had promised to join them later, arriving by myriad means to avoid detection. Dickie had let the air out of one of the tyres just in case the police should try to move them on and was engaged in an apparently fruitless attempt to undo the wheel nuts. In the back of the open truck were three large vats of tar, already steaming, and several sacks of feathers; despite all Alb's urgings to the contrary, no one in the group had wanted to kill anyone and they still felt a massed tar and feathering was enough to get the message across.
On arrival Ken had clambered out of the van in a state of discomfort and dishevelment; after stretching and bemoaning his back's frailty for several minutes he had finally leaned in and helped Val to do the same. He felt a frisson of pride as she exited to stand beside him on the pavement; she was a good looking woman despite her age and he felt privileged that she'd chosen to be in his group when she could have gone with Alb. 
Harry, having come up with Gray, Gill and Reg, was there to greet them, and he gave Val the once-over, Ken noted. They'd arrived by train then taxi; Reg had the money he had told them over and over, his voice querulous with age and irritation, and he was damned if he was travelling to his death in anything less than 1st class.
∞
Just round the corner from Parliament Square, on the patch of grass outside Westminster Abbey, three ex-RAF squadron leaders, friends of Vera's from her days in the WRAF, roped in to great effect at the last minute, had set out their twenty Spitfire replica models. The engines were running, the flaps were working and the Semtex was onboard. They just needed the off from Alb.
∞
Alb, Gerry and Mags were positioned round the corner with their team, Jonesey, Lenny, Frank, Nobby and Mort, on the edge of Parliament Square. Mags had insisted on being with them rather than on the WI coach. The only absentee from what Alb had always thought of as his Eden Hall gang was Sticky; inexplicably he'd chosen to go with Wilf and Johnno to take pot shots at people from inside a bloody van. 
Alb looked along the line. All but one of them were dressed like the Long Riders from the Jesse James movie, in specially imported drovers coats. This had been Gerry's idea, him being a fan of westerns. Beneath this all encompassing outer wear they wore fatigues with full battle webbing. Each had an AK47, an Uzi, a nine millimetre pistol and half a dozen grenades concealed amongst the folds of the floor-skimming coats. 
All but one; Mort had ruined the look. Ok, Jonesey was in his slippers but he was a martyr to his corns and wanted to die comfortable. Ok, Gerry had been adamant about his flat cap, but Mort, having insisted on dressing himself, and despite having managed to get the webbing right using a long distant memory lodged somewhere in his brain, on leaving the apartment had mistaken his dressing gown, a green and red check woollen affair, for his long coat. 
Although the outfits had been Gerry's idea it was Alb who had been incensed. He'd announced abruptly that Mort could no longer be part of the op but he'd been overruled in the end; it was too late for anyone to accompany him back to the Village, no-one knew what he might do on his own and they didn't want to take the chance. Besides, no-one wanted to impose the indignity of being left behind on anyone, especially on a suicide mission. 
∞
At the same time as the members of the Commons began piling into the Lords eight wheelchair bound octogenarians started to wheel their way from Victoria Tower Gardens towards the Monarch's entrance. Each of these wheelchair volunteers was determined that their final breath be expended defending Britain from the greedy leaches leading the nation. Eyes fixed, jaws set the old men and women of the Octogenarian Suicide Squad, or the OSS as they liked to call themselves headed for their positions in the tree line just south of their target. 
When they were all in place one of them sent a text to Alb who then sent a message to the ex-RAF boys, 'GO!'
 
 



Murder World 3
 
Nothing is a matter of life and death except life and death.
Angela Carter
 
"Guys," said Marco, "I found this great new game, 'cept it isn't a game."
They were in the pub, not sure what to do with the rest of the evening. Kieran had wanted to go and kick a ball about but as yet had found no other takers. He was working on Cal; if he got one he'd get the rest.
"Oh yeah?" said Jerome, "What's it called?"
"You won't have heard of it," said Marco.
"I know all the games that are out there, pending and on the drawing board for the next 5 years," said Jerome, "so whatever it is I already know about it."
"Not this one," said Marco. He smiled in an irritating way.
"What's it called?" asked Jerome, on his mettle now, "Death Star Galactica?"
Marco shook his head.
"Unholy Assassin?" offered Kieran, throwing an arm across Jerome's shoulders, trying to ease him down.
"It's 'Holy Assassin', you idiot," said Jerome, throwing off the controlling arm.
"Nope, not holy or unholy," said Marco.
"Death Watch?" said Jerome, crossly, to a negative shake of the head, "Come off it, Marco. Parsons Rampage? Gangland? Crime Lord? Little Piggies?"
Marco continued to shake his head, laughing now.
"What the fuck is it then?" demanded Jerome.
"Okay," said Marco, moving in closer to them, looking round furtively, "it's not like any game you've ever seen before."
"They never are," said Cal, "according to the sales blurb anyway."
"No, no," said Marco, "this one really is different and you can't get it in the shops."
"Online distribution only?" asked Kieran, frowning.
"Invitation only," said Marco.
"Invitation only?" questioned Jerome, "What kind of game is that?"
"There's no game to download," said Marco, "Doesn't cost you anything up front but you can win a pot each week and month and then there's a huge jackpot at the end of the year."
"What you on about?" demanded Jerome, "Ain't no such game."
"It's for hardened gamers only," said Marco.
"Listen if it existed I would've heard of it and I ain't heard of it so it don't exist," said Jerome, "Someone's pulling your leg."
"It's real alright," said Marco, "but as I say, it's for hardened gamers only."
"What does that mean?" asked Cal.
"I told you," said Marco, "it's invitation only."
"You said that already," said Jerome, "so where is this game then?"
"I told you," said Marco, "it's not like that."
"I don't get it," said Kieran, intrigued, football forgotten, "what are you talking about?"
"You don't buy it," said Marco, "you sign up to it."
"Okay," said Jerome, "so what is it?"
Marco bit his lip, "Okay, but you gotta listen to what I say before we do this."
"Yeah, yeah," said Jerome, "get on with it."
"No I'm serious," said Marco, his voice suddenly firm, "this is a serious fucking game, alright."
The others fell silent.
"This game has big cash prizes but there are also serious defaults," said Marco.
"What do you mean defaults?" asked Cal.
"You could lose everything," said Marco.
"What do you mean?" asked Kieran, "Do you mean money?"
"I mean everything," said Marco, "your money, your families and your lives, I mean everything."
"What the fuck you on about?" demanded Jerome.
"This is an online league with some really fucking serious challenges," said Marco.
"Not Murder World?" said Jerome excitedly, "you've had an invite to Murder World?"
Marco nodded.
"What the fuck's Murder World?" asked Kieran, sceptically. Marco thought he was such a hot shot.
"Hottest game ever," said Jerome ecstatically. "It's a secret game for hardened gamers," he was suddenly all in the know, "and I mean hardened, not like staying up all night playing shit."
"Natural born killers," said Marco, eyes narrowed.
"Gamers who are willing to take it to the next level," said Jerome.
"What next level?" asked Cal, starting to worry. Jerome could be a bit of a nutter sometimes.
Jerome and Marco looked knowingly at each other, then Jerome said, "Takin' it to reality."
"What?" said Kieran, frowning, irritated, "Taking what to reality? Will someone please tell me what the fuck you're talking about."
"It's an invitation only game," said Marco, in a hushed whisper, "They set challenges for you...."
"Serious fucking challenges," said Jerome, excitement spilling over, "which you must complete or suffer the consequences."
"What consequences?" asked Kieran. Cal was nodding, also wanting answers.
"Look," said Marco, "the stakes in this game are literally everything; you could lose your life."
"Which makes it all the more thrilling," said Jerome. There was a wild light in his eyes; Cal shuddered.
"Lose our lives?" asked Kieran, despite himself he was interested, this was some serious shit. 
"If you don't complete the task then someone will be set the task of punishing you," said Marco.
"Punishing?" asked Cal, his voice had risen and he coughed to cover it.
"Beat you up, maim you, attack a family member, burn your house down, kill you. Whatever they decide," said Jerome. He sounded cool with the idea.
"Whatever who decides?" asked Kieran. This was on the edge, really living.
"Nobody knows," said Marco, his voice dark with mystery, "they're anonymous so know one really knows anything, just that the tasks set are real and so are the punishments."
"So what are the fucking tasks?" demanded Kieran.
"Theft, gangland violence, major jewel robbery," said Jerome.
"Murder," added Marco, with dark deliberation.
"Fuuuuck!" said Cal.
"Wow!" said Kieran, "That is the shit, how do we sign up?"
"Whoa, hold on," said Marco "before anyone signs up we gotta be clear, this is for real, okay."
Kieran had a déja vu moment: echoes of Bergson, having to sign up to the rules before you sign up. Kieran gave a fleeting thought to the likelihood of this game messing up his chances in the beautiful game, then shrugged and said, "I'm in."
Cal looked at him, if Kieran was in he'd have to be in as well. "Okay," he muttered.
"No, I mean it," said Marco, "seriously, this is for real."
"Okay," said Cal, impatient now to get on with it, how bad could it be, "I get it, it's for real."
"Listen, just think about it for a second, okay?" Truth be told Marco was nervous himself. He'd known Jerome would jump in without looking but he'd secretly hoped for more consideration from Kieran, maybe a scathing comment about it, maybe even a pull back from the brink in favour of the footie opportunity, but no, here he was, all keen, "Just consider, what if one of us fails to complete a task, one of the others might be set the challenge of punishment and that could be anything from a beating to murder so make sure you've really thought this one through before you commit."
"Oh, shit," said Cal, "I wouldn't like that."
"Oh grow up," said Jerome, "time you strapped on a pair."
"Oh, you'd be happy murdering Callum or Marco, would you?" asked Kieran, stepping in to the fray, his voice a sibilant hiss, "Or me or maybe my sister or my mum?"
Jerome looked a bit shifty.
"Well?" demanded Kieran.
"Obviously not," said Jerome, "but it wouldn't come to that, would it, I mean we'd complete on the mission, wouldn't we?"
"You can never be too sure," said Marco, "that's why we have to think about it, carefully."
"You backing out now?" Jerome's tone was scornful.
"What if just Marco joined but we all helped in the tasks," offered Cal.
"Yeah, sounds cool to me," said Kieran.
"Not allowed," said Marco, "it's in the rules. No group entries, individuals only. And believe me, they'd know."
"How?" asked Jerome, argumentative as ever, "They got cameras everywhere?"
"Listen," said Marco, beginning to wish he'd not mentioned it, thrown away the invite, used his common sense and run to the hills, "don't mess with these guys okay, they have their means, they know shit and if they say no group entries I'm pretty sure they mean it."
"Fuck it," said Jerome, "we ain't been invited anyways."
"But I could nominate you all," said Marco. "That's why I told you about it." Duh.
"We definitely want in, don't we, guys." said Jerome, "so do what you have to do."
Kieran and Cal looked uncertainly at each other; neither wanting to let the other down.
"Then I'll nominate you all," said Marco.
"I still think we should let Marco apply," said Cal, in a rush, "and we could just help him."
"Sound good to me," said Kieran, common sense prevailing at last.
"No way, guys," said Marco, "I told you, no group entries."
"Too late now," said Jerome, "you've already told us about the game. Suppose you nominate us and they bounce the idea? What then? I'm with Cal, we go in under your name."
"But they have strict rules," said Marco. "You don't want to mess with these guys." 
"Fuck their rules," said Jerome, "how they ever going to know anyway?"
Kieran nodded.
"Yeah," said Cal.
"Shit," said Marco.
 
 



Something in the Wind - 16
 
The revolution is not an apple that falls when it is ripe. 
You have to make it fall.
Che Guevara
 
The Preacher stood at the edge of the stage and stared out, "The time has come," he said, "we are perilously close to the tipping point. If we don't take back our world soon then there is the distinct possibility we will never be able to, that the inheritors of our planet, namely our children, have no idea what it is they are meant to take back."
He started to pace slowly, "Our world is defined by greed, we are led by acquisitive individuals, seduced by beautiful and airbrushed images of damaged individuals. Our souls and minds have been corrupted to the extent that we see only the desperate need for more, a remorseless quest to own this or that, to live vicariously in this PS game, this or that soap, mimic this celebrity or that, use this perfume or have that phone or iPad or tablet. Even more devastating is the fact that the minds and souls of our children have become so corrupted from such an early stage in their development that they have no concept of life before the new religion of greed and selfishness, of self-aggrandisement at the expense of others, at the expense of nature and of our very world."
"This has been nurtured by our leaders for they are the most avaricious amongst us. It is our leaders who have allowed this disease to infest our society where our children are unable to empathise with the each other, with nature, with mankind as a whole. Where our children live their lives via the internet, watching porn, or texting and tweeting nonsense back and forth, where they are unremittingly seduced by adverts on TV, on their PCs, on their tablets or on their mobiles, where they are encouraged to engage in mindless drivel such as 'text your name and your boyfriend’s name and we will tell you if your relationship will last' for which they end up paying a fee, ad infinitum."
He paused, "Our leaders have allowed total commercialism to engulf humanity and they have fostered our basest instincts and our most corrupt urges. They have allowed the high priests of the commercial world to invade our minds and the minds of our young with images of superiority, images that will appear to make us better than others when all the while our actions are making us possibly the worst generation of humans to have ever existed on this planet."
He ignored the gasps of denial that met his words and stopped in the centre of the stage, "Our leaders have created this egotistical and maniacal world of the diseased mind and corrupt soul simply to enable them to rise above everyone else like gods. They have allowed the devil to roam free upon the land, the devil who stokes our most base and evil emotions and desires. Our leaders have encouraged our fall from grace."
He started to pace again, "They have actively consorted with those who would foist the urges of greed and selfishness not just upon us but also upon our weak and developing young, so much so that if we were to try and change our world it is possible that the young would resist us."
He stopped again, "Our leaders have created the religion of consumerism and they have nurtured its growth within the belly of society, they have pandered to the high priests in advertising, in marketing and they have prostituted themselves to the commercial bankers, to the energy giants, to the business consortiums, to the city and they have sold our world and our future and the future of our children who don't know, and may possibly never know, what they have lost."
He started to pace again, "Our leaders have created a religion that has now become greater and stronger than even they could've imagined. This evil beast is now more powerful than its high priests, than its managing directors, than any banking community, than the city itself, for this beast lives off its own energy."
He turned, "It is alive and will resist its destruction, it will send our children out against us, to fight and resist every change that we try to make, every effort at self-discipline, every effort at self-improvement, every effort at changing and improving the world, every attempt to assist the helpless and downtrodden will be crushed by the forces of consumerism, of the forces of greed, of the forces of EVIL."
He raced to the front of the stage, "For be assured the beast does indeed walk the earth!" he shouted, "but it is not as some biblical horned animal, it is as the seed of contempt and selfishness planted deep in the minds and souls of every one of us and it is made manifest in the form of pride, envy, gluttony, lust, anger, avarice and sloth."
He stood and raised his arms, "For these deadly sins are no longer considered to be such, now they are held aloft as goals and ambitions, they are sold to us daily, hourly and sold to our children the minute they can sit and watch a TV, the minute they can operate a mobile or play on a tablet."
He raced across the front of the stage, "All the evil of the world exists in our new government approved and government endorsed religion. So I say to you it is our leaders who have failed us. It is our leaders who have literally lead us down this path. It is our leaders who we must hold responsible and it is our leaders who we must remove forthwith."
Then he was gone. Barry was shaken to his core; this was a call for revolution and it was on camera.
 
 



The Ripper 5
 
The man watched as the girl climbed into a blue four wheeled drive. It didn't move for several minutes, presumably agreeing terms, then the Range Rover was gone. He lit a cigarette and continued to study the three remaining girls. He needed two more customers and he didn't have to wait long. Now there was just one girl leaning against the wall. He started up his car and crawled over. The girl spotted him and made her way to the edge of the curb. He pulled up alongside and lowered his window. They negotiated terms and the girl slid in.
Further up the street, hidden in the shadows, Moresby watched. How much longer would he be required to protect this scumbag? He hated the job, but his feelings were never part of the equation. 
Then the Mazda was off. Moresby sent a quick text then climbed in his car and followed. He had attached a tracker under a wheel arch on Roberts's car so he could follow safely from a distance without detection.
Fifteen minutes later Moresby pulled over in a lay-by, lit up and slid his seat back in his car; ahead he could only imagine the horrors that were unfolding for the poor unfortunate girl; it would be several minutes before Roberts started to move again.
At least that had been the usual pattern, but Roberts was on the move again, coming towards him and fast. He didn't have time to start his car before the blue Mazda shot past. Confused Moresby looked to see if the girl was still in the car but it was too dark. He started up and shoved his car into gear, heading off to where he calculated Roberts had stopped.
As he approached he saw the headlights of another car, driving past he identified it as a Range Rover. A girl came running towards him waving her arms frantically, he had to stop.
"Shit!" hissed Moresby, lowering his window, "What is it?" he asked.
"Help us!" cried the girl, collapsing to the ground.
Moresby climbed out of his car and ran around to where the girl had fallen, it was a full moon so he could see her quite clearly. "What's wrong?" he asked.
"Call an ambulance," cried the girl, "and the police."
"Has there been an accident?" asked Moresby hopefully.
"The Ripper," said the girl, "I know who he is."
"Is he here?" asked Moresby, feigning innocence.
"No, he's gone," said Wendy, "it's Mr. Ballard."
"Eh? Who's Mr. Ballard?" asked Moresby.
"Do you have a phone?" said Wendy, desperately, "Call the police. And we need an ambulance."
"Are you hurt?" asked Moresby, running it over in his mind, the Ripper was Roberts, who the fuck was Ballard?
A middle aged man ran over, his shirt was covered in dark smudges which Moresby knew would be blood, "Help us!" he cried. Moresby's thoughts were wild, this is getting out of hand, needs to be contained, now. "There's a girl," said the man, "over there, she's been stabbed."
"Have you called the police?" said Moresby.
"I couldn't," said the man, "he saw us and took my phone. He attacked me. I tried to fight him off but he had a knife or something, something sharp."
"And he took your phone?" asked Moresby.
"It was in my jacket," said the man, "he had hold of me so I slipped out of it."
"Slow down, slow down," instructed Moresby, "how did he get hold of you? Where were you?"
"Oh god!" wailed the man, "My wife, shit! Shit!"
"Phone an ambulance!" screamed Wendy.
"Wait a minute, how did he get hold of you?" demanded Moresby.
"We were parked when they arrived," said the man, "I just thought they were doing the same as us, you know."
"Where's your phone?" demanded Wendy, pulling at Moresby's pockets.
"Okay, okay," said Moresby, "just let me get signal," he said, moving away, "how's the girl?"
They just stared at him.
"I've covered the wound to stop the bleeding," said the man, "but she's lost a lot of blood."
Moresby moved away and dialled his handler.
"Yes?" came her crisp response.
"It's M175," said Moresby.
"Go ahead 175," said the voice.
"File ABG7116 is compromised," he said.
"Wait a minute," said the voice, putting him on hold.
"Have they answered?" demanded Wendy, from over by his car.
"Wait!" ordered Moresby, then, "Check the girl!" he shouted.
Wendy and the man nodded and both hurried off to look after the Ripper's latest victim.
"Containment options?" asked the woman's voice crisply.
"None without unexplainable escalation," said Moresby.
There was a pause, then, "File closed," said the woman, terminating the call.
"Thank god for that," muttered Moresby.
Twenty minutes later an ambulance and three police cars were on site. The officers were questioning all three witnesses separately. Moresby flashed his I.D. and was nodded towards his car. Then he heard a small commotion from near where they had found the victim. 
"What is it?" he asked as a policeman hurried past.
"Found another victim," said the policeman, recognising the authority in Moresby's tone.
"Another victim?" questioned Moresby confused; he'd seen one girl getting into Roberts' car.
"A man this time," said the Policeman.
Moresby jogged over; there were plenty of flashlights on the body. He was clearly dead, a stab wound to the neck. It was Roberts. So who the hell was driving the Mazda?
"The girl gave us an address," said one of the policemen.
Moresby flashed his ID again and was nodded towards the senior detective on site. He walked over, trying to maintain his calm, flashed his ID again and said, "I want a name and address."
 
 
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 22 
'The Redeemer' has made it to all of the front pages - it's a really exciting time for me, people can now see what it is I'm trying to achieve - okay the tabloids aren't reporting it in a fair light but I'm confident that the people will see what I'm doing for them, even if they're unable to express it for themselves, deep down they know that I'm taking out the disgustingly rich.
I need something big and showy though, some big event where there is plenty of media, something to make the world sit up and take notice.  
 
Diary entry 22 a
 I have the event - Fiona will be modelling at Somerset House next week and Gillespie will be there in support so I just need to come up with a plan, something good and showy to match the event and an excuse to be there of course, that will be harder to explain to Deidre - oh well - hey ho - I'm doing important work so if she doesn't like it.....well. Anyway, I got her a dog, didn't I?
 
Diary entry 23 
Okay, booked the days off I need, booked my hotel room. All worked smoothly. I told Deidre I had to work away for those two days and that we were all booked into hotels, she went for it, well it's not like it hasn't happened before I guess, so all good.
Also, real bunce, not only have I managed to book a room in the same hotel as Fiona and Darren but it's also on the same floor, how good is that? How do I know this? The girl on the booking desk was kind enough to tell me as a sort of encouragement to book the room, again how cool is that? Seriously I love it when a plan starts coming together. 
 



Jackpot 13
 
"Listen up," said Bergson, hands on his hips, scowling around the room, "you all know who I am and what I've achieved.” There was a smattering of ingratiating applause. His scowl deepened. “But I don't know any of you and we can be certain none of you have achieved anything like I have, so if you really want to get on and make a career in football then listen to what I say and do exactly as you're told."
There were a few grunts of agreement and the odd nod here and there. Some were craning to see what he’d written on the flip chart behind him.
“To be blunt, you're not exceptional but you show signs of talent, but that won't help us on a Saturday or Wednesday night when you run out there against the best this league has to offer." He paused a second. "A lot of the teams kick the ball around, have a lot of possession," he pointed to the numbers on the flip chart, "Check out the stats. The best teams have 70% to 80% possession, most of it along their own back line or in midfield
but they still only score 1 or 2 goals even with all that possession.” He stared out at the youngsters, all keen apprentices of the modern game. "That's how foreigners play the bloody game, what the fuck do they know about football, who do they think invented it? We did! So I know how to play it better."
He made eye contact with a pimply youth in the front row, fancied himself a striker, "There's only one way to win a match and that's by putting the ball in the back of the opposition’s net more times than they put it in yours.” He stared at the boy, willing him to contradict, watched as the flush spread from his neck up to his eyebrows then broke the contact, “There's only one way to score a goal, you have to be near enough to the opposition goal for the striker to have a chance of beating the keeper so all this fiddle-arsing around in the middle of the park is of no use to anyone."
He moved forward, now virtually on top of those in the front row, eye-skewering a hapless youth who’d chosen that moment to check his mobile, the boy next to him gave him a nudge and he fumbled it back into his pocket, "It's a fact that most goals are scored on the break, via crosses or the long ball. Few goals are actually scored by passing through the middle of the park. You have to put their defence under pressure and you achieve that by attacking them at speed and forcing them to turn or by getting in behind them and forcing them to run back on goal."
Bergson puffed his chest out, sniffed and turned over the flip chart, "So, here’s the plan. We are going to sit back when they have the ball, we will tackle but we will drop back into our own area and let them fuck around all they want along their back line and pass it around all they like in the middle…” he paused, relishing the pin drop silence, “but the minute they get in the mid terrain of our half we will tackle the shit out of them."
The boys nodded, on a few faces he saw genuine buy-in, understanding and real enthusiasm.
"Then when we get the ball back it's attack, attack, attack," his intensity was catching, they were leaning forward in their seats, "I want to see that ball threaded down the channels for the wingers or full backs to get onto, chipped over the top of their back line into this no-man’s land area in front of goal giving our strikers a one on one running chance against the heaviest and slowest members of the opposition. I want to see the ball hoofed down towards the corner flags so it's a one on one race for the ball."
Some of the boys looked shocked. This was not the triangles of passing football they’d been encouraged to emulate; this was Sunday football in the park.
"Now, this is not pretty football, it's not how the Europeans or the Brazilians play but it puts the opposition under pressure and pressure creates goals. I want them battered by our pressure, dazed by the constant attacks. Make no mistake I want to see some real hard graft out there, I want to see blood and sweat, I want to see you bursting your lungs to get into the best striking position and I want to see them panicking, desperate to clear their lines, understand?"
The boys all nodded, he’d captured most of them by now, at least in thought if not in practice.
"If there are no options I want you hoofing the ball off the pitch, down their end, as near the corner flag as you can, because a throw in is a 50:50 ball which we'll turn into 70:30 to us."
Some of the boys looked a little confused.
He spoke more slowly, "If they throw it on down their end and we get it back then they are under pressure and we can work a striking opportunity from it. You might not have noticed this but some of the biggest clubs with the best possession can’t retain the ball from a throw on. They can pass, they can dribble and they can shoot but they hardly ever retain the ball from a throw on without going backwards to their defenders."
"What if their defence just drops off?" asked Kieran. The words were out before he’d considered them and he was terrified that he’d be made to pay for interrupting the great man.
"Good question," said Bergson, his eyes narrowing, trying to place the questioner, athletic midfielder, shows good promise. "If they do that and their midfield doesn't go with them then there will be a gap between the defence and the midfield in which case just drop the ball in there and if the midfield drops off as well then we shove all our forwards in amongst them and you just chip it in there from the wings or the middle and we see what mayhem we can create, a lot of goals are scored from panic and it's panic that we mean to create."
 



