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Echo

The man boarded the train at Hyndland Station. He was tall, attractive and somehow
familiar but the full heavy beard threw her off track at first. The train was busy, and
he remained standing near the door.
Jude, the girl from his past, watched from her seat. Although she had harboured
vivid memories over long, lonely years, she had never expected to see him again.
A dyed-blonde girl in her mid-twenties boarded at the next station. He smiled, and
Blondie responded. Soon they were chatting; her giggles, body language and high colour
showing she too was impressed.
Jude decided she hated Blondie.
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Taken
I was four when Gary MacMenemy was born. He was like my wee brother. We played
together every day. Another four years went by and my sister Stephanie (Steph) was
born. Now I had two children to care for and we were often bundled into bed together,
sleeping under the covers in a tangle of arms and legs.
The Blackwoods and the MacMenemys had been neighbours in Knightswood1 for
decades, probably since the place had been built. Our compact semi-detached villas were
located in the adjacent blocks, our front doors only ten paces from each other. The
grandparents of both families were long gone but the council tenancies had transferred,
and the relationship continued.
When I was twelve my youngest sister was born. Once again, I was expected to play
a major role in her upbringing, but I had started to revolt. In puberty, my focus was
make-up, clothes, discos and boys. Especially boys.
The new baby’s arrival caused a temporary rift between our families. At the time
I did not know why and thought it was because my mum insisted on calling her new baby
Irene after Gordon MacMenemy’s mother. This decision greatly annoyed my father; he
wanted his new daughter to be called Edith after his mother.
00000
Through my teenage years, my success with boys was close to zero. Although I had
a good figure, I was too tall for most boys and my face was a disappointment. I decided
I had to be clever instead and worked quite hard at school.
My first success with a boy involved quite a lot of alcohol. I was in my second year
at Strathclyde University studying Law. At an inter-university debating competition, I
met a good-looking guy called Bryan. Both of us were attending for the experience, not
yet in a team. He said he was in his Junior Honours year at Glasgow University. After
the debate, as part of a crowd, we went to The Aragon, a popular pub on Byres Road. An
hour later and with several gins inside me, we were standing in a dark back court, kissing
and cuddling. We were both a bit drunk and it went further than I had planned. It was
my first experience of full sex and afterwards I cried and cried. Bryan apologised but

1

Knightswood, a sprawling housing development lies to the west of Glasgow. It was created by Glasgow
Corporation in the late 1920s. see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knightswood
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I knew I had wanted him to do it, rubbing against his groin and raking my fingers down
the back of his shirt, up inside his lumber jacket.
In truth I had been hoping for full sex for ages, a sort of itch which came over me
every month. The reason I was crying was two-fold. The experience had been wonderful,
and I wanted more but I was sobering up now and realised I was at risk of becoming
pregnant. Because of class exams I had been studying hard and had not been to the
clinic to get a re-supply of pills and realised I had not been protected for over two
months.
Bryan kissed away my tears. He was lovely about it. We agreed to meet at The
Aragon on the following Saturday evening. Then he produced a £5 note and hailed a taxi
for me. On the journey home I realised we had not told each other our surnames.
When I arrived home, there was a police car parked outside our house. I knew
instinctively something terrible had happened. I gave the taxi driver the money, did not
wait for change and raced towards the front door. I ran straight into the arms of Uncle
Gordon MacMenemy or Mr M, as I had started calling him a few years earlier.
“No, Jude, my wee darling, no. Wait. Come in here, to your Auntie Olive. The doctor’s
here for Steph, come in with me, to our place.”
I tried to wriggle free, to get to Steph but he held me hard to him. Uncle Gordon
had always been very tactile. I used to scream and giggle when he tickled me, when he
grabbed me and threw me high into the air. He was nearly half a head taller than me and
my head fitted snugly into the curve under his chin. I stopped struggling. For a reason
I cannot explain I kissed him, just below his right ear. His skin tasted spicy and tangy,
as if he was fresh from a bath. He pulled me hard against him. His hand slid down my
bottom. It was nice.
“Is our Jude home at last, Gordon?” called out Auntie Olive in her thin screechy
voice.
The spell was broken. He looped his arm around my waist and led me to his house.
My parents and baby sister were dead, killed outright when a lorry veered across
the icy dual carriageway and smashed into them head on. They had been walking home
from the shops at Anniesland Cross. Steph had been running ahead, with the house key,
keen to get back for a TV show. She saw the lorry skidding towards her and froze. It
missed her and hit the other three. Steph saw everything. Her nightmares went on for
years.
00000
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Aunt Judith was the first to save us. She was my mother’s younger sister and my
godmother. She lived in Troon, at a place called Ravenswood House. It was a small
commercial hotel, or so she told us. We had never been there. Uncle Vincent had been
much older, and died before I was born.
My parents left almost no money. I was twenty and Steph was nearly thirteen. Aunt
Judith did not offer to take us in. After a discussion with Gordon and Olive MacMenemy,
it was agreed the insurance money from the accident would be used to buy our council
semi-detached in Knightswood. The house would be in my name. The MacMenemys had
willingly agreed to keep an eye on us, in loco parentis, with Aunt Judith visiting when she
could. Unlike my mother, who had been a dither in almost everything, Aunt Judith was
practical, decisive. She set up a joint bank account with me and provided a good weekly
allowance. I’m not sure but I think she may have also paid for a car for Auntie Olive, a
nearly new Renault Clio, as a reward for looking after Steph and me.
In the first few months after our tragedy, the effect on both Steph and I seemed
minor. I think this was because we had not really accepted it and we both kept expecting
Mum, Dad and Irene to walk through the front door at any minute. I realised later this
was probably when Steph’s mental health issues first revealed themselves. Long after I
had accepted they would never return, Steph stood at our front room window for hours
watching for them. When Steph’s panic attacks started, these affected me. Night after
night we cuddled into each other and sobbed ourselves to a restless sleep. Olive took us
to the Doctor and we were both prescribed tranquilisers.
Then our dog Chico died. I think this event released the tension in me. I can’t explain
it. Chico was my Dad’s dog, his ‘best friend’ Dad had called him. Chico had been a rescue
dog. I think he must have been a cross between a Border Collie and a Dalmatian. He was
called Chico because of his markings, Mum told me once. After the accident, when Dad
did not come home, Chico lay behind the door waiting, mostly refusing to eat or drink.
One morning he was dead. He had lovely eyes. I still miss him. I used to think I might
get a dog but would change my mind because it would be disloyal to Chico’s memory.
At university I found it difficult to concentrate. I started skipping classes,
spending time wandering around Glasgow city centre, shopping for clothes and visiting
coffee shops, browsing for CDs and DVDs. The financial reality was, with Aunt Judith’s
allowance I was now quite a bit better off than I had been before Mum, Dad and Irene
had been taken.
Later I realised while I had been healing, Steph was getting worse. She refused to
go to school. Her argument was if she went out she might miss Mum, Dad and Irene when
they came home. Every night we sat up in bed together going over and over everything
until I was fed up with it. I started to get annoyed with her, making her sleep in her own
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room. At every turn we were bickering, sometimes even fighting. Then Uncle Gordon
took charge and saved us both.
He started by taking Steph for long walks, talking to her. I have no idea what he
said, but it worked, and she agreed to return to school. She found Sharon, a girl in her
class, who was soon her best friend. I think Sharon wanted Steph to be her friend
because she fancied Gary, my ‘wee brother’ from next door. Gary was now taller than
me, filling out and at sixteen, nearly a man. Because he was in a pop band, he was
attracting flocks of young girls. Some of them were quite bold and would ring the
doorbell hoping to speak to him or ask for his autograph. Auntie Olive chased them away.
She was worried they would get Gary into trouble.
To encourage Steph’s school attendance, most days Uncle Gordon would drive her
to school and, whenever he could fit it in, would pick her and her friend Sharon up, bring
them back to our place, help them with their homework then run Sharon home. Sharon’s
Mum worked shifts so sometimes Sharon stayed over with us, sleeping with Steph. It
all worked well and soon Steph was almost her old self.
00000
One night about six months after the accident, Uncle Gordon came to ours to fix a
tap washer. It was a Saturday evening, around six o’clock. I had not been expecting him.
“Oh, hello Mr M, thanks, in you come, it’s just me. Steph’s away, staying over at
Sharon McGinley’s in Yoker.”
“Yes,” Olive said. She’s off with Gary to see her sister in Rutherglen. They’re going
for a fish tea then to see a film together. So, what tap is it?”
“It’s the cold tap on the bath. Do you need any help?”
“Yes please, Jude; that would be great. How did it go with the re-sits?”
“Oh, God, Mr M, I can’t believe it, I failed again. I got the letter today. Did Olive
not tell you? They’ve kicked me out. I don’t know what to do.”
My tears were real.
Mr M took me into his arms and shooshed and cuddled me. I remember how nice he
smelled. He was a good-looking man and not so old, not really. His hands rubbed up and
down my back then I realised he was up inside my tee-shirt, unfastening my bra. I did
not want to stop him. The memory of Bryan and how nice it had been to have a real penis
inside me instead of my fingers whooshed through my brain. All I could imagine was it
happening again. I slipped my hand towards his groin and rubbed, then fiddled for his
zip. He lifted me off my feet, carried me up to my bedroom and locked the door behind
us. What had happened with Bryan in the dark and dank back court, had been fumbling,
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fully-clothed upright sex with my knickers stuffed into my anorak pocket. This was so
much better. Better than wonderful. We did it three times. Real orgasms. The third
time was the best, slower, rising to a frenzy with me screaming dirty words, shocking
myself with my language. I suddenly realised it was nearly ten o’clock; Olive and Gary
were expected back.
We planned it carefully, so not to get caught. It lasted for eight months. I think
Olive caught on but she did not say anything to me. Gordon was avoiding me and when I
managed to corner him alone, he just shrugged his shoulders and looked sheepish. At
least I wasn’t pregnant, but I could have been because I was not on the pill on our first
night.
Those sessions with Gordon changed me forever. He was an accomplished lover and
sparked in me a need, almost an obsession for more and better sex.
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Laver’s Law

Two months into our affair, at Gordon’s suggestion, I applied for a job at Laver’s
Law. Gordon worked as a photocopier and fax technician and Laver’s were important
clients of his firm. At this time, Laver’s was a medium-sized firm of solicitors based in
a flashy building in Bothwell Street in Glasgow city centre. I got the job on a three
months’ trial basis as a junior legal secretary. I had always been a fast and accurate
typist and because of my legal education I found I was better than most of the other
temps. When I first joined Laver’s, the job was supposed to be a stop-gap, until I found
my feet, then I would try to get back into university, perhaps with a letter from my
doctor, or maybe try a different course.
I found the work at Laver’s was interesting and worked hard. Mostly I was
transcribing Dictaphone tapes but occasionally I was given other tasks, checking
documents others had typed or making trips to Edinburgh to check legal records. After
a few months I was promoted to senior legal secretary, earning a higher salary and able
to afford nicer clothes. I began to see a future as a para-legal and thoughts of
university faded. In the normal way of things at Laver’s I would be expected to ‘serve
my time’ in the secretarial pool before being considered for one of the top jobs as a
Personal Assistant to one of the Partners. However, I could see another way this might
be achieved.
00000
A few weeks after Gordon retreated from me, I became involved with Robin C. Frew.
He had recently been recruited as a new Senior Partner from a larger and prestigious
Edinburgh firm where he had been a mere salaried partner. Mr Frew was highly regarded
as a specialist in commercial property purchase and disposal, a burgeoning field of
opportunity in which Laver’s lagged behind other firms of their size and prestige.
Enticing Robin Frew through to join them in Glasgow was seen an excellent move by Mr
Fleming Laver, our Managing Partner.
We all heard on the grapevine how hard Mr Frew worked, earning big fees and
bonuses from clients when projects ‘closed’ successfully. This often meant his team had
to work longer hours than others, sometimes through the night, usually against tight
deadlines. This way of working was new to Laver’s, and very unpopular. Most of the other
secretaries actively avoided working for Mr Frew, making excuses about child care and
so on. I ignored their whining, kept myself apart, made myself indispensable, aiming for
promotion. When the ‘other’ opportunity presented itself, I went for it.
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Robin C. Frew made his move on a Thursday evening. I had been expecting it. I had
felt his eyes on me for weeks. Soon I would learn for London-based clients Thursday
evenings were regarded as the last working night of the week, the start of their
weekend and Fridays in London were treated as ‘party days’ to be celebrated early with
Champagne breakfasts, followed by long boozy lunches which often trundled into
incoherence during the early evening. This was then followed by a taxi ride back to wifey
waiting impatiently in a grand mansion in suburbia or an upmarket village just outside the
M25, drowning her sorrows with large G&Ts or at the gym shagging her personal trainer
knowing her hero would return too far gone to do his duty by her.
However, on that Thursday in Glasgow, in the photocopier room, for me it was just
another late night alone with Mr Frew. It was nearly nine o’clock. I had faxed the last
of the papers. The deal was done and dusted. I undid the top two buttons of my blouse
and turned to face him. Robin Frew smiled broadly, his eyes flashing at my cleavage. I
reciprocated with a practiced come-hither smile.
“Well, Jude, what do you say to a celebratory nosh up, just you and me?’
“Yes, please, Mr Frew, but where would we go at this time of night? And what about
Mrs Frew, won’t she be annoyed if she finds out?”
“I have a table for two booked at One Devonshire Gardens where they know me well.
I often stay there when I finish up late like this. In any event, my wife Philly is, as you
might have heard on the grapevine, ‘currently indisposed’.”
“Sorry?”
“Ah, so it’s still a secret? Well, for your ears only dearest Jude, my wife Philomena,
Philly, is banged up again in The Priory, on the alcohol recovery programme. They insist
it’s an illness. In Philly’s case I fear it’s almost certainly incurable. Poor Philly is from a
stinking rich family of brewers, so alcohol runs in the family, as it were,” he laughed. “At
least the girls have been spared this latest episode; they’re at St Leonard’s boarding
school, in St Andrews.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr Frew, it must be dreadful for you.”
“No, Jude, for me it’s wonderful. She’ll never come back from it. It’s been years of
hell but it’s how the cookie crumbles. So, my alluring Miss Jude Blackwood, what do you
say, ready to have a go? Oh, and it’s Colin, please, OK?”
“Colin?”
“Yip, I’m ‘Robin Colin Frew’. In business I’m Mr Frew or Robin. Only my family and
closest friends are allowed to call me Colin.”
“So, Colin, you booked the table, even though I might have said no?”
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“Well, I felt pretty sure you would say yes.”
“Why?”
“Because you have been giving me the eye for weeks now, more or less daring me to
ask you out, right?”
I beamed my best smile, being careful not to show my uneven teeth.
It was true, I had been acting up, smiling, pouting and staring at him in meetings,
brushing past him, bumping into him by accident, giggling, straightening his tie then
tugging and re-setting whichever pastel-coloured or polka dot handkerchief spilled from
his blazer top pocket. Back then at Laver’s, the other Partners and Associates were all
men who wore three-piece-suits. By wearing a blazer and pants with flowery shirts and
ties, Frew was making a statement.
Colin Frew was not a classically good-looking man. At five-foot-seven he was half a
head shorter than me, thinning on top and with a slight paunch. On the plus side he was
cheery, sometimes even genuinely witty and at only thirty-eight. He was already being
tipped for gold, likely to become a Managing Partner in the normal course of things,
either at Laver’s or elsewhere.
I beamed again, and he smiled, stepping closer. It was all working to plan.
He invaded my personal space and slipped his arms around my waist. We kissed and
cuddled as his hands wandered. He broke off to close the louvre blinds and lock the door
of the photocopier room. I undid his belt, found his zip and slid it down while he rucked
up my skirt tugged down my tights and knickers. As seen in many films featuring office
romance, we writhed to a quick noisy climax on the desk used to collate and bind
documents.
With round one over to his satisfaction and while I fixed my make-up, Colin called
an executive limo service. Soon we were gliding through the late evening traffic, side by
side in the dimness, behind tinted glass, with a Beatles mix playing on the car stereo,
and my hand caressing his crotch, Colin with his eyes closed and his face set in a broad
smile.
00000
After dinner and a nightcap, we floated upstairs to a grand bedroom with a fourposter bed which had once been used by Cliff Richard, our Butler told us with a smirk.
I must be honest, I had not expected too much but Colin surprised me. I was slightly
drunk and since Gordon, my only relief had been self-administered.
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As we lay side by side recovering ahead of the next round he said, “Jude, d’you know
something, that was the best sex I’ve had in years. How was it for you?”
“Yes, me too, Colin,” I lied. “I think probably the best sex ever. You do have
wonderful hands.”
It was true; Colin did have good hands, gentle, then firm, then teasing, as required.
However, after Gordon, Colin’s performance was disappointing. One thing was soon clear
from his entreaties, he liked to be ridden, and although I prefer the opposite approach,
I grew used to it. When I mastered the technique, I found it entirely satisfactory.
Next morning at six o’clock we made love for the fourth time then I showered and
left to catch a bus to Knightswood. We were both back at our desks by eight o’clock and
on to the next project.
00000
In the office, we were careful to act like professionals, never speaking to each
other in a familiar way, keeping our distance. I was either Jude or Miss Blackwood and
he was either Mr Robin or Mr Frew. It was like a game at first, making me nervous,
causing me to supress giggles by coughing into my handkerchief. In those first few
weeks I found it quite thrilling in its way, as I looked across at him blankly during
meetings while imagining us screwing, me riding high doing my cowgirl act, the routine
which put me in control and gave us both the best chance at a simultaneous orgasm.
When it did not come for me I pretended to explode with him, faking it, which was
clearly what he needed. Soon this faking became a habit. His hands were an acceptable
second best.
Our public subterfuge quickly became ingrained, a dull habit. Not once did we let
our charade slip in company of any kind, I believe. In this way our affair continued
undetected. To amuse myself, when we were alone at One Devonshire Gardens and I
knew he was keen to get upstairs, I deliberately delayed things, asked for an extra
coffee, or sending a dessert back because it was not to my taste. In short, I was the
bitchy wife he thought he had escaped from, a development which was to become more
intense later. However, during our ‘honeymoon period’, I made sure it was perfect for
him and played the docile mewing kitten role.
It worked. After a few months I was promoted. I was now PA to Robin C. Frew on
twice my previous salary, with a small but acceptable office of my own. I knew the other
secretaries were annoyed, jealous, but I pretended not to notice. What they were saying
behind my back I do not know. I spent my increased salary partly on better clothes and
shoes. Then I found Liz and Sal at Fischers, a top-of-the-range beauty salon in St Enoch
Square. I had read about Fischers in a magazine; Grazia I think it was, but it might have
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been Vogue. Better dressed now, with perfect hair and professional make-up, my selfconfidence soared and I began to save seriously for my secret project.
00000
Colin had a handful of important corporate clients in London and most weeks I
travelled with him to meetings. He insisted on five-star accommodation either in city
hotels or grand country houses. Of course, our travel people always booked us separate
rooms; my room a lesser standard, used only to shower and change in. To cover my tracks,
I always rumpled the unused bed. Colin demanded an Executive Suite with a mini-bar and
cable TV. He liked to watch porn movies and fondle himself before we got down to
business. I think this behaviour was a throw-back to his lonely years as Philly underwent
her serial treatments.
Sadly, at times he became over-excited, often bringing a flood of tears and
mumbled apologies to someone called “Edwin”, whom I took to be a boy from his school
days. To compensate, I soon learned a new skill, which I gave the epithet “the
recuperation of the tired little soldier”. This involved cajoling Colin into taking a bath. I
became matron, but naked, bathing him, soaping him, scrubbing vigorously with a loofah.
Throughout, Colin must keep his eyes closed and ‘be a good boy for Matron’. After about
ten minutes of this treatment, I would then pamper him dry while he stood beside our
bed. Next followed the application of baby oil and a lot of ‘encouraging’ accompanied by
a cascade of praise about how smart and knowledgeable he had been during recent dealmaking. To be fair to Colin, he had a quick-ish recovery time and soon his little soldier
was again its upright self and we were ready to start properly.
London became the centre of my personal universe. I had never dined out in
expensive Michelin-starred restaurants before, but this was the orbit in which I now
found myself whirling. In the world of property development, most of the serious
smoozing was done in a male-only setting. Usually it was only the ‘big bash to celebrate
closing a deal’ which the entire team was pulled into. However, there were still many
occasions when it was just Colin and me, dining alone in splendour, before ascending to
partake of our just desserts behind closed doors.
To be fair to Colin, he was not a heavy drinker. Indeed, compared to the others he
was moderate, which they often ribbed him about it. I suppose he was not a bad chap;
not really; just not the man for me. In any case, Philly was still there, he reminded me,
with annoying and unnecessary regularity. Philly with her share of the family wealth in a
trust for her and the girls. Colin was thus ‘heavily constrained’, his ever-ready riposte
if I whined in mock complaint:
“You’re just keeping me as your tart. You don’t really love me enough to marry me”.
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In his protests I learned his grand house in Edinburgh was in joint names, a wedding
gift from Philly’s paterfamilias.
When I was with him in London, the reality was, I had very little to do. Having a lot
of time on my hands, I made the most of it and, as I now had a free business mobile
telephone, I could ‘jump a cab’ and rush to him, as required. Fortunately, such summonses
were rare but, by Murphy’s law, almost always occurred while I was busy shopping and
usually not so nearby. To be fair, Colin was very good about those times and never
complained, putting it down to ‘traffic’, the well-worn excuse used by everyone late for
London meetings.
Wonderfully, I now had a business credit card and since Mr Robin C. Frew was the
one who signed off my expenses, I had licence to spend reasonably freely, so long as I
did not overstep the mark. Under this arrangement it was accepted, from time to time,
it would become imperative that I buy a new outfit for a function, for example to attend
an opening night at the Opera or to spend a day at Ascot or Epsom.