P.A.C.T  - 32
 
And gentlemen in England, now a-bed
Shall think themselves accursed they were not here,
And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin's day.
Wm Shakespeare: Henry V
 
 
Five minutes after Alb gave the command twenty model Spitfires were circling Big Ben to the excited oohs and aaahs of the watching crowd. The ex-RAF boys, having made their way round from their spot on the Westminster Abbey lawn, were standing in Parliament Square, each controlling his individual squadron with consummate ease. The troops and police watched in consternation, uncertain how to handle this spectacle without upsetting the watching crowd.
Alb then sent a text to Cynthia. Moments later the ladies of the WI, some of them sporting patriotic pink and blue rinses, tumbled out of their coach; bobbing like buoys in a rough sea. 
"Out of my way, girls," hollered a big round woman in a large floral tent of a dress, her multiple chins flapping like a walrus, "pass me my cane, Ethel," she yelled back into the coach, "it’s with my gun thing."
"Don't crowd me, Hilda," hissed a frail yet waspish old lady, flapping her stick wildly against all and sundry, "don't crowd me."
"How does this thing work?" asked another, whipping out an Uzi from under her dress and waving it in the air. She was gloriously bedecked, leaning on a wheeled Zimmer frame.
"Good Lord," said a sightseer who was walking past the coach, "has that old girl got a gun?" He was hurried away by his wife, intent on getting a good viewing point for when the Queen left the building. 
"Steady on, Clara," said Cynthia, her diamond bracelets clacking together as she waved her arms "we haven't had the off yet."
"Come on," said Fiona quickly, "hide your guns before they're spotted by the fuzz."
The police officers stationed outside Parliament stared over towards the WI coach, a sergeant clearly speaking into his radio. Several hundred feet above them a Police helicopter hovered. The Guards on the ground also turned their gaze on the WI coach, the men of the household cavalry pulled at their reins as if preparing to charge, though charge what they did not know.
∞
“Let’s get this show on the road," said Alb. 
Gerry nodded and removing his flat cap waved his arm above his head from side to side; the attack signal to the RAF boys. Immediately the Spits zipped off in different directions, circled and then flew directly at the building where the House of Lords was situated. 
"Someone shoot those bloody planes down!" yelled a sergeant from the guards, at which a hundred L85A2s, the standard British army rifle, aimed skywards.
The infantry fired and two spits exploded but the others sped on and smashed through the paned windows, exploding on impact, sending glass, brick fragments and splinters everywhere. Then the remaining planes flew through the openings and crashed into the red leather seats bearing the rich and obscenely plump behinds of the Lords. At the same time the OSS set off smoke bombs that they had cunningly taped to the underside of their wheelchairs, though not so cunningly as it turned out, for two of them promptly keeled over and died of asphyxiation.
Alb turned towards the crowd and, pulling his AK47 from under his coat, fired off a couple of rounds into the air and shouted, "Get back!" 
Immediately the crowd started a panicked dispersal, running for cover, away from Parliament. At the same time Gerry and the others let off a smoke bomb each. The soldiers stationed just in front of Alb's little army turned and aimed their rifles.
"Get out of the way!" ordered the soldiers, seeing only age and infirmity. The old people hastily complied and scurried as fast as they could past the red coated warriors, towards Parliament.
The Police on duty all turned their attention to Parliament Square; they were looking for an ethnic minority group or maybe a young terrorist faction but all they could see was a bunch of old codgers stumbling their way towards them, they presumed desperately seeking cover. 
"Over here," yelled the sergeant of Police, waving frantically as he did so, "and keep down."
"They're in the way, Sarge," said a young copper, "I can't see who's firing."
"Out of the way," yelled the sergeant at Alb and his troops.
"What the bloody hell's going on?" yelled a rotund copper; known to his mates as six bellies, "where did those shots come from?"
"Over there," stated Gerry pointing towards Westminster Abbey, "Over there."
"Quick lads," shouted six bellies, "get the chopper over ‘ead, see if they can't see anything."
∞
Meanwhile Bill and Johnno had opened up the rear doors of the van from where Wilf, his sights zeroed in, was taking pot shots at the Police. Unable to identify where the shots were coming from the officers withdrew to the visitor entrance off Cromwell Green. 
The nearby guards had fallen back on the Parliament building itself and were also looking for the source of the incoming rounds.
Alb, Gerry, Mags and their small army were still shuffling across the road, intermittently gasping their “For Britain” battle cry. They eventually made it and piled into the courtyard to the side of Parliament, to be joined by the freshly cut and dyed, tight curly perms of the WI. 
"Where did all these bloody old gits come from?" demanded a sergeant of the Guards.
"I don't fucking care," yelled the Colonel of the Grenadier Guards, "just get them out of the bloody way."
"This way mate," said a young guard to Alb and Gerry as they paused for breath, Alb with his hand on Gerry’s shoulder, wheezing at the smoke, "If you hang around out there you'll end up getting shot." 
Alb and Gerry nodded and squeezed past, followed by Mags and the rest of their motley crew.
∞
"What the..?" yelled a police sergeant as a tiny, wrinkly old lady dressed in a voluminous dark blue evening dress and be-jewelled in diamonds and emeralds appeared through the smoke. For a moment he thought in horror that it might be the Queen then, eyes adjusting to the smoke, he realised his error and called, "quick granny, over here." 
"Less of the granny, my boy," snarled Clara as she levelled her Uzi and let rip with a long burst, emptying her magazine. The bullets smashed into everything around the police sergeant. He blinked, unscathed; a shocked expression on his face. "Oh dear," she mused, "I seem to have run out."
"Run for your life, BOY!" yelled the big round woman in the floral dress as she bounced out of the smoke wafting across Parliament. She stepped in front of Clara, shielding her with her huge bulk. "Or I'll waste your ass."
"Shit!" hissed the Sergeant, scuttling backwards for cover.
∞
Wilf, never having had the patience to be a sniper, had abandoned the van and was leading his happy band across St. Margaret Street in what he considered a charge but which was in fact a muddled shuffle. "Death or Glory!" he muttered intermittently, not having the energy for the rallying battle cry he could hear so clearly in his head.
"Keep moving that way," yelled a Colour Sergeant, pointing in the direction of the Peers’ entrance.
Puffing uncontrollably Wilf nodded, wanting very desperately to sit down and never get up again. Cursing himself for an old fool, instead he dug deep and stumbled on until he came to rest at the impressive entrance to the Lords, "Fire in the hole!" he yelled, dumping a satchel of grenades through the doorway before seeking cover further back. The double doors disintegrated into a whirlwind of splinters.
"Up and at 'em, lads!” He yelled to his collection of ruthless warriors; Bill, Johnno, Pete, Ron, Dave and Sticky. Johnno responded with quite a loud shout of “Death or Glory!" 
Behind them three Chelsea pensioners, who had been sight-seeing for the day but were now lying in the road sheltering from the mayhem around them, struggled to their feet, they stared wide eyed for a minute or so then with broad grins spread across heavily lined faces they were off and hobbling, screaming at the tops of their voices, "Death or Glory!"
"Give no quarter, take no prisoners," yelled Sticky savagely, surprising himself. 
"Who are they?" demanded Johnno of Pete, pointing over his shoulder at the Chelsea old boys.
"No idea," said Pete, "they didn't come with us, did they?"
"They haven't even got weapons," said Sticky.
∞
Alb had been watching Wilf’s assault on the doors with something approaching envy. "Who does he think he is?" he demanded, "he's not running this bloody show."
Suddenly Cynthia appeared, displaying agility that belied her years, hurdling a prone and groaning policeman, then dashing into the darkened, smoke-filled building, following in Wilf’s footsteps, firing madly as she went. Bringing up the rear was Vera, re-loading as she ran, bunions forgotten in her haste to get into the action.
"Bloody crazy woman," muttered Alb, "she's going to hurt someone with that thing in a minute."
Gerry, at his side as always, made a very strange growling noise; his dander was up and he had the scent of fresh blood in his nostrils, "Death or Glory!" he yelled.
"Er....er, Nobby," stammered Mort, "I need to go to the lavatory."
"Well hold it," ordered Frank, pushing Nobby back into line.
"I can't," said Mort, pulling his dressing gown close around him, "it's all this excitement."
"Then go where you are," said Jonesey, "it won't matter in a minute will it; you'll be dead so you're going to piss yourself anyway."
Just then the Deputy Prime Minister stumbled out of the doorway clutching his head; blood running from a slight graze, "Help me," he moaned, "help me."
"Certainly matey," answered Lenny, taking aim and loosing off a whole clip.
The Deputy Prime Minister fell to his knees, "Don't shoot,” he begged as the rounds bounced around him, none finding a target. 
"Bugger," moaned Lenny as he struggled to change his mag.
The Deputy Prime Minister checked to see if and where he had been shot, then realising that all of the bullets had missed he struggled to his feet determined to make good his escape. One of the RAF boys, having witnessed the incident sent his last spit crashing into the ground at the Deputy PM’s feet. There was a terrific explosion, a burst of flame and as the huge cloud of smoke and dust drifted off only a forlorn pair of shoes remained where the Deputy PM had stood.
The Prime Minister, from his hiding place in the doorway gulped and slunk further back into the shadows. Ron, emerging from the dust cloud pulled out a butcher’s knife, "Gotcha, you bastard," he snarled. Bill said from close behind him, "I've got the Labour leader."
"He's all yours," said Ron, party loyalties on the back burner, as he shuffled into the blackened building. 
Just then the Queen, head held high, crown in her left hand and her tattered and torn robe hanging from her shoulders, strode out of the crumbling building, the Duke of Edinburgh strolling on behind.
Alb and Gerry were immediately transfixed. Mags moved slightly out of line of sight. Lenny stamped to attention, closely followed by Frank. 
Prince Philip saw commoners and moved towards them, hand outstretched, "Hello, how are you?" he said, shaking the spell bound Lenny's hand.
"Well, it just isn't good enough, Philip," said the Queen.
"I was only helping her up, cabbage," he protested.
"It didn't look like that to me," stormed the Queen.
"Your Majesties," stumbled Alb, not at all sure of the etiquette required.
"Oh dear, more little people," muttered the Queen.
"Got to put on a good show, old girl," said Prince Philip.
"I don't need you to tell me that Philip," hissed the Queen over her shoulder, "Ah hello," she said, turning her attention to Alb and Gerry, both still mesmerised, "and what is it that you two do around here?"
"Leave this to me, cabbage, old thing," said the Prince, "I know how to talk to these types. Now see here urm, old man...."
"Corporal, Albert Rayner, of the 1st Battalion, Middlesex Regiment, your highness," said Alb, stamping to attention.
"Ah yes," said Prince Philip on firmer ground now, "don't suppose you've seen our carriage have you? It should be around here somewhere, or maybe the Colonel of the Guards?"
"You there," called the Queen pointing to Wilf who was kneeling over the prone figure of a pot bellied MP, "would you be so kind as to call me a cab?"
Wilf stared bog eyed, a bowie knife in one hand and something small and red in the other.
"I say, what do you have in your hand?" asked the Queen.
Wilf shook his head and stuffed something into his pocket.
"Oh my god!" hissed Alb, knowing Wilf, it was probably a trophy.
"What?" said Prince Philip. Alb nodded at Wilf. Prince Philip looked back and forth, a puzzled expression, "What is it?"
"I say," said the Queen, "a cab, per chance?"
"My kingdom for a cab," said Prince Philip sarcastically.
"Philip," snapped the Queen, "that isn't funny."
"Ear necklace," hissed Alb in Prince Philip's direction.
"I need someone to call me a cab," said the Queen.
"You're a cab," chuckled Prince Philip under his breath.
"I heard that Philip," said the Queen. "I say, what do you have there?" she said, addressing Wilf.
Like a naughty school boy Wilf found himself unable to speak or even to think, slowly he reached into his pocket. Alb's mouth opened in a silent scream, Prince Philip smiled benignly and time slowed down across the universe. Then, just as the bloodied trophy cleared Wilf's pocket, Prince Charles stumbled through the doorway, his multitude of ornamental medals dangling precariously from his chest, "Mummy," he wailed.
∞
Meanwhile in a sumptuous Executive suite at the Savoy, Mackie had positioned himself in front of three lap tops. He had a Skype connection open on two of them; the one on the left was the legal representative of a man identified only as Mr CS and the one on the right was representing a similarly identified, Mr MAF. The centre screen held 12 CCTV images of the events currently unfolding in Westminster.
"Okay, gentlemen," said Mackie, "as agreed, bidding will begin when the target is revealed."
"To clarify," said the man on the left screen, "how do you intend for this to work?" His usual urbane presentation had been overtaken by an unhealthy -looking sheen of what could only be termed, sweat.
"Simple," said Mackie, hiding a smile, "my man will usher the target towards one of the exits. They are all covered by SIG-Sauer SSG2000s which carry an armour piercing round. Each weapon is rigged up to my laptop from which I can control the shot, or shots. Each is fitted with a twenty round magazine. For the right price, working upwards from 5 million, sterling naturally, I will release that control to your client who will then be able to take the shot or shots."
Each of the two screens went blank momentarily; Mackie was untroubled; the middle men were, no doubt, conferring with their employers.
The one on the right, the representative for Mr MAF, came back on, "And how do we take the shot?" 
"Press enter once I've switched control across," said Mackie.
The screen went black again.
"Oh, there he is," said Mackie, homing in on Prince Charles, "have to hurry you, gentlemen."
"Ten million," said the representative for CS, abruptly coming back on screen.
"Fifteen," said Mr MAF's representative; a disembodied voice.
"Twenty."
∞
The Queen turned her gaze towards her weeping son, only for a second but it was enough for Wilf to seek cover in the dust clouds sweeping back and forth across Parliament.
"What is it, Charles?" demanded the Queen.
"I think I'm going to be sick, mummy," he wailed.
"Bloody useless idiot," hissed Prince Philip.
"Charles, pull yourself together," commanded the Queen.
"It might be best if you moved on, your Dukeship," whispered Alb to Prince Philip, "it could get dangerous around here."
"Quite," said Prince Philip, smiling, "well, keep it up," he murmured, giving Alb a friendly pat on the shoulder, "you're doing a damned fine job, whatever it is."
"Come on Philip," said the Queen, "We have to be getting orf. What about a bus? Do you think they'll let us on without any money?"
"Doubt it, old girl," said Prince Philip following on behind, "you know what things are like these days, got to pay for everything, gone are the days of the freebies."
"Yes," said the Queen sarcastically, "You would know all about them."
"Protect the Queen!" screamed the Sergeant Major and the guards doubled over to surround their Monarch.
"Fix bayonets!" yelled a corporal.
"Wait for me mummy," called Prince Charles, realising a bit late that he'd need to scurry if he wasn't to be left behind.
"Charles," Camilla had emerged from the smoke, her hair and face blackened, "help me."
"Not so fast, you bounder," snarled Hilda, the floral pattern of her dress clashing wildly with the AK47 she was levelling at Prince Charles' chest, "time to say hello to the devil."
"Bugger," groaned Prince Charles, abandoning Camilla and nipping back inside the House of Lords. 
Hilda pulled the trigger but it wouldn't move, it was the same problem she'd been having all afternoon, "Wouldn't you just know I'd get the broken one," she complained.
"Remove the bloody safety catch!" yelled Gerry, as he shuffled past.
"Safety catch?" said Hilda, "what's a safety catch?"
Alb shook his head and followed Gerry into the smoke filled gloom, "Where do we go from here?" he said.
"I don't know," said Gerry, "just push on, I guess."
Meanwhile Prince Charles was ushered by his security detail towards the entrance by Cromwell's Green.
∞
"Okay gentlemen," said Mackie, "I'm going to need you to finish off now, the target will be available in a short moment, final bids please."
"50 million," said the representative for SC.
"60 million," said the representative for MAF.
"70 million," said the representative for SC.
"100 million," said the representative for MAF.
"Sold," snapped Mackie, "transfer of funds required up front, of course."
The representative for MAF then started to type frantically into his lap top.
Mackie sent a quick text, 'Hold at the entrance for my clearance.'
Meanwhile, Ken and Val, having also managed to slip passed the troops and police, a bucket each of hot tar and a bag of feathers in hand, were closing on Cromwell's Garden.
"Money is transferred," said the representative of MAF.
Mackie checked his account on his laptop and smiled, "I am transferring the shot to you, now," he said, "be ready because you will have only a split second in which to fire." Mackie then sent a text to his man in Prince Charles' security detail, 'Now.'
"It's alright, sir," said the security man, to Prince Charles, "I've just had the okay, the way ahead is clear."
"About bloody time," hissed Prince Charles.
"Not so fast," screamed Clara from the shadows behind.
"Bloody hell," groaned Prince Charles, before ducking out of the door.
MAF stared wild eyed at the tablet in his hands, his finger hovering over the enter button, then he saw his target and he started to bash away. At precisely the same moment Tom and Harry leapt out of the smoke and together launched a bucket load of tar all over Prince Charles. Horrified he raised his hands to his face and, stepping backwards, slipped on a police truncheon, just as the rounds from the Sig came crashing into the entrance killing his security escort outright. Ken and Val emptied their bags of feathers all over him. 
Crowing with victory the small group disappeared into the grey and white smoke swirling around Parliament.
MAF stared at his screen, eyes bulging. He couldn't see anything through the smoke. His representative stood next to him, also peering.
At the Savoy Mackie was busy putting away some of his other equipment when he saw a lone figure standing up in the camera shot, a figure covered head to foot in tar and feathers. Mackie squinted, shrugged and closed the PC. 
MAF looked confused, he stared at the screen, "Did I get him?" he asked, then, "He's still ALIVE!" he screamed, hurling the tablet across the room.
Prince Charles groaned and started to shuffle towards Bridge Street. Behind him he could hear the burst of automatic fire and the screams of dying politicians. "Bloody stupid...." he muttered under his breath. No one stopped him, checked his progress or attempted to molest him in anyway; they steered clear and let the sad lonely figure stumble on down the road, that is, all except a small mousey looking old lady, a bowie knife clamped firmly between her gums as she manoeuvred a bent and squeaky Zimmer frame along the uneven pavement, an empty Uzi dangling at her side.
∞
The Prime Minister, his tie pulled loose and his shirt buttons open at the top, crawled along the floor towards the House of Commons. Behind him he heard the continuous cracking of machine guns. He crawled onwards past a cowering reporter who, realising he had the opportunity of an exclusive, thrust a mike under his nose.
"Prime Minister, what do you make of the day's events?"
"Look," said the PM, falling into his usual intro, then he groaned and crawled off. Trust bloody Blackmore to balls it up.
∞
Outside the army had formed a defensive square around the Queen and the Duke. The police had cordoned off Parliament. 
"Are you alright your Majesty?" asked the Colonel.
"Yes, but I'm just a bit tired," said the Queen.
"Sergeant Major!" shouted the Colonel, "seat for the Queen."
"Sir!" shouted the Sergeant Major turning to a couple of privates, "On your hands and knees lads and look sharp about it." The two privates dropped on all fours and the Queen and Duke of Edinburgh sat down.
"Don't suppose you could rustle up a cup of tea, could you?" asked the Queen.
"Cup of tea for the Queen!" shouted the Sergeant Major.
"Whiskey if you've got one," said Prince Philip.
"It's too early for a whiskey, Philip," snapped the Queen irritably.
"Damn it all," he muttered.
Just then about thirty MPs burst from the Peers entrance and dropped to their knees; gasping for air and praising the Lord for their salvation. Seeing their chance the OSS wheeled passed the distracted household cavalry and watching policemen, and rolled on towards the peers' entrance. 
"Get them!" shouted a police officer, pointing towards the OSS but too late, for they had reached their target. The MPs, realising they had been approached by ancient invalids, acted as one and sought cover behind the wheelchairs, convinced that no-one would shoot a cripple. Ebullient that their prey had reacted so helpfully, the members of the OSS detonated their charges blowing themselves and the thirty odd MPs into the next world.
∞
Inside the Lord's Chamber Wilf and his merry band were busy despatching the few remaining MPs who had sought refuge behind the seats. They'd been joined by Fiona and Esmé; both of whom had proved to be excellent and ruthless shots. Pete was watching Fiona with a new level of admiration and not a little fear.
"I just got the Chancellor of the Exchequer," bragged Johnno.
"Well, I got the Foreign Secretary," yelled Sticky, "little toad that he is."
"He only counts as half," joked Dave.
Bill staggered into the chamber, blood running from an open chest wound.
"You alright Bill?" asked Esmé, pausing in the middle of a re-load.
Bill slumped down in one of the seats and grinned, "I got the bloody leader of the opposition." Then he slumped forward, his last breath rattling in his throat. Dave and Sticky bowed their heads for a moment, Johnno put his hand on Bill's shoulder and then they all moved off.
∞
Alb and Gerry had reunited with Mags, Lenny, Dora and Cynthia.
"What now?" asked Cynthia, her hair askew and eyes wild.
Gerry's face was filthy, his smile stretched from ear to ear and his eyes were wild, "Who cares? Never expected to get this far."
"Where are the others? Where's Wilf's lot?" asked Alb.
Gerry shrugged; he'd been with Alb all the time so he knew what Alb knew.
"Mort had a stroke," said Lenny "and I saw Frank and Jonesey get it near the entrance."
"What about Val?" asked Alb.
Everyone shrugged, no one had seen Val or Ken or any of that team. 
"And Vera, Esmé?" Dora looked like she might cry; the excitement giving way to despair.
"I say we go down shooting," said Cynthia, brandishing her weapon like she'd been born to it.
"Like Butch and Sundance," said Gerry, smiling at Alb.
"Why don't we just escape?" asked Mags, not altogether ready to meet her maker.
"We're through, Mags," said Alb, "these old bones won't get much further."
"But there's a war still to fight," said Mags.
"That's right," said Lenny, "there'll be others to replace these scumbags, someone will have to tackle them."
"There's no way out," said Alb, "I can't face prison."
"See if there are any more left," Mags said, authority personified, "then gather back here in ten minutes."
"You know a way out?" Alb's voice was high, thick with renewed hope.
"Of course," she said, smiling gently, "I know everything."
 



Helpline 5
 
The old man shuffled over to his chair, placed the cup of tea and custard cream on the table and settled down. He picked up the phone and dialled the Bentleys Bank credit card helpline. It rang, then he was placed on hold for 10 minutes during which time he quietly sipped his tea and nibbled his biscuit. Finally, someone answered.
"Hello!" he shouted, pretending he was deaf was part of the fun.
The operator on the other end repeated their name a bit louder for him.
"Hello!" he shouted again, waggling his feet in his carpet slippers, "Yes that's right, my name is David Kemp, Mr David Kemp."
"Security?" he shouted, "What's security?" he was finding it hard to restrain a giggle.
"Secret word?" he said, stuffing his hand into his mouth, "What's a secret word?"
The operator went through the process of explaining his secret word to him; he already knew the drill and was flicking through Country Life. Part way through the operator’s explanation he shouted "What?"
The operator started the whole process again, now also shouting.
"Hang on a minute," Mr Kemp yelled, "I think it's upstairs, let me go and look for it." He put the phone down, sipped his tea, nibbled his biscuit and flicked through some more pages. He waited for 2 minutes exactly, and then picked up the phone again, "Okay!" he shouted, "I've got it. What is it you want?"
"The third and fourth characters," said the voice on the other end.
"But there are only 3," he lied jubilantly.
On the other end of the phone Aaron was gently banging his forehead on his desk.
 



See all, hear all, know all  
 
"You and this Preacher chappie visited the Eden Hall Village as ordered?" asked Sir Phillip. He was as calm as always although Barry sensed suppressed excitement.
Barry nodded, fidgeting uncomfortably in his chair, not quite sure why it was important.
"Good," said Sir Phillip, "some news will break shortly linking him to the attack..."
"On Parliament?" questioned Barry, sounding stupid, what other attack could he possibly be referring to, "How?"
"Never mind how, your job is to see that he doesn't make it to a court room."
"Sir?" questioned Barry. He tried and failed to contain his shock.
"Terminate him," said Sir Phillip, "I will contact you when it becomes necessary."
"But sir?" said Barry, "I don't see how he could be linked to this terrorist atrocity."
"Which is why you are paid to sit there, Barrington, whilst I am paid to sit over here."
 



Episode 17
 



Desk Jockeys - Three
 
"Hi Gwen," said Neil, flourishing his copy of Metro, "what do you make of the attack on Parliament?"
"Forget that," ordered Gwen, her face one big scowl, "we've got bigger problems."
"Really?" Neil had thought it quite a big deal but you didn't argue with Gwen in this mood.
"Yes," she said, "and we've got to play it carefully, because our necks are on the line."
She'd taken the trouble to pick him up at the station; Neil should have smelled a rat at that point.
"Not literally, I hope," he joked. He knew as he said it that he was wasting his time; whilst no one disputed she was an extremely good - looking woman, Gwen was known to have no sense of humour, particularly where her job was concerned.
True to form, she frowned at his levity, "I'm serious Neil, they don't want us here and, if you ask me, Peter sending us on this job is a fit up."
"What do you mean?" Having got over his initial irritation, he'd begun to see this job as an opportunity to show what he was made of, he was already planning his grateful acceptance of the bonus that might follow, perhaps even a promotion.
"All the head boys here came from the opposition," said Gwen. She sounded tired, he thought she was maybe irritated that he couldn't see what she was seeing so clearly. "The last thing they want is anybody from Bentley's Bank crashing in and showing them up."
Neil frowned, "I still don't get it...we didn't crash in, we got sent."
"Belson is from Boulder's," she was ticking the names off her fingers, describing the trio of senior managers she had been introduced to on her arrival, "Dyson is from Telson's and Bauer is from the Middleton bank, and let's face it, although this is Peter Leighton's baby these guys have been running it as if it's their own little show, nothing to do with Bentley's. If we fix it then they'll find a way of screwing us somehow. If we fail they'll be in the clear and we'll be buggered with Peter."
Neil looked crushed. She was more politically aware than him, had to be said, if that's how she read it then that's how it was, "How'd we end up in the shit then?"
"Peter lied when he sold it to me, said there was kudos if we achieved here but he didn't tell me the lay of the land first, bastard." 
"Oh," said Neil, still out of his depth, "an' how did I get involved?"
"I needed help," said Gwen. Her simple statement annoyed him.
"And you asked for me?" said Neil.
"Hey, haven't I been there for you in the past?"
Neil frowned, thoughts racing, this was turning into a real nightmare of an assignment.
"The way I want this to work," said Gwen, taking his silence for complicity, "is you do the research on the floor, report up to me and I'll feed it back to Peter and David Belson."
He nodded, "Okay, but we need to be sure what it is we're meant to be achieving."
She pulled into a reserved parking bay, parked and switched off the engine, turning towards him, "Don't worry about that," she said, all smiles now he'd agreed, "I think I have the solution. I've been talking to Karen; she's the A.M. She says that Dyson and Bauer have already fed back to Belson that the main problem lies with Jane, the Team Leader in banking."
He was watching her closely, she'd been his boss for a number of years before he'd been transferred to Ben's team and their working patterns were set. 
"Really," said Neil, his tone dry, "well, if they know what the problem is, why are we here?"
"They want someone from outside to go in, confirm what's going on and present a solution. Preferably one that doesn't include Jane."
"So they've decided she’s buggering up the works and we're here to do their dirty work."
"In a nut shell," said Gwen.
"Oh well, that's not so bad then, if this Jane is the cause of all the problems."
"She's not," said Gwen. Poor Neil, he was still so naive, even after all these years. "Look, you have to see the big picture, Neil. The system they've purchased, it's crap." She slid out of the car, knees together, pointed toes, graceful. Neil got out his side and took delight in slamming the door. She feigned not to notice, "You remember when we did the flotations, all the system testing that went on?"
"Yeah," said Neil, remembering the team of Indians, all polite smiles, soft voices and condescension, "Amit and the techis, went on for months, everything was tested over and over."
"Exactly, well, David Belson chose the system they've got here and he signed up after a 2 hour presentation. He didn't even see the processors or the screens, just signed up there and then."
"Let me guess, it doesn't work," Neil couldn’t be bothered to be shocked; senior managers were a law unto themselves.
"It’s inefficient. They have 12 Bellings and 50 screens in the verification room, whereas 3 Delton machines could have processed the same amount of work in half the time."
“So the kit is crap, but where does this Jane come into it?" said Neil.
Gwen paused in the act of opening the door, "I'll let them explain it to you," she said, recognising he was going to be difficult. He was naive but stubborn; no wonder he was always over-looked for promotion. "We've got to go in there in a minute.” 
She thought for a few moments then confided, “What I’m trying to say is that Jane is taking the can. That’s what they want, but even if you play ball and point to her, they still have crap machines, which means they still aren't going to hit their targets. We’re not allowed to point to the machines as the problem so effectively we're being set up to fail. They can say to Peter Leighton that it's not their fault."
"Belson signed off the machines, right?" 
"Yeah,” she saw where he was going and countered, “but Leighton countersigned so that ship don't sail."
Just then the double doors at the end of the corridor opened and a mid-height, nondescript man in an ill-fitting grey suit, obviously the junior member of the team, signalled them in.
 



La Palma – Diez 
 
Malik checked the account again; there was something wrong. He calculated the money received again, still wrong. The total didn't fit with his projections, they were well behind. He got up and walked over to the coffee maker scanning the screens of his crew as he did so. Mani looked ok, so did Akeem. He wandered back to his seat but stopped at a point where he could see what Faj was typing. He didn't have to wait long, Faj brought up the transfer screen, typed in the relevant account numbers then typed 5k.
"I told you that money won't clear today," snarled Malik, "we're really behind. Do you know how much time you've wasted?"
Faj spun round, "It'll be okay," he said, giving Malik a look under half-lidded eyes, "the money will get there, no worries."
"We are withdrawing the money at the end of the day," said Malik, "no-one is to go near that account after that. Everything you've done is lost."
"What?" said Faj, "Why? They won't tumble for days, I can get my money easy."
Malik stared at him, this was one of those moments and he had to sort it now, "I told you 2k only," said Malik.
"I know," said Faj, "but I thou...."
He never finished the sentence. Malik drove a pencil deep into his throat then snapped his neck. Faj crumpled to the floor. Malik went back to his screen, sipped his coffee and carried on processing the accounts. Akeem and Mani stared at each other, then at Faj, a heap on the floor, clearly shaken.
 