By this means I considerably enhanced my wardrobe and with each new outfit I
rewarded him with extras, which usually involved role playing, sometimes pretending to
be an angry Edwin to his whining Colin. It was hilarious. One time I let the cat out of the
bag by laughing at his antics: Colin became inconsolable for almost half-an-hour.
Before we got together, I had assumed Colin had been with lots of other women but
one night I learned this was not the case. His ‘true confession’, as I dubbed it in my
mind, had spilled out was after he had returned to me at the Hilton on Park Lane more
than tipsy after a long day golfing with ‘the boys’ at the RAC Golf Club at Epsom. On
this night, sadly, his little soldier was unable to respond to my resurrection
ministrations. In part it may have been my fault: I had been shopping hard all day and
was tired and had yawned several times.
In the wake of our continuing failure to manufacture an erection, gradually Colin’s
life story unfolded. He had never been with other girls before Philly and it had been his
mother who had ‘forced’ him into a marriage he had never wanted. According to Colin,
Philly was riddled with faults, not least of which was being a spoilt bitch who had been
unsuccessfully engaged three times before she landed him as her prize. A few years
into his marriage her promiscuity and alcoholism had surfaced. His girls, Abigail and Zoe,
may or may not be from his loins, he eventually confessed as tears fell and he declined
into a stupefied sleep. He was naked, not a pretty sight with his paunch bloated from
too much food and drink. I covered him with the duvet and found a half-full bottle of
sauvignon blanc in his drinks fridge and settled on the bed bedside him to read my latest
John Grisham novel.
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After a little while, he began mumbling in his sleep, talking to someone who sounded
like “Mummy Elaine”. He had told me once his mother’s name was Aileen and I wondered
if I had misheard. The mumbling became louder as he became more agitated until he was
crying, shouting loudly:
“Mummy Elaine, please don’t spank me so hard. Oh! Oh! It’s too sore. Please Mummy
Elaine, no . . ..”
When I shook him gently awake he did not seem to recognise me at first then he
shoved me away, rushed to the bathroom and locked himself inside. I heard the bath
running - he hated showers. Listening at the door, I heard a mumbled one-sided
conversation in progress. The only words I caught were “Mummy Elaine”. He was whining,
as if asking for advice or forgiveness.
I left him to finish his bath while I scoffed the rest of the bottle of wine. When it
was finished I knocked at the bathroom door, saying if he came to bed we could try
again but he told me sharply to “Go away!”, which is exactly what I did, spending the
night in my own room several floors below.
At breakfast, he did not seem to recall the night before and I did not mention his
first failure to complete his soldiering duties due to alcohol-induced impotence. Sadly,
for both of us, this was the start of a slow decline in the sex department but at least
Colin’s hands remained adroit.
00000
During our first year, the die was cast. Our affair would run for years, with a few
interruptions along the way, occasions when I picked a fight and refused him access,
done to keep him on his toes. At one point, I had hoped dear Philly would conveniently
depart but she persisted. To be truthful, after a while I preferred our ‘romance’ the
way it was. The idea of being locked into the personal world of Robin C. Frew did not
really appeal, even although there was clearly quite a bit of money to be considered.
Indeed, I began to think the flaky Philomena Mary Frew (nee McEwan) might outlive us
all.
I have often wondered about those years. In truth, perhaps it was the money and
fringe benefits more than having sex which kept me stringing Colin along. Naturally, I
was careful to keep myself in trim, to keep my body in shape and, I was still saving
assiduously for my project. I knew I had a good figure, nearly as good as Steph’s, if just
a little fuller, but in keeping with my taller frame.
Just after my twenty-sixth birthday my love life took another turn, leading to my
first long-term rift with Colin.
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True Love
While I had been getting on with my life as an orphan, taking my chances with Colin
and becoming part of the fixtures at Laver’s, Steph had been growing up. From a gangly
thirteen-year-old, she blossomed into a stunning seventeen-year-old, inheriting my
Mum’s beautiful face and figure.
Long before the accident, Steph had declared her intention to become a nurse.
After she recovered from the tragedy, she set her mind to it. Although she had
struggled, she persisted, with me helping her. This tutoring was done mainly at the
weekends when I was free, and Colin was back at home in Edinburgh or in St Andrews
visiting his girls. When I was away on weeknights, Uncle Gordon was good with Steph
too, encouraging her, keeping her focussed.
Initially she had planned to apply for the more prestigious nursing degree at Glasgow
University, but she did not have high enough grades. Luckily, during this period there
was a vigorous recruitment drive by Glasgow Caledonian University and Steph was
welcomed on to their course, one which had a more practical approach involving ten-week
blocks of tuition interspersed with nursing practice placements in local hospitals.
Gary MacMenemy had also matured. From a spotty, football-obsessed teenager he
was now a tall, dark and attractive fresh-faced young man. At twenty-one, he had
become a qualified electrician, earning reasonable money. However, Gary’s passion was
music. He had a good baritone voice and could hold a tune. With friends from
Knightswood Secondary School he started yet another group, this one called “Drive
North West”. There were five in the group: three other guys, Alan, Vince and Derek
with Steph’s friend Sharon McGinley on drums and vocals with Gary. I knew Sharon had
a good voice but for me the oddest thing was when she sang her Glasgow twang was
completely absent. If anything, she sounded American.
Being wrapped up in Laver’s and Colin, I was completely unaware of Drive North
West’s growing reputation. To me Gary was still my ‘wee brother’ and the tiny, small
breasted, dyed-blonde Sharon was Steph’s best friend from schooldays. Apart from
Gary’s best friend Alan who was always hanging out with him, the other boys were just
names.
It transpired Gary’s new group was high demand and soon after he qualified as an
electrician, the band had decided to go full-time. The group cut an album called “Drive
North West to Paradise” which featured solos and duets by Gary and Sharon, all songs

John Bonthron, revised version 2017 after Kareth

15

Hey, Jude.
written by Sharon. It started to get airplay and was selling well. Drive North West were,
apparently, now big names the UK scene but I would only learn this later.
One among many, Gary MacMenemy had taken notice of the new Steph Blackwood.
Shortly after her sixteenth birthday he made his move. To be honest I was jealous, but
on her fourteenth birthday I had given Steph the lecture and made sure she was on the
pill. So, I left them to it, knowing Gary was both a decent chap and a good catch.
To celebrate Gary’s twenty-second birthday, he had blocked out any band bookings
to spend a romantic evening with Steph. She was excited and had confided she thought
Gary was about to pop the question revealing they had both been saving hard. I gave her
my blessing, knowing to oppose her would only make her want him more. In any case, I
knew Gary would never want me over Steph.
Playing the role of the helpful big sister, I had offered to cook a meal then leave
them to it, saying I would meet a girl from the office called Avril, have a meal, go
clubbing and stay over with her. In fact, my plan was to skip next door. I knew Gordon
would be alone because Auntie Olive had said she was planning to go to the bingo in
Rutherglen, with her sister. I was bored with Colin and hoped Gordon and I might get
going again. My pretext was to ask him to drive me to the Central Station where I could
catch a train to Troon, to pay Aunt Judith a surprise visit. The visit thing was partly
true: my aunt was on my conscience because she had mentioned during a recent phone
call she was having hospital tests for a bad chesty cough.
00000
As luck would have it, on Gary’s birthday dinner night Steph was on duty at Glasgow
Royal Infirmary, doing a stint in A&E but due home at around half-past six.
I was in the kitchen. Gary had spent the afternoon playing five-a-side football with
a gang of friends and was in the living room watching TV, sucking on a bottle of
Budweiser. The sound was blaring at top volume, which I hate. When I looked in, he was
fast asleep, slumped on the settee, his legs akimbo, stretched out, wearing a football
shirt and jogging bottoms, no socks. His right hand was down inside his pants. I stood
back and dipped down for a better view. My breath quickened, and the thought flashed,
‘lucky, lucky Steph’. His hand moved very slightly. I glanced at his face, saw his eyelids
flicker. I waited, and he settled, drifting back to sleep, or so I thought. His left arm
was resting on the settee, the bottle of beer dangling. I found the tuner, turned the
sound to low then eased the bottle from his grip. I left it within reach. Jealous, my mind
full of lurid thoughts, I could hardly breathe.
After checking and stirring the venison casserole, I reset the oven to ‘Low’, brought
the veggies through the boil and set them to simmer, put the Prosecco in the fridge,
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and opened a bottle of expensive Barolo, my birthday gift to Gary. In the dining corner
of the kitchen the table was set for two. I had bought a heart-shaped candleholder with
two scented candles. A romantic evening beckoned.
I was half way up the stairs to the shower room when the telephone rang on the hall
table. I skipped back down, popping my head in to the living room to check if it had
wakened Gary. He had not moved. I closed the door on him and picked up the handset
before our new Ansaphone clicked onto the message service.
“Hi, Jude Blackwood.”
“Jude, it’s me.” It was Steph. “There’s been a motorway pile-up. The porters say
we’ll be here all night. I asked Sister Greenall if I could be excused and she exploded,
told me to get scrubbed and changed for theatre.’
“God, Steph, I can hear it in your voice, are you all right about this? You know?”
“Yeah, of course, don’t worry; I haven’t had a panic attack in years. It’s Gary and all
the lovely food you’ve made I’m worried about.”
“Not a problem, Steph. I’ll explain, he’ll understand. I’ll feed him first and see what
he wants to do. He looks worn out, poor love. He’s fast asleep, zonked in front of the
TV.”
“Keep me a wee taste of your casserole, will you, Jude, I’m starving.”
“Don’t worry; I’ve made enough for six servings. I’ll make you up a nice big platter
and you can zap it in the microwave when you get here, OK?”
“No, Jude, just a little portion, please! I need to cut down, I must lose weight, all
my clothes are getting tight on me. It’s this shift working, eating at daft hours. Oh God,
Jude, here comes dragon Greenall, must go, bye.”
My mind was racing trying out different scenarios, but I soon gave up.
When I came out of the shower Gary was waiting for me, sitting on my bed. He was
naked. He had a dark hairy chest and now I could see the full extent of his full black
wiry bush. He looked magnificent. I thought of Colin’s little pecker and smiled. My heart
was thumping, my mind racing ahead. On the bedside table his toilet bag was unzipped.
It was full of condoms in various colours and shapes and there was a bottle of baby oil.
He raised two flutes filled with Prosecco and offered me one.
“Hey Jude, do you want to join the party?”
As soon as I had taken the glass his hand tugged out the belt on my dressing gown
and I wriggled out it.
“My God, Jude! You are stunning, absolutely stunning.”
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The veggies on the hob flashed through my mind.
“The food. . ..”
“Hey, Jude, wait! I’ve switched off everything in the kitchen. The telly’s off too
and I closed all the curtains, double-locked the front door and rammed home the
security bolts on the back door. Can you think of anything I might have missed?”
“No.”
“So, Jude Blackwood, at long, long last it’s just you and me we have to think about.”
He offered his glass and I reached forward and chinked.