No 10 
 
Sir Phillip knocked and entered. The PM was seated at the head of the table, nursing a heavily bruised arm; truth be told the only injury he had incurred in the attack. He looked pale, his face taut with suppressed anger.
"How are you, Prime Minister?" asked Sir Phillip.
Cholmondeley stared coldly at him, "How do you think I am?" Sir Phillip pulled a face, having no real interest in the answer; he'd asked simply to be polite. "I was very nearly killed, Blackmore," the PM continued, his voice tight with outrage.
"Oh hardly that, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "obviously it had to look good but my men assure me that at no stage were you in actual mortal danger."
"And what of the Prince of Wales?" demanded Cholmondeley, "was that part of the plan?"
Sir Phillip coughed, "Well not exactly, Prime Minister but I think we can agree that the outlook for the continuation of the monarchy is much brighter now."
Cholmondeley's jaw dropped, he'd known Sir Phillip was a cold fish but he hadn't really realised just how clinically his mind worked.
"With Prince William inheriting," Sir Phillip elaborated. 
"I know what you mean, Blackmore," said the PM.
Sir Phillip smiled benignly, "Regarding the attack, we have the suspects....."
"I don't think they're suspects, Blackmore," said the PM, nastily, "their faces have been splashed over global TV all bloody day."
"Innocent until proven guilty," demurred Sir Phillip, more to annoy than for any other reason, then added quickly, "and we do have another name in the frame, a bit of a celebrity from what I can gather."
"Save it for later, Blackmore, you need to go. I'm holding an emergency COBR meeting."
∞
The uniformed services arrived first, always prompt. The rest drifted in a few at a time, all of them summoned summarily to take up their new positions; filling dead men's' shoes. The PM had placed his bandaged arm conspicuously on the table; he wanted those present to be impressed by the dangers he had faced for the nation. When everyone was finally seated he sat bolt upright; wounded yes, but not mentally incapacitated.
"Gentlemen," he said briskly, "our main priority is to demonstrate that we are in control and that we will not tolerate terrorism. Firstly we need to contain the streets," this was said with a venomous glance at the Police Commissioner, Edward Bullivant, a big man, with a crude face and crude manners, "with the Government precariously balanced like this we can expect crime rates to rocket, and increased protests with accompanying riots."
"Prime Minister, all leave has been cancelled and all firearms officers have been allocated......"
"Where the hell were they when we needed them, eh, Bullivant?" 
"Sir, I appreciate....but the attackers were so old... we didn't think..."
The head of the Army, General John Flitney, gave him a quick look; his turn would come.
"Just do your job, Bullivant, I expect the terrorists to be in custody by the end of the week. Speak to Sir Phillip Blackmore, he has his finger on the pulse of this one."
Bullivant almost groaned out loud; he wouldn't have been surprised to find Blackmore had masterminded the whole affair but he merely nodded and mumbled acquiescence.
"It beggars belief that something like this could happen right under your noses," the PM continued, glaring now at Flitney, who wisely said nothing, "I need you to get on top of it; get troops on the street, en masse, to give confidence. Another thing, to avoid the escalation of public disorder, which could very easily get out of control, I need you to start shifting the inner-city unemployed into manageable locations." 
Flitney looked as if he were about to speak then thought better of it.
The PM looked round for his next target then, recognising that none of the others were in post at the time of the attack, he made a deliberate effort to calm down. At this, shoulders relaxed and an audible sigh went round the room as held breath was expelled.
"We must ensure that all departments are running smoothly; your respective portfolios are in front of you," he said, pointing vaguely at the long table. "Now I know that none of you have been elected and the media will attempt to make hay with that, although Christ alone knows what they would have me do in the face of such devastating losses." He dropped his head in recognition of lost comrades and round the table all heads drooped. He counted to ten then lifted his head. "The party office has prepared a brief, also in your folders, just stick to the wording and everything will be okay."
He gave them a few moments to absorb the gist then turned to his right, "Cadogan," he barked. The man jumped. He was no more than thirty, George Cadogan, an old Etonian, junior minister in Homeland Security now its abruptly elevated Head. 
The PM continued, "Hard as it may be to believe, according to multiple eye-witness accounts, all the perpetrators were old white people, men and women. I want anyone over the age of 70 who has ever expressed a political opinion taken into custody for proper investigation."
"Of course, Prime Minister," said Cadogan, smooth as syrup, "but who will carry out the investigation? As you know, we were an 'in name only' organisation before this happened."
"Personnel will come from the armed forces and the police," said the PM.
"Is that constitutional, Prime Minister?" asked Edward Dodd, the newly installed Secretary for Health.
"I'm announcing to the press today that we are enacting every measure under the Enabling Act, to help us get through this national calamity. So each of you, talk to your colleagues," said the PM, indicating the room, "but be assured, all of you, this must get done, there can be no delays, we must be seen to act immediately and effectively if we are to stop this cancer spreading."
"But where will I put them, Prime Minister?" asked Cadogan, visions of thousands of geriatric people clogging up Police stations across the country.
Cholmondeley was becoming irritated, perhaps this Cadogan wasn't the right chap for this job, "Think, man, think," he said, "football grounds, theatres, halls that sort of thing...commandeer the bloody places."
"But the logistical requirements," Cadogan said, miserably aware that he was out of his depth, "food, sanitation.....I mean this could be a complete...."
Dodd took pity on his colleague, "We can discuss this outside the meeting, Cadogan."
"Exactly," said the PM, relieved, "But make sure everyone who fits the criteria is taken into custody and detained until the necessary investigations have been carried out. And use your head, man, I don't want to find you've arrested anyone with an entry in Burke's bloody Peerage. Bullivant will help you, won't you, Bullivant."
"But that could take months, Prime Minister," protested Cadogan, "I'm not sure I can vouch for the welfare of so many of our old folk under such harsh conditions."
"They should have thought of that before they launched such a dastardly attack," the PM said, incensed.
Dodd spoke quickly, "We can manage this one together, Prime Minister, Homeland Security and Health. A natural fit."
Cholmondeley nodded, mollified for the moment.
∞
Jack Noblet, ex-journalist now Cabinet Press Officer, his ill-fitting suit disguising a razor-sharp mind, took another long swallow of his coffee, wincing again at the near burn to the back of his mouth, "We need to get our own people into the offices of all the media outlets, that's hard copy and digital."
"We must be in control of everything and anything that gets out there," said Oliver Mann, Party Chairman. He'd been off with a cold at the time of the attack; a fact that had him being viewed with some suspicion in the corridors of power.
The door opened abruptly and the PM entered, looking none too pleased that they'd started without him.
"Ah, Prime Minister," said Noblet, soothingly, recognising the frown and working instantly to dispel its source, "Oliver and I were hoping to have a plan to put to you by the time you arrived but it looks like you've beaten us to it."
Cholmondeley smiled, he liked the idea of beating them to it, whatever 'it' was, "Tell me your thinking so far," he said benevolently.
"Well, we have to be careful of any accusations of censorship," said Mann, "but I think if we continue with our current level of spin we can persuade the masses of anything."
"Good man," said the PM, "my thinking exactly. I've always felt that censorship and state control was the lazy way, far better to put our own spin on things."
Noblet spoke quickly, not wanting to be out-played at his own game, "I take it the most important thing at the moment is to create confusion about the actual terrorists? Home grown muslims is one thing, but a group of disgruntled OAPS being able to cause such havoc would be a disastrous blow to stability."
"Of course," agreed Mann, "but what can we do about social media? Someone's bound to have captured these old codgers on film. They're on bloody news footage, it just needs someone to think the unthinkable."
"We can take them off air easily enough" said the PM, a fan of censorship once more, "and I'm all for that, after all no-one will ever find out, especially if we round up the relevant individuals as well. Apparently we have a register of names already."
 



The News
Graham stared intently at the camera, "Breaking news: an unknown terror organisation has today attacked Parliament during the state opening ceremony." 
The camera switched to Carole, "The Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh who were present during the attack have been returned, unscathed, to Buckingham Palace. Regrettably, as yet, there is no word as to the whereabouts of either the Prince of Wales or the Duchess of Cornwall."
"The Prime Minister received minor injuries and we have been assured that these will not impact his ability to run the government," said Graham. "However, indications are that several hundred MPs have been killed, amongst them the Deputy Prime Minister."
Carole's voice was grave, a picture appeared behind her of a group of old people looking dusty, dishevelled and completely bewildered, "A number of elderly civilians appear to have been caught up in the mayhem and sustained quite a few casualties. More on that later."
"The attack appears to have been meticulously planned by what experts are calling a ruthless terror cell," said Graham, "and current thinking is that the terrorists themselves probably originated somewhere in the Balkans," he pointed to a map that had sprung up on the screen behind him, "or in the Middle East or possibly in Afghanistan. These terror cells are known to exist and they are always waiting for the opportunity to slip in and wreck havoc on any unsuspecting state. As yet the secret services have given no indication whether or not they believe this attack is in some way linked to the 12/12 terror bombing last year."



The PM had this to say...
.....about the attack on Parliament
 
"It was complete mayhem - bullets flying everywhere
and I saw many good and honest representatives
of the people of this country die at the hands of these evil killers."
 
How are you, Prime Minister, after the ordeal?
"I have only cuts and bruises. All I know is I'm lucky to be alive. I managed to evade the killers. Mark my words, this was an act of war!"
 



Murder World 4
 
The enemy is within the gates; 
it is with our own luxury, our own folly, our own criminality 
that we have to contend
Marcus Tullius Cicero
 
Marco stared at his PC for a good few minutes then, gulping spasmodically, he sent a text to his friends: 'Urgent. We need to talk.'
'Busy,' from Jerome. 
'My place in half hour,' typed Marco, 'first mission.'
'Be there in 5,' from Jerome.
'You heard from Kieran or Callum?'
Twenty minutes later Marco, Jerome and Cal were all staring at Marco's PC screen.
"Shiiiit!" said Cal, "We can't do that."
"No choice," stated Marco.
"Well, we could," said Jerome, uneasily, shifting in his chair, "I guess but, shit."
"Oh really?" said Cal, heavily sarcastic, "Which one of us would you do it to, then?" 
"See, I told you this could happen," said Marco.
"No you didn't," said Cal, "you said they don't allow groups, you most definitely did not say that they would tell us to do that."
"Well okay," said Marco, "I might not have said that, specifically, that is, but I did say they don't allow group applications and that's clearly why."
"How did they get all of our names?" demanded Cal.
"It was part of the application," said Marco.
"No, it wasn't," said Cal. "We filled it in together, it definitely did not ask for our names."
"I got a follow-up form the next day," said Marco.
"A follow up form?" Cal hit a high note, "and you didn't think to pass that little detail on?"
"It didn't seem important at the time," said Marco.
"Look, leave it out Cal," ordered Jerome, "what's done is done, alright."
"What's done is done?" shrieked Cal, "Are you out of your fucking mind?"
"Look!" snapped Marco, "We have no choice, I told you this fucking game was serious!"
"Marco, at no time did I think I would have to break the legs of one of my best mates."
"Well tough," stated Marco, "because that's the task we've been set."
"Oh, so who's it going to be then?" demanded Cal, "Eh? Whose legs are we going to break?"
Marco and Jerome shared a glance.
"Awkward," said Jerome.
"Awkward?" said Cal, beyond caution, "Is that all you can say? Awkward?"
"Well, it is," said Jerome.
"It's more than fucking awkward," hissed Cal.
"No, it's not," said Marco, "it's really simple, Kieran's not here."
"What?" demanded Cal.
"He's right," said Jerome, nodding, "Kieran's not here."
"Forget it. I'm not breaking Kieran's fucking legs, he's my friend," stated Cal, "and besides, we just signed for Portsby."
"It's only an opportunity," said Jerome, reasonably, "they haven't actually signed us."
"Only an...?" gulped Cal, "You're talking about breaking Kieran's legs!"
"Yeah, Cal," said Marco, "but in case you haven't been paying attention, if I don't complete this task within 24 hours someone will be sent to punish me and I really don't want that to happen."
"But he's the best footballer," said Cal, "If anyone's actually going to be signed up, it's him."
"Oh, thanks for the vote of confidence," said Marco, angrily. "I'm pretty good myself, I'll have you know."
"Come off it , you two. Get real, this isn't about that, is it," stated Jerome. "What do you want, Cal? Marco has to break the legs of one of us, are you volunteering?"
Cal stared and slowly shook his head.
"It's not gonna be me," said Jerome, "and it can't be Marco, so what do you suggest we do?"
"We could make him have an accident," offered Marco. "We could be messing around up high or something and, well, what if he just fell?" 
"Fell?" said Cal, "And exactly how will he fall?"
"Downwards," said Jerome, laughing, "Towards the concrete."
"Oh fucking funny ha-ha," sneered Cal. "Push him, you mean."
"Well yeah," said Jerome.
"And you don't think he'd notice?" pressed Cal.
"Well, yes obviously," said Marco, "but then we'd explain to him."
"We'd explain why we pushed him off a tall building with the sole aim of breaking both his legs?" pressed Cal. "The fall might fucking kill 'im!"
"Won't work anyway," stated Jerome, "the task specifically says, 'you must personally break the legs of....', it doesn't give the option of an accident."
"Oh fucking marvellous," wailed Cal, "I don't believe this shit."
"You knew the rules, man," hissed Jerome.
"I'm going for a piss," stated Cal, "you two come up with a plan to get us out of this mess."
Jerome shook his head and Marco checked his mobile, "Shit!"
"What?" said Jerome.
"It's Kieran," said Marco, "he's at his dad's."
"When's he coming back?"
"Not for a couple of days," said Marco. "What we gonna do?" 
"Well ain't no-one breaking my fucking legs," said Jerome.
"Look guys," said Cal returning, "there's gotta be a way out of this, there's no way I'm breaking anyone's legs."
"Did it specify which bones?" asked Jerome, staring at Cal.
"Ah, come on guys," said Cal, "this is Kieran we're talking about, we can't do that to him."
"Left Femur, right tib and fib," said Marco nodding towards his cricket bat, propped in the corner. 
 



Something in the Wind - 17
"Et tu, Brute?"


Wm Shakespeare: Julius Caesar (III, i, 77)
 
The Preacher sat and watched, semi-hypnotised, as the news of the attack on Parliament was repeated time and time again. Occasionally he paused and squinted at the TV. Some of the faces seemed familiar; had they been in his audience somewhere? Had he seen them on London Bridge? 
The Newsreader spoke again, "Early speculation that this was the work of Middle Eastern terrorists has now been revised in light of recent evidence, and rumours are surfacing of a plot inspired by individuals much closer to home. This has not yet been confirmed by official sources."
The Preacher fetched a biscuit from his tin then sat down again, musing. 
"Police are seeking news of these people, asking them to come forward and assist them with their investigations," said the newsreader. Pictures of four octogenarians appeared on the screen. 
He was fairly certain now; he recognised at least two of the four. "The Eden Hall Village," he said quietly, "and from there they will find their way to my door."
He sipped his tea and ran over the conversation with Barry again, the one where he'd been encouraged to speak at that retirement home. He smiled ruefully; it had been good Angel cake.
 



The Ripper 6
 
Ballard parked hurriedly and ran up the steps to his house, fiddled frantically with his keys, burst in the front door and ran straight to his study. He turned on his PC and sat twitching in front of his screen, "Come on, come on, come on," he urged, as it took its time booting up.
"Henry!" called his wife, "Henry?"
"Shit!" he groaned, "What d'you want?"
"Henry, where have you been?" She was forcing her way into the cramped space he called his study.
"Just out," he said, "Now leave me alone."
"What did you say?" she demanded. This level of fight back was unlike him, he usually contented himself with under the breath mutterings which she chose to ignore.
"I've got urgent business," stated Ballard, "so just leave me alone."
"I will not," she stated truculently. "What are you doing anyway? You're always in here at all hours of the day, you'd better not be watching any dodgy porn sites."
"Of course I'm not," snapped Ballard, "I just have some urgent business, that's all."
"What business? What's been going on? What are you up to?"
Ballard let out a high pitched growl as he held his forehead.
"Henry?" she said, nervously, backing out of the room, "Why are you making that odd noise?"
He seized his opportunity and shoved her all the way out, then he rammed the lock across, "I'm busy," he stated. Then he started pulling up and deleting files. "Come on, come on," he moaned.
"Henry?" said his wife from out in the hallway, "You're scaring me now, Henry."
Ballard ignored her.
The door bell rang.
"Don't get that!" ordered Ballard.
The bell rang again, she went into the front room and peered out of the window. There was a small group of policemen at the door and several blue flashing lights. "Henry?" she said.
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 24
The attack on Parliament was fantastic! Why didn't I think of something like that? It totally overshadows what I've been doing. Hard not to be jealous but it's all in the same cause so need to get over it.
Before I left Deidre gave me grief, usual, why me, why couldn't someone else take a turn, all very difficult really but managed to sweeten her in the end. It helped that I really do have to be here after all..who'd have thought it? Work needed me to do a rush job so I get to take back my annual leave as well.
Now I just need to concentrate on the business at hand.
 



Jackpot 14
 
Bergson stood at the sidelines; shouting. The players ran around, responding to his bellowed instructions; a hive of industry, lots of energy being expended.
"Are you still sure about this?" asked Sammy, turning away from all that testosterone to contemplate her husband. He looked different somehow, she didn't recognise the clothes he was wearing for starters; her brow furrowed.
She'd let Si look after the football side of their new world over recent weeks; been busy getting her body in shape and looking at houses. She'd seen something very nice in a gated community just south of the M25 that she thought would fill the bill nicely.
"Bergson? Absolutely," said Si, his eyes firmly clamped on the frantic activity on the training ground, "why?"
"I'm worried we're going to create a naff team that plays long ball." 
"Well, that's the risk," said Si, "but I believe in him."
"But you hated him," said Sammy.
"Well, yeah, but that was when he was at United, now he's with us, so he's okay."
"That is so weird," said Sammy, shaking her head.
"Makes perfect sense to me."
"Hope so," said Sammy, "'Cause I'm not sure it makes sense to anyone else."
Si pulled a face. He looked at her properly for the first time; she seemed a bit different, more pulled together or something. Before he could comment there was a slight tap at the door and a tall, slim, large breasted blonde walked in. Si stood up straight, adjusted his shirt and pulled in his stomach. Sammy blinked. The girl wiggled over to the desk and placed a folder down. She giggled ever so slightly and went a little pink. Si smiled sheepishly and she scurried from the room.
"What was that?" asked Sammy.
"What was what?" said Si, sinking into his usual stance; belly out, shoulders rounded.
Sammy raised her eyebrows.
"Oh, you mean Tanya?" said Si innocently.
"Don't 'oh, Tanya' me, who is she and why were you holding your fat gut in?"
"What?" protested Si, "What you on about?"
"Simon," said Sammy. Her head was spinning; I've just found us a house, you bastard, I've just had a tummy tuck and you haven't even noticed.
"Oh, don't go down the 'Simon' route, for fuck's sake," hissed Si.
"You're kidding me." Sammy's voice was high, hurt, "Are you really going to protest your innocence?"
"I am innocent," said Si.
"Of what?" demanded Sammy.
"Of whatever," said Si, "of anything, I haven't done anything."
"Oh, but you've thought of doing it though," said Sammy.
"What? Look this is all getting out of hand, Sammy," he said, moving towards her.
"Back off, fat boy," snarled Sammy, raising her hands, "you really think a cute young thing like that would be interested in a fat balding object like you?"
"No," said Si, "not at all, not even thinking of it, thought of or anything, Christ, Sammy, you know you're the only one for me."
"Well, where did she come from then?" 
"The club employed her," said Si.
"When?"
"A while back," said Si.
"When?"
"I don't know," said Si, miserably, "a few weeks back, I guess."
"Oh, and she's managed to snuggle up close in just a few weeks, is that it, Simon?"
"No!" stated Si, "she's not managed anything."
"And where was I when the club employed this hussy?" demanded Sammy.
"You shouldn't call her that," said Si.
"Why not?" demanded Sammy, indignantly.
"Look, nothing is going on, you're making it seem that way 'cause she's young and attractive."
"Young and attractive?" questioned Sammy.
"Well, young," said Si, quickly, "you know she's not my type."
"If you want to go around banging any old Polish strumpet you can get your hands on then, by all means, be my guest," stormed Sammy, grabbing her bag and shooting Si an evil look as she marched from the room. 
"She's Ukrainian," shouted Si after her.
He waited a few minutes then tapped the intercom, "Tanya?"
A few seconds later she wiggled into his office. She rushed up to him, "Oh Si," she oozed, her lips on his, her hands moving everywhere.
"Listen," he said, pushing her off, but very gently, "Tanya."
"Oooh Simon," she murmured, her breath warm on his ear, "when can we be alone?"
"Tanya," he disentangled himself with difficulty and reluctance, "Listen."
"What, my darling?" 
"She knows about us," he said baldly.
Her forehead puckered in an attractive pose, "Sammy? How? Did I do something?"
"Never mind, we just have to be careful from now on, okay."
"Of course, my darling," she crooned, moving back towards him.
∞
Sammy marched out of the training centre to her car, the Audi TT coupé she'd bought two weeks previously, a source of joy. Now it looked like a heap of red metal. She flung herself inside and pulled out her iPhone, punching in a number she knew all too well, "Anton," she said as the warm voice answered, "you were right, he is having an affair with the new secretary."
The voice murmured soothing nothings, salving her anguish, "I know you do, and I appreciate it, no, don't you worry about that," said Sammy, swallowing hard, "leave everything to me, I know a man who can get me all the evidence I need, then I'll file for divorce and claim more of the money for abandonment."
She listened to the stilted replies, trying to maintain her patience with the broken English, "I know you do, Anton but you must destroy all my emails and texts, get rid of everything darling, and lose my number." More protests of undying love followed and she had to bite her lip, "Just get it done, Anton, and we'll see where we go from there."
 



Helpline 6
 
Rob sneaked along the side of the wall at the back of the magnificent Tudor manor house, "All done," he said.
"Sure?" checked Ben.
"Of course I'm sure," said Rob smiling confidently, "alarms are off."
"Cool," said Ben, "let's get to work then, gentlemen."
Ollie placed a cushion over the small glass panel near the window handle and gave it a quick thump, breaking the glass. Ben reached in, turned the handle and opened the window. They smiled cheerfully at each other.
"You're upstairs in the main bedroom," said Ben to Rob, "you're in the study, Ollie and I've got the dining room."
"What's in the dining room?" asked Rob.
"Silver?" said Ollie, hopefully.
"Oh yeah," said Rob, "now you're talking."
They climbed in, not without difficulty, and then scattered quickly to search for the promised rewards of their endeavour.
 
 
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
Sir Phillip was brooding. He did this at times of severe stress and this was one such occasion. The attack on Parliament had created exactly the outcome he had anticipated; setting the scene for the introduction of all aspects of the Enabling Act. This should be the crowning point of his career; instead that buffoon Cholmondeley was lording it about in COBR meetings as if he was actually in charge of the bloody country. He snapped the pencil he had been holding; for the time being he would have to suck it up. The tannoy crackled, informing him of the arrival of Rupert Moresby. Sir Phillip smiled; a diversion.
"Report, Moresby," he said, acerbically.
"Sir," said Moresby, "it would appear that Roberts wasn't acting alone....."
"Apparently so, Moresby. And we discovered this because either the girl got lucky or Roberts' accomplice decided to kill him," stated Sir Phillip. "Which leaves us where, Moresby?"
"Er.... up the proverbial creek sir," said Moresby.
"Up the creek?" Sir Phillip was not amused, "Listen here, Moresby, if you're tasked with identifying a target then might I suggest you get the right bloody one, or perhaps all of them."
"Sir."
"How the hell could Roberts have an accomplice without you finding out?"
"Ballard was always parked up at the prearranged site before Roberts turned up with the girls, sir," said Moresby, "so he never......"
"Don't give me excuses, Moresby, these are the kind of bloody surprises that can sink an op and bring an organisation down, do you understand me?"
"Yes sir."
"Now, get out and send Barrington in."
"Sir," said Moresby quickly ducking out door. He nodded to Barry, "Watch out, the old man's in a foul mood today."
Barry raised his eyebrows and walked into the room.
"Don't sit down," ordered Sir Philip. "Terminate the Preacher."
Barry made a slight movement of protest and then thought better of it.
"Dismiss," said Sir Phillip.
 



Episode 18
Desk Jockeys - Four
 
The tall thin man, who had stood up as Gwen and Neil entered, seemed to be in charge. He had the grey face of the perennial commuter, but the manner of someone used to command, "Hello, I'm David Belson,” he said, then indicated his two colleagues, “This is Mike Dyson,” a short, rotund man with a shiny face nodded, “and this," he pointed to the man who had showed them in, "is Mark Bauer."
Gwen introduced Neil to them all. He nodded as he shook several hands, tried to keep the contempt off his face; managers with Teflon shoulders wriggling around shifting the blame, story of his life, and sat where indicated.
"Gwen will have filled you in," Belson continued easily.
"Erm... she's told me a few things," said Neil. He had no intention of making this easy for anyone.
"No worries," said Belson, "I'll let Mark tell it, he's the one nearest to the shop floor."
Mark Bauer took his cue, "What do you know about the work we do here?"
"Cheque processing centre," said Neil, crisply, "they come in, you open ‘em, process ‘em and bank ‘em."
Belson was unsuccessfully trying to hide his smile at the brisk diminution of the work Mark made so much of.
Mark waited a few seconds then continued, "We have to bank the cheques and report the day’s figures to our clients by 8:00pm. To achieve that requires all parts of the process to work smoothly."
"Right," said Neil, making an effort to sound interested. Gwen crossed her legs; he wasn’t sure whether she was using it as a diversion or just to get more comfortable. Whichever her intention it served to distract them all.
Mark cleared his throat and got back to business, "In a nutshell, the post team and the processing team complete their tasks to target and get out of the building on time. The verification team are more or less on track but the banking team is always here until midnight."
"I see." Neil added a slow nod to the words, to show the message was being received.
"As a direct result of that," and here Mark's voice got tight with annoyance, “we never get the final figure to the client by the agreed time. In short we don't achieve our target."
"Which means we don't get paid," said Belson.
"In fact, they haven't been paid since they got the contracts," said Gwen, keen to rub it in, "three years ago."
"Precisely, thank you, Gwen," said Belson, smiling through gritted teeth.
"Okay," said Neil, "what time does the banking team start?"
"8:00 o'clock."
"In the morning," added Gwen, in case there was any misunderstanding.
"You mean it takes them....?"
"Over 16 hours," said Dyson, heavily.
"Exactly," said Mark, "and that is simply down to Jane, the Team Leader, dragging out her workload so she can get more overtime." 
"I've pulled her wages and she earns more than me every month," said Gwen.
"Hell, she earns more than me," said Dyson irritably.
Neil seriously doubted both those claims, "Can't you put someone else in there to sort things out?"
"We don't have anyone else who is banking trained," said Belson, "that's why you're here."
"Ah, I see." Neil nodded. His thoughts were whirring, me? Banking trained? I’ve been stitched.
"Because of your experience on Rights issues etc.," said Gwen, giving him a challenging stare.
"Of course," he acknowledged, time and place, "erm, what's Jane's experience then?"
"Team Leader in the old branch," said Mark.
Neil flicked a quick look at Gwen but she was avoiding eye contact. He took a deep breath instead of saying what was on his mind.
“I think that’s enough for now,” Belson said, rising to his feet.
"If you would give Neil the tour, Gwen," said Mark, "I’ll be there shortly and then you and I can introduce him to the banking team."
Neil nodded to the three men, muttering goodbye whilst thinking; twats. Gwen took the lead as they made their way downstairs to the processing area.
"So tell me if I've got this right," Neil said, the minute they cleared the door, "the top dogs bought a crap system that is never going to achieve their targets, the banking team is always late out for some reason, and the TL’s been selected as the weak link fall guy."
Gwen nodded. She was striding fast down the corridor, heels clacking, trying to get him as far away from being overheard as she could in the shortest time.
"It's Jane Prowess isn’t it, from the branch office."
"The old branch, it's gone now."
"I know that," said Neil, impatiently, "but Jane was well thought of."
"By us, but not by these guys, Neil, there’s a difference." 
"So what are the chances that she's really screwing them over? Taking longer than necessary?" 
"I don't know," said Gwen, she had her suspicions but had no intention of handing him ammunition, "that's why you're here."
He fell silent, following her lead down the stairs, then, “What exactly did Peter say when he gave you this extremely hot potato?"
"He didn't tell me all this, Neil, obviously. He just said that the Processing Centre hadn't hit any of their targets and that several teams had been in to help them but so far no-one had succeeded."
He stood still, forcing her to turn and face him, “And?”
"And, he said there would be a nice bonus for whoever achieved."
"Great, but he didn't mention that the systems are crap and it's not possible.”
She cut to the chase, “Which means you can forget any notion of getting a bonus this year and promotions are out." 
 



La Palma - Once 
 
Malik checked the receiving account and grunted, they'd reached as near the target as they were going to in the timeframe. "Pull the plug," he said.
Immediately Akeem and Mani logged out of the accounts they were in; Faj's stiffening corpse a less than subtle reminder that Malik was not to be questioned.
"I've transferred your 200k to the accounts you provided," said Malik unplugging his laptop, "Don't touch it for at least 6 months."
"Why not?" asked Mani, the words out of his mouth before he could reflect.
"Because if you go on a spend and get picked up," said Malik, speaking as if to a half-wit, "you won't ever see the inside of a courtroom."
"But that's good surely," said Mani, an innocent look on his face.
"He means, you'll end up like..." said Akeem, nodding towards Faj's motionless body.
"Ugh," said Mani, hurriedly, "no, of course not, I won't touch it at all, seriously."
 Malik contemplated killing them both, it would make things far simpler but for some reason he didn't feel like it, "Don't make me regret this," he said, staring hard at Mani.
"No, no," said Mani, not at all sure what he was agreeing to, though he was sure the correct answer was no.
 



No 10 
 
"About the 200, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip.
"The what?" Cholmondeley was tired, he was still feeling the effects of the attack. Although only superficially bruised, it had taken something out of him mentally; quite how much he was not prepared to share with Blackmore. Above all, he was worried that Blackmore's schemes would literally be the death of him one day and this day might be looming.
"The orphans," said Sir Phillip, his voice heavy with disdain, "from 12/12."
"Oh yes," said the PM, "what about them? All being looked after at that school, wherever it is?"
"Indeed they are," said Sir Phillip, "in point of fact, I was up there the other day."
"You were?" said the PM, surprised.
"Yes," said Sir Phillip, "just thought I'd check on the boy, Clayton, you know."
"Really? Oh," said the PM, "I didn't realise you were taking adoptive parenthood so seriously, Blackmore."
"To be honest with you, I wasn't, but then I had an idea, so I popped along."
"And?" Cholmondeley had learned Blackmore did nothing without ulterior motive and it had served him thus far to try and discover what that might be. 
"I've noticed they all have a distinct lack of empathy with people outside their group. They also seem to be very focussed. It occurred to me that with a bit more funding...."
"No more funding," said the PM hurriedly, "We're so far into the red already it makes me dizzy."
"Ah, but, imagine these children, trained up as an internal security force, a force to serve the party, trained purely and simply for the protection of the party members."
The PM perked up a bit, "Our own elite force you mean, and at their age we could mould them how we wished." 
"Exactly, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip.
The PM was quiet, musing. The idea had merit; he could do with a bit of loyal protection himself, could have done with something like that at the State Opening.
∞
Bullivant was picking at his finger nails; a disgusting habit that caused the PM to shudder as he sipped his tea . He signalled for silence so the emergency Cabinet Meeting could begin, then asked the question that was keeping him awake at night, "Where are we with these arrests?"
"As yet we have nothing on them, Prime Minister," said Bullivant, breaking off from the assault on his nails, "although a couple of suspects have turned up at a local undertakers."
"Killed in a gun battle?" asked the PM.
"No, Prime Minister," said Bullivant, "all deaths recorded as natural as far as I'm aware. Also, no papers on them when they were discovered."
"Where were the bodies found?" pressed the PM, "Surely that gives you some clue, come on
Bullivant, I can't do your work for you. You'll have to think faster than this if we're going to survive the next few weeks."
Bullivant narrowed his eyes, all too aware of his colleagues thanking their stars that he was taking the flak and not them. "Believe me, Prime Minister," he replied crisply, "I have teams on this but the trail seems to have gone cold. As yet, we've had very little success locating any of the relatives of the pensioners from that Eden Village place that Sir Phillip tipped us to."
Irritably the PM cast his glance around the Cabinet room looking for someone else to harangue, "Cadogan, where are we with the detention of the over 70s generally?" he demanded.
"Going quite smoothly, Prime Minister," said Cadogan, a few days in the job had taught him to start with the positives, "the Bill has enabled us to enforce a complete media blackout so there is no widespread awareness of the arrests taking place...."
"Detentions," corrected Jack Noblet, taking his role as Cabinet Press Officer very seriously. "Words win wars, Cadogan." Oliver Mann, Party Chairman nodded his vigorous agreement.
"Sorry, detentions," said Cadogan, trying not to roll his eyes, "however, we can't maintain the blackout much longer without it looking like censorship."
"Agreed," said Noblet, "I think we're going to need to put something out there, PM."
Cholmondeley nodded, "Noted, but you're going to have to step things up, Cadogan, or we could lose control of it. Dodd, have you had a hand in any of this?"
"Of course, Prime Minister," said Dodd, wishing he hadn't, "we've been systematically working town by town, and village by village, clearing all before us."
"How long before we have them all lock...." the PM paused and corrected himself as Noblet puffed himself up to interject, "in detention?"
"As Cadogan was saying," continued Dodd, with a quick glance at his colleague who was obviously glad to take a back seat, "it's progressing smoothly and as yet the general public aren't aware of what's going on. However, there's a danger that it might get out if we were to try and rush things."
"That's not your concern, Dodd," said the PM dismissively, "you just get as many of these bloody people banged up as soon as possible."
"If I could interject, Prime Minister," said General Flitney, "with regards to these arrests. How much longer will you require the assistance of the army? We have rather extensive overseas commitments at this time and we are experiencing a level of resentment from the ranks."
"What does that mean?" demanded the PM. He was frowning heavily; clearly angry.
"To be frank," said Flitney, unfazed, "soldiers enlist expecting active service somewhere abroad, most soldiers don't envisage imposing martial law in their own land. We are asking them to police their own people, there has always been limited tolerance for that in the ranks."
"They'll do as they're bloody well told," said the PM, brutally, "but take note Cadogan, you need to get a move on before we have a bloody mutiny on our hands."
"What are the chances of using European troops, Prime Minister?" asked Dodd, ignoring Flitney's horrified expression. "What if we used the army to cordon off an area and then sent in the European troops to make the arrests?"
"Mann?" asked the PM shifting responsibility to the Chairman.
"Possible," said Mann, thoughtfully, "but it would have to be carefully co-ordinated."
"There would be zero tolerance amongst the general public if word got out of foreign troops acting on our soil," said Flitney, striving to wrest back control.
"It could work," said Noblet, "with a maintained media blackout, of course."
∞
The Media Planning group was proving difficult to manage; it was not working up to speed and was a source of irritation to the Prime Minister. 
"So we're agreed," said Noblet, self-importantly, "we put out a couple of damning reports about rampant racism amongst the older generation."
Mann steepled his fingers and nodded his slow agreement.
"Yes, yes," said the PM irritably, "then we can say we are reacting to the reports and call on support from NATO."
"We might need another pretext, Prime Minister," said Blackmore, his voice thick with implied criticism, "the general public has some sympathy for the motives of the PACT terrorists."
"All the more reason to put these stories out, as soon as we can," said Noblet. He cast a quick look at Blackmore, happy to score a point off him.
The PM nodded, "Exactly, how soon can we get them aired?"
"I've got my man on it," said Noblet, "he did assure me he could get something cobbled together within 24 hours."
Blackmore made as if to add something, but the PM spoke over him, "where are we with the relocation sites in the North for after the event?"
"All good, Prime Minister," said Mann, "I spoke with Lusty Lucy from housing this morning and she confirmed they have thirty thousand containers already in situ."
Blackmore's lips tightened; he deplored casual sexism.  It served no purpose and solved nothing.
"Remind me, where are these?" asked the PM.
"Across three sites, outside Middlesbrough, Liverpool and Manchester. Enough to create a complete town in each location."
"And how are we explaining their existence?" asked Blackmore, his tone snide.
"They're there to relieve local housing issues," said Mann, "a happy coincidence."
"Excellent, excellent," said the PM, rubbing his hands together, "though I must admit the nearer we get to this thing the more worried I get. Can you imagine the furore should the Americans cock it all up?"
"Can we distance ourselves if they do?" asked Noblet, his mind spinning the possibilities.
"Won't be an issue," said Sir Phillip, this was his territory and it held no fear for him, "we'd enforce a total news blackout and no one would be any the wiser."
 
 



The News
Carol stood staring at the screen, realised she was live, and said, "Sources close to the Scotland Yard have confirmed that a link between the right wing terrorist group calling itself P.A.C.T and the TV personality calling himself the Preacher has been made."
Graham leant forward slightly, "Tonight we bring you a special inside report on this 'Preacher', and his early days in the banking business, stories of debauchery, womanising, drug taking and an uncontrolled addiction to gambling."
"We will dig deeper into the right wing views he has been peddling," said Carol, "and we shall be asking: Who helped this man corrupt our hitherto law abiding older generation?"



The PM had this to say...
...about the rise in fascist organisations particularly amongst the older generation...
"Look, these people attacked Parliament, attempted to overthrow the representatives of the people, the elected MPs and they have created a state of national emergency."
 
But why do you think these old people have taken such extreme measures?
"We will put an end to street violence
and we will detain all potential threats to state security. We will work tirelessly
to ensure order is restored."
 
Do you think the Government has let our old folk down?
"Look, this is not the way to behave and being old is no excuse for random acts of terrorism. This could yet turn out to be an isolated event by a small group of radicals but we must remain vigilant
and we will use all the powers
at our disposal to stabilise this situation."
 



Murder World 5
 
True friends stab you in the front.
Oscar Wilde
 
Cal lay on his back, staring at the ceiling of the hospital ward, both his legs heavily plastered. To his left sat a sheepish Marco. Jerome was looking out of the window, disassociating himself.
"Listen, Cal," said Marco, "we'll make it up to you, promise."
Cal said nothing and continued to stare intensely at the ceiling.
"Come on, mate," said Jerome, "you know it had to be done."
Cal turned his head and stared daggers at Jerome.
"Look, it's unfortunate," said Marco, "but something was bound to happen."
"Yeah Cal," said Jerome, his tone harder than Marco's, "you knew the risks."
"Risks?" said Cal, his voice high, "Risks?"
"We did tell you these people were serious," said Marco.
"They didn't do this to me," screeched Cal, "you did this to me! My mates, my so called mates."
"Hey, Cal," said Jerome, defensively, "you can't say that, we saved your life, man."
"Saved my life? You broke my fucking legs!"
In the next bed an old gentleman pulled a face and shook his head. A pretty nurse rushed over, "Please, can you keep the noise down. And no more profanities, if you don't mind."
Cal put his hands together as if in prayer and apologised profusely. The nurse looked at him, a severe expression on her face. Then she returned to the nurses' station.
"Not bad," said Jerome, admiringly, watching as she walked away. "Nice arse."
"Yeah," said Marco, looking over at the nurse, "We fixed you right up, there."
"What? What?" wailed Cal, "What the fuck? I've got two bloody broken legs."
"Yeah but, see," said Jerome, "you've got the opportunity, right?"
"Opportunity to do what?" demanded Cal, "I can hardly ask her out, can I?"
Jerome was not deterred. "You should be working a pitch, for when you do get out."
"Yeah," said Marco, "what about playing for sympathy?"
"Good one," agreed Jerome, "she's a nurse, right? So she likes to feel, you know, needed."
"Does she give you your bed bath?" asked Marco.
"No, she does not," stated Cal. "In fact, I have a male nurse and it's all very embarrassing."
"Well, if you're not interested," said Jerome, musing, "you won't mind if I have a pop at it."
"You fucking will not," hissed Cal.
"Ah!" said Marco, "So you have been making a play for her, then."
"Not as such," said Cal, "but I have been talking to her, yes, we just haven't got that far yet."
"He's a dark horse, isn't he," said Marco, nudging Jerome.
"Don't think that changes anything," snarled Cal, "you still broke my bloody legs, you bastards."
"Okay, okay," said Jerome, "you made your point. But what else were we meant to do?"
"You told me you were going to break Kieran's legs," sniffed Cal.
"But we couldn't," said Jerome, "he was away at his dad's, right."
"Besides," said Marco, "you didn't want to do that."
"If I'd known it was him or me, then of course I'd have chosen him."
"Of course it was him or you," said Jerome, his tone ridiculing the idea of any other option. "It was never going to be me, and it couldn't be Marco, so it was either you or Kieran. Kieran was away so," he shrugged eloquently, "that left you." 
Marco stepped in before Cal exploded, "Look, Cal, we've already been paid this week's pot and we said you can have half of mine and Jerome's money, so you've come out quids in."
"On top of which you've nearly pulled the gorgeous nurse over there," said Jerome, rather too loudly. The nurse looked over and smiled coquettishly in their direction.
"Just leave," said Cal, "you can pull anytime, I'm stuck here so fucking leave it out."
"Eh up boys," said Marco, "here comes Kieran, don't mention what really happened."
"Why not?" demanded Cal.
"Because if they give us another such task," said Jerome, slowly, as if Cal was a bit backward, "Kieran might be top of the list and it would be better for him if he didn't see it coming."
"Oh great," said Cal.
"What, you want your arms broken as well?" pressed Marco.
"Hi guys," said Kieran, "Cute nurse," he said nodding to Cal.
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," said Cal dismissively.
"What the fuck happened to you anyway?" asked Kieran.
"He fell down the stairs," said Jerome.
"Fell down the stairs?" said Kieran, "what stairs?"
"At Marco's," said Jerome.
"But it's only a few stairs," said Kieran.
"Yeah but it was a bad fall," said Marco.
Kieran frowned.
The nurse came over, "It's Kieran, isn't it?" she said.
Kieran pulled a face, then, "Terri, my god I didn't recognise you, how are you?"
"I'm fine, you know all things being equal and that," said Terri.
"Well, wow," said Kieran, "what you been doing, apart from nursing, obviously."
"Been travelling," said Terri. "What about you?"
"Oh, not much, look, you fancy going for a drink later or maybe a meal, we could catch up then."
"Yeah," said Terri, "sounds good to me."
"Shall I take your number?" asked Kieran pulling out his mobile.
"Yeah," said Terri, "let me get it, I never know my number."
"Me neither," said Kieran, following her to her desk.
"Arms, definitely," said Cal, "in fact, break his arms and his legs."
"Only if it's a task," said Marco, checking.
"No!" said Cal, "just do it."
"No worries," said Jerome.
 



Something in the Wind - FINALE
 
Martyrdom does not end something, it is only a beginning.
Indira Gandhi
 
 
The Preacher sat in his room reading. Barry burst in the door and grabbed the Preacher’s coat, "Quick," he ordered, "Get this on and get out of here."
"Why?" asked the Preacher, nonchalance personified.
"For Christ' sake..haven't you been watching the news?"
"Of course," said the Preacher.
"Then you know they've linked you to the terrorists," said Barry, "and you've got to get out of here." 
"Why?" asked the Preacher.
"Because they're coming for you." Barry hurried to the window, put his back against the wall then lifted the curtain slightly to peer out onto the quiet street. 
"Who precisely is coming for me?" asked the Preacher, unmoved by this activity.
"The Police, for sure," said Barry, "and probably MI5 or MI6 or something."
The Preacher nodded, "Sounds likely."
"Then get your bloody coat on and let's get the fuck out of here," snapped Barry.
"But why?" said the Preacher, "I have nothing to hide. They can ask me questions but I have no involvement with those people whatsoever."
"Apart from the fact that you went to their home and spoke to them," said Barry.
"I did indeed," said the Preacher, "but what I remember most is that it was your idea, Barry. So surely the Police and MI6 would be far more interested in talking to you, don't you think?"
"Hey," said Barry, "that was at the request of our sponsors, remember. I had no choice in the matter."
"You always have a choice, Barry, otherwise all that I've been saying has no meaning."
"Right, well I'm exercising that choice right now so hurry up, we're not safe here."
"No, you go, Barry," said the Preacher, "I prefer to take my chances with the law than go on the run, it looks like the act of a guilty man, after all."
"Please," said Barry, "you must leave. They might, I don’t know, but things happen, don't they."
"What sort of things, Barry?" asked the Preacher.
Barry stared at him, "Look, these people don't ask questions and, as far as I can see, they like things tidied up. As in, no loose ends, no court case. Now, do you understand?"
"Completely," said the Preacher. He seemed tired and dispirited; even disappointed. "Just do what they've ordered you to do, Barry, but I would appreciate it if you made it quick."
"Me?" questioned Barry, "No, what? You've got it all wrong."
"I have no idea who you are, and even less idea where you came from but I know you have the right kind of contacts to get a beat up tramp like myself on prime time TV. I also know that it was really important to you that I visit the Eden Hall Retirement Village and address a bunch of old age pensioners."
Barry stared at him, his face pale.
"And wouldn't you know it, they just happened to be the very same pensioners who took it upon themselves to storm Parliament and killed those politicians, which strangely, is more or less what I’ve been saying needed to be done." He laid his book down and looked Barry in the eyes, "I have to say I was quite taken with their name...what was it? Pensioners Against Corruption and Tyranny, has a nice ring to it, don't you think?"
"Please," said Barry, "just go. Don't make me choose."
The Preacher smiled, "It's alright Barry, death comes to all of us sooner or later, and it's not when, but how we face it that matters most."
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 25
So how do I intend to do it? Easy. I looked the hotel up on Google earth and examined the balconies. I've been practising in the garage and I figure I can make the jump from one balcony to the other quite easily although I do realise that doing it a few inches off the ground is completely different to doing it 50 feet up, but hey ho, life's a challenge, looking forward to it actually.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Jackpot 15
 
Anton paid for the drinks and then pushed his way through the crowded pub to their table.
"спасибо, дорогая," said Tanya.
Anton bent over and kissed her on the lips, "In English my sweet, we must do the English." She tossed her head in annoyance, and he grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips, "I miss you so much my darling, I can't bear to think of you with that fat man."
"How do you think I feel? You with that walnut of a witch," said Tanya, "I want it to stop."
Anton frowned. She had the blonde hair and full breasts that he knew appealed to West European men; he thought he'd spotted potential when he'd picked her up. However, she had little patience and that might present problems further down the line. He spoke gently despite his irritation, "We need to make it happen, my sweet. They've gone a bit cold on us and we need something to get the ball rolling."
"What do you want me to do?" asked Tanya. She was disappointed with Fat Simon, the great football manager. She'd thought he was in the bag but since his witch wife suspected them the stupid man had been avoiding the office and not answering her calls.
"We need you in a compromising clinch with him," He was patting her hand as he spoke, "the detective Sammy's employed can get a photo and then it's all over."
"What is this...compromising? You want me naked with that man?" said Tanya, sulkily.
"We talked about this....for it to work we have to marry them, stay with them for at least a year."
"Then we divorce them, get half of their money, go back home and get married," said Tanya, snuggling up to him.
Anton smiled, "Yes, we divorce them and go back home."
"But what if Simon gets less than half of the money?" asked Tanya.
"That is the beauty of this plan," Anton was pleased with his own ingenuity, "we win whichever way the money goes. We get half.... but you must remember Tanya, no pre-nuptials."
Tanya nodded, "Don't worry; I can get Simon to do anything I want." Except come to the fucking office.
Anton smiled.
 



Helpline 7
 
The hardships of UNI were as nothing compared to the stresses of house breaking. Rob was exhausted and collapsed in the arm chair and started to flick channels.
"What the fuck you doing?" demanded Ben, a bulging sack in his hands, "we've got to hurry."
"Oh, come on, give us a break, this is the third house we've done today, I'm knackered."
"Me too," said Ollie, wandering in and slumping down next to Rob, can of beer in hand.
"Where'd you get that?" demanded Ben.
"Kitchen," said Olly, "they got loads."
"I'm getting one," said Rob.
"No, you're not," said Ben.
"Hey," snapped Rob, "I'm fed up with you giving the orders, who put you in charge, anyways?"
"No one put me in charge..." started Ben.
"Exactly," said Rob, "so chill."
"But if we don't keep moving we increase the chances of being caught," pressed Ben.
"We won't get caught, the owners are away on holiday and I cut the alarm, so everything is cool."
Two hours later they were surrounded by dozens of crushed beer cans and a multitude of empty crisp packets. Two open spirit bottles attested to a move to the hard stuff.
"You gotta down the beer in one, then put the broom handle on your nose, go round it 4 times, then go over to the table and sink the short," Ben said, slurring, "time starts....now."
Ollie tipped the can back and poured the liquid straight down his throat.
"'Ello, 'ello, 'ello," said the policeman standing in the living room doorway, "what 'ave we got 'ere then?"
"North," said his companion irritably, "what was that?"
"Always wanted to say it, Sarge," said PC North, "never had an opportunity.”
Ollie fell over and giggled, "Fair cop guv," then rolled around the floor, laughing uncontrollably.
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
Mackie coughed heavily for several seconds then stood to leave.
"Are you taking care of yourself?" said Sir Phillip.
"Bit late for that, I'm afraid." 
"Hmmm," agreed Sir Phillip, "you'll be okay to get those co-ordinates to Malikhi?"
"Not a problem," said Mackie.
He waited until the door was closed then flipped the intercom, "Send in Barrington." 
Barry slipped into the room and took his seat. He was looking a trifle weary and possibly red-eyed. Sir Phillip eyed him with distaste, "I want you to follow Mackie. I'm told a very large sum of money was siphoned through some of his old network accounts recently." 
"Sir." Barry was too experienced to show surprise.
"Well, get to it then," ordered Sir Phillip. "Oh, and Barrington, you fouled up on that last job. I remember particularly telling you to terminate that Preacher fellow."
"I'm sorry, sir...I arrived too late, he'd flown the coop..."
"So you said. Lucky for us he'd not flown too far but now we have the bloody expense and embarrassment of a trial. In future, please remember we are here to serve Queen and country, in that order."
 



Episode 19
Desk Jockeys - Five
 
Mark Bauer performed the introductions; nothing in his manner identifying Jane as the fall guy. Neil had to hand it to him, he was a sly one. Gwen stood uneasily by his side, hovering between Neil and Bauer as if not sure on which side her bread was buttered.
"Hi Jane," said Neil.
"Neil," said Jane, "so you're the one they've sent over to give us a helping hand?"
"That's me," said Neil.
"Well, I hope you've brought your sleeping bag," said Jane, "because this place is a nightmare."
Gwen coughed and Bauer interrupted smoothly, "We'll leave you two to get better acquainted?"
They stood and watched Gwen and Bauer down the corridor and out of sight. Neil thought again what an attractive woman Gwen was; shame she had no sense of humour. He turned to Jane, "You were saying?"
"I'll let you make up your own mind. No point me telling you what I think, is there?"
"Fair enough," said Neil. "Okay, where do you want me?"
"Well, I thought you could sit with me for the morning, I can fill you in on how things work around here, then you can sit with one of the girls this afternoon when the cheques start coming across."
"This afternoon?" Neil was surprised and showed it, "they won't be over before then?"
"Not a chance," said Jane. 
She lead the way into the office, an open plan space with several desks and a woman at each one.
"Not being funny, but have you tried hassling them?" asked Neil.
"Hassling, file notes up the line, all to no effect."
"Okay, well, run me through it then," said Neil.
Neil sat with Jane for four hours, then he spent the early afternoon sitting with a young girl, introduced to him as Heather. The first bundle of cheques arrived at 12 noon, then a couple more arrived. By 2:00 that afternoon they'd received 20 bundles.
"In your experience, how many bundles are still out in the system?" Neil asked Heather.
"Well, it's always different so I couldn't be precise but we're talking roughly eight hundred."
"800?" gasped Neil, "but we've only had 20. That's ridiculous, surely they can get them to us quicker."
"Apparently not," Heather was warming to him; his immediate use of 'them and us' terminology was quite heartening.
Neil nodded at her, he'd seen enough of her part in the process. He grabbed his notepad and pen he began his tour of the rest of the unit. He started where the process began; in the post room. Nothing unusual there; post came in, was opened ASAP and the cheques passed to the processing machines.
He moved to the processors where he spent ten minutes with the Team Leader, got the gist; apparently they too were under instructions to process their whole workload ASAP.
He crossed to the verification room where he spent half an hour with Gary Bassett, the Team Leader and a much appreciated cup of tea. Gary explained that his team were also under instructions to process their work ASAP. However they had the added difficulty that although the system was designed to read the cheques and process them for the amount written the machines were prone to error. To counter act the error rate the security failure on the programme was set at well over 50% meaning that the system would usually only verify approximately 30% of the cheques in the batches. It would fail the other 70% and they would have to be manually verified by the staff.
"Can't they set the security lower?" asked Neil.
Gary shook his head, "Last time they did that we had hundreds of cheques go through for the wrong amount. In fact we still have a lot of system verification errors come back. I'm sure Jane will run that part of the job past you later on."
"I'm sure she will," said Neil.
"Anything else I can show you?"
"Well," said Neil, getting up to leave, "would be good if you could tell me which bundles are where."
"Oh, I can do better than that," said Gary bringing up a graph on his monitor.
Neil stared at it open mouthed.
 



La Palma - Doce
 
Malik sat outside the cafe and sipped his coffee. There was no doubt this was an attractive place to take a holiday. It was almost a shame to be planning to destroy it. He would have liked female company; preferably a beautiful, compliant woman who knew how and when to be silent.
A group of young men walked over to his table, "What do we do now, Malikhi?" asked one, a tall, thin Arab with green eyes. Alas, neither beautiful nor silent.
"We wait, Aalam," said Malik, "someone will make contact soon."
"What do we do while we wait?" asked Labeeb, short, thickset and none too bright, "Are we drilling or not?"
"No," said Malik, patiently, "we're to make ourselves obvious about town and tell people that we're drilling, even though we are not."
"So the Jews can pin the attack on us," hissed Riyasat. He was an evil bugger; they all thought so but he looked the part and, for that alone, had been one of the first on Malik's list.
"What does that matter?" said Aalam. "The result will be the same, we get to strike at America and the world will know it was done in the name of Islam."
"It pains me that they blame Muslims every time," said Riyasat.
"We want them to know that Muslims made the attack, insha'allah," said Jabir, the baby of the group, a fanatic of the worst kind, all ideas and no wisdom, "that's the whole point."
For the moment, Malik was content to let the others deal with Riyasat; he'd tried and failed.
"But they control everything," said Riyasat irritably, "while we must drink coffee or visit brothels only. I don't like it."
"But the result is the same," said Aalam.
"It's not enough for me," said Riyasat, his voice rising, "I'm a soldier of Islam and..."
"Be silent," ordered Malik, "we will get the credit for it, that has to be enough."
Riyasat was unimpressed, "If I'm to die for Islam I want to do something worth dying for."
"It's Al Qaeda's plan as much as the Jews," said Malik, his face impassive, "it will cause massive casualties in America and will show that we have a fist with which to strike the enemy."
"I have to ask you," said Aalam, "why would the Americans allow this to happen?"
"They have their reasons," said Malik, "we have ours."
"But what will happen after?" asked Aalam, "Surely the Americans will bomb Iran."
"The whole of Islam will rise against the infidel,
insha'allah," said Riyasat enthusiastically.
"As he said," said Malik. He was not good with people at the best of times; and this was not one of those.
"I still don't like our part in this," said Riyasat, "I want to drill the holes and plant the bombs that will bring the sword of vengeance down upon the Americans."
"Do you know how to work drilling equipment?" asked Malik, brusquely.
Riyasat shrugged. Labeeb grinned wolfishly.
"Can you arm a nuke?" Malik didn't want to humiliate the man; he was dangerous enough as it was, but he'd left him no choice.
Somewhat peeved, Riyasat looked away.
"Just be pleased that for all time your name will be sung in the bazaars, in the coffee houses and in the streets, insha'allah."
"We will be remembered forever, insha'allah," said Jabir.
"I would like to have done the thing I will be remembered for," said Riyasat, sulkily.
Labeeb breathed out loudly, dark eyes flashing, before he could speak Malik intervened, "Not happening, is this going to be a problem for you?"
Riyasat frowned, something in Malik's tone had changed, "No."
"Good," said Malik.
"Can we kill someone though?" asked Jabir, out of left field.
"What?" said Malik.
"Can we kill someone? Cut off their head, perhaps?
"I agree," said Riyasat, "that way we will have done something."
Aalam looked appalled, "if you did that you'd risk the whole mission."
"That is certain," agreed Labeeb, "there would be no reason to do it."
"It might be possible," said Malik. The others looked at him. Aalam's mouth opened.
"How?" demanded Labeeb.
"And why?" asked Aalam.
"We're meant to be drawing attention to ourselves," said Malik, apparently warming to the idea, "what better way than for someone to be killed by Muslims just days before the bombs go off."
"Yes!" said Riyasat punching his fist in the air. He threw his arm round Jabir and pulled him in close. Jabir struggled to free himself.
"But you need an acceptable target," said Malik, "it can't be just anyone. You will need to scout the hotels and locate a target, perhaps a rich American with a yacht." He was rather hoping they'd forget the idea; as Aalam said it could risk the mission but he needed a distraction to get them off his back for a while. 
"We will find a Jewish American," said Riyasat.
Malik fixed them all with a glare, "Come to me before you act on this." He waited until they all nodded, cowed, before continuing, "In the mean time get your teams out there into the local night spots. Tell them to make sure they make themselves known; start fights, fuck a few prostitutes, anything and everything but they must not get arrested or killed."
Aalam and Labeeb nodded. Riyasat was laughing now and somehow that was all the more worrying. Jabir, in stark contrast, looked sombre. He was beginning to get cold feet about the cutting off heads plan; it had been his idea and now he wasn't sure he could do the necessary.
 