“Happy Birthday, Gary.”
00000
These were the only words of any substance we spoke during the remainder of our
night of passion. Gary pressed the remote for my bedroom music centre and the opening
bars of his Paradise CD filled the room. His smell was a mixture of sweat and deodorant.
Intoxicating.
We shagged each other in the bedroom, twice over. Shagged is definitely the word,
it was frantic, energetic, noisy. We did it in the kitchen before we ate, between the
main and dessert, and again after we had finished eating. We were like animals, grunting
and groaning and shouting wildly. At one point I worried about the noise we were making
and hoped anyone listening would think they were overhearing a film on tele.
In the living room, I experienced anal sex for the first time, with my hands
outstretched grasping the back of the settee, my legs wide apart and my anus and
cheeks slathered with baby oil. When Gary had suggested we do it, I had been reluctant
but also curious. I found it amazing, causing a strangely different but wonderfully slow
orgasm shuddering through me again and again for what seemed like hours.
We moved back upstairs and did it in the shower, me riding up on him, my legs
wrapped around his waist. He tried to drag me into Steph’s room, but I drew the line at
this. Instead we moved back to my bedroom for another longer, tantric session, Gary
stretched on his back, me sitting astride him like a Buddha, my eyes closed,
concentrating, rising up slowly on my knees until he was almost escaping, clenching hard,
rocking upwards and forwards, then sinking downwards onto him, taking him deep inside,
moving at the pace of thick paint spilled onto a tiled floor, then slowly up again to repeat
the cycle, working in harmony, suspended at the opposite end of the sensual spectrum
from Colin’s pathetic ride-em-cowboy rodeo show.

John Bonthron, revised version 2017 after Kareth

18

Hey, Jude.
When we climaxed, I thought I had reached the top of the mountain and that my
Sherpa would be fully spent, but I was wrong. When I dribbled baby oil and applied my
‘resurrection’ ploy, using what I had learned with Colin, within almost no time, Gary was
rejuvenated, rigid. As I had been working on him he had been getting me ready too. Gary
had much better hands than Colin’s, even better than Gordon’s.
An image which persisted long afterwards was of me being a cello and Gary’s hand
my bow, vibrating beautiful music through my entire body.
The final time we coupled was in the hall, just as he was about to leave. What
happened started as a final good night kiss but soon we were enthusiastically moving
towards another coupling and I was again naked, stepping out of my knickers. I was about
to jump up onto him, but he eased me round, bent me over and served me from behind
again, starting slowly at first, building the tempo then thudding into me like a stallion on
a final gallop towards the finishing line until I squealed with pleasure and we climaxed
simultaneously. There was no faking here, as had been imperative for Colin.
I will never forget that final time, right there in my hall, next to the front door,
knowing at any second Steph might have turned the key and discovered us. It is a
mundane but very potent memory which I have examined repeatedly, forensically.
Just before two a.m., around eight hours after we started, Gary MacMenemy slipped
out of our front door and crossed to his parents’ house.
I took a quick shower, changed into my house clothes and spent the next hour
tidying, cleaning and checking there was no trace of what had happened during our fling.
I made a platter for Steph, covered it with a Pyrex lid and put it in the microwave. I
left her a note on the kitchen table and skipped up to bed, keen to avoid speaking to her
in case I gave myself away.
I could not sleep.
Every time I closed my eyes I saw Gary naked, smiling as he had been when I
returned from my shower. The highlights ran across my mind like a video in slow motion,
repeating on an endless loop, from the first moment seeing him lying on the settee with
his hand on his half-hidden penis then seeing him sitting on my bed fully naked, right
through to the final moment in my hall, behind the front door when the cymbals smashed
a crescendo and his cannon fired into me.
My hands were busy reliving our moments of passion when I heard a taxi stop
outside. I snapped out my bedside light and feigned sleep.
I heard the microwave humming, heard Steph playing Gary’s CD. I listened while she
showered before turning in. As she closed her bedroom door I thought I heard her
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sobbing. I was in a panic, wondering if she had made a discovery, found something,
perhaps one of his used condoms I had missed. Then I told myself her sadness was
because of the motorway car crash and nothing to do with me. The sobbing stopped, and
I could hear her snoring quietly. She had been working from around ten o’clock the
previous day and must have been exhausted.
I closed my eyes, conjured up Gary again and set my hands to their tasks, taking it
slowly, making it last.
Although nothing had been agreed with Gary, I was certain from what had happened
he wanted me, not Steph. Whatever needed to be done, she was not getting him back. I
was already planning for later, when I would whisper my plan to Gary - we would make
our escape, maybe get a room at the nearby Pond Hotel and start over again. I was sure
we could work out how to deal with Steph, how to let her down gently, how to avoid
another emotional breakdown.
00000
Later, just before lunchtime, Steph crossed to the MacMenemy’s to invite Gary to
share the remains of the food we had. She was looking tired and had no make-up on. I
checked my own make-up and changed into a tight green tee-shirt and shrugged into my
new skin-tight leather pants. At the thought of him I was feeling randy and almost went
bra-less.
Ten minutes later Steph returned alone, completely distraught.
“Jude, Gary’s not there. Gordon’s out. Olive said Gary left at breakfast time. Sharon
came for him with a hired van. He’s gone on a tour with the band, to Germany, Italy and
Bulgaria. Other places, I can’t remember. They’ll not be back until Christmas. God! That’s
five months, Jude! I think Gary’s dumped me for Sharon.”
“Sharon? No, she’s not his type! Is she?”
“Oh God, Jude, what’ll I do without him. I love him. I really, really, love him. Oh God!
Oh God! Look, Jude! Look! It’s Mum and Dad and Irene. Look, Jude, there they are! Look,
Jude, see them? Walking up the street? They’ll be here in a minute. Where will we all
sleep, now we’ve made the wee bedroom into a shower room . . ..”
Steph had kept a strip of tranquilisers and I knew where they were. I made her
take two, not one. She calmed down. I made her a hot milky chocolate drink and put her
to bed with a hot water bottle and her teddy.
When she had dozed over, I changed back into my old house clothes and went across
to hear the whole tale from Olive. Gordon was there, just returned from his allotment
with fresh vegetables to make a pot of soup.
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It was as Steph had reported. Gordon and Olive promised to ask Gary to call me
when he rang to say how things were progressing with his tour. I gave Olive my mobile
number, made the excuse I wanted to speak to him privately about Steph. I was very
definite about this, repeating my request over and over, pleading with them to tell Gary
he must not call our house number. I did not want him to get past me to speak to Steph
directly, in case she stole him back again.
Gary did not call. The hours turned to days, then months, then years.
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Double Grief

A few months after Gary’s birthday, Drive North West topped the US and UK album
charts simultaneously. They moved to the USA. Shortly afterwards Gary and Sharon
were married in Las Vegas where the band was headlining a show. It was all over the
national and Scottish news for a day and then, like everything but my memories of Gary,
their fame faded out of our lives.
Steph’s baby was born just after Christmas. She vehemently denied the child was
Gary’s. It was a boy and to Olive’s delight Steph called him William, after Olive’s father.
Gordon and Olive were like doting grandparents.
Sadly, baby William Alexander Blackwood was not a strong wee soul and did not
thrive. At seventeen weeks old he died of SIDS, (Sudden Infant Death Syndrome).
A few weeks after the funeral Gordon and Olive MacMenemy moved to Oban, Olive’s
home town, and the Blackwood/MacMenemy link was broken.
00000
I would like to be able to say I was a wonderfully supportive sister, but it would be
a lie. I too was grieving for the loss of the man I thought had become mine.
When I suspended my intimacies with Colin, he was confused. I made the excuse my
sister was unwell which he seemed to accept. However, my night with Gary had raised
the bar of expectation for me and I began to spear around for other lovers while calling
up my Gary video nightly to my bed, bringing myself to a climax time after time to the
images treasured from our night of passion. In my grief, I had reverted to my teenage
self.
Trying to break free, I joined a dating agency and was astounded to find a man
calling himself Colin F. Robbins was also seeking a friend. There was no photo, but
everything posted suggested it was Robin C. Frew. I quickly unsubscribed and carried on
with my lonely nightly porn show, with Gary as the star.
00000
A few weeks after the MacMenemys moved to Oban I decided to re-kindle my affair
with Colin. At least his hands were better than mine. While he was servicing me, I closed
my eyes and tried to convince myself his hands were Gary’s. This was a poor compromise,
but it was better than my self-service sex.
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At home, Steph was slowly climbing up from her dark trough of despair. We decided
to join a gym together which is where she found a jogging group. I reckon it was jogging
which saved her. As she pounded her way back to physical fitness, her mind healed and
seemed to be once again the Steph she had been before Gary deserted us.
00000
This healing process took several years.
Steph and I went on, in our parallel worlds.
Thankfully, Steph knew nothing of Gordon, Colin and Gary.
Likewise, she shared nothing of her own love life, if she had one.
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Ravenswood House
I am sure it was a Sunday morning. I had been to the gym, running both ways to burn
off the wine and chocolates from the night before, and was looking forward to a long,
hot, scented bath. Just as I stepped out of my dressing gown to get in, I heard the
house-phone ringing and decided to let the Ansaphone take the call. I plugged in my
Walkman earbuds and slipped into the hot, foamy bubbles singing along to Gary and
Sharon on Drive North West to Paradise.
An hour later with a strong black coffee in hand and my hair still wrapped in a towel
I pressed the play button.
“Jude, it’s your Aunt Judith here. I’m in Crosshouse Hospital but don’t bother
ringing back. I’m on my way to the operating theatre. Samuel my porter let me use his
mobile. I never got the hang of these things.
“It’s bad news, Jude. They’ve spelled it out in capitals. I have a one-in-ten chance
of coming through it. But hey, Jude, who wants to live on with the pain? Funny, really,
how we know smoking is going to kill us, yet we still do it. C'est la vie!
“Now to business, Jude. I’m afraid my little secret enterprise at Ravenswood House
has had to come to an end. Unfortunately, the dead have few true friends and in any
case, most of mine were not real friends. My hope is they’ll be pleased I’ve slipped away
without making a fuss.
“The nice people from “O’Neill and O’Neill” in Ayr have finalised the paperwork. Old
Mr Brendan O’Neill was a golfing buddy of your Uncle Vincent. O’Neill’s have been with
me on my journey for many years. They’ll be in touch. Anyway, without me to hold my
secrets over them, those old friends I mentioned would have moved to shut us down,
now it’s leaked out I’m dying. But they’re too late,” she croaked a rasping laugh, “I prewarned Milan and our girls, rewarded them adequately and he’s taken them home to
Bulgaria. The old place is locked up tight with a security man on duty around the clock,
in case.
“I insisted old Brendan O’Neill get Milan and the girls to sign confidentiality
agreements, in case anyone tries to come after you through them. But, Jude, Bulgaria is
a big place and they have nothing official linking them to me since they were never on
the books. Milan has papers for them as farm workers, which say they have been picking
vegetables and fruit in England somewhere.
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“Jude, I do have some rather graphic evidence on certain important clients which I
gathered over the years as insurance, although pornography is not my style, not really.
I suggest you let O’Neill’s hold this package unopened in their safe, on your behalf, just
in case.
“I had to persuade young Mr Brendan to take me on. In fact, he was very stiff about
it. Stiff,” she snorted, “those were the days! Oh, by a stroke of luck, he knows you, from
university days, he said.”
There was a pause in the message while Aunt Judith coughed and hacked up phlegm.
I had no recall of a Brendan O’Neill from university or anywhere else, but I knew lawyers
always say such things when trying to reassure a client nearing the end of his or her
life.
“Well, Jude, my little earner goes down the plug hole with me. I’ve discussed it with
young Mr Brendan and we’re convinced running Ravenswood as a hotel would never stack
up nowadays. This is because of its location in the middle of nowhere, the very thing
which made my gentlemen’s retreat possible. Perhaps it would make a care home? Or
maybe a hostel for refugees? I’ve asked young Mr Brendan to engage Laver’s to organise
the disposal. This means you will be able to oversee the sale, but at one remove, so no
one can connect you directly with Ravenswood House, I hope.
“This leaves only my investments and cash of around half a million, all legitimate.
And of course, Ravenswood House itself. Young Mr Brendan said you might net four
hundred thousand, all told after tax. Sorry it isn’t more, but, hey, Jude, I’ve had a ball!
If you knew who we’ve entertained down through the years you would simply not believe
it! Including a certain rather charming prince, then years later, one of his sons!
“Now, Jude, given how Steph is from time to time, I’ve insisted it all goes to you,
every penny. I’ll trust you to do the right thing by her.
“Oh, I’ve already had Gordon and Olive visit me here in hospital and I sent them off
with a wee cash dividend for all they did for you, so don’t even consider giving them
anything. Like Milan and the girls, they’ve been well rewarded too, I assure you.
“Well, it nearly over now, Jude. Give Steph a hug for me. Cheerio, cheerio, cheerio!
SAMUEL! Thanks Sammie, you’re a star . . ..”
I was stunned and listened to the message several times over, trying to take in
everything she had said. Finally, after the fifth or sixth time, on impulse, I wiped it to
be sure Steph would never hear what Aunt Judith had said about her brothel business.
By mid-afternoon the idea of becoming rich sank in but then I began to doubt it
could ever come true and wished I had not wiped the tape. I tried telephoning the
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hospital, but I had no luck getting through because it was Sunday. I swung back from
my doubts and wanted someone share my good news with, but this made me feel guilty.
In the end, I decided to go for another run to calm myself down and get my happy jitters
under control.
00000
The winding up process took nearly a year. In the end, I was richer by £393,700.
In the modern way, it was all done by fax, phone and email so there was no
requirement for me to visit O’Neill and O’Neill’s office in Ayr. They could just as easily
have been in Timbuctoo! As it transpired, this was a missed opportunity, causing me
years of lost happiness.
During the disposal, Colin was at his brilliant best and managed to get top price by
teasing a London developer into buying Ravenswood with a view to making it into a centre
of excellence for up and coming golfers. As might be expected this plan for another golf
academy soon hit the buffers because the local ruling mafia wanted the place bulldozed,
hoping to bury their pasts in the rubble. However, this planning embargo came to light
too late, after the money had been paid to O’Neill and O’Neill and what happened to
Ravenswood House was no longer my problem.
00000
Now we had the money, Steph and I agreed a plan.
Steph stayed on in Knightswood, handy for transport to Gartnavel Hospital where
she was now based, and I signed the place over to her. I also bought a long-term bond
in her name in the amount of £100,000, as an insurance against any future mental health
problems she might suffer. In addition, I transferred £25,000 cash to her bank account
to allow her to renovate and re-decorate Knightswood entirely to her own taste. By then
Steph was ‘stable’ and running four nights a week with Victoria Park Harriers, which I
secretly considered to be ‘displacement obsession’, something I had read about in a
magazine.
With my share I bought a flat in a converted church in Milngavie, handy for shopping
in the village and a short walk to the station for the train into the city centre and
Laver’s.
I tried driving lessons again, but it was too late. I was hopeless and decided to
remain carless, like Steph. I did the arithmetic and worked out what I might spend on
cabs would be far less than the cost of running even a small car.
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I now felt rich, but knew this was an illusion. I needed to keep working to build up a
pension pot for the longer term. But at last I had enough to implement my plan to pay
for top class dental and cosmetic treatments.
00000
All through this period Colin and I carried on in secret as before. Sometimes when
we were together I could feel myself outside my body, looking down. We made an odd
couple. However, with his help and my new wealth, I had realised my secret ambition.
Blessed with a good, clear complexion and an easy-care gym-fit chassis, I now felt more
like his daughter than his floosy. While I was improving myself, Colin had grown chubbier
and his head was now shaven, his answer to his baldness. I told him it made him look like
a gangster and soon his monk’s fringe returned but now he was dyeing his hair. I thought
this made him look cheap but in the darkness of our various bedrooms his appearance
was not important as Colin was just a shadow substitute for the real protagonist.
Whenever I mounted his surrogate, closed my eyes, and ran my porn tape, it was Gary I
was riding.
Inertia and convenience proved to be a powerful antidote to change for someone
like me, a girl who cannot have what she wants - the man she discovered she loved and
who at once left her for another. The years raced by. As my thirty-third birthday
approached, my first grey hairs appeared. I thought of going ‘silver’ which Liz and Sal
at Fischers were vehemently against. They assured me they could keep my dark auburn
colour shining true for as long as I wished.
Of course, in the back of my mind there was always the possibility of dear old Philly
popping her clogs, freeing up Colin, who might, with a huge effort, be trainable as a
husband. However, the thought of living 24/7 with him made me shudder. Being married
to Colin Frew could only work if I could find a suitably cooperative and anonymous shag
buddy for real sex. Listening around the office I knew this was happening - even the
cleaners were at it. Everyone seemed to be able to find an extra bit on the side. Just
not for me.
The next twist in my life came out of the blue, although its origins were rooted in
the past.
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Usurped
After her baby’s death, Steph needed six months in therapy, including two spells in
a closed psychiatric ward in Gartnavel Royal Hospital. After this relapse, she climbed
back to normality and returned to her nursing course. On graduating, she found a post
at the Beatson cancer care centre at Gartnavel General Hospital.
Due to her intensive running with the Harriers and her gym work, Steph had
regained her fantastic willowy figure. She was back to her old self with a wide, ready
smile, beautiful hazel-brown eyes and shining auburn hair like mine. Now in her prime,
she was at least twice as beautiful as me. The other difference was, unlike me, Steph
has always had a soft, caring nature. She made a perfect nurse.
After Gary, after baby William, after her recovery, we both went on side by side
at Knightswood living our lives largely in parallel seldom even eating together. We were
members at different gyms, mine near Laver’s and we watched television separately in
our bedrooms. Steph was on shift work and I was often away London with Colin or at
One Devonshire.
Later, after Aunt Judith’s money, when I had moved to Milngavie, our contact
diminished to intermittent texts and telephone calls. At weekends, if we met for a meal
or a coffee, I could see people looking at us as if we were gays. Steph told me of her
exploits, mainly running events and I told her about the new shops I had found in London.
When she took a mobile phone call I earwigged. I kept an eye on her Facebook page: her
postings were bland, neutral, mostly just encouraging responses and ‘likes’, to boost
others. If Steph had any men in her life she kept them to herself. We were alike in this
- we had never discussed our love lives. I became convinced she was chaste, reasoning
men avoided her because she was so beautiful, believing they would stand little chance
against other more handsome suitors who must be wooing her. Ironically, I saw this as
a waste of her life and thought if someone tried hard enough, he might stir her old
passion. Perhaps I was really thinking about me.
To the world around us, even the people who thought they knew us best, we probably
seemed to be the celibate Blackwood sisters. Steph was the real version, the runningobsessed true singleton. I was the fake, riding high on Colin (pretending he was Gary) at
least twice a week at One Devonshire and sometimes more often if we found ourselves
trapped in London due to business exigencies.
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By dint or hard work and diligence rather than innate brightness, Steph was given
increased responsibility and promoted to Lead Nurse. Unknown to me, a year into her
new role, she was assigned as the nominated nurse for Philomena Frew, who had been
transferred from an Edinburgh private hospital to access the specialist equipment and
expertise of the medical staff at the Beatson. Following MRI scans, Philly was diagnosed
with a massive abdominal tumour. Eventually it was declared inoperable, and she was
placed on a palliative care regime managed by Steph. Obviously, Colin must have made
the connection but, if he said anything about me to Steph, she said nothing to me either.
In fact, I only learned Philly’s demise three years later, several months after I was
betrayed by someone I thought I knew inside out.
00000
Out of the blue, Robin C. Frew failed to appear at Laver’s. It was a Tuesday. I
remember this day vividly because we were due to fly to London on mid-morning flight
to see Clyde Tallow, one of our most important clients. By eleven o’clock there was a
general air of panic in our team and I was called to an audience with Mr Fleming Laver,
our Managing Partner. Mr Fleming had a rather high-handed approach to female staff
and we did not actually have a discussion; it was more of a statement or perhaps an edict.
“Miss Blackwood, I’m afraid we really are in a dreadful pickle. Robin’s wife has died,
Dreadful business. We shall have to soldier on without him for a bit. Young Ken Marshall
will go to see Tallow in his stead and you, Miss Blackwood, must accompany him and supply
supporting detail. I had a word with Tallow, gave him a heads up, re-arranged your
meeting for late afternoon. Thank you, Ms Blackwood, that will be all. I’m sure you have
plenty to be getting on with, as have I. Bonne Chance.”
At eleven-thirty an email memo from Human Resources advised the entire staff Mrs
Philomena Frew had died and Mr Robin C. Frew would be absent on compassionate leave
for the immediate future. I thought of phoning Colin’s private mobile but did not, out of
respect and because he would be fully occupied consoling his girls.
By the time Ken and I returned on the late Friday evening plane, it was obvious to
me Marshall was doing more than just holding the fort for Robin. Marshall was out to
make a name for himself! To be fair, I had watched him in action and he was good,
possibly even better than Robin Frew.
When I got to my office on the following Monday, I discovered over the weekend
Ken had moved into Colin’s office and even had his name on the door. During the ensuing
days, I hardly lifted my head from my laptop. Ken Marshall was not the only one trying
to slice meat from the dripping roast of Robin C. Frew’s client portfolio. Three other
junior partners tried to muscle in on the act. I was Miss Info Spider firmly trapped at
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the centre of their web of questions. However, Marshall was too good and easily outmanoeuvred them.
Ken already had his own PA, Hugh, a gorgeous young gay man in his late twenties.
Hugh moved in to share my office and I noticed their secret smiles and touches. Ken
and Hugh were clearly an item.
As the days raced by, Robin C. Frew was steadily expunged from Laver’s records.