 



No 10 
 
"Widespread reports of unrest across the country, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "no riots as yet but, if needs must, we can provoke one. As soon as things start to deteriorate we can introduce blanket Martial Law."
"Indeed," said the PM, "then we can move as many of the undesirables into the collection points as we wish. Use the same methodology as with the OAPs." Sir Phillip nodded. "This is good, Blackmore, "we are getting ever closer to the ideal situation."
∞
Although Cholmondeley took perverse pleasure in excluding Blackmore from the Emergency Cabinet Meetings, truth be told it would have been useful to have him in attendance. He glanced round at the assembled group; yes men, all of them, wouldn't know an original thought if it jumped out and bit them. His mood was sour and his face even more so.
"We have moved 40% of those over 70 to the screening areas, Prime Minister," said Cadogan, obsequiously.
"By my reckoning, that's still leaves 60%," the PM retorted sharply.
"It should take half the time to detain those remaining, Prime Minister," said Dodd, stepping in quickly, "because we now have the teams and processes in place."
"If I could interject Prime Minister," said Cadogan, "there are a number of health issues arising from gathering so many elderly people in such confined spaces."
"What's the current rate of attrition?" said the PM.
"About 5% a week," said Cadogan miserably.
"That should reduce next year's winter allowances," the PM responded, with a smile.
"Quite so, Prime Minister," said Dodd, "but how are we to explain the figures when they start leaking to the media?"
"Flu, Noro virus, anything," said the PM, brusquely, "old people are always dying. Anyway, we'll save a fortune on the NHS."
Cadogan made a noise in his throat and Dodd spoke quickly, "Talking about the NHS, PM, you should be able to announce that it's bankrupt within the next few weeks."
"Yes, PM," said Hedges, under-secretary to Health, Dodd's little helper, a new addition to the group and irritatingly chipper about everything, "we can call in the private sector white knights to take it over and reward them with a cut to the higher rate of tax."
The PM stared at him; the young whippersnapper had stolen his thunder, "Exactly where do we stand with the Private Insurance Bill?" he sneered, hoping to catch him out.
"It's almost ready," said Hedges, undaunted, "my predecessor had written quite a bit after the last budget, so it's ready bar a few tweaks." He was torn between the opportunity to take the glory for something that had been all done and dusted before he came in post and concern that he would take the fall if the bill had been badly conceived.
"Where are we with general relocation?" asked the PM, turning his attention back to Cadogan and Dodd.
"Figures indicate a steady flow northwards to the designated areas, sir," said Cadogan. "My people are reporting that the combination of the cut in benefits and increased rents for the extra bedroom is having a gratifyingly motivating effect."
∞
Sir Digby Chalfont was not sure what to make of Sir Phillip Blackmore; apart from the obvious that the man was old money, old school and despised new additions to the peerage. He decided to observe as much as he was able, chipping in only when absolutely necessary.
"Where are we with the operation, Blackmore?" asked the PM. He'd brought in Chalfont because of his connections with the Press, and because like him, he was in at the beginning, present at the meeting where Operation Downsize was first outlined.
"All on track, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "our people are on the island, making noises and obviously claiming to be drilling, for lost artefacts or some such."
"Excellent," said Noblet, clapping his hands, "excellent."
"I don't know," said the PM, "the nearer this one gets the more nervous I get."
"It will be fine," said Chalfont, "the Americans know what they're doing, they've done this sort of thing before."
"Written the book on it, as they say," offered Sir Phillip, giving the newcomer the once-over.
"That's as maybe," said the PM, "but what with everything else, we really can't afford for this thing to blow up in our faces."
"If it does," said Sir Phillip, "we'll create a flu pandemic or start worrying about Ebola."
"Exactly," said Chalfont, warming to the man, "that'll take their minds off things for a bit."
"Just advise everyone to stay home, toss in a few power cuts, should be easy enough," said Sir Phillip.
Cholmondeley fiddled with his ear, "Where are we with the Saudi story?"
"The Americans are running with that one," said Sir Phillip, "as far as I know they're making last minute adjustments but we will have our side of the story well before the balloon goes up."
"I hope so," said the PM, "I don't want to be out in front of the media with no script, especially as they're meant to be home growns, though I have to admit that does bother me slightly."
"If we don't have anything, Prime Minister, it will be alright for you to say that," offered Chalfont, "my people know how to make a story out of nothing if that's what you want. Equally we can kill a hot story stone dead."
"Don't let it bother you that they're home growns," Noblet said, "we need it to create the right siege mentality within the Muslim communities, it will make them a lot easier to control." 
The PM ignored him, "Blackmore, what do you think?"
"We've plenty of dead ends to leak to the press," said Sir Phillip, "by the time they've worked it out it'll be too late, no-one will be interested anymore, they'll be too busy watching their soaps."
"We put out a rumour that the security forces are tracking a known cell," said Chalfont, "then when the media reports it we accuse them of irresponsibility and tell the world that the relevant cell has gone to ground and the stage is set."
The Prime Minister puffed out his cheeks, "Mmm, it might just work."
 
 



The News
Carol stared at the main camera, "Tonight we open with a report on the search for the heir to the throne, Prince Charles, last seen walking along London Bridge in the aftermath of the attack on Parliament." She paused, her face solemn and serious. "And we bring you more on the growth of the right wing movements that are spreading through suburbia, with an in depth report on their membership. We have details about the men and women who travel from town to town to preach dissent and revolution." Graham appeared from off camera to stand beside Carol and added his grave voice to her bleak tone, "We bring you more on the sudden rise of nationalism and racism within the very bastions of the English establishment; the WI and the British Legion."  



The PM had this to say...
....about the disappearance of HRH the Prince of Wales...
"Let me make it clear, extensive efforts
are being made to trace his movements but as yet the Police have been unable to locate him."
 
Surely this creates a major constitutional crisis, Prime Minister?
"Not at all, although we remain very keen to locate the Prince of Wales the succession is adequately covered by Prince William and Prince George. I can assure you and the public that we have a robust line of succession."
 
Prime Minister, what do you say to rumours that are surfacing of a potential threat to civil liberties with new laws the Government is seeking to introduce?
"Frankly, the rise in crime and street protests since the villainous attack
by the group calling itself P.A.C.T. cannot be tolerated. So, let me be clear, this Government will not shirk its duty. If forced so to do, we will introduce martial law
and stamp out any resistance
to the rule of law, be assured of that."
 
 



Murder World 6
 
There is nothing on this earth to be prized more than true friendship.
St. Thomas Aquinas
 
 
Marco, Jerome and Kieran had continued to meet at Marco's while Callum recuperated. Empty pizza boxes attested to a meal hastily consumed. Kieran, still distressed about his friend's tragic accident, sorely missed him and their kickabouts and was only partially distracted by Marco and Jerome's continued interest in the Game. Both of his friends were now staring fixedly at the PC screen.
"How you gonna do that then, Marco?" asked Jerome.
"Me?" said Marco, pushing him, "you mean, we."
"No, I mean you," said Jerome, sitting back, folding his arms, "'cause I ain't going anywhere near that."
"Me neither," said Kieran, flicking a glance at the screen, "you can count me out."
"You've fucking got to," Marco protested, "we're all in this together, right?"
"No fucking way," stated Jerome, head shaking from side to side, "ain't no way I agreed to anything like that."
"It's the fucking deal, man," hissed Marco, "an' you were both up for it."
"Not happening, man," said Jerome, "Robbing banks or jewellery stores yeah, beatin shit outta people yeah but not that."
"Guys, we're in this together," stated Marco, "as in, we have to face the challenges together."
"What sort of challenge is that?" demanded Jerome. "Spend the fucking night in a queer bar, no fuckin' way."
"It's not just spend the night, Jer," said Kieran, "what's the dot, dot, dot all about?"
"Yeah," said Jerome, "what the fuck is that? And what does 'more to follow ' mean?"
"I don't know," said Marco, "but it's the task."
"Yeah, well, you're on your own with that one, mate," said Jerome, "come on, Kieran."
                                                                      ∞
"Alright, don't push me, man," snapped Jerome, as they hovered in the shadows across the road from the Pink Flamingo. "I'll come in but I'm not drinking anything."
"Me neither," said Kieran, "there's always the risk they'll slip something into the drinks."
"Don't start this again, we have to drink," Marco was almost pleading. "The challenge was 'sink 15 pints'."
"You have to sink 15 pints," stated Jerome, "me and K don't have to do nothing."
"We don't even have to be here," said Kieran.
"We agreed," stated Marco, "all of us, we agreed to abide by the rules."
"Hey," said Kieran, "I didn't really want to join this thing anyway, it was all you and Jerome."
"Don't fucking drag me into it," moaned Jerome, "I don't want anything to do with this and I don't want to wear this fucking outfit and why do I have to wear this fucking wig? I'm fucking black; this is a fucking Marilyn Munroe wig, why am I wearing a fucking Marilyn Munroe wig?"
"Stop moaning," hissed Marco. "The instructions clearly stated a date dressed like Marilyn or else."
"Yeah, but you're the one who'd get punished," said Kieran.
"Oh," said Marco, "so you'd dump me in it, would you?" 
"That's not what I said."
"But it's what you meant," said Marco.
"Okay, shut up, both of you!" Jerome adjusted his wig and his plastic breasts, "We go in there, we sink 5 pints each, then we leave."
"No, no," said Marco, "that won't work. They monitor it, they'll be watching, one of us has to sink 15 pints."
"And that will be you," said Kieran.
"I'm not going in there dressed like this," Marco said, indicating the black leather and zips outfit he had squeezed himself into, "on my own. Let alone sinking 15 fucking pints by myself."
"I'm out of here," said Jerome.
"You fucking move one step in that direction, and I'll tell that lot in there about you bein' a homophobe."
"You what?" said Jerome, towering over him, Marilyn hair trailing his shoulders.
"I fucking mean it, Jerome," said Marco, "You ain't leaving me in no fucking queer joint to fend for myself."
"What if we don't drink but we look out for you," said Kieran, "that way you'll be safe."
"Got a point there," said Jerome, enthusiastically, "you gotta admit, he's got a point there."
Marco thought for a bit, "Right, Kieran, you just drink 1 pint, but Jerome, you gotta keep pace."
"What?" said Jerome, "Why?"
"Because you're my date," stated Marco.
"Fucking hell!" hissed Jerome.
∞
Four hours later......
Jerome shook his head, he was dizzy and could barely make out the room in the subdued lighting. He heard voices, female ones and could feel hands running across his numb body.
"Hey girls," he groaned, "not now alright, I'm tired, later."
"See, I told you, he's really lovely, isn't he, mum," said Helen.
"Yes dear," said her mother, "can we start yet?"
"Not yet," said Helen, "You know our Debs is really keen to be in on this one, at least before you smother him."
"It was an accident, Helen. I'll be more careful this time."
"Where am I?" moaned Jerome.
"You're fine dear," soothed Helen, "We're going to look after you."
"Yeah!" snarled Debs from the doorway, a giant black penis strapped to her crotch, "we're going to look after my big bunny."
Granny giggled and Helen started to lick Jerome's chest.
"Ladies," slurred Jerome, "please."
 



The Trial
 
If you don't like what someone has to say,
argue with them.
Noam Chomsky
 
Barry was courting disaster but he couldn't stay away. He'd convinced himself that if caught he could claim to be keeping an eye on the Preacher, having failed to kill him when thus instructed. Notwithstanding, he got himself a good spot in the gallery and settled down to watch. He was concerned that he'd heard nothing on the grapevine about the Judge presiding; one Wilderspin Whatmore and was not sure what to make of his serious demeanour. The charges were read out by the clerk of the court, a tall gaunt man with a fixed expression.
As he intoned the list of crimes that one Nicholas Balderstone, aka the Preacher, was accused of there were gasps and a few groans, one of these escaped Barry before he clamped his lips together. Could it be any worse? Incitement to racial hatred; conspiracy to commit murder; and the final, most damning, high treason for the crime of disloyalty to the Crown. 
The Preacher stood up to plead 'not guilty' in a firm voice, then sat down at once. He was flanked in the dock by two huge police constables but seemed unabashed by this. Barry was pleased to note he was in a suit, albeit not a good suit, and that his hair had been trimmed, possibly done it himself with a blunt pair of scissors, but at least he'd been made to make the effort. 
To Barry's experienced eye the two members of the Preacher's defence counsel, Burke and Dix, were an unprepossessing pair but perhaps looks would prove deceptive and they would be capable of mustering a good argument nonetheless. Barry glanced over at the prosecuting barrister; QC Crapper. He was a fierce looking man, made fiercer by a perpetual scowl and the grey wig. Now this man Barry had heard of and his reputation outdid even his looks; savagely upright and a man who took no prisoners. All in all, Barry was none too hopeful.
QC Crapper stood up and turned to address the jury, his voice was commanding as he spoke, "Ladies and gentlemen of the jury," then he went on to explain the process by which he would prove to them that "this man before you", this was said with a sneer and followed by a dismissive wave towards the preacher who smiled amiably, "is guilty of heinous and egregious crimes, the most evil of which is that he did conspire with the residents of the Eden Hall Retirement Village to attack Parliament and to kill over 500 of our most Honourable Members of Parliament," and so on and so on. 
Barry was not as impressed by his opening remarks as he had thought he would be and his heart lifted.
"Your honour," said Crapper, moving on swiftly, "I would like to present Crown Exhibit A; transcribed evidence taken from one of the defendant's meetings, an ad hoc affair in a run down theatre. I would also like to submit for evidence a tape of a televised session; Crown Exhibit B."
One of the court assistants held up a few sheets of paper and a box. The judge nodded, accepting them into evidence. The papers were passed to the foreman of the jury and he scanned the first page quickly.
"I intend to show portions of the televised session," said Crapper, "However I could save you the trouble; it preaches vile and inflammatory religious hatred."
"Objection!" shouted the Preacher.
"Please be quiet," snapped the Judge, "your counsel acts for you, it is they who must object if they feel it necessary."
The Preacher looked to his barrister, Alvin Burke, who remained seated and silent. Clearly Burke by name and nature. Questioningly the Preacher raised his palms and his eyebrows. 
"If I may continue, your honour," said Crapper, glaring at the Preacher, "these texts indicate a high level of religious hatred, anti faith and anti church protestations; all designed to inflame public opinion and arouse emotions. Added to this, I have witnesses to the vile tirades to which he subjected innocent bystanders, sheltering from the rain. I call Mark Nibblett to the stand."  
The court usher brought in a young man; clearly over-awed and nervous, yet pleased to be in the spotlight. Crapper took the young man through how and when he first saw the Preacher and then got to the heart of the matter; what he'd heard the Preacher say about religion. Crapper took to repeating almost everything the young man said, in a loud display of histrionics. The jury appeared transfixed. 
Barry almost snorted his disgust; hearsay, ignorant mumblings of an ill-adjusted youth, incapable of understanding the finer messages being offered to him.
The next witness was little better; Monica Adcock, portly, mid-fifties and bitter. She asserted the preacher was a pro-life radical, an anti-abortionist, a misogynist of the worst order, a dyed-in-the -wool communist and an anarchist. 
Barry marvelled; she'd got all that from one session with him.
A stream of these people followed; a mixed bag, some of whom Barry thought he recognised but all saying more or less the same thing; communist, radical, anti-faith and more dangerously, anti-Semitic. He was forced to admit that though the testimonies, by themselves, were insubstantial, layer upon layer of them had some power.
"Ladies and gentlemen of the jury," thundered Crapper, "the prosecution has laid before you many witnesses who have attested to the multitude of crimes of this man," again he sketched a dismissive wave at the Preacher, "however, my last witness will attest to the most wicked of all his crimes, that of conspiracy to murder, to cause harm to our beloved Majesty, and that of rank disloyalty to the Crown, High Treason in its most foul form." 
There was a stirring in the court at this; Barry was shocked. How could they have a witness to this when it was a complete fabrication? The Preacher looked up at him, a question in his eyes. Barry lifted his shoulders and shook his head. Burke rustled his papers, looking for the name on the witness list, finding it and, realising he couldn't protest, slumped back in his chair.
Crapper's voice rose theatrically, "I call Mortimer Claypole to the stand."
The doors at the back of the room opened and two court ushers came in, one pushing a wheelchair, the other a wheeled drip-stand. The person in the wheelchair was tiny; husk-like and frail. The Preacher looked seriously disconcerted for the first time. Barry was appalled; this ancient creature, so obviously sick, should not be put through this farce. Crapper had no such compunction; he had the witness sworn in, still in his wheelchair, and began the questioning immediately.
"Mr Claypole, were you part of the attack on Parliament?"
The old man's face lit up and he nodded vigorously, "I was that," he said, proudly.
There were gasps round the room; what was he thinking? That was a capital offence.
"Do you see anyone in the court here today that you recognise?"
The old man squinted and looked up at the gallery, then a dreamy smile creased his face, "Why there's Albie," he said, with such affection it caused Crapper to stumble his next words.
Then, "Not the gallery, Mr Claypole," he hissed, then said in a low tone, "the dock, remember?"
"Call me Morty," said the old man, "everybody does."
Finally Crapper extracted what he wanted from Morty; yes, the preacher was known to him, such a nice young man, yes, he'd been at the Eden Hall Village, yes, that was where the plot was hatched, yes, he could have been there on numerous occasions, but there was also someone called Bob who died, which was a good thing if a little unexpected and if only Mort could tell the court a story about a Greek then he was sure they would understand everything. 
It was at this point that Crapper decided Morty was too ill to continue, the Defence decided not to cross-examine and the witness was excused. As Morty was pushed out of the court he waved cheerily up at the gallery, as if he'd seen a friend.
Crapper attacked the jury with his closing argument and even Barry had to admit he was impressed with the comprehensive attention to detail and the sheer weight of the case he had put together. No doubt about it; Mortimer Claypole had unwittingly put the preacher at the heart of the conspiracy.
They broke for lunch; the Preacher glanced up at the gallery as if seeking out someone. Barry lifted his head in slight acknowledgment and was rewarded with a brief smile.
∞
It was the turn of the defence; unsurprisingly they had only one witness to put forward, the Preacher himself. He climbed into the witness box, swore he would tell the truth and the whole truth and nothing but...and then inexplicably smiled at the jurors.
Defence counsel, Alvin Burke asked the Preacher if he recognised any of the people the prosecution had brought forward to speak against him. The Preacher shook his head; he'd seen so many people and none, was his enigmatic response. Burke essayed another question aimed at the most damning witness of all, one Mortimer Claypole. Had the Preacher ever met this man?
Morty hadn't stood out amongst the audience of seriously old people; truth be told, the preacher's most vivid memory was of the Angel cake. However, the old man had remembered the Greek story and the Preacher felt he owed him the same recognition. 
He looked at Burke and nodded, to gasps from the court, then he spoke, his voice strong and unequivocal, "I met him, on one occasion, at the Eden Hall Village Retirement complex." 
Burke looked nonplussed; he'd asked the question not knowing the answer, a classic misjudgement on his part but he had hoped the Preacher's innate common sense would cause him to deny the man's veracity, or if not that, then declare him senile as he so obviously was.
"No further questions, M'Lord," Burke said, peering up dispiritedly at the bench.
Crapper leapt up with alacrity to cross examine, "Please identify yourself for the court," he said, his voice a whiplash. 
The Preacher paused, this was a crucial moment; if he acknowledged their right to try him as an ordinary person rather than as a missionary then he could be damned without second thought, then he shrugged, they'd damn him anyway so what the heck, "Norman Balderstone."
"Mr. Balderstone, you are not a religious preacher, are you?" said Crapper, "You are, in fact, an alcoholic, drug addict, frequenter of brothels and womaniser, are you not?"
"Guilty as charged, your honour," said the Preacher with a wide, friendly smile.
"Most people still consider such things morally reprehensible," snapped Crapper, "and these predilections are not entirely of the past, are they, Mr. Balderstone?" 
"I've slipped off the wagon once or twice, I'm not perfect."
"From your lecturing of others," snarled Crapper, "one could be forgiven for thinking that you believe you are. All these rants against society, against our leaders, against the banks and the minorities? Surely these were intended to convince people that you were some how elevated?"
"No," said the Preacher, sounding tired.
"Yes," snapped Crapper, "I put it to you that you employed manipulative language to win the hearts and minds of the weak, and that you did this in order to feather your nest."
"Objection, prejudicial, argumentative," said Burke, rousing himself from his torpor.
"Sustained," murmured the judge, "Restrict yourself to questions, Crapper, if you please."
"Not for money," stated the Preacher, "I presented people with the truth, as I saw it."
"As you saw it," said Crapper, "A self confessed drug addict and sex fiend."
"My drug issues don't invalidate my views," stated the Preacher. "I am a nationalist, I believe in this country and its people and I have spoken up in defence of my country and my people."
"Mr Balderstone," said Crapper, "We heard testimony from Monica Adcock who was present at one of your gatherings and I have here a transcript in which you openly condemn abortion."
"That's a deliberate misrepresentation; I think it's every woman's right to have an abortion, but having said that, I also think we should consider the rights of the unborn child, the unborn individual. In any event, I do not believe it is a crime to argue against abortion."
"It is if done in such a way as to incite violence of the sort conducted by the Pro-life activists," stated Crapper.
"I have never encouraged violence on the issue," said the Preacher.
"Then how do you explain the violence that followed your presentation on the subject," argued Crapper, waving papers in the air, "I have here the police reports of a disturbance at one of your meetings where you criticised the practise of abortion and where you so roused the emotions of the crowd that several people were assaulted and had to attend hospital for treatment."
"I know nothing about that," said the Preacher.
"There were several arrests as well," stated Crapper, "or were you also unaware of them?"
"I know nothing of any arrests. All that must have happened after I left."
"Ah," said Crapper, "and is it your normal practice to stir up a crowd to fever pitch and then leave them alone to find an emotional or physical outlet for the frustrations you have released? 
"Of course not," said the Preacher.
"The evidence is here, thirty arrests, twenty hospitalised; all because of your radical and inflammatory spouting, Mr. Balderstone."
The Preacher stared at Crapper, then said, "It remains my opinion that many abortions these days are undertaken to address the selfish desires of either or both of the two parties able to express an opinion. Who amongst you," he shouted waving into the court, "would refuse the chance of life if asked? Who would say, 'NO! Abort me, I don't want to live'. No-one."
There was a spontaneous outburst of applause from some in the gallery. The jury moved as one, a disturbance going through them like a wind. There were a few boos from the back of the court.
He continued, "It's freedom of speech; the cornerstone of the British way of life. People choose to listen. I can't be held accountable for how others react. It's their own guilt or regret that drives them."
"Silence in court!" shouted the judge, red-faced, banging his gavel, "Order!"
"As you can see, your honour," said Crapper, silkily, "even here, in a court of law, facing the gravest of charges, he cannot resist the temptation to cause mayhem."
"Mr Balderstone," said the judge, back in control of his blood pressure, "you will confine yourself to brief and non inflammatory answers to the questions put, is that understood? Pray proceed, Crapper."
"Members of the jury," said Crapper, "we have just seen for ourselves how this man, this self-styled preacher, can whip up a storm of emotion with a few well-chosen words." Crapper pointed at the Preacher, waving his arm like a conjuror, as if the words had been wrest from him by Crapper's gift of interrogation, "Witness the use of emotive language; guilt and regret; by such use he passes judgement against abortion; inflaming passions on all sides."
The judge leaned forward and addressed the jury, "You will make note of the defendant's ability to arouse emotions and will refrain from becoming thus aroused. Please be advised, you are here to determine only whether or not he is guilty of the charges laid before you. Is that understood?"
The jury nodded obediently. 
 



The Diary
 
Diary entry 26
 
By the way, I've decided to hang them. I know it sounds bizarre and definitely won't be easy but I think it makes the right kind of statement. This is how I see it, these people and others like them have acquired their profligate wealth at the expense of others, because for one person to get more of something someone else must by definition get less. If that is the case then all rich people have gained their wealth by stealing from others, usually the poor, therefore, I deem it only right that they should suffer the right penalty for such a crime. Because money is as important to the average individual as a horse was to the cowboy then I feel it only right that to make an example they should be killed in the time honoured manner. If you steal another man's horse you hang, so if you steal money from others, you hang. Simple.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Jackpot  16
 
Anton kissed Tanya passionately and fondled her bottom as he did so. "My darling, this is agony," he murmured throatily, his usual response to her pleas for him to stay the night. She clung to him a bit longer, her leg up and hooked round his waist. She was tall as well, another thing the Brits had a thing for. He extricated himself and finally got enough distance between them to be able to get out the door, closing it firmly behind him. He ran lightly down the stairs and out the front door. He knew she would be at the window and so turned and waved every 10 yards until he could see her no longer. Then he turned the light run into a frantic sprint, across two roads and four blocks until he reached his own flat, racing upstairs, heart pounding. He waited impatiently for his breathing to come under control then grabbed the landline and phoned a number in Ukraine.
"'привіт," said the sleepy female voice on the other end.
Anton's entire world crystallised into that one word. He breathed her name, "Sasha." 
"Anton!" She sounded surprised, then, "Oh, how I miss you, my darling, how much longer must you be away from me, my sweetheart?"
"I miss your face and your touch, Sasha," said Anton, almost choking with emotion, "and your kisses and your beautiful body." Despite the recent draining session with Tanya he felt himself responding to the images he was conjuring, "Tell me what you're wearing, my darling."
"Ah," said Sasha, her voice playful, teasing, "you caught me in bed so I'm not wearing anything at all."
"Oh, Sasha, do you miss me?" Sasha naked, hair like Russian sable, tumbling round dimpled shoulders, Sasha smiling and laughing.
"Of course I do, beloved Anton," said Sasha, "how much longer will you be gone?"
"Not much longer, my darling," he found these calls so painful, "a year maybe?"
"I don't think I can wait that long," wailed Sasha, although she'd known the answer to the question.
"Did you get the money I sent you?" He changed direction, anything to avoid tears and recriminations on the phone.
"I can't bear to think of you with that Tanya, she is so ugly and skinny."
"I know, baby," said Anton. He sighed; the things he did for love.
"And she is pale and pasty, so blonde." 
"You're the only woman for me, Sasha, you know that."
"Oh Anton, please come back soon."
"I will," said Anton, "and I'll bring much more money with me."
"I love you, darling," she crooned.
"And I love you too,дорогая," said Anton, his mother tongue awkward to him, "but I must go now."
"Goodbye my love," she responded, blowing kisses down the phone as she hung up.
The man standing next to her growled deep in his throat, "I can't wait to kill that bastard." 
"Don't worry, Vanko," purred Sasha, stroking his face, "you can kill them both when they get back."
"Ah," said Vanko, "it will be a shame to kill that Tanya though."
"Why?" demanded Sasha irritably.
"She sounds like a good looking bitch, she could earn plenty of money on the street."
"We won't need to worry about money when they get back," she said, walking him backwards towards the bed, "we'll be rich, we will live like king and queen." 
Vanko smiled, clasping her buttocks and pulling her towards him, thinking, 'I will live like a king with that big breasted blonde, you two-faced bitch. You will be under the ground with your bloody Anton.'
 



Helpline 8
 
"Please can I move some money from my savings account to my current account?" 
"Of course, Mrs. White," said Russ, speaking slowly in deference to her obvious age, "you do know you've only got £1.50 in your savings though."
"I know, dear," she replied, "but I haven't got anything in my current so it's better than nothing."
"Of course," agreed Russ, "can I ask you, Mrs. White, is everything okay? Do you have any financial difficulty at all?"
"Oh, I'm alright, dear, besides when you put me through to the financial people they just want to close my credit cards down."
"Okay, Mrs. White," said Russ, wrapping up the call, his voice taking on a slightly brisker note, "that money has been moved for you now."
"Thank you, dear," said Mrs, White, "it's so nice to speak to an actual person and not a machine and an English person at that."
Russ smiled. He disconnected and at the same time became aware of Colin hovering.
"If you've finished with that call…." said Colin.
Russ nodded; it was always nice to be taken off the phone, even if only for a few minutes. He logged out and sauntered over to Colin's desk.
"Come with me a minute," said Colin, and he lead the way to one of the meeting rooms. As Russ entered he spotted two burly policemen and his stomach hit the floor, though he did manage to keep his face blank.
"These gentlemen would like a word with you," said Colin.
 
 
 



The number of the beast 
 
Tom arched his back and stretched out his legs. It had been another long day and he had more calculations but nothing that could determine the meaning of things. He yawned and started to turn away, then he heard another beast coming along, saw the brightness lighting the road and waited. The beast shot past. It was a small black one which appeared to have consumed two very large humans. There was a strange object sticking out of the top, with a long flowing yellow mane.
Tom returned to his vigil, it must surely be an indicator of something momentous. It felt like something he had seen before. 
Then his eyes bulged and his head reeled, 'Whoa! What if this isn't the only hard trail in the universe, what if there are others all around and they have beasts on them and the beasts that come along this track come off some other track. What if there is a filter that determines which beast goes down which trail, what colour beast and what size beast and what if the pattern is of such a large nature that I can't possibly work it out without being up there? He looked up at the darkening sky, 'What if it's only possible to see the pattern from above?' 
He stared a bit, considered the prospect, 'I'll just go over the field instead,' he thought and waddled off towards the cornfield over the back.
 
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
Sir Phillip fiddled with his pencil as a slightly built man with sharp eyes entered the office and took his customary seat.
"I'm worried about Barrington," said Sir Phillip, "He got a little too involved in his last case."
The man frowned but said nothing. Always wise.
"I'd like you to keep an eye on him. Look for signs of stress."
At this the man nodded, again maintaining silence. He was a company man and orders were orders.
"I can rely on your discretion," said Sir Phillip, not really asking.
"Of course sir," the man's voice was dusty, nondescript.
 



Episode 20
 



Desk Jockeys - Six
 
Neil signalled Gwen to follow him into the corridor. "We've got problems," he said.
"I know," she responded, snippily, "I told you that."
"No, no, it's bigger than that. It's not Jane," said Neil.
"What do you mean?" asked Gwen. She pulled at his arm and they moved down the corridor and out of the building into the car park.
Neil began again, "Who gave the instruction for them to all finish their areas ASAP?"
"Came from upstairs," said Gwen, settling onto a wall, and swinging her legs, "Belson, I should think."
"And you're saying that they haven't made a penny since this place opened?" 
"Nope," said Gwen. 
Neil stared at her intently, trying to get her to recognise the seriousness of the situation, "It's not Jane's fault, it's Belson's."
"What are you talking about?" Now he had her interest.
"This whole, finish your area ASAP thing, it's what's creating the blockage in the system."
"How?" asked Gwen, now very serious.
"Gary, the Verification section Team leader, has got graphs that show where all the work is at any given point. It's all going through the system as one great big lump. Now this has no effect on the performance of the processing and verification areas but it delays the work reaching the banking team. At the minute most of it is in sitting in verification but soon most of those bundles will be out for their second pass in processing, which means the banking team will be hit with hundreds of bundles around 4:00."
"Which they can't possibly process by 5:00," said Gwen, blowing out a long breath on the last words.
"Exactly," said Neil, "whereas if they had a process of passing small bundles to each area at regular intervals during the day they would get a smoother cleaner work through...."
"Meaning that the banking team would get an even flow of work through the day rather than a massive backlog at the end. Shit! How do we report that one up the line?"
"Fuck knows," said Neil. "But, am I right in thinking that Belson was Leighton's choice?"
"Too right," said Gwen, her face a picture of misery, "and his star is marked for the top. How do I tell Leighton that Belson's the reason they haven't hit a solitary target this year?" 
"You're the boss," said Neil, happy now he'd handed the problem over, "think of something."
"Oh, very funny, Neil," said Gwen, "Come on, help me. How the hell do we handle this without getting burned?"
Neil made a face, "Are you and Leighton still...." 
"No," said Gwen.
"Oh," said Neil, clicking his tongue, "who did the dumping?"
"I did," said Gwen, heavily, "hence our current predicament."
"Well, you'd better think of something by the time I get back."
"Get back?" Gwen looked shocked. "Back from where?"
"I'm taking Deidre away for a few nights."
"Away where?" pressed Gwen.
"Never you mind," said Neil, tapping the side of his nose, "just away."
"Well, you can't," said Gwen, arms folded, mouth set in a line.
"Hey, this was agreed back at the ranch before I came up here to help you. But, okay, let's go and tell Belson he's the reason this site's been running at a loss for the last few years, shall we?" 
"Absolutely not," said Gwen, "I need to come up with a better plan than that."
"Don't you think I know that? Look, I need the days off. Besides, Deidre's been looking forward to it." 
Gwen huffed, then gave up the struggle, "Ok, but I need you back in 3 days. We'll pencil in a meeting for the day you're back ... this one is going to take some careful manoeuvring."
 



La Palma - Trece
 
Five lightweight rigid-hulled inflatables slipped away from the merchantman anchored several miles off La Palma. Each craft carried four SBS personnel in heavy night camouflage. They sped across the water, each heading for a separate beach where the human cargo was to be deposited. Job done, the inflatables then returned to the mother ship.
Nobby, section leader for group A, signalled Ice to his left and T to his right. They scuttled off as instructed and took cover in the bushes. Nobby sent Briggs forward to scout the path ahead. Five minutes later they were confident that they were alone and unobserved on the beach.
"Okay," said Nobby, his voice low, "call in the yanks."
"Delta five nine," said Briggs quietly, into his radio, "area secure."
As each beach was declared safe six twelve-man SEAL teams slipped into inflatables; each carrying a deathly cargo. One team landed on each of the other four beaches and swiftly unloaded their nuclear warheads. Two teams landed on Nobby's beach; twenty-four SEALS charged with the care of two warheads.
"Any contact with our man on the spot?" asked Daniels, the SEAL Master Chief.
"Twenty minutes ago," said Nobby, "Name of Malik, he's up ahead, checking the road again."
"We got three hours to get these babies up top," said Daniels, "Don't want to be shooting the breeze around here for too long."
Nobby nodded and signalled Briggs forward to check what was happening.
Ten minutes later Briggs returned, "Bloody lorry parked up there," he said, "our geezer's dealing with it."
Daniels was not happy, "This is meant to be a clean delivery."
"It will be," said Nobby, "He's MI6, he knows what he's doing."
"I hope so," said Daniels, "wouldn't want to get caught with these."
A light flashed once ahead of them, Nobby counted to five, then the light flashed again.
"Go," said Nobby, pushing Briggs ahead, "better get your boys moving, mate," to Daniels.
Slowly the men of the combined Special Forces made their way up the side of the volcano. Two hours of scrambling and quietly muttered cursing later, they reached the designated drilling site. Nobby made contact with the other teams; checking they were all in position.
A man approached him, growling irritably, "About bloody time, laddie," he hissed, the Scots accent made richer by his annoyance, "have you any idea how long we've been waiting?"
"Few hours," offered Nobby. His tone a shrug. 
"What if we'd been discovered?" MacDonald continued, "I don't like it, the whole thing is making me nervous."
"Stop whinging," said Nobby, briskly, "you only had to dig the bloody hole."
"That's as maybe," said MacDonald, "but if this gets out we'll be hunted men."   
 Daniels signalled his men to manoeuvre the warhead into position near a large frame that straddled a large hole. 
"I'm assuming you finished your task," said Nobby.
"Of course," said MacDonald, proudly, "300 feet down, to a diameter of exactly 3 feet."
They watched as the SEALS carefully lifted the warhead and lowered it into the cradle.
"Is it already armed?" asked MacDonald nervously.
"Armed it before we left," said Daniels.
"Shit," said MacDonald, backing away, "could it go off?"
"It's got a safety," said Daniels, "but I wouldn't recommend banging it around too much."
Nobby raised his pistol to the side of MacDonald's head, a muffled pop later and MacDonald's lifeless form joined the rest of his crew in a ditch. Having dispatched the drilling team the SBS men now eyed the nuke nervously as it started its slow descent.
"Okay," whispered T to Ice, "we did for the drilling team, are the SEALS going to do for us?"
Ice rested his finger on his trigger guard, "Like to see 'em try; I'd take a few with me."
Nobby felt Daniels' eyes on him, "I'm just following orders," he said.
"We all have our orders," said Daniels.
"What are yours?" asked Nobby.
"Re you guys?" said Daniels. "I'm not the one doing the killing here." He indicated the ditch.
"They were civilians, we're on the same team," said Nobby, "and we're used to keeping schtum. Just keep your boys chilled; don't want anyone getting over anxious."
"Your boys look pretty psyched," said Daniels, nodding at T and Ice, who were both glowering at him.
"You got something for me?" asked a voice. Malik appeared out of the gloom.
Daniels swivelled and raised his pistol. Several of his men had done the same and Malik found himself the centre of some extremely unwelcome attention.
"It's okay," said Nobby quickly, "he's from 6."
"If he wants to keep breathing he shouldn't creep up on heavily armed Navy fuckin' SEALS," snarled Daniels. He lowered his weapon and reluctantly his men did the same. Behind them in the gloom the SBS team did likewise.
"The nuke?" asked Malik, seemingly unflurried.
Daniels stared at Malik for a few seconds, "No offence, but are you a Muslim?"
"None taken," said Malik, "and yes, I am. The nuke?"
Daniels gritted his teeth visibly, "Over there," he said, indicating a box on the grass.
"I trust it's not armed," said Malik.
"Not yet," said Daniels.
"Good," said Malik, signalling his people to pick up the box, "we'll be off then, good luck, toodle-pip, chaps." His deliberate colloquialism amused the SBS; meant nothing to the SEALS.
"See ya mate," said Nobby.
Daniels shook his head as Malik moved away. "We've given a nuke to a Muslim."
"We'll see you guys back at the beach," said Nobby.
"No way, we go together," said Daniels, "I'm not letting you guys out of my sight, not after what happened to MacDonald and his team."
∞
Daniels slipped stealthily from his cabin and made his way to one of the holds near the bow of the ship. He looked cautiously around before removing his rucksack. He checked his watch, opened the sack and checked the timer; it had been preset for 5 minutes. He grimaced; 10 minutes would give him more time to get to the stern. He reset it, then fiddled with the divers belt hidden beneath his tunic and checked the locator was on; the submarine would have a job to locate him without it. He switched on the bomb, stashed the rucksack and ran. Just as he reached the main deck he bumped into the SBS man, Ice.
"Hey, not so fast, Chief," said Ice, "where's the fire?"
"What?" said the flustered Daniels, "Fire?"
"Yeah, man," said Ice, "like, what's the rush?"
"Oh," said Daniels, "nothing, nothing." Then he rushed on.
Ice frowned, thought of going back down below but decided instead to follow Daniels and see just what this nothing looked like. Just then there was a massive explosion that ripped a huge hole below the waterline. Ice was thrown backwards along the deck as the whole ship shuddered before moving onwards and tipping down as the sea rushed into the compartments below deck.
"Abandon ship!" shouted Ice, struggling to his feet. In the seconds that it took him to get upright he'd considered and discarded the idea of going below decks to see if his comrades needed help; if they were that badly off then he probably couldn't help them and if they were okay then they would be rushing topside and him coming the other way would be blocking their escape route. Besides which, this was the sea, and when push comes to shove, it was every man for himself.
Then he remembered Daniels' haste and guilty expression. He struggled upwards along the deck to the stern of the ship where he caught Daniels stripping down to his wetsuit. "You fucking yank bastard," he yelled, punching him in the back of the neck. Daniels rocked forwards and pulled a knife from his belt but having the size advantage Ice kicked Daniels in the wrist and the knife went flying. Then he rammed Daniels up against the rear railings of the ship. It was only then that he fully realised the angle the ship was on as it ploughed on to its death. He looked over the edge at the propellers as they rose from the water, thrashing wildly and kicking up a mass of white water.
"Fitting end to a total bastard!" he shouted, as he hooked his leg through the railings for stability and grabbed Daniels by the neck and belt. 
He lifted him above his head, rage fuelling him, and threw him backwards over the railings. Daniels screamed as he fell into the rotors, his body exploding in a mass of blood and bone. Ice allowed himself a moment then slid down the deck of the sinking ship towards the lifeboats. He found one already afloat and quickly released it, climbed in and pushed it away from the rapidly disappearing ship.
 



No 10 
 
"Copy of the script from the Americans, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, sliding a thin folder across the table.
The PM opened and scanned down the page, "Excellent."
"They've pretty much covered all bases, from what I can see, should do the trick."
"Excellent," repeated the PM, "you've definitely got to give it to them, they know how to handle these situations."
"The President is going on air tonight, after you've made your announcement today," said Sir Phillip.
"Alright," said the PM waving Sir Phillip away, "wait outside and send in the others."
Sir Phillip grimaced irritably, "Of course, Prime Minister," gathered his papers and left.
∞
"These are the reports from Relocations, Prime Minister," said Cadogan, "as you can see there is a steady flow North of undesirables, freeing up prime real estate."
"Any blow back?" asked the PM, looking at the Chief of Police.
"A few disorders," said Bullivant, "but nothing the local forces haven't been unable to contain."
"All in all, Prime Minister, things are going smoothly," said Dodd, "the great British public is either too distracted by the current economic crisis or disinterested in the plight of these loafers."
"Excellent," said the PM, "but let's not get complacent, we need to remember that public sentiments can change very quickly."
"I could go on the BBC again," said Cadogan, "and do a short piece on the cost of benefit scroungers and how they're living off the state."
"I think it would be a good idea to hit all of the channels," said Noblet, "I'm a strong believer in pushing home the advantage. Never let up, that's what I say."
"I agree," said the PM, "get someone on all channels, but not you, Cadogan, just some junior ministers. We don't want the public getting too used to your face." He turned to Dodd, "Health?"
"I could pull the plug anytime you say, Prime Minister," said Dodd, "at present, we are looking at a £36 billion pound overspend."
"Good, good," said the PM, with a rare laugh, "we just need to decide on the best way forward. Is it bring the whole edifice crashing down or just pull it apart one Trust at a time?"
"How many Trusts have declared bankruptcy this year?" asked Noblet.
"Fifteen, so far," said Dodd, looking pleased with himself, "more to the point, all big ones."
"I think we can just pull the whole structure down," said the PM, to general nods and smiles.
"I'll let the other parties know collapse is imminent," said Mann, "we need them acquiescent."
"Precisely," said the PM, "and let's not forget that aspect, gentlemen. We need to keep them sweet, don't want anybody of conscience popping up at this late stage in the game." They all nodded. "Now to the Parliament terrorists, where are we with their capture, Bullivant?"
"Still on the loose, I'm afraid, Prime Minister," said Bullivant, steeling himself for the onslaught.
Cholmondeley was instantly furious, "How is that possible? You're letting yourself be humiliated by a bunch of old codgers, what the hell is going on?"
Bullivant winced, "Believe me, PM, we're using every tool at our disposal but wherever these people are hiding, we haven't had a sniff."
"Dammit all, it would've been better if we hadn't splashed their ruddy faces all over the TV. We could've picked up anyone of the right age and done them for it. As it is we look like bloody fools." The PM was beside himself, red-faced with rage.
"Are they being helped, do you think?" asked Dodd.
"What about the Prince of Wales?" demanded the PM, not to be diverted, "Any sign of him?"
Bullivant shook his head, and said miserably, "Nothing, Prime Minister."
"Nothing! What the hell do I tell the Queen?" The room was silent, nobody wanted to be the next to speak in case the PM let fly at them. "Well?" he demanded into the silence.
"We're making every effort...." started Bullivant, taking the bull by the horns, he knew the others wouldn't speak up.
"Of course we're employing every effort, you damn fool," snapped the PM, "do
you think that's going to cut any ice with her? She wants to know what happened to her son, to the heir to the throne." The room fell silent again. "Meeting over," he said, "send Blackmore in as you leave."
Sir Phillip slipped into the room and glided into his seat. As he sat he lifted his trouser legs, to avoid creasing. The PM was irritated out of all proportion.
"What a bloody mess you've made with this ill conceived attack on Parliament, Blackmore. Well? What do you have to say for yourself?"
Sir Phillip raised his eyebrow, "Prime Minister?"
"I tell you, Blackmore, it's a nightmare."
Sir Phillip eyed him cautiously, "Obviously there's the outstanding issue of the Prince of Wales."
"Outstanding issue?" demanded the PM forcefully, "you refer to the abduction and possible murder of the heir to the throne as an outstanding issue?"
"Naturally, I understand that you are upset, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "but I have it on good authority that although the Queen and Prince Phillip are distressed at their personal loss, privately they are more confident than hitherto about the survival of the Monarchy."
"That's as maybe," replied the PM, aware of being out-flanked, "but it happened on our watch."
"Better that, than the fall of the Monarchy," answered Sir Phillip.
The Prime Minister tried to stare Sir Phillip down, knowing before he started that it was impossible. He gave up, blaming something in his eye. It fooled neither of them. Then he said, "Just make sure you don't make the same mess with Downsize. I want the Queen and the rest of the Royal pack safely tucked away on high ground when the balloon goes up."
Sir Phillip rubbed his nose.
 
 



The News
"Breaking News," said Carol earnestly, "British and American security services are tracking a known cell of British home grown terrorists and our sources indicate that an attack of momentous proportion is imminent."
Graham spoke, "News has reached us of a large theft from one of the main high street banks. The question being asked is: Was this in some way linked to terrorist activity?"
 



The PM had this to say...
......about the cell that MI5 and the FBI have been monitoring.....
"Look, this is gross irresponsibility on the part of the media. How could you report a story on an ongoing investigation? It's totally unacceptable. By so doing, you have put countless lives at risk."
 
Prime Minister, why haven't the security forces arrested them under the Enabling Act legislation?
"Frankly, monitoring suspected terrorists
is a very difficult task, you have to catch them in the act... after this we will be lucky they don't go to ground..."
 
Are you saying that these people are no longer under surveillance, Prime Minister?
"Your reckless reporting has tipped off some very dangerous people
who might be planning a devastating attack
with the intention of killing countless numbers of people. They have now disappeared off our radar
and we have to start again with our enquiries."
 



Murder World 7
 
All for one, one for all, that is our device.
Alexandre Dumas
 
 
Marco opened the door, "About bloody time," he hissed.
"I'm here, aren't I," said Kieran. He looked exhausted; his eyes were red-rimmed and his hair dishevelled.
"Where's fucking Jerome?" demanded Marco, "You were meant to be looking out for us." 
"I got you home, didn't I?" said Kieran.
"What happened to Jerome?"
"I don't know," said Kieran, in no mood for Marco's moaning, "I didn't see him after he went off with the fat bitch."
"Yeah, what was that all about?" said Marco. He sat down, deflated.
"Fuck knows," said Kieran, shrugging, "didn't think that was his style, at all."
"Well, we need to get hold of him somehow," said Marco, "'cause we've got our next task." 
"What? Already?" said Kieran.
"Check it out," said Marco, listlessly, pointing to his screen. 
Kieran read the text, 'You must get at least two of your named friends to join you in an attack on your local Police station.' He looked up, "What does it mean?"
"Check that out," said Marco, pointing to a large brown envelope, "it arrived first thing this morning."
Kieran picked it up and removed the contents; there were several pictures of M16s, and what looked like Uzis and Glock pistols, "What the fuck? What is this?"
"There's a couple of keys, taped to the inside of the envelope, and this arrived ten minutes ago," said Marco, opening another email.
Kieran bent over and stared at the screen, 'Go to Portsby Fun & Fitness and in the men's changing room (locker no. on the key) you will find several of the objects in the photographs. Later the same day you will use said objects to mount an offensive on the local Police Station. You have until 14:00 hrs today to complete the mission. If you fail there will be a suitable punishment.' 
"What's the other key for?" said Kieran.
"Dunno, I'm more worried about Jerome."
"What's it matter?" asked Kieran.
"It says take two friends," said Marco, "there'll be punishments if we don't."
"Man, this is a one way trip," said Kieran, "what fucking punishments can they dish out?"
"Our parents," said Marco, "my sister, your sisters."
"They wouldn't," said Kieran. "Shit, what we gonna do? Where the fuck is Jerome?"
"I don't know," wailed Marco, "what we gonna do?"
They sat for a few moments in shocked silence. 
Eventually Kieran spoke, "What about Cal?" 
"Don't be daft, he can't even walk," said Marco.
"He doesn't have to," said Kieran, "he just has to be there, right."
Marco thought for a bit.
"The instructions say two friends," said Kieran, "it doesn't say they have to be mobile, does it."
"But how are we going to get him out?" asked Marco.
"It's a hospital," said Kieran, "people go in and out all the time."
"But what about his legs?" said Marco.
"We'll bung him in a wheelchair," said Kieran.
"Could work," said Marco.
"It's got to," said Kieran.
"Sod Jerome," hissed Marco, "let's do it."
Forty five minutes later, after a slight detour to the Fun & Fitness Gym, they were sat at Cal's bedside, "Cal mate," said Marco.
"What the fuck do you two want?" demanded Cal.
"We got a new mission," said Kieran.
"So fuck off and do it then," said Cal, then he froze, "shit , you're not going to break my fucking arms, are you?"
"Break your arms?" said Kieran, "What's he on about, Marco?"
"Never mind that," said Marco, "we got a real mission this time."
"We're going to hit the pigs," said Kieran.
"Yeah, we've been instructed to attack the local pig sty," said Marco.
"With what?" demanded Cal irritably.
"With these," said Kieran passing across the photos of the weapons.
"Shiiiit!!" exhaled Cal, "Fuckin' A, get me out of here."
"You're in then?" said Marco.
"Of course I'm fucking in," hissed Cal, "it's gonna be a fucking fire fight, man."
The mood changed swiftly as the nurse poked her head round the door.
"Hi Kieran," said Terri, blushing slightly.
"Oh hi Terri," said Kieran, "how's things?"
"Good, we still on for tonight?"
"Sure thing," said Kieran.
Terri smiled, withdrew her head and disappeared down the corridor.
"Bad luck man," said Marco.
"I know," said Kieran, "been trying it on with her for years, now when it finally happens, oh well, fuck it."
"Are you two going to get me out of here or what?" demanded Cal.
"We need a fucking wheelchair first, mate," said Marco.
"Down the corridor," said Cal, "outside the loo, there were two this morning, go on Kieran, shift it mate."
"Alright, alright," moaned Kieran, "keep your hair on."
 



The Trial 2
 
All national institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish, 
appear to me no other than human inventions, 
set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit
Thomas Paine  1737 - 1809  
 
The day dawned bright; Barry was in position early, this time a few rows back from the front.
Crapper started quickly, taking a new tack, "Mr. Balderstone, please confirm to the court that you have spoken about Islam and Judaism; presenting these in a negative and derogatory light?"
"I have presented all religions in a negative and derogatory light, and will continue to do so. This is the 21st century, believing in supreme beings is as infantile as believing in Father Christmas."
"Please restrict yourself to a simple yes or no, have you spoken out against Islam and Judaism?"
"I have spoken out against all redundant god syndrome belief systems."
"Please answer the question," said Crapper, "with specific regard to Islam and Judaism."
The Preacher looked towards Burke who was diligently reading his notes. The Preacher raised his hands in despair and answered, "No."
"We heard from Mark Nibblett earlier that you openly accuse the Jews of murdering Christ, a well known anti-Semitic strategy. You attack multiculturalism and ethnic minorities and the number of mosques, it's all here, irrefutably, so the answer has to be yes."
"Well yes," said the Preacher, "clearly the Jews did kill Christ and......"
"And in these meetings," said Crapper, relentlessly, "did you not regularly launch a monologue against the economic leaders and financiers of this great nation with the sole intent of causing dissatisfaction and general insurrection aimed primarily at the ethnic minorities in the business world and at our own aristocracy?"
"I said that the rich entrepreneurs and the aristocracy in this country have sold out the masses in return for rich pickings earned through slave labour in the third world....."
"Yes or no please, Mr Balderstone," demanded Crapper.
"And that they have allowed cheap labour in from Eastern Europe with the sole aim of forcing down the price of labour here in the UK, yes I said all that."
"Yes, is all we're looking for here," said the judge irritably. "Strike all the defendant's preceding comments from the record, let it be shown only that he responded in the affirmative."
"Mr. Balderstone," pressed Crapper, "did you not attack the right of ethnic minorities to be in this fair land, and link their being here to some vile plot by our own economic leaders?"
The Preacher glanced again at Burke, then at the junior counsel, Martin Dix, not even a glimmer of interest. So that was to be the way of it then; if he was to have no defence then he would go on the attack, "Yes. I did and I'd do it again."
Barry closed his eyes. Crapper raised his hands in victory, "You admit then that you preached racial hatred?"
"Revolution," corrected the Preacher, "I wanted to inspire revolution."
"With the intention of causing physical harm?" pressed Crapper, "Even death?"
"Our society is rotten. We've been corrupted by greed to the extent that we buy dirt cheap products knowing that the person who makes them lives in economic servitude. All the while the more we buy from China and India the more we drive down our own wages and the less we can afford to live on what we earn. Then the rich can argue that they have to bring in East European workers because lazy Brits won't work for the same money. Well, why should we work for peanuts? Why should our standard of living return to the dark days of the nineteenth century just so the rich can earn more? Why, I ask you why?"
Barry groaned, finding himself in company with a few others in the gallery. Burke's mouth was opening and closing but no sound was emanating. One or two of those in the courtroom nodded in agreement.
Crapper continued, "And on another occasion you were heard to say, and I quote, 'it is our leaders who we must hold responsible and it is our leaders who we must remove forthwith'. Do you deny saying this, Mr Balderstone?" The Preacher shrugged eloquently, his eyes full of mischief, "and on yet another occasion you were heard to extol the achievements of the Nazis."
"I have never extolled the Nazis," stated the Preacher defiantly, no longer amused.
"But here," said Crapper, waving one sheet in the air, "and here," waving another, "and here," yet another, "all of these are direct quotes where you clearly state that it was the Jewish betrayal of Germany in WWI that lead directly to the allied victory."
"Yes, that's true," said the Preacher. Burke shook his head; how do you defend the undefendable?
"I put it to you that you are fiercely anarchic, a communist who holds anti-Semitic and racist views of the worst kind, wholly unrepentant of the harm and the misery you have caused."
"I maintain that Hitler was factually correct when he said that world Jewry betrayed Germany when it threw its weight behind the allied cause in return for the British offer of Palestine. I have never said that I agreed with the way the Nazis treated the Jews in retaliation for that."
"Oh but you have," argued Crapper, almost frothing at the mouth in his outrage, "you are in fact a Holocaust denier, or at the very least, a revisionist."
"Misrepresentation. I believe that millions of Jews were killed by the Germans, however, hundreds of thousands of Jews were killed by the East Europeans. Ethnic cleansing was everywhere in the old Hapsburg Empire during WWII, it's how the countries of Eastern Europe cleared out their minorities; Serbs, Croats, Slavs, Jews, Gypsies, Romanians, you name it, they killed each other."
"Obfuscation, Mr Balderstone. I put it to you, that you condone it, it says so here, here and here." He was waving yet more sheets, his voice was pitched high, his face puce. 
Concerned that the QC was in danger of losing his professional distance the Judge cleared his throat warningly. Barry was sharply reminded of the discussion he'd had with the Preacher and how hard he'd tried to deflect him from this subject matter.
"I condone nothing," stated the Preacher, "but I do predict it is where we are headed if we do not stop the influx of foreigners into this country. I am warning of a train crash that awaits at the end of this multicultural trail our leaders have forced on us. If you knew anything of history you would know that the portrayal of Hitler as a despot who forced his will upon the German people is a deliberate lie. Hitler was elected, Hitler had a mass popular following. The German people weren't bullied into following him, they did so willingly because they felt they had been unfairly treated and were fearful of their future. Well, right now British people are feeling unfairly treated and fearful. Their standard of living is being eroded, their culture and way of life is being destroyed and whether you like it or not the people feel that they have been betrayed."
There was some applause in the courtroom, muted cheers, no-one wanted to be ejected. Barry found himself leaning forward, breath bated. The judge banged his gavel, "Silence in court."
"It is clear from your ranting, Mr Balderstone," said Crapper, "that you not only support the concept of National Socialism but that you blame the Jews for our current economic climate."
"I blame certain Jewish economists and political leaders for our current plight." He was pleased that Crapper had remarked on that; sometimes he forgot what he had talked about and what he had not. "Milton Friedman and Sir Keith Joseph," he added, helpfully.
"Two of the most respected men in the Western world and this known drug addict and frequenter of brothels blames them for our current economic plight," said Crapper, holding his arms out wide, an expression of amazement on his face. There were a few giggles, hastily suppressed. "I'm sure we all appreciate your opinion of two men who worked tirelessly for the economic benefit of all. I'm sure we value your ideas when weighed against those of these distinguished men."
"Just because the system they put in place holds them high," said the Preacher, unfazed, "doesn't mean they did no harm or that the damage they did won't have long-term devastating effects."
"From other comments you have made, I think I understand you to be saying that we will be driven into a state of chaos; inviting another Hitler and another holocaust?" said Crapper.
"I've been warning that the environment that has been created by the policies of our leaders and of the previously specified members of the Jewish intelligentsia is ripe for that outcome, yes." 
"Have you been warning us, Mr Balderstone? Or have you been auditioning for the role?"
"I have no interest in politics and I am not a Hitler," said the Preacher, "I am the forewarning and if you choose to ignore me then you will reap the results." He frowned, then added, "you could see me as John the Baptist, as one who comes before, if that helps?"
"I do not believe you've been warning us; I maintain that you see yourself as this future leader and that you intend to render a holocaust on this country far greater than anything Hitler ever achieved. It's all here, your views, expressed on numerous occasions, clearly you condone everything that Hitler and the Nazis ever did."
"No, but I understand why it happened, and I'm warning you that it will happen again."
"And you condone the Nazis and Hitler," said Crapper, "for clearly you hold similar views." He was insistent on this point, it was an integral part of the prosecution's case. "You would have us believe that multiculturalism doesn't work."
"It doesn't, it leads inevitably to ethnic cleansing. Look at your history books. Unless we examine the events that lead to the ethnic cleansing horrors of WWII we will never learn the lessons. Unfortunately we have been brainwashed into blindly accepting oft repeated wild accusations as incontrovertible facts. To the point where, if you do not condemn the Germans outright, you are accused of being anti-Semitic and a fascist."
"Mr Balderstone," the judge intervened swiftly, "please confine yourself to the matter at hand." He then addressed himself to the jury, "you will ignore the defendant's last remarks as speculation," then finally to the stenographer, "let those comments be stricken from the record."
"We're not allowed to question the accepted version of what happened to the Jews in WWII," argued the Preacher, "and when victims, such as the Palestinians, ask for our support their plight is ignored and the facts carefully hidden from the public. It seems to me that the only minority with any power in the world are the Jews; everyone else can go shove it."
The judge leaned forward, "Mr Balderstone, you will refrain from making anymore controversial statements about ethnic minorities, is that understood?"
The Preacher was silent, observing the judge with an expressionless face, then he spoke quietly, "There are hundreds of books and programmes about the holocaust but few examine the social and cultural unrest that lead up to it, especially when it comes to the German point of view. Everything is
always taken from the Jewish viewpoint." 
"Yet another example of the malicious ideas this man spouts," said Crapper addressing the jury, "designed to foment racial tensions and unrest amongst the populace."
"I believe we live in a morally corrupt world where we pander to the demands of the powerful and the wealthy whilst ignoring the desperate pleas of the weak and the vulnerable. I believe that the rich elite own the world and are determined to run it like a fiefdom. I believe that the Americans used white phosphorus in Fallujah, that the Israelis use it all the time in Gaza, and I want to understand why, when we condemned Saddam Hussein for gassing the Kurds, the Americans still get to deny the use of Agent Orange in Cambodia."
"Strike all of this out," ordered the judge, "and you will control yourself in my court."
"If it pleases your honour," said Crapper, "the prosecution feels the jury needs to hear these racially motivated tirades from the defendant."
"That may well be the case," said the Judge, "but I'll not have it in my courtroom, is that understood?"
 