Amazingly soon it was as if he had never existed. As my workload diminished, I too was
becoming history and began to fear for my job at Laver’s and the prospect of losing my
excellent salary and benefits.
At the start of the third week, having allowed a decent period for mourning and
sorting out personal matters, I tried calling Colin’s three office mobile phones, but they
switched immediately to his voice box. On these phones I left formal messages asking
him to ring me urgently. Then I tried his secret mobile, the one reserved only for me,
but it had been disconnected.
Colin’s absence extended to a first month then to a second. Office whispers said he
was now at an up-and-coming Edinburgh firm called Lethenby’s. I kept checking my
mobile phone for messages, wondering if Colin would get in touch, thinking he might ask
me to move through to join him. Once or twice I thought of catching the train to
Edinburgh and ringing the doorbell at his grand house in Glenfinlas Street, just off
Charlotte Square. However, my pendulum swung from hope to despair and I realised we
were finished: Robin C. Frew was probably already shagging someone from his new office.
After three months of silence, another email memo from Human Resources pinged
advising Robin C. Frew had left Laver’s ‘by mutual agreement’. Later, mid-morning, a
second memo announced the promotion of Kenneth G.H. Marshall to Senior Partner
status, with immediate effect. A few minutes later I was called to Human Resources.
After a short discussion I agreed to move to the fifth floor to join Mr Fleming Laver’s
team as a Senior Legal Secretary with my previous PA salary, bonus level, pension
contributions and most of my other conditions preserved.
I knew full well this ‘preserved status’ was a sham and over five years or so I would
be ‘normalised’, but least for the present I still had my well-paid job. After a week or
so, I settled down and went on as before but without the visits to One Devonshire and
pleasuring of Colin’s clever hands. Now it was just me with my still vivid lover Gary
MacMenemy, my toy-boy phantom who, in my nightly porn video was still only twentytwo.
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I considered joining a dating agency again and attending classes to learn Italian but
instead I just drifted, spending more time at the gym, following my ‘friends’ on Facebook
and watching series downloaded from LoveFilm.
Then my dice were thrown again, and my life swerved onto a different course.
00000
It was a Friday evening. I was on the train for Milngavie, heading home to grab a
ready meal from M&S and a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc, my plan to chill out with my latest
boxed set, “Breaking Bad”.
My mobile trilled and I felt it shudder, announcing a text:

Hey Jude,
Sorry about the outage.
Fancy a nosh at One Devonshire for old times’ sake?
8.00 pm
See you!
Please, please.
Colin.
00000
Why I was so excited I could not explain except it had been months since I had
enjoyed anything like real sex. I took a quick shower and washed my hair with the special,
uber-expensive highlighting shampoo provided by Liz and Sal. While sipping a glass of
chilled sauvignon blanc, I dried my hair and brushed in the special gel to add extra shine.
My imagination was running through the scenes ahead: cocktails, fine dining with
expensive wine and liqueurs to follow, the invitation to the four-poster upstairs, the
fake argument as we undressed and finally, when Colin had been reduced to begging, the
reconciliation and sex.
After a few deep breathes I set myself the task of following my personalised
beauty routine as per the video on my iPad, another personalised product provided by
Liz and Sal. An hour and three glasses of wine later I was satisfied: my make-up and
hair were perfect.
I slipped into my black silk underwear then into my new, sexy blue dress with its
long slit up the right leg before climbing onto four-inch heels. Standing before my fulllength, three-way mirror, I tried out several pashminas, before draping a grey faux fur
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bolero jacket. Smiling at the stunning woman who would make eyes turn in any company,
I pouted my lips like Marilyn to check ‘the look’ I knew would bring Colin to heel. Although
I desperately needed his superb hands on me, I would act the bitch first, to make him
suffer for ditching me.
Determined to arrive in style, I splashed out and called David who runs an executive
limo service with a small fleet of stretched Jaguars. In the past, under Colin, I would
have charged this as an expense but this account had been cancelled by Laver’s so I had
to pay from my purse.
It was just after eight-thirty when I arrived at One Devonshire. The greeter
advised Mr Frew was already seated in the dining room, which surprised me. I had
expected us to sit first in the cocktail bar to browse the menu over aperitifs. To reach
Colin at his favourite table in the window bay, the waiter led me past a noisy group of
Americans seated around a long oval table, at the head of which there was an older,
Jewish-looking man wearing a badly-fitting toupee. Colin seemed oblivious to the noise:
his head was down staring at the wine bottle as if checking the label, his hand clutching
a half-empty balloon of red.
Almost at once I could see he was squiffy. The wine bottle was almost empty. I
refrained from making any snide remarks while the sommelier glided across from his
station and swooped a bottle of Dom Perignon from the ice bucket, popped its cork and
dispensed a flute of bubbly for me. The young man then drained the remaining red into
Colin’s glass and magicked a replacement bottle from a side table where it had been
breathing, placing it carefully in the centre of a tiny silver tray beside the condiments.
As soon as the waiter turned away, Colin grabbed his glass, drained it greedily, seized
the new bottle, filled my red wine balloon half way, then his own to the brim. As he lifted
his glass to his lips, his hand was shaking, and he splashed wine onto the white linen
tablecloth.
So far, he had managed to avoid my ‘haughty gaze’.
My Champagne flute was empty, but I waved away the sommelier and sipped the red,
Amarone, possibly my favourite wine. I took a longer sip and then another. Suitably
charged with white, bubbly and now red, I was hitting the buzz zone, feeling slightly
high. Poor Colin was way ahead of me, way beyond the happy drunk stage. The image of
him on the long-ago night after the Epsom golf outing returned, and I began to think
our ‘just deserts’ in the four-poster upstairs would be another similar disappointment.
Perhaps I should get drunk too, and go with the flow?
‘Well, Colin, shall we offer ourselves a toast? What shall it be? To Old Times?”
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For some reason I checked his ring finger. The wedding band was no longer gold but
silver. This threw me. I could not figure it. Now Philly was dead, had he taken to wearing
his mother’s wedding ring?
“Jude, my God, you look fantastic.”
His words were edging on slurred, his eyes tired and sad, almost tearful. I realised
what I had just said had struck the wrong chord.
“Oh, Colin, I’m so sorry about Philly. How are the girls taking it?”
He perked up at this and managed a smile.
“No, don’t be sorry. No, Jude, it’s all good for me. Really, really good. Did you hear,
I’m joint Managing Director at Lethenby’s, in Charlotte Square, right at the centre of
the Edinburgh old boys’ network, right next to our house, just around the corner, in
fact. Yeah, made it to the very top at last. Always fancied Lethenby’s. Guys from school,
you know. Yeah, good, really, really, really good. Hey, Jude, and you look good, too. Yeah,
God, really, really good.”
“Thank you, Colin but may I ask why. . ..”
“D’you know, Jude, I can even walk to work now, two minutes. Yeah. Hey. Jude d’you
want to know something? You look really, really good. Yeah, Lethenby’s, well, it’s a smaller
outfit of course, but we’re growing fast and we do direct developments of our own. So,
my great plan, yeah, it all worked out. Every bit of my great big, big jigsaw plan. Yeah,
goodsh the word. Really, really good. Everything, you know, jusht everything.”
“It all worked out?”
“Yeah, great. Really, really, really great! N’you gueshed, right? You gueshed I’d been
planning it for agesh? Shaving the newsh ‘bout Philly for the right time? Kept worrying
it might come out, but’smazing how Edinburgh and Glasgow are well, two different
worldsh, really. D’ygree?”
He downed another glass and refilled.
“Oh, so, the bit about Philly? Is she really dead?”
“Philly? Bitch. Oh, yeah, long, long, long, dead, ‘tually. Shaved it up sho could get all
nego, negosh, dealsh done, get all ducsh line n’row.”
I topped up my glass but put the bottle nearer to me, out of his reach.
“Colin, for God sake, get a grip,” I hissed. “Drink some water. That’s it, now take
your time and tell me everything.”
Slowly, in a jumble, with a lot of prodding from me, he got it all off his chest.
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Colin had flown down on the Monday night and started the next day in London to get
around all ‘his’ clients, tell them of his move to Lethenby’s, touting a massive redevelopment scheme in Edinburgh which would soon clear planning and would throw up
something for all of them. To make his plan work, he said, it was essential he snare
Laver’s clients, his clients, while Laver’s were still behind the eight-ball. He had seen
Ken and I arriving in our taxi from the airport as his taxi took him away after his meeting
with Clyde Tallow. It seems Colin had been ahead of Ken and I throughout the entire
week as we door-stepped all Laver’s London-based clients, Ken trying to impress them
as the new broom. Even after Laver’s figured out Colin had deserted them, they still
tried to woo him back, he claimed.
All this took ages but, as he went on, he gradually sobered up. Finally, after a giggling
fit he managed a nearly sober sentence:
“Hey, Jude, if it hadn’t been for you playing out the role of my faishful assistant,
going on ash if I would be back at Laver’sh any day, my plan might not have worked. Hey,
Jude, you were brilliant, acshually.”
“WHAT?”
“Look, keep it down, pleashe Jude, eh? Look, you musht see I had to do it that way.
In fact, I owe a helluva lot to you, Jude, you were really great. You musht have known
what I wash up to, surely? Hey, Jude, you were alwaysh one shtep ahead, right?
Remember the firsht night, when we came here for the firsht time?”
‘No, Colin, I still don’t bloody know! What the hell do you mean . . ..”
“Hey, Jude, shush now, sweetie, please. I’m trying to be honesht, trying to ‘splain
everything, give me a chance, pleashe.”
As he was speaking, Colin grabbed for the wine bottle, topped himself up but, as he
tried to centre the bottle back on the tiny silver tray, he missed. The bottle toppled.
He grabbed for it but only succeeded it knocking it towards me. Wine shot from its neck
onto my cleavage and the bottle knocked over my glass. Red wine splattered across the
front of my dress. My balloon tumbled to floor and smashed to a million pieces.
Micro-seconds later, into the stunned silence of the dining room, I let rip.
“Shit! It had to be red wine too! This dress is brand new, Colin. For God’s sake,
get a grip.”
“Hey, Jude, sorry. It was an accident.”
I snatched my bag and flew to the Ladies’ Powder Room to try to sponge away the
stain, even though I knew it was hopeless. This long thin room was very old fashioned,
small and chintzy, meant for only one lady at a time. From a hidden speaker Andy
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Williams was crooning Moon River, barely audible. My mind was in a whirl. The door eased
open and an odd, small dumpy woman with enormous boobs squeezed in and locked the
door. I recognised her as one of the American party, the one with the strange fake tan.
“Hey, Jude, Ah thought you wiz Steph at first. Fuck, you look great! Huv you been
cut? Aye, there’s nae way you can look as good you dae otherwise. Good fur you.”
Sharon McGinley had always been a motor-mouth. Her face and body had been
transformed and she was now a scarlet red-head. She reminded me of Dolly Parton,
which is perhaps the look she had pursued with the help of her surgical team. As she
talked I examined her carefully and soon concluded she had not been as well-served by
her surgeons.