 



The Diary
 
Neil opened the single door to the balcony and stepped out, carefully closing the door behind him. He stared up at the sky, feeling exhilarated and exultant. He'd given up the idea of hanging them; he'd forgotten to get rope for one thing and he had no idea how he'd have managed it anyway. He'd improvise when he got there; that had worked for him up until now, if it ain't broke, why fix it?
He peered over the edge at the road below and watched the people moving around, dodging the fast-moving traffic. He felt confident that everyone was engrossed in their own business and that none of them would think of looking up. He took a deep breath, then went to the side of his balcony, climbed up and balanced on the foot wide ornate stonework. 
Before he could lose confidence he carefully sat down, dangling his legs over the edge until he found the inches wide lip with his feet, all the while maintaining a grip of the balcony behind him, "Okay Neil," he muttered, "just relax and jump, it's just the same as when you tried it in the garage. What's a few feet between friends?" He jumped and landed on the side of the neighbouring balcony, gripping on for dear life, "Phew!" he said, his voice high pitched, breathless, "Wow, that was just so invigorating." Then he was over the side and across to the next jump. He did better this time and even better the next time. 
Finally he was on Darren and Fiona's balcony looking in through the sheer curtains. He could see them. Fiona was only half dressed and they were arguing, 'Wow, she's seriously hot, perhaps I'll just do Darren.' Then he saw Darren turn towards the balcony door.
Fiona shouted something and Darren turned back and shouted something at her. Neil looked round desperately for somewhere to hide but the balcony was very narrow, the only furniture being two folded up chairs and a bistro table. He jumped up on the edge of the balcony and slipped over the side. Moments later he was hanging from the small ridge that ran around the base. The door opened and Darren stormed onto the balcony, clenching and unclenching his fists, face mottled with suppressed fury.
"Darren!" shouted Fiona, "I don't bloody care, we are not going back to Newcastle."
"Fee, you don't understand....I have to go back! It's my home."
"Well it's not mine, so forget it."
Darren swore profusely and stormed back into the room slamming the door behind him. 
Neil smiled, 'I wouldn't worry about it, Darren, won't be a problem soon.'
Just then the door of the balcony below him opened and a little old lady emerged. She was shouting and wildly brandishing a broom in his general direction. "Pervert," she squeaked and rammed the broom bristles in Neil's groin.
"Ugh!" he moaned and, releasing one hand, tried to push the broom away.
"Dirty, dirty pervert," said the old lady pushing harder.
"Wait, it's not like that..." pleaded Neil, kicking his legs out and knocking a large flower pot off the rim of the balcony.
The old lady was in no way deterred by his protestations, indeed the loss of the flower pot proved that not only was he a pervert but he was also bent on wanton destruction; she aimed the brush higher, towards his face.
In the street below three extremely fat ladies were in the process of straightening their dresses, having squeezed themselves out of a black cab.
"Twenty quid, missus," said the cabbie.
"Have you got that, Helen?" asked her mum, grotesquely encased in a glittering gold sheath.
"It's alright, Gran," said Debs, "I've got it." She leaned into the cab just as a large ceramic pot came hurtling out of the sky, landing squarely on Helen's head, quickly followed by a second that struck Gran. 
"Oh my god!" screamed Debs, darting to her fallen mother, "Mum! Gran!" she wailed, her cries ceasing at the moment Neil landed on her.
 
 



Jackpot 17
 
Sammy sipped her wine and looked over the photos. She was gutted; despite her instincts screaming that Si was involved with that whore, she'd hoped that there would be no proof because there was nothing to prove. She'd given over 25 years to the Simon/Sammy enterprise and it was hard to believe it was all over. How ironic that just when they had no more need to scrimp and save and struggle they'd both decided to be rich with other people. Her with Anton the beautiful, although truth be told his demands were rather wearing, and Si with this painted trollop. She pushed her face into an expression that befitted someone presented with the evidence they'd been seeking; playing for scornful and angry, down but not out.
"I'm always sorry when it comes to this bit," said Douglas, wanting it over, wanting his money, "it always seems a shame."
Sammy half smiled, slipping the photos back in the envelope and secreting it in her bag, her Louis Vuitton clutch that she'd had her eye on for years, "Don't concern yourself, I already had the feeling that something was going on so I'm more than prepared." 
Douglas sipped his pint, "What will you do?" 
"I'll divorce him," said Sammy, airily, "and get myself a nice young man."
Douglas pulled in his stomach and unbent the slouch, 'might be in with a shot, she's worth a few bob too.'
Sammy stifled a snort; he was pitiful. She stood up, grabbing her bag and opening it in one movement. She pulled out a thick envelope and slid it across the sticky table. The envelope disappeared into Douglas' coat pocket faster than melting snow in early Spring.
 



The number of the beast
 
Suddenly Tom rose up in shock as one of the beasts stopped outside the gate, throatily vibrating; its voice catching occasionally as it purred. He quickly decided it didn't sound threatening but nonetheless he maintained his defensive position, narrowing his eyes, giving the beast no quarter, encroaching as it had done on his territory. Then he registered it was one of the usual ones, and sank back down.
The beast then vomited a man with less trouble than it took Tom to expel a hairball. Tom took his time moving away from the gate which he knew would be opening any minute now. He gave ground reluctantly, standing to the side and watching silently as the man approached the house, carrying something which he tried to push through the hole in the door. He appeared to give up and then pushed at the door instead. A loud noise sounded. Tom shrank back waiting for India's and Saffron's hysterical response to the noise. He could never understand their deliberate intent to make their presence known in this way. Why not watch and wait in silence as he did?
The man had moved out of the porch by now; he too was alarmed by the barking. The door opened, the thing he had been trying to push into the hole in the door changed hands. Then the man turned away and walked back to the beast, brushing past Tom without apology. He was quickly consumed, then the beast was on its way again. 
This stopping and disgorging was the greater mystery and it completely shredded his stats. 
 
 
 



See all, hear all, know all 
 
"Well?" said Sir Phillip.
"He's been in court every day so far and....."
Sir Phillip looked up, "And?"
"Well, I think you're right sir," said the man, "he has become involved."
"Shame," sighed Sir Phillip.
"I'll deal with it sir," said the man.
"Hmmm," mused Sir Phillip with a grimace, "let's not be too hasty in our actions."
"Sir?"
"You never knew my predecessor, did you, Cartwright?"
"No sir."
"He was a very brilliant man," said Sir Phillip, "from what I could gather he never actually instigated anything, he merely ensured he was able to milk advantage from all situations."
Cartwright looked blankly ahead and nodded, though he didn't really understand.
"I think this is one of those situations we should let run," said Sir Phillip, "see where it leads, who knows what advantages and opportunities might end up falling our way."
 



Episode 21
Desk Jockeys - Seven
 
Gwen checked her watch for the third time in 10 minutes, "Where the hell is he?" she moaned, grabbing a phone. She stabbed out the number and muttered impatiently whilst it rang.
"Ben Martindale."
"Have you heard from Neil?" said Gwen, dispensing with the niceties, "He's not shown up and we've got a really important meeting this morning."
"Oh," said Ben, immediately concerned, "I haven't heard anything, but if he does phone I'll tell him to let you know."
"Okay, thanks," said Gwen.
Ben hung up, a bit thrown by the call, say what you might about Neil, late he might be but not for important meetings. He stared at the briefing on his desk and sighed, shaking his head as he re-read it. In a way he was relieved Neil wasn't around; he could imagine the arguments they would get into.
Jonty stuck his head round the door, "You ready, boss?" 
"In a minute," said Ben, "you get them all into the room. I'll be along as soon as I've printed a few copies."
Jonty signalled for the team to make their way to the meeting room, then popped his head back, "What's it all about?"
"The end of you and me, I think," said Ben, with a deep sigh, "They're downsizing the department. Out sourcing to India, apparently."
"Shit," said Jonty, "what grades?"
"All grades," said Ben, "and, before you ask, all teams."
"But they need our experience," said Jonty, "our knowledge."
"But not the cost of our wages."
"Have they already been training people to take over?" asked Jonty, his voice high with anxiety.
"Apparently not," said Ben, dryly, "because we have to train them."
"You're joking," exclaimed Jonty, "we have to train them to do our jobs?"
"That's right, then it's retirement for me and redundancy for the rest of you." He knew as he said it that Jonty was up to his armpits in debt and the same could be said for the rest of the team.
"Fuck that," said Jonty, "we'll go on strike."
"No, you won't do anything like that," said Ben, "you'll risk your redundancy."
"Yes, we will," said Jonty, mulishly, "anyway, Neil will."
"What good will that do?" asked Ben, now sounding quite tired, "The union is weak, they have no power. No, there'll be no strike, just an orderly, polite British, stiff upper lip handover."
"But what will we do for jobs? This is one of the biggest employers in town."
"I know," said Ben, despondently, "believe me, I'm shocked as well. My Dan was all set to join at the end of his exams, now that's out of the question."
"What do we tell the team?"
"A version of the truth that keeps them onside for as long as we need them. And for that I expect your help."
∞
The team filed into the meeting room and waited for Ben and Jonty to join them.
"What do you guys think of the arrests?" asked Cameron, one of the more experienced members of the team. Neil rated him a good, solid worker; Jonty thought he was a trouble-maker.
"Deserve all they get," said Tess, her voice and nose high with disapproval, "you can't go around murdering politicians just because you disagree with them."
"Yeah," said Matt, "bunch of bloody racists, throw the book at the lot of them."
"Yeah," said Cameron, sounding unconvinced, "but I'm worried about my grandparents, that's all."
"What do they think about immigration?" asked Tess.
"Same as everyone their age," said Cameron, "that there're too many foreigners in the country."
"Well, they should be arrested as well," said Matt, "I'm sorry, but we're multicultural now and they need to learn to accept it." He spoke from a position of safety; both sets of his grandparents were dead.
"Either that or leave," said Angie, tartly. Adopted at birth she had no loyalty to anyone beyond her parents. She was one of Jonty's protégées, or as Neil put it, one of Jonty's potential bed mates.
"Why should my grandparents have to leave?" Cameron was outraged, "they were born here and so were their parents and..."
His colleagues looked at him, some frowning, others looking embarrassed by his outburst. He looked across the table at the silent majority, willing some of the more human amongst the team to speak up. Most of them avoided his eyes, all of them stayed silent.
"Yeah, well," said Tess, narrowing her eyes at Cameron, "your grandparents could go back where they came from."
"What the hell do you mean by that?" Cameron asked.
"Your lot are originally from Scotland ...so they can go back there."
"They're cluttering up the health service," said Matt, "I saw a programme on it the other night."
"And they're costing us a fortune in pensions," said Angie.
"My grandparents paid into the NHS for years and paid into their pensions," Cameron retorted angrily. He was finding the conversation increasingly uncomfortable. He saw that Matt was making notes and for one horrible moment he thought he might be planning to denounce him.
"It's better than euthanasia," said Tess.
"Aren't the Germans doing something similar with their old people?" asked Angie.
"What the fuck you talking about? Euthanasia?" Cameron's voice was shrill.
"Where do your grandparents live?" Matt asked, eyes wide and innocent.
"Fuck you, Matt," said Cameron. He looked about fit to burst.
The door opened, "Alright everyone," said Ben, entering, Jonty following on close behind.
They all sat upright and put on their friendly faces.
"Right," Ben said, passing around copies of the brief, "there's no easy of saying this, so I'm just going to say it as it is, then you can ask questions, okay?"
They nodded, some looking at each other, others looking down at the table.
"The department is being downsized......"
 



La Palma - Catorce
 
General Nathan Goldhirsch paced nervously up and down the aisle of the AWAC, Boeing E-3 sentry, flying at 30,000 feet somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean. He stopped pacing for a moment and looked out of the window at the blanket of clouds below him. The nukes had been in situ on La Palma for three days now and he was getting twitched.
"General sir," said Lt Colonel Pike, "signal is go."
Goldhirsch stopped pacing and stared at his subordinate. The time for thinking was past but he sincerely wished he could see a way out of completing his next actions.
"General, sir?"
"What the hell," said Goldhirsch, placing his key in the control, "On three. One, two, three," and they both turned their keys. 
Below them five nuclear bombs detonated along the La Palma ridge sending five massive mushroom clouds high into the sky. In less than a minute they had merged to form one giant cloud. During that time there was a deafening rumbling from the heart of the mountain, then the first spray of molten lava spat towards the heavens as a giant slice of west facing cliff started to slide inexorably into the sea.
On the AWAC a Staff Sergeant signaled the Chief Master Sergeant over, "I have incoming Chief," he said.
"What is it?" demanded the Chief.
"Air to air Chief," said the Staff Sergeant.
"Did we pick up any other aircraft out here?" demanded the Chief.
"Nothing but commercial, Chief," said the Staff Sergeant.
"Well, what the fuck is that and where did it come from?" Without waiting for an answer the Chief called the general on the cabin intercom, "Sir, we have incoming."
"Bastards!" hissed Goldhirsch. In his heart, he'd expected nothing less.
"What?" demanded Lt Col Pike, "what is it?"
"It's closing fast, General, sir," said the Staff Sergeant, "Mach 5."
"Chutes on," yelled Pike; it was already too late.
 



No 10
 
Sir Phillip yawned, closed a buff folder, slid it to his left and grabbed another on his right. Noblet sat reading an article he'd placed in
the Times. The PM paced back and forth. 
"God, I hate this waiting," he said, staring at the red phone on his desk, willing it to ring.
The others ignored him.
"How much longer?" pressed the PM.
Sir Phillip checked his watch, spoke languidly, "We should get word any minute."
The phone rang, the PM pounced on it, knocking it out of its cradle in his haste. He got control of himself and the phone, murmured the code and received a message in exchange. He put the phone down, his face suddenly ashen, then muttered, "they've done it", and sank into his chair.
"That's simply confirmation that the event has occurred, Prime Minister," Sir Phillip said, calmly, "further intel will follow through the usual route, as and when they have it, of course."
The PM looked up, "What do we do now?" he sounded nervous, "Shouldn't we do something?"
"We wait, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip. He was willing Cholmondeley to hold it together; the next few hours would be crucial.
"We wait for the Spanish to report the eruption of Cumbre Vieja, on La Palma," said Noblet, folding his newspaper with a nonchalant flurry, "then the Americans will release their seismograph readings, we'll release a short brief to the media and they will release news bulletins."
"God, Blackmore," said the PM, "if this goes wrong....."
"It won't go wrong, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip.
"But what if it does?" pressed the PM, "They'll lynch us all."
"Not us, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, the epitome of assurance, "the Americans maybe, but not us."
"How clean are we?" asked the PM.
"As I already briefed you, Prime Minister, nothing can be traced back to us."
The PM breathed out deeply, stood up and commenced pacing.
Sir Phillip and Noblet exchanged glances.
 



The News
Breaking News .....Breaking News....Breaking News.....
"We interrupt normal viewing to bring you an urgent news bulletin. There has been a volcanic disturbance on the Spanish island of La Palma, in the Canaries. First reports indicate an eruption on a massive scale, which could be seen from Southern Morocco and North Western Sahara."
"The Foreign office has issued the following emergency contact numbers for those with relatives or friends on holiday, working or living in the region," said Graham, as a series of telephone numbers ran along the bottom of the screen. "We will bring you more details as we get them," said Carol, "but first we understand that the Prime Minister is going to make a prepared statement from Number 10."
The cameras cut to the view outside number 10 as the last of the microphones were slotted into place.
"We're here, outside No 10," said the reporter, "and we understand that the Prime Minister will be making his announcement shortly."
"Hello Nigel," said Graham, clearly filling, "have you heard anything from inside No 10?"
"Nothing yet, Graham," said Nigel, "we only know that there is to be an announcement although we have no information as yet."
"Clearly it relates to this volcanic eruption on La Palma," said Carol, "what do you think the Prime Minister can tell us?"
"La Palma?" Nigel said, shrilly, "But my daughters are there with friends."
There was an uncomfortable silence, then, "Yes, Nigel," said Graham, trying to regain control of the interview, with his director shouting, cut, cut, in his ear, "that's what the PM will address."
"We're waiting for more information, Nigel," said Graham, as the camera returned to the studio, "clearly this devastating event will affect many, many people."
"Of course it will, Graham," added Carol, filling frantically, "So viewers, if you know of anyone who
has family in the Canaries and you think they might not be aware of the situation, we advise that you contact them immediately and tell them to tune into this programme."
"We understand that the Prime Minister has now stepped out of No 10," said Graham, "so we are going back to Nigel, our reporter on the spot." He frowned and corrected himself quickly, "Nigel has, um... so we go now to , Calvin McNair. Are you there, Calvin?" 
The camera settled on a nervous looking youth, "Yes erm...Graham," said Calvin, "we believe that the Prime Minister will be with us shortly."
"Right," said Graham, "we'd been told he was already out there."
"He was just a moment ago," said Calvin, "but then he went back inside No 10 with several other Ministers who are turning up in dribs and drabs."
"And this just in," said Carol, "it would appear that a huge slice of the mountain on the island has collapsed into the sea, we'll have further news on that and its repercussions in a minute."
"Ah...." said Calvin, "the Prime Minister is here now." The PM strode purposefully to the microphone bank and stared at the reporters, into the cameras and into the people's living rooms...



The PM had this to say....
...about the explosion in La Palma...
 
As you will have heard, reports are coming in of a massive explosion
on the island of La Palma . It is believed to have been a long-feared eruption of Cumbre Vieja,
the dormant volcano
that forms the island.
As yet we have
no information of casualties. American seismologists have released figures that indicate this is a major event of a magnitude never seen before in our lifetimes.
I can only tell you what we know, it has been a calamitous event
and we are expecting a great loss of life. The Royal Navy is despatching 2 frigates and a Destroyer based in Gibraltar to assist with rescue operations, that's all I have at this time."
 
Prime Minister, what can we expect here? Prime Minister???
 



Murder World - FIN
 
The best laid schemes o' Mice an' Men, 
Gang aft agley, 
An' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain, 
For promis'd joy!
Robert Burns
 
 
They coasted to a slow halt round the corner from the police station, Marco at the wheel of his pride and joy; a beat up old Ford Escort. They had stopped at the fancy dress shop for outfits; inspired by movies where the protagonists disguised themselves and created added terror with life-like ex-presidents masks. The girl behind the counter was disinterested and produced two alternatives in the face disguise department; Kermit the Frog or Groucho Marx. Undeterred, they had toyed with the idea of full fancy dress; Kieran fancied himself as a Klingon in full regalia, Marco paraded the shop festooned in a garish Pirates of the Caribbean outfit, complete with eye patch and cutlass. Cal thought he might go as the Grim Reaper, with the scythe; the cloak would cover his plaster and wheelchair quite nicely. But then common sense and lack of cash prevailed and they'd gone for three Groucho disguises, glasses, moustache, eyebrows and cigar; £10.00 each vs. £30 each for a complete costume, no contest.
 
Kieran slipped out of the passenger side, eyes gleaming under the false eyebrows, and keeping low, crept round towards the boot. 
Marco leapt out of his side and ran round, "What you doin', you twat?"
"Keepin' out of sight, you wrecked that, now they'll know we're here," said Kieran.
"So what?" said Marco, "they don't know why we're here, idiot."
Kieran frowned, "But we look a bit odd in this get up, an' it just seemed...."
"You're just fucking playing," said Marco, "this is for real, man, come on."
"Okay," said Kieran, standing up. He felt ridiculous as Groucho, the moustache hooked into his nose and was uncomfortable, and he couldn't see properly.
"Get Cal out," said Marco, waggling his eyebrows and pushing his cigar in and out of his mouth. He was clearly enjoying every moment. "I'll set his wheelchair up."
A few minutes struggle and they were all on the pavement on the passenger side, Cal in his wheelchair flanked by the others, all staring down at the large, black, padlocked, duffle bag, the car shielding them from observation, "Open it then," said Marco.
"No," said Kieran, "you open it."
"Tell me you've already looked in it," said Cal, disbelief giving the words a hard edge.
"Not yet," admitted Marco, "bit scared really."
"Oh fuck it," said Cal, "give it here."
Marco tossed him the key and Cal leant forwards, his Groucho glasses tipping off his nose, almost dislodging the moustache. He sat back and re-adjusted everything. "Shit," he said, "I can't look, man, this is too real."
"Give it to me," hissed Kieran, snatching the key. He squatted down and unlocked the padlock. Suddenly nervous, he looked up at them both, ridiculous in their disguises, both waiting impatiently for him to reveal the contents. He pulled open the bag, and fell backwards onto the pavement, "Whoa, fuck, look at this lot."
"Wow," said Marco, bending down and grabbing an M16, "shiiiiit!"
"Give me one," said Cal frantically.
"Whatya want?" asked Kieran, his voice high. He was now kneeling over the bag, rummaging frenziedly.
"An Uzi, if there is one," said Cal. He'd cast aside his Groucho glasses and moustache, the thick black eyebrows however were still stuck fast, giving his face an unbalanced look.
"Have two," said Kieran, passing them up, "an' here's some extra mags."
"Way to go, man!" said a widely grinning Cal, "Let's fuckin' do this."
"Wait a minute," said Marco, abruptly serious, holding the M16 down by his side, "how we doin' it?"
"What d'you mean?" asked Kieran.
"Well, it's not like we can just walk up and go in the front door, is it," said Marco.
"Of course we can," said Kieran beaming, "that's the whole point of these," he brandished the weapons, "nothing to stop us."
"Is there a ramp?" asked Cal.
"What?" said Marco.
"For me wheelchair," said Cal, "is there a ramp?"
"Fucked if I know," said Marco, "can you go and see if there's a ramp, Kieran?"
"No ramp." Kieran was fiddling with the Glock, pointing it first at Cal then Marco, holding it double fisted, legs wide apart and giggling.
"Leave it out, Kieran," Cal snapped, then, "How'm I going to get in then?" 
"Easy," said Marco, "we'll lift you."
"What?" said Kieran, swivelling, aiming at nothing, then swivelling back, "We can't lift him and carry all this shit."
"Okay, we'll leave these here," hissed Marco, "then nip round the corner, lift him up the steps, and then come back and get our kit."
"Cool," said Kieran, then to Cal, "chuck us your guns." 
"No way," said Cal, arms tightly bound round the two Uzis. "No way am I waiting up there on my own without any kit."
"What you talking about?" demanded Marco. "It's just a cop shop."
"All the same," said Cal, "knowing you two, you'll probably forget to give 'em back. Ain't no way I'm missing out on the fun, and that's it."
"Cal," said Kieran, "come on, mate. You're too heavy packing."
"No fucking way," said Cal, pointing one of his Uzis at Kieran.
"Easy," said Kieran, hands up in front, in a staying gesture, Glock held side on, "that might go off."
"You started it, pointing that thing at me. You're not leaving me out of this," stated Cal, "you already broke my legs, you bastards."
"We've been over that already," said Marco, his eyes darting to Kieran and back to Cal.
"What are you talkin' about?" Kieran turned to look at Marco.
"They broke my bloody legs, that's what," said Cal angrily.
"Who did?" Kieran was sounding bewildered and worryingly angry.
"Him and that shit Jerome," said Cal, "and where the bloody hell is he, anyway?"
"Oh, don't start that again," said Kieran, "He went off with some bird."
"Well," said Marco, with a sigh, subject changed, "he'll be fucked to have missed this."
"Serve him bloody right," said Cal, "I'll bet it was him who said to break my legs, anyway."
"I don't understand," said Kieran, eyes narrowing, removing the safety from his Glock, "why did you break his legs?"
"Lucky you weren't there," said Cal, "they were going to break yours."
"What?" Now Kieran was seriously angry, his fingers tightening on the gun in his hand.
"No, we weren't," said Marco, "Come on, Cal, don't let's do this now."
"Yes, you were, you bastard," said Cal, "but because he wasn't there, you broke mine instead."
"Wait a fucking minute," said Kieran, "who was going to break my fucking legs and why?"
"They were," said Cal, with a nod at Marco, "him and Jerome."
"We all were, you were in on it," corrected Marco, "but only 'cause we had no choice."
"What?" demanded Kieran, "no choice, what the fuck does that mean?"
"We were instructed to do it, by the game," said Marco. "So you see, we had no choice."
Kieran screwed up his face, "Let me get this straight, you were instructed by the game to break my legs?" 
"No," said Marco, patiently, "I was instructed to break the legs of one of my named friends."
"Wait a minute," said Kieran, who was breathing quite erratically by this point, "named friends? What's that? When did we give our names? I thought we were all anonymous."
"Ah," said Cal, all informative, "so did I, but it appears that Marco gave our names out."
"Wait a minute, wait a minute," said Kieran.
"Look," said Marco, "after you'd all gone home the game asked me for more details. What was I supposed to do?" He started waving the M16 in the air, "How the fuck was I supposed to know what was going to happen? I knew as much about this bloody game as the rest of you."
"I blame Jerome," said Cal, "it could've been his legs but oh no....and by the way, where the fuck, is he?"
"That's Kieran's fault," said Marco, pointing his M16 at Kieran.
"Oh, don't go blaming me for that," wailed Kieran, pointing his Glock, "how was I meant to know he had a thing for fat birds?"
"You were meant to be looking out for us," said Marco, "anything could've bloody well happened in that place, probably did."
"It's not my fault," said Kieran, loudly, "besides I didn't want any part of this fucking game."
"Yes, you fuckin' did," snarled Marco, levelling his M16.
"Don't you point that thing at me," ordered Kieran, aiming his Glock.
"Guys," said Cal.
"You got three seconds to point that away from me," ordered Marco.
"Fuck you!" snarled Kieran.
"GUYS!" shouted Cal, "the mission, remember."
Marco and Kieran stared at each other, looking ridiculous in the Groucho stick-ons, nothing ridiculous about the weapons aimed and fingers on triggers.
"Yeah right," said Kieran, first to break, lowering his Glock, "let's get this on."
"Right," said Cal. He breathed out, shaking his head.
"Yeah," said Marco, lowering his M16.
"Right," said Cal, "now, just get me up them steps."
"In a minute," said Kieran, pacing a few steps this way and that, "but just to clarify, for my peace of mind, you were instructed to break Cal's legs?"
"Yes," said Marco.
"No," said Cal, "you were told to break one of your friend's legs."
"Well yes, technically," agreed Marco.
"But you chose Cal," said Kieran.
"They chose you," responded Cal defensively.
"I'm the best fuckin' footballer...is that it?" said Kieran, "You tryin' to wreck my chances?"
"It wasn't like that," Marco protested.
"What was it like, eh? Playing god? Deciding whose future to fuck up?" demanded Kieran.
"Look," said Marco, pleading, "we didn't want to break anyone's legs, it's just that you weren't there when
we found out, so we all chose you."
"All of you?"
"I didn't choose you," said Cal, "I didn't want anything to do with it."
"Liar," snarled Marco.
"It's true," said Cal, "I didn't want anything to do with it, it was you and Jerome."
"Take that back, Cal," ordered Marco, levelling his M16, "fucking take that back."
"Fuck off," snarled Cal, aiming both his Uzis.
"You all wanted to break my legs?" questioned Kieran, "My fucking friends?"
"You fucking take that back, Cal," ordered Marco.
"Make me, you bastard," snarled Cal.
"You came to my house every Sunday when we were kids," snarled Kieran at Cal, "You were all supposed to be my friends, I can't fucking believe it."
"Take it back, Cal," ordered Marco, pointing the muzzle of his M16 at Cal's head.
 Cal levelled both Uzis at Marco's stomach, "Fucking will not."
"My fucking legs? Wreck all my dreams?" Kieran's teeth were gritted as he prodded the muzzle of his Glock into the back of Cal's head, "What am I? The one no-one really wants to be friends with? Is that it?"
"What the fuck are you doing, Kieran?" demanded Cal, spinning his chair round and rolling over Marco's right foot.
Marco let out a yelp and pointed his M16 at the floor, accidentally pulling the trigger as he did so. There were several flashes and loud cracks as the rounds shot out of the muzzle, ricocheted off the tarmac and smashed into Cal's back. Cal was thrown forwards in his wheelchair, his fingers spasmodically squeezing the triggers of his Uzis, the bullets almost cutting Kieran in two. Kieran fell backwards and his twitching finger fired the Glock once, the round smashing into Marco's forehead.
 
 



The Trial 3
 
To learn who rules over you, 
simply find out who you are not allowed to criticise 
Voltaire
 
"Mr. Balderstone," said QC Crapper, "are you anti-Semitic?"
Barry closed his eyes; knowing what would come next. The Preacher raised his eyebrows, "Of course not, not in the sense you mean, anyway."
"And in what sense would that be?" pressed Crapper.
"I'm assuming from the generalised nature of your question that you're asking am I anti the ethno- religious group known as the Jews?"
"Are you anti-Semitic?" repeated Crapper.
"I am anti all religions," stated the Preacher, "simply because they are dogmatised, manipulative tools of state social control and that includes Christianity, Islam, Buddhism and Judaism. But if you're asking am I anti any group of people who identify themselves as Jewish simply because they exist then I would have to answer, of course not. However, I would qualify that by saying that I oppose the existence of the state of Israel because it is an artificial edifice carved out of Arab lands by our long dead rulers and their Jewish financiers."
"You say this yet you still maintain you are not anti-Semitic?" demanded Crapper.
"Israel as a construct is as artificial as Czechoslovakia was between the wars," stated the Preacher, "and it can only be sustained by continued violence and war."
"Answer the question," demanded Crapper, "are you anti-Semitic?"
"The only reason Israel hasn't been destroyed by the Arab nations is because the Jews now own America and are able to import the best weapons systems from the US....."
"Mr. Balderstone!" snapped Crapper, "Are you anti-Semitic?"
"I've given you my answer," stated the Preacher.
"Answer the question or be held in contempt," ordered the judge.
"Your honour," said the Preacher, "I am not anti anyone simply because of who or what they are but I do reject certain belief systems as false and manipulative and I do not recognise the manufactured state of Israel."
"Are you anti-Semitic?" pressed the judge.
"I do not recognise any religion," stated the Preacher, "and I do not recognise Israel as anything other than an artificial state."
"Record the defendant's answer as yes," instructed the judge, "and strike all that gibberish out of the record."
The Preacher stared at Burke and Dix, still silent, still reading.
"Mr Balderstone," said Crapper, placing his hands on his hips, "Are you a holocaust denier?"
The Preacher frowned but didn't answer.
"Well?" pressed Crapper.
"I'm sorry your honour," said the Preacher, "I can't answer this question."
"You're refusing to answer the question?" demanded Crapper.
"No," said the Preacher, "it's just not possible to answer the question, nobody could answer this question as it's been put."
"Just answer the question, Mr Balderstone, prevaricating will avail you nothing," said the judge.
"Which holocaust?" answered the Preacher, his voice caustic, "The American Indian holocaust? The Armenian holocaust? The Rwandan holocaust?"
"These were genocides," stated Crapper, "my question clearly relates to the horrors that befell the Jews in WWII as you clearly know. M'Lord, can the court assume that the defendant's answer to this question is yes?"
"Mark response as yes," ordered the judge.
"I have never denied that several million Jews were killed by the Germans and the East Europeans during WWII but I do object to the term holocaust as it implies that the Jewish losses are somehow more important than those suffered by any other country such as Russia or......"
"Is that because you are a communist?" demanded Crapper, "sent here by your Russian masters to destabilise this country, to wreak havoc and to foment revolution?"
"I do not need Russians to inspire me to revolt against the corrupt state that we now live in," stated the Preacher.
Barry found he was gripping his hands together, his breath was ragged and he badly wanted to leave; to avoid hearing the inevitable.
"Did you encourage the residents of the Eden Hall Retirement Village to arm themselves and launch a murderous attack on Parliament?" demanded Crapper.
"Although I would love to answer in the affirmative," said the Preacher, smiling broadly for the first time in hours, "honesty prevents me from accepting the credit for someone else's genius."
"You condone it?" Crapper's tone was exultant. Burke rose to his feet then as quickly sat down again.
"I not only condone it, I support it whole heartedly. In fact, I recommend it as a course of action, I demand that others repeat the example and yes if you want me too I will take credit for it even if it puts the true instigator's nose out of joint."
"Then you admit you are a communist agitator sent here to destabilise this country and to foment revolution against a true democracy."
"I was sent by no-one," snapped the Preacher, "but I do admit that my aim is revolution, revolution against this system and its leaders who are destroying my country and driving my people into the annals of history....."
"Your Honour the defendant is making a speech again," argued Crapper.
"Mr Balderstone," said the judge, warningly.
"I am," agreed the Preacher, "I want everyone here to recognise we are in the fight of our lives and if we don't make a stand and resist, if we don't all gather behind the English shield wall...."
"Shield wall?" said Crapper, "This is preposterous clap trap."
The judge bashed his gavel, again and again, trying to drown out the Preacher's words but he pressed on, raising his voice, "...then we will be swept away, we will be nothing but a brief footnote in some future history book."
"Mr Balderstone," shouted the judge; he was banging his gavel now as a matter of course with no apparent expectation of it having any effect.
"We will be as homeless as the Jews once were, as the Roma, the gypsies, the American Indians and the Palestinians are now. Ask yourselves, where are the Spartans? Ask yourselves who are the English? We are being stripped of our national identity! The Scots, the Welsh and the Irish are fighting to preserve their identity but what are we doing? NOTHING!"
"Strike all of that," ordered the judge, "Mr Balderstone, you are now in contempt, do you hear me?"
"Contempt?" the Preacher's tone was thick with derision, "do you think I recognise your right to prosecute me? You a servant of this evil corrupt state; what right do you claim to condemn me?"
The Judge gestured to the police officers either side of the Preacher, and they moved closer to him. The gallery was on its feet, some were cheering and others foot stamping, Barry was laughing excitedly, caught up in the moment.
"Your Honour," said Crapper, struggling to be heard above the clamour, "he has condemned himself from his own lips."
"I agree," shouted the judge, then he bellowed, "clear the court, clear the court."
"Any right minded Englishman would support the acts of the men and women who rid us of that passel of bloated leaches cluttering the halls of power," the Preacher continued, obviously thoroughly enjoying himself, the consequences were for another time.
The judge pointed at him, "You have wasted enough of the court's time," he said, "the jury will retire to consider their verdict and your recent confession should aid them in their deliberations."
∞
 
The judge had agreed reluctantly to allow the onlookers back into the court room under strict instructions to watch the unfolding events in silence or he would have them evicted.  Barry found himself seated next to an elderly gentleman; dapper in an extremely expensive dark grey suit, natty moustache and holding an elaborate cane. Although Barry knew no-one who could afford £1000 suits apart from Blackmore, for some reason the man seemed familiar. He shrugged off the feeling of déja vu as the Judge strode in and took his seat on the bench. 
"The defendant will rise," said the clerk of the court. The Preacher stood, stared straight ahead, his shoulders back. "Foreman of the jury, have you reached a verdict?"
A short, square jawed man rose up, shuffled papers in his hands and cleared his throat. He didn't look at the Preacher and Barry's heart sank.
"Of the crime of incitement to racial hatred, how do you find the defendant?"
"We find the defendant guilty as charged," said the foreman.
"Of the crime of conspiracy to commit murder, how do you find the defendant?"
"We find the defendant guilty as charged."
"Of the crime of High Treason in the form of disloyalty to the Crown, how do you find the defendant?"
"We find the defendant guilty as charged."
The judge spoke solemnly, "Does the defendant want to make any comment before sentence is passed?"
"Yes," said the Preacher, "I would like to make one final point. When historians and political commentators suggest that western culture is in decline they have either misread the situation or are deliberately deceiving the masses. Western culture which was primarily conservative and had been successful for over a thousand years was destroyed by the great European civil war of the early twentieth century. The social restructuring of our society has since foundered on the rocks of neo-liberalism and its still born child, neo-conservatism. The eventual backlash against neo-liberalism will be based on the principles of social conservatism; that being the only way to restore order and a sense of stability to society." 
The judge pursed his lips and said, "I have here a note from the Prime Minister which instructs me to confer the death penalty on a guilty verdict."
Some of those in the courtroom gasped. Barry felt the man sitting next to him stiffen, saw his age-spotted hand tighten round the top of his cane.
The judge looked at the Preacher as he addressed him, "Nicholas Balderstone , you have been tried and found guilty of heinous crimes. Yours was a cynical act of high treason, committed with the sole aim of destroying the fabric and stability of this nation. You are guilty of inciting uprisings against the rule of law, conspiracy to commit multiple murder and spreading doctrine designed to fan the flames of racial hatred. There can be no room for your kind in this land." The judge paused and placed the square of black cloth on his head, speaking solemnly as he did so, "Nicholas Balderstone, you are hereby sentenced to death. You will be taken down from this place and hung by the neck until you are dead."
"I will be pleased to die in the defence of my country," stated the Preacher, "Long live England."
Up in the gallery Barry rested his face in his hands. He cursed quietly to himself, then mind made up, he rose and left.
 



The Diary
 
PC Tattersall, 6' 6" and weighing in at 250lb, fidgeted in the small armchair.
"Dead? How?" Deidre said again, "I don't understand."
"It would appear madam," said PC Tattersall nervously, "that he fell whilst hanging from a balcony of the hotel he was staying at."
"What are you saying? How? I don't understand." Deidre's voice was rising. A small dog had appeared at her feet and its anxiety levels were rising in correlation.
"Erm," said PC Tattersall, coughing to clear his voice, "I should tell you we believe he might've slipped whilst on nefarious business." Seeing her confusion, he clarified, "attempting a burglary."
"How dare you?" demanded Deidre, "My husband is not a burglar. He works in a bank."
PC Tattersall was beginning to wish himself elsewhere, "Of course, at this moment we can't be sure of anything. However the balcony belonged to the apartment occupied by Fiona Templeton and Darren Gillespie. This might have been seen to present an opportunity."
"Are you certain it's my Neil? This is just ridiculous!" She'd started to cry now, gulping sobs that were threatening to send the dog into a paroxysm.
He should have brought a woman PC with him, he cursed his stupidity. How far into this hole was he planning to dig himself?
"Of course we do need you to come down to the morgue to make an identification, but we found his driving licence in his pocket..."
"And he fell from a balcony, you're sure of that?" Her voice was now dull with grief.
"Oh yes, we have a witness. A Mrs. Dupree," said PC Tattersall, "the one who pushed him. But he was dangling from the balcony above at the time."
"Who's Mrs. Dupree? Are you telling me some woman murdered my husband?"
 



Chit chat 4
It's so easy for propaganda to work, and dissent to be mocked.









Harold Pinter









 
Megan knew they'd agreed to keep off the social networks, meeting only in person and away from prying ears and eyes. They'd kept it up for what seemed like ages and after what had happened she should have kept it up still longer but she was ill; couldn't get out of the house; was dying of boredom and loneliness, so she'd broken the rule.
wot you lot think of wot happened to jess and alex 

She waited an hour but got nothing so she tried again; posting twice in a few minutes.
jess was always asking for it with her commie views
not fair on alex jess got him in trouble 
Then she threw out a final attempt.
jess got what she deserved but alex was sticking up for her cause he's soft on her  
She waited then suddenly, she got a bite.
should think for himself not a child  - Kingers
Then another.
harsh  - Wilson
Then they were all on, suddenly like a dam had burst.
glad she's gone, she wasn't one of us - Pete
i agree always sticking up for loafers - Dell
wot do u think will happen to them  - Tom.
probably re-education or summat - Kingers 
make em work for nothing make all loafers and scroungers work - Dan
cut their benefit and make them work - Dell.
an they should pay for the nhs as well - Tom.
Who? Jess and Alex? - Megan.
 



See all, hear all, know all
 
Sir Phillip stepped into the private suite, his back erect. He shivered slightly, hospitals did that to him even private clinics like this one. He strode over to the armchair at the side of Mackie's bed.
"Sir Phillip," said Mackie, his voice a whisper, "I didn't expect to see you."
"How are you?" His voice was cool with unsubtle indifference.
"Dying," said Mackie, equably.
"It comes to us all in the end, not too unpleasant, I hope," more a statement than a question.
Mackie punched in more morphine, "I'm coping." 
"Of course," said Sir Phillip. He'd noted the action and, never one to pass up an opportunity to exploit a fellow's weakness, he demanded forcefully, "Now, see here Mackie, where did these old codgers of yours get to, eh? Where are they now, Mackie?"
"Not sure what you mean. Surely they were all killed in the attack on Parliament?" Mackie's innocent act was tiring him; he wanted to laugh in Blackmore's face.
"Mackie," pressed Sir Phillip.
"I've been trapped in here for days now, how would I know where they have gone?"
"Listen to me, Mackie," said Sir Phillip, leaning in, "dying can be a very painful business, you wouldn't want that now, would you?"
Mackie smiled and ran his tongue along his teeth to the false molar at the back of his mouth. He fiddled with it, working to get the cap off. He had known this day would come and had no intention of letting Sir Philip take control of the manner of his dying.
"And while we're at this," pressed Sir Phillip, "where the hell is Malikhi with my bloody nuke?"
Mackie now had all the information he needed. He bit down, had time only to shudder and then he was gone.
 
 



Episode 22
Desk Jockeys 8
 
The office was awash with rumours, the most prevalent of which was that everyone would be made redundant, the office block emptied and the work shipped out to India. The majority view was that Ben was stringing them along to keep them working right until the end. 
Cameron kept asking, "Where's Neil?" as if he would be able to do something to make it all go away.
They were all on an unplanned break. The whole team had walked out at the same time, even the quiet, obedient ones had seen there was nothing left to play for by keeping their heads down. 
"So come on, Angie," Tess asked, nastily, "what's the latest from Romeo?"
Angie sniffed, eyes filling with the tears that were never far away these days, "he's dumped me, if you must know," she asserted, "says I told you all about India and I wasn't supposed to."
"You did, though...tell us, I mean," murmured Lucy, bravely.
Tess gave Lucy a dark stare, pleased to see the effect was instantaneous as Lucy hurried away.
"What am I going to do?" wailed Angie, "Where am I going to get another job?"
"You'll have to become one of the lazy shirkers, won't you," said Cameron. This was payback for months of being forced to listen to her spiteful diatribes about people on benefits. 
"Shut up, you," Tess said, "we're all stuffed, so we might as well be nice to each other."
Even Matt looked shocked at the prospect of Tess being nice; some of the quiet ones glanced over and a few sniffed audibly.
Richard looked up from his food, asking Cameron, "Any news of your grandparents?"
Cameron's face darkened and he shook his head.
"What happened to them, Cam?" This from Ken who usually kept himself completely to himself.
"I heard they were sending the old folks to Romania or somewhere like that," said Tess, "because it's cheaper."
"You don't know anything about anything, Tess, why don't you just be quiet?" Cameron was furious; he wanted to scream but he needed the job for as long as it lasted.
"Ha," said Matt, "we could send them to Africa, they could live with the people they hate."
"They don't hate them, they're not racist," said Cameron, wearily, "they just think England should be for the English."
"They mean the white English," said Angie.
"Ethnic minorities don't consider themselves to be English," said Richard, "they think of themselves as British."
"So what?" said Tess, "What's so good about being English? I hate this bloody country anyway."
"Well, why don't you leave then?" asked Cameron, "You could go to Romania."
"Have you guys noticed that there's no English nationality box on the system?" asked Ken, "it offers Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish but no English."
"That's ridiculous," said Matt, "I'm all for deporting the racists but I'm still English."
"This woman lives up my road," said Angie, "she needs deporting. She's on benefit and smokes so much she stinks, she's got three kids. I think they should cut her money, then she'd have to go out to work. If not she needs deporting."
"But surely the money's for the kids," said Cameron, knowing it was a waste of time reasoning with her but he had to try.
"You'd think," said Angie, "but she just spends it on drugs and stuff."
"Yeah," said Tess, "I know people like that, they scrounge off the state, never done a day's work," her face hardened, "the government should round them all up and dump them with all the old codgers on some remote island."
"Like the Falklands," said Matt, "make defending them worth while...."
Jonty approached their tables; he looked serious. "Ben wants you all back at your desks, now."
"We're entitled to a break," Tess said tartly.
"It's not about that. He's just had some bad news about Neil and he needs you to hear it from him, before you read about it in the newspapers..."
 



Trial  4
 
A real friend is someone who walks in when the rest of the world walks out
Walter Winchell
 
The two policemen escorted the Preacher down to the cells. They were all silent, the Preacher for obvious reasons and the policemen because this was the first time that they had ever taken a man down who had been condemned to death. A police sergeant greeted them and, rattling his keys, made his way along the line of cells. As he shoved his key into the lock of the Preacher's holding cell they heard a commotion behind them. The sergeant signalled one of the guards to take a look and unhurriedly, he wandered off down the corridor. "Bloody reporters, I shouldn't wonder," said the sergeant, in a not unfriendly tone, truth be told he felt a bit sorry for his charge, seemed a nice enough bloke when he got off his soap box, "not often we get a celebrity down here, especially one who's been sentenced to death."
Just then they heard fast moving feet and Barry thundered round the corner.
"Get that man," ordered the sergeant and the other constable stepped forwards but Barry pulled a silenced Glock and aimed it at the constable's head, "Okay, let him go," he ordered.
"Now see here, sir," said the sergeant.
Barry fired a shot just above the sergeant's head, "Let him go," he repeated.
"Alright, sir," said the Sergeant, "but you realise this whole thing is being recorded, don't you."
Barry smiled for the camera and waved the Preacher forwards. The Preacher smiled, "No need, Barry, I'm happy to go with their judgement."
"I'm making my choice, Preacher," snapped Barry, "now get your arse over here before I shoot the nice policemen."
The Preacher thought for a moment, then raised his handcuffed hands for the sergeant to unlock. 
A minute later Barry and the Preacher burst through an exit and ran onto the pavement outside just to the left of a crowd of reporters, "Shit!" hissed Barry.
"What now?" asked the Preacher.
"Don't ask me," said Barry, "I'm making this up as we go along."
Just then a chauffeur driven silver Bentley pulled up, the rear door swung open and the old man Barry recognised from the trial signalled them in. The Preacher threw a questioning glance at Barry. He raised his shoulders. "Quickly!" hissed the old man, "it's me, Alb, from the Eden Hall Retirement Village, get in."
 



No 10
"What do you mean, issues with Operation Downsize?" demanded the PM, "What issues? Nothing that will come back to us, you gave me your word, Blackmore."
"No, it's nothing like that, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "we are clean, as are the Americans and, I'm sorry to say, as are the North Koreans and Al Qaeda."
"What?" said the PM, "How can they be clean? Everything was set up to lead straight back to them."
"I know, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "but that's the snag. We were only meant to blast the Western ridge of the island into the sea." He paused, the PM's eyes were protruding in a quite fascinating and distracting way, "Well, it would appear that the whole island exploded in a massive eruption, and the cousins are seriously put out about it."
"How can that be our fault?" exclaimed the PM.
"According to them, we drilled too deep into the fissures," said Sir Phillip.
"And did we?" demanded the PM.
"No, of course not, we drilled where we were told and as deeply as instructed. Either they got their maths wrong, or the warheads were too powerful. Whichever, it set off a major volcanic eruption that tore the whole island apart."
"The whole bloody island?" said the PM.
"Thus leaving no trail back to al Qaeda and the North Koreans."
"I don't see what they're so upset about," said the PM, "it could've been worse."
"Of course, Prime Minister," Sir Phillip agreed, although he was not quite sure how, "it's just that, as I understand it, the North Korean position was considered crucial to the whole exercise."
"Surely to God they can knock up some pretext for going into North Korea?"
"Yes, I'm sure they could," said Sir Phillip, "but you see, the plan came down from the top."
"The top?" said the PM. His frown saying clearly that the top stopped with him, the Prime Minister.
"The Meeting," said Sir Phillip.
The PM shivered, then recovered and said stoutly, "You're wrong, Blackmore, I was there and I can assure you that no mention was made of North Korea."
"As I understand it," said Sir Phillip, his voice silky, "there was a private meeting, just the Board and the President."
"How the hell would you know that, Blackmore?" hissed the PM, then, "don't tell me, I don't think I want to know. What are the repercussions?"
"I haven't heard anything about that, but as I say, the Americans are incensed."
"It's the Board I'm more worried about, Blackmore, they don't take failure lightly."
"Quite right," said Sir Phillip, "which is why we intend to double your security."
"Really?" said the PM, paling, "You think it could be that serious?"
"You never know with these people, quite where their minds will go."
"Of course, Sir Phillip," said the PM, "no harm in being careful."
Blackmore smiled, "To make doubly sure, I'd like to bring my own people in on the detail."
"Yes, yes," said the PM, "of course, whatever you think fit, Sir Phillip."
'Three bags full, Sir Phillip,' thought Blackmore, 'and once my people are in you'll not get us out,' He smiled benignly, "Don't worry, Prime Minister; my people are not only very discreet, but also, very efficient."
"Yes, yes," said the PM, "thank you, Sir Phillip, it's much appreciated." He looked thoughtful for a moment, "Shame the 200 are still a bit young for the job, eh?"
Sir Phillip checked his watch, "I think the President will be on the line in a minute, Prime Minister."
"What the hell am I going to say to him?"
"Stand firm, Prime Minister," said Sir Phillip, "we did everything we were instructed to do, if there was an error or miscalculation it happened elsewhere."
"Quite right," said the PM.
He smiled, "Besides in a few hours the US of A will have more than enough on their plate to take their minds off the slight problem of who's to blame. No doubt the tsunamis will be even more violent than planned." 
 
 



The News
Carol said brightly into the camera, "A bizarre story is emerging concerning super model Fiona Templeton and her footballer husband Darren Gillespie who have been caught up in a disaster outside their hotel in Mayfair. Late last night, a man was killed after he fell 40 feet whilst apparently trying to enter their apartment from the balcony. In a tragic combination of circumstances also killed were 3 generations of the same family, grandmother Irene Docherty, and mother and daughter, Helen and Debra McGilligan; all crushed beneath the man and falling debris. The three were on a rare day out in town. As a curious addendum to this story, we've heard as yet unsubstantiated rumours of a link between the dead man and the self-styled, 'Redeemer'. Police are studying a journal that was found in the room booked out to the deceased who has not been named; police are notifying relatives. We will bring you more on that story when we have it."
Carol and Graham now turned together to the other camera, looking grim, " Meanwhile, in other news, more on the eruption on the island of La Palma," said Graham. "The eruption happened at 2:00pm GMT sending a massive plume of debris thousands of feet into the sky. First reports indicate a massive loss of life in the coastal towns of El Fuerte and Los Cancajos. The biggest concern for volcanologists and Governments all along the Atlantic, is the collapse of one side of the volcano into the sea. Martin, our specialist on the subject, has more." 
The camera cut to Martin Philips at the far end of the studio, behind him a massive screen showing the island. He was trying not to look excited but clearly this was the biggest thing that had happened to him in a long while, "When the eruption occurred earlier this evening," he said, pointing at the rotating image behind him, "a huge slice of the island, in the region of 500cubic km of rock, broke away and slid with such speed and force into the sea that it threw up a giant wave, approximately 600 metres high." An image of the African coast appeared behind him, "A wave of between 60 and 100 metres high has already made landfall on the African coast, driving inland for over one hundred miles. Reports indicate that hundreds of thousands of people might have perished instantly. Experts have suggested that this isn't the end for those caught up in this devastating force of nature; a secondary wave is expected to hit soon, driving the water in front even further inland." He paused, "This massive wave, travelling at 720km an hour, has begun to radiate out into the Atlantic. Experts believe this wave will hit every piece of land from Iceland and Europe to Argentina and South Africa."
The camera cut to Carol, "What does this mean for us here in the UK, Martin?" she asked.
"As you can see from the chart," another picture appeared, "a wave of between 40 and 60 metres is expected to smash into the Spanish coastline with similarly devastating results. Approximately an hour later we can expect waves ranging between 10 and 20 metres to hit the SW coast of Britain, swamping up to Wales and the west coast of Scotland but also sweeping along the channel and up to London." Martin's tone was grave as he continued, "Our experts tell us that this will not be a one off event, people should prepare themselves for multiple waves."
"This is truly apocalyptic," said Carol, obviously awed.
"Fortunately over here on this side of the Atlantic people are at work which means that they can be warned immediately and then get away to their families to effect an evacuation of sorts," said Martin, "but the great fear is for the potential loss of life over the other side, namely in the Caribbean and on the American East coast. Although they will get 7 hours warning the problem is that right now most people are stuck in traffic jams on their way to work and it will be hours before they can gather their families and effect an evacuation and when they try they will find themselves in the same traffic snarl ups effectively preventing their escape. "
"What can they expect?" asked Graham. Carol blinked; seemingly in awe of the moment.
"In approximately 6 hours, waves ranging between 40 and 50 metres will smash into the islands of the Caribbean, completely swamping them." Martin stared at them, "it's believed that over 50% of the islands' populations might be lost."
"And what about America?" asked Graham, "How long before the wave reaches them?"
"An hour after that," said Martin, "again with similarly sized waves, multiple waves," he added, "all travelling at incredible speeds inland. Initially, loss of life is projected into the hundreds of thousands, possibly even the millions. The variation depends on the level of advance warning."
"You said initially," said Graham, eyes narrowing, "What does that mean?"
"After the waves have hit it will be weeks before the sea finally returns to the ocean, during that time others are expected to die, whether because of unattended injuries, lack of water or even through the spread of disease. This really is an Armageddon type event."
Carol had her fingers to her ear, obviously listening to her prompt, then she flapped her hand, eyes wide with shock, "If I can interrupt you for a moment, Martin," she said, "we are getting further reports in, stating that the volcano has erupted. The whole island has exploded into the sea," her voice tailed away as she realised the magnitude of what she had just said.
Graham was getting the same message, he bowed his head in recognition of what must be massive loss of life. 
Carol rallied, looking for positives, "Will this prevent the tsunamis, Martin?" 
"Unfortunately not," said Martin, "Those waves are already on their way across the oceans."
There was a short silence, then Graham said, "if you have any family at all in the region of the islands then you can call the numbers along the bottom of the screen."
 



The PM had this to say....
.............about the Tsunamis....
 
What should people do to protect themselves Prime Minister?
"Look, we recommend that people get on the top floor
of their homes, if they can get to a block of flats
quickly, then go there now but please don't get into any confined spaces like a loft, you are far better off on the top floor or on your roof."
 
What about trying to out run the waves Prime Minister?
"Let me be clear, these waves will be here in a matter of hours, minutes even. If you are caught on low ground in your car then the likely outcome is death, believe me you are far better off seeking high ground."
 
And if there is no high ground nearby, Prime Minister?
"Get to the top of a block of flats, a high rise car park,
the roof of your house and stay there
until the emergency services can get to you."
 
 



Epilogue
 
Every new beginning comes from some other beginning's end.
Seneca
 
The room was dark; heightening the sense of mystery. Mags had taken them straight up in the lift having instructed them to not speak to anyone or each other en route. She had arranged the meeting but she'd given them no information as to its reason. They'd learned to follow her lead without argument; she'd sorted everything out for all the remnants of their band, and they owed their continued freedom to her skills and her ability to call in old favours. She'd taken in her stride Alb turning up with Barry and the Preacher; despatching them with sufficient money to cover their immediate needs and the address of yet another safe house.
Although the disguise had served Alb well in the courtroom, he still felt faintly ridiculous; hair brushed back and gelled, ludicrously expensive suit and stiff similarly expensive shoes. The moustache suited him; he was keeping that but planned to lose the fancy walking stick she insisted he carry. He tried not to look at Gerry, convinced he would laugh at his friend, equally expensively clad in a navy pinstripe, looking every inch the elderly shareholder of a large corporation, with non-prescription horn-rimmed glasses as a prop instead of the cane. They both carried briefcases; empty except for several newspapers for weight.
"Can I at least get a drink?" Gerry complained, pulling at the collar of his linen shirt. 
Mags looked relaxed; the tension she'd been carrying on the circuitous route they had taken to the hotel appeared to have lifted from her shoulders as soon as they'd entered the room.
Alb flopped down onto the winged armchair, regretting the casual move as the trousers bit into his waist and his back seized, saying only, "A drink would be good, Mags." 
"He'll be here soon," she said, her eyes alight now with excitement.
"Who? Mackie?" He was the only person, apart from themselves who Alb could think would require such secrecy. Obviously they were all 'on the run' or in their case, hiding in plain sight in expensive hotels such as this one.
A shadow flitted across her eyes and he thought he saw tears glistening, "No, not Mackie...a friend," was all she said.
There was a knock at the door and she crossed the room in less strides that Alb would've needed, then put her face close to the door and whispered something. She must have got the reply she wanted because she hastily opened the door and admitted a young asian man in an up-market hoodie. He moved swiftly, with an ease that both Gerry and Alb envied. He placed a rucksack on the coffee table and opened it to show Mags the contents. Thus far he had not troubled to acknowledge either of the two men; his eyes were for Mags alone.
"It's all there, Margo. He wanted you to have it." His voice was melodious, yet somehow it held a threat, though not, Gerry felt instinctively, for them in that room. "There is a key in the bag; to a safety deposit box. He said you would know where it was?"
Mags appeared to be having difficulty speaking and Gerry moved to her side. She nodded. The man looked closely at her, a question in his eyes. "I'll be fine, Malikhi, I'm with friends."
He nodded, then looked at Alb and Gerry for the first time; assessing them. Then, apparently satisfied, he nodded and left the room.
 
FIN
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