She launched into her tale of woe. Over the next few minutes I learned her short
marriage to Gary MacMenemy had ended when their second album bombed. Drive North
West folded amid massive debts, ripped off by their US manager and his roadie. After
a spell in therapy due to a drugs overdose, she found salvation in Gusti Smelck, an aging
singer-songwriter. Gusti worked mainly on jingles for TV adverts. They lived in
Greenwich Village and sometimes they sang in clubs in New York. Her stage name was
now Karen Kleppe with two ‘Ps’. From time to time they went on the road to the clubs
and bars in Las Vegas and Miami. This trip back to Glasgow to visit her family was a
birthday present, but Gusti had decided to use it to schmooze contacts he had in
Glasgow. Sharon volunteered her information: Gary had made a move into cinema and
was now on the periphery of greatness, based out in Los Angeles, with Alan Corder. The
other guys from the group had scattered to the four winds.
“You know, Jude, Gary never luved me, never even wantit me. But hey, Jude, God but
he was a great shag, eh? So, who’s yer wee fella, the guy wi the baldie heid? D’you know,
Ah’m sure he’s the wan Ah saw in here last night, wi Steph. It’s Robin sumthin, innit? Ah
dinnae get tae speak tae her right ‘coz it wiz a private function she wiz et, so it wiz jist
a wee gab like this an then she wiz aff, back to her wee party. Ah think they were
nurses, you know how you can jist tell, eh? And there wur two nice lassies anaw, posh
types. Steph sayed her Robin wiz a bit edgy aboot comin here but she wantit her weddin’
doo here, tae suit her pals. Hey, Jude, where huv we heard that yin afore? Bet he wiz
feart he’d run intae an auld flame. Aw, Christ, Jude, it’s no you, is it? Fuck, Sharon
McGinley ye open yer big mooth and pit yer fit intae it every fuckin time. Aw, Jude,
don’t greet, hen, there’s nae wan o thum worth greetin fur. Go an find yerself a better
wan than yon wee fat git. Ah know, Ah know. Who um Ah tae talk, stuck wi auld Gusti.
But well, beggars and annat. An Christ look at me, Jude, Ah look like a Chocolate Fuckin
Orange with this fake tan oan me. It wiz Gusti’s idea, no mine’s.’
Sharon’s phone sounded the Star Spangled Banner on full volume.
John Bonthron, revised version 2017 after Kareth

35

Hey, Jude.
“Just-a coming, hon!” Her voice was pure Bronx, not a trace of Glasgow.
“Christ, wit next. Ah huvtae git back to Gusti, he’s right jealous, even o wumen. He
was et me cos he saw me wi Steph. Fuckin asked right oot if Ah was shaggin’ her! Ah
sayed “Aye, that’ll be right, she widnae huv me.” You know, Jude, Ah did try it wanz wi a
lassie, whin a wiz stoned. Fuckin weird it wuz. Right, Jude, back tae the fray, eh? Nuthin’
else fur it, eh? See ya, doll.”
A million words leapt to my lips but I swallowed them, collected my jacket from
Reception, walked out of the restaurant to Great Western Road and hailed a black cab.
00000
A month later, early on a Saturday morning, Steph turned up at my door in Milngavie,
unannounced. She had taken the new direct train service from Edinburgh. She brought
flowers, chocolates and a soft-fruit mix from M&S. Perhaps she thought she was visiting
an invalid?
She sat across the kitchen table from me. As we drank coffee, she told me about
meeting Robin at the Beatson (she never once called him Colin). They had got to know
each other when she was nursing Philly during her final months. It was only then I
learned Philly, had died three years earlier. Steph and Robin had been dating from a
week after the funeral. Robin had proposed several times before she accepted. It was
only after he made the move to Lethenby’s she had detected a change in him. Suddenly
he seemed much more romantic, more physical, which is what had swung her into
accepting his offer of marriage.
“Then, Jude, one night after a long, well, after he fell asleep, he called out from his
dreams, ‘Hey, Jude, ride me cowgirl. Rode-ee-o-dee-o!’”
“Well, Jude, although I knew you worked somewhere in town in a solicitors’ office,
I had no idea you were Robin’s P.A. until the morning after his outburst. He was very
open with me and I am very grateful he was. I’m sure you will agree, a marriage built on
secrets can never work. I know Robin very well so I know what he told me was the whole
truth. He confessed to me that years and years ago when the two of you were in London
in business, when Philly was in therapy, he had succumbed to your charms. Now Jude I
realise, technically, this was adultery but with Philly being so dreadfully ill it was
understandable. Robin is a virile man and well, let’s just leave it there, shall we?”
“Oh, yes, let’s. It’s all seems so long ago.”
“Yes, well, in a way I wanted to thank you for keeping him sane. He still has a soft
spot for you, Jude. Well, what I wanted to say was, that night at One Devonshire, when
you met him and it all got confused? Well, he wanted to explain, get the whole thing out
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in the open. Did Sharon tell you it was our Wedding Party there the night before? Well,
when you came to One Devonshire, I was upstairs with the girls, waiting. The plan was
for you two to come up and join us after your dinner, so you could meet the girls. I had
asked him to let me ask you to our wedding but, well, you see, Robin felt badly about how
you have been treated by Laver’s and was worried you might, well, make a fuss. He was
embarrassed and knew he should have done more for you, since you had been so loyal to
him. Well, here’s what he wanted to tell you. Lethenby’s are just about to open a new
office in Glasgow. It’s Robin’s big idea, he’ll spend most of his time through here and he
wanted to ask you if you would move to join him as his PA.”
“Oh, so that’s why Colin asked me to dinner?”
“Colin?”
“Yes, Colin. It’s Robin’s middle name. I used to call him Colin sometimes . . ..”
“No, Jude. Robin’s middle name is Campbell. But Robin did have a twin called Colin
who died in a tragic accident when they were both at Fette’s. They were newly thirteen
Robin said, some sort of silly right-of-passage game for boys on reaching puberty; they
were made to wear a bag over their head and expose themselves to everyone in their
dorm. It was a long-established tradition and every boy in their House was forced to do
it, Robin said. Being a few minutes older, Colin went first but it all went terribly wrong.
Colin was asthmatic, Robin said. Fortunately, it was hushed up by the school’s Matron
who put Colin to bed and when he was found in the morning, it seemed like a natural
death. How dreadful for Robin and very like what happened to us, don’t you think?”
“Robin had a twin brother called Colin? Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure Jude! He showed me his family photographs. Anyway, in the
aftermath Robin had nightmares, just like me after the accident. His Matron, her name
is Elaine Forsyth, helped Robin greatly through this period. They’re still very close,
which is nice for him, don’t you think? Robin says she’s like his older sister, calls her
‘my dearest Elaine’ when he phones her. Becoming Matron at Fette’s was her first job
straight out of nursing school so she can’t be so old, can she? Robin says she’s a real gem
and helped him a lot when Philly was in hospital, when the girls were younger, staying
over to help put them to bed. He still keeps in close touch, telephoning to check on her
and visiting her with flowers on her birthday and special occasions. He been to see her
recently, to tell her all about us, Robin and me. She has a small B&B place in the Borders
and specialises in walkers and bird-watchers. It used to Robin’s mother’s holiday house,
so he still owns it. The cottage is very hard to find, somewhere off the beaten track,
so it’s very tying for Elaine, that’s why she couldn’t make it to our wedding. Because of
its remoteness most of her guests are returners, old boys from Fettes’ who like to visit
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and recall the old days. I shouldn’t say tell you this because it’s private information, but
Robin says the B&B struggles to make ends meet, so he doesn’t charge her rent. He’s
such a kind man, so generous, don’t you think? Anyway, I’m looking forward to meeting
her. My worry is Elaine seems such a paragon, I just hope I match up to her idea of a
‘sister’.”
This new information completely disoriented me. Colin/Robin Frew had deceived me
from the very first evening he had shagged me beside the photocopier at Laver’s. Only
with Steph had he shared everything about his life. Equally astounding was the name
“Elaine”, which pinged back from his drunken mumblings on the night of his first “failure”
setting hares racing along strange pathways. What exactly happened when Steph’s Colin
visited his ‘sister’ Elaine?
It was only then I realised Robin Campbell Frew had been using me exactly as I had
been using him. All along he had seen me as a bought woman, a whore: never would he
have considered me as a marriage prospect, not under any circumstances.
Steph was looking at me in an odd way and to hide my confusion I reached for a
tissue, blew my nose and faked a sob, “Poor, Robin.”
“Yes,” said Steph. “Well, when you met Robin at One Devonshire, when you suddenly
flared up at him and spilled your wine and stormed out, he was so upset he got very, very
drunk. It was embarrassing. He was crying. I got them to help him upstairs and I put
him to bed. The next day he was very shame-faced. He knows they did not treat you
well when he left Laver’s. He wants you to join him in his new place but he’s too shy to
ask you again. So, what do you say, Jude? Will you help him start over again in Glasgow?”
“Mmmm, let me think about it, Steph. Now, are you hungry? Fancy walking along to
Andiamo for a delish spagh bol?”
“Oh, yes, please. I’ve got lots of snaps on my new iPad of our house in Edinburgh.
Wait till you see, it’s fantastic! You must come through and see it, but it needs a
complete overhaul so wait a bit until it’s finished. We’ve found this amazing girl called
Joanne MacDonald who’s fantastic with interior design. She’s got this team of talented
people who can do everything. It’s a town house which was in Philly’s family from the
mists of time, Robin said. And it’s so nice to have the girls. They are truly wonderful,
such sweet things, they really are. They remind me of myself, when I was a teenager.”
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Moving On
Two weeks after Steph’s visit I caught the ten o’clock train for Queen Street
station, destination Buchanan Street, intending to explore the posh shops for a new
dress to replace the blue one Colin had ruined. He had sent me a cheque for £1,000. In
one sense I knew this was very generous, the ruined dress had only cost £269. But his
money also felt like he was paying me off, making sure I knew he was finally finished
with me as his whore. However, money is money and has no emotion. I decided to try
forgetting Robin C. Frew and have a ball, perhaps treat myself to a nice lunch.
The bearded man got on at Hyndland station. I could not work it out until the
blonded girl got on. I think she may have deliberately bumped into him, but he apologised
to her. It was his rich baritone voice which brought it all flooding back. Like his father,
Gary MacMenemy had always been a charmer.
The train lurched on. I watched, freshening my make-up, hiding my face with my
vanity mirror, in case he looked across. I was not sure how to approach him. I checked
his hand holding the upright. Gary wore no wedding ring, if this meant anything. I did a
quick count and realised he would be thirty-three soon, next week, on Tuesday. Was he
back in Glasgow on holiday?
My mind was in overdrive. If anything, Gary looked even more attractive now than
the twenty-two-year he had been when he absconded. I wanted him even more now than
I did on our long-ago Saturday night of debauchery and was already ranging ahead,
planning to sneak him past my neighbours up to my flat and hope we would not be too
noisy.
When the train stopped at Queen Street Low Level station he stepped aside,
allowing blondie to leave first. She giggled, moved ahead and wiggled her backside. I
rose but waited. As he followed her, I was already moving in their wake. The crowd
slowed and jostled at the ticket barrier. I lost sight of them. Panicking, almost trotting.
I caught up with them at George Square and saw the girl smiling, standing very near, in
his personal space. Blondie delved into her handbag and gave him small, pink card,
presumably with her name and mobile number on it.
As the girl clumped away on her steep wedges I noticed her big bottom and fat legs.
This made me feel so wonderful I laughed aloud, a sort of mad cackle which caused an
old lady to swerve away from me. From the middle of the square the girl turned to look
back, just as Gary was dropping her card into a litter bin. I saw her mouth form two
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well-used swear words and I giggled again. Blondie fished out a cigarette and lit up,
stabbed at her phone, put it to her ear and stomped away, never to be seen again.
I trailed Gary across the square to the Glasgow Gallery of Modern Art (GOMA). He
took the steps two at a time and disappeared. I found him in the top gallery, sitting in
front of a display of old photographs depicting the building of Knightswood Garden
Suburb in the 1920s and 1930s. He was the only person in the gallery, so I took a chance.
Fortunately, I was smartly dressed in a newish outfit and felt I looked pretty good.
“Hello, stranger, what brings you back to dreary old Glasgow?”
“Uh, my God, it’s you, Jude. For a split second I thought you were Steph.”
“No, try again, Gary. You can do much better, surely!”
“Yeah, crap, eh? How about, Jude Blackwood, you look fantastic, stunning, and not a
minute older than, eh, well, you know. . ..”
“Yeah, stop there. OK, pretty acceptable. Now my turn, eh? You look even better
than I remember, more suave, more poised. But the beard, and the pony tail? Not how I
imagined you, not ever. Is this for a film part? Sharon said you were into films. Imagine,
Garry MacMenemy, boy from Knightswood, a famous film star!”
“Gary MacMenemy,” he spluttered. “My God, so I was. Yip, I was plain old Gary
MacMenemy.”
“You changed your name?”
“Yeah, years ago. Just like most of us in Hollywood. I mean, what American can say
let alone spell MacMenemy? You might know me better as Lance Gute? Mostly I’m pretty
hard to spot because I’m usually an extra, in costume or whatever. Mainly I do doubles
work for the bigger stars, you know, setting up shoots, doing the lines for the sound
guys and their mics, walking on and off for the lighting guys, while the Director and
Stage Crew sort things out before the expensive guy comes on to do the real shoot.
Anyway, enough of me, but yeah, let’s stick to Gary. Hey, Jude, I like it! Gary
MacMenemy, yeah, feels good. Wait till I tell Al.”
“Al?”
“Yeah, you remember Al, ginger hair, blue eyes, from the old Drive North West
days.”
‘Oh, Alan Corder, yes, I remember him. So, Gary, are you still in touch with all the
guys, then?’
“Ah, right!” he laughed oddly. “So, what exactly did Sharon tell you, eh?”
Puzzled, I shook my head.
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“Ah, nothing, eh? God, how to proceed, eh? Tell you what, Jude, I’m meeting Al in a
couple of hours, at one o’clock. We’ve got a table booked at Rogano’s, I’m sure they’ll
reconfigure for us, if you want to come, if you’re free, that is?’
“OK, yes, very nice, thanks. But what did Sharon omit to tell me?”
“Oh, yeah, I get it. Right.” He laughed again. “Fine. You want the whole story, I
suppose. Yeah, OK, let’s go for it. Shall we find a coffee place?”
We sat outside at Costa Coffee in Royal Exchange Square and he began his story.
“Right, Jude, are you set? Buckle in. I bet you’re going to find this a rough ride.”
“A rough ride, Gary? What, no baby oil? Gary, are you married?”
“Eh, best get it all in sequence. Here goes, in for a penny. . ..”
Almost from his first words my heart was thudding, my throat was dry and at times
I was holding down the bile. I could tell Gary was glad to get it off his chest. It might
have only been half-an-hour we sat chatting, but it could have been days. Everything was
whooshing around in my mind like clothes jumbling and stop/starting in a washing
machine.
“Jude, the night of my birthday, when I went back over to Mum and Dad’s house?
Mum was waiting for me. She locked us in the loo. It was totally weird. She sat on the
toilet seat and eventually I sat on the floor with my back to the door, my knees up to
my chin. Remember how tiny those old downstairs loos were?
“It seemed clear she had something important to tell me but was struggling to find
her words, not sure how to get started. To break the ice, I explained Steph wasn’t home
yet, that she’d made to work late, because of a motorway accident and I had waited up
for her. I thought Mum might ask about you and was ready to say you had gone out to
meet a friend. But she didn’t ask.
“Later, when I heard what she had to tell me, I guessed she knew about what
happened between us. Maybe she listened outside, at the kitchen door while we were,
you know. We were pretty noisy, as I recall, yeah? Anyway, as soon as she calmed down
she came right out with it, in a tiny whisper, so my Dad wouldn’t hear us. He was always
a very light sleeper:
“Gary, your Dad is a very naughty man. Perhaps it’s my fault, I could maybe have
stopped him but, well, he is very persuasive.”
I could not look Gary in the face because I guessed at once Auntie Olive must have
told Gary I was a slut who had lured his father into her bed. Now I knew why Gary had
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scarpered, choosing Sharon over me. It was Auntie Olive’s punishment, because I had
slept with her Gordon! I wanted to grab my things and run from my shame.
“Then Mum stunned me, Jude. I can still hear her every word.
“Gary, only one other person knows what I need to tell you, and she’s dead. Your
Uncle Alex Blackwood was sterile or else had very weak sperm. He was too proud to go
for help. Your Aunt Jean had all the tests and knew she was all right. They tried for
years to have a baby. So, the three of us, Jean, me and your Dad, we agreed Gordon
could make a baby for them. He made Jude. Later on, because Jean was so insistent, he
made Steph. It was supposed to be just enough sex between them to make two babies.
I wanted to believe making Steph was the end of it. When Irene came along I squared
up to him. It took a while but eventually he confessed he and Jean had been doing it
regularly. Irene was a slip up. The big problem with your father is he is very good at sex.
To tell you the truth, Gary, my Gordon is wonderful at sex, he really is. And do you know,
Gary, I make him do it with me all the time. I’m think I’m addicted to sex. I think about
doing it with him almost every minute of every day. Even now, sitting here saying all
these bad things about him, I know when I go upstairs in a wee while, I’ll cuddle into him
and well, more or less insist he does me at least once. Gary, can you understand? Can you
forgive us both? It’s horrible for me because, although I can’t prove it, I think he’s
being doing with other people all along, even before we were married. It’s the way he’s
made. He can’t help himself and women sense it in him and want him too. It’s not all his
fault.”
“Oh God, Gary, you’re my . . ..”
“Wait! Please. Then Jude, Mum delivered the killer blow. She looked me straight in
the eye the way she used to do, do you remember?
“Gary,” she said, “I know this is going to hurt you, but last week I caught your Dad
with your Steph, upstairs in this very house. I could hear them. She was in my bed,
yelling out, asking him for “more, more, more”. I just went back out and closed the front
door and walked and walked, the tears streaming down my face. I thought I had lost him
to Steph, you see. But when I got back it was dark and Gordon was slouched asleep in
front of the tele. I said nothing, just went to bed and then later, when he came to bed,
well, we did it as usual, as if everything was normal. I know it sounds bad, Gary, but I
didn’t care, so long as I still had Gordon. I was frightened he might run off with her,
because she is so, so beautiful. When he did me later, it was as good as always, so I knew
he still loved me. And I still love him, Gary, I still love him to bits. I don’t ever want to
risk losing him. It’s just the way he is, the way we both are. We can’t do without it. You
know what I’m saying, Gary?”
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“Oh God, Gary, not Uncle Gordon with Steph! How long had it been going on? “
“Jude, Mum was crying so hard, sobbing. I got up and held her until she calmed down.
My mind was blocked. Nothing I could think of made any sense. My own Dad doing with
my . . ..”
“Gary, he was committing incest. If it came out, he could go to jail.”
“Exactly what Mum said. Then she said something other things, things I don’t want
to tell you. So, I decided to run away from it all. Hey, Jude, I know, not brave. Yes, of
course I knew I was leaving you and Steph in the lurch. But it was something else too.
You see listening to Mum I realised I was just like my Dad because I wanted to have
both you and Steph, which could never have worked, would it? So, I phoned Sharon.”
“Why Sharon. Why not me? Were you doing Sharon too, at the same time as Steph?”
I could tell from his face this was true.
“Look, Jude, I’m sorry, really sorry. But you know it could never have worked for us,
not when you learned about my Dad and your Steph, would it?”
I looked away, sobbed and blew my nose.
“Anyway,” he continued,” at breakfast I told my Mum and Dad a pack of lies about
a European tour. Sharon and I went to the Pond Hotel and stayed there for a week.
After a big confab with our manager at the time, he fixed us up and got us a tour around
Europe.”
“So, Steph’s baby, baby William, was he yours? Or your Dad’s?”
“Probably my Dad’s, Mum said. She phoned me when it all came out about the baby’s
problems. And well, why would Steph call him William and not, say Alex or Sandy? I’m
pretty sure William wasn’t mine. As you know I was always pretty conscientious when it
came to protection. I still am. It was never the plan for me ever to get anyone pregnant.”
“So, Auntie Olive didn’t ever say anything to your Dad?”
“I don’t know. I doubt it. You see, she really loved him. And he was a nice guy.”
“Was? Is Uncle Gordon dead?”
“Yeah. They died of Carbon Monoxide poisoning caused by a faulty gas fire in
Granny’s old house in Oban. It was a very cold winter, lots of storms. When the
electricity failed, they lit the old gas heater in the bedroom and snuggled down under
the blankets. A few days later they were found naked, still coupled. It seemed they died
in the act, as it were. The whole story got out and went around the town like wildfire.
It’s the sort of thing which gossips love”
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We sat in silence for ages. I could not get past how wonderful Gary looked, my
beautiful half-brother. For a mad, mad moment I fantasied, thinking I could move with
him to Los Angeles where no one would know us. I could change my name too. Then the
idea faded because I knew I had to stop thinking like this. It would kill my dream of
finding a handsome vigorous man who would love me, provide me with a nice house, a dog,
children, maybe even a horse.
“So, Gary, after Sharon, no one else?”
“Ah, stay buckled in, Jude. Well, it’s why Al and I are back here. We’re staying at
One Devonshire Gardens. Do you know it?”
“Yes, of course I know it, Gary. Everybody in Glasgow knows it!”
“Well, great. So, tomorrow we are getting married there.”
“You and Al, a double wedding?”
“Ah, I thought you weren’t getting it. No, Jude, Al and I are getting married to each
other. We’ve been an item since our second year at school but of course we had to hide
it until we were ‘free’ as it were, when we got to Los Angeles. Sharon and Gusti are
coming. Sharon’s giving me away.”
“But, Gary, what about us, what about me and Steph, and Sharon?”
“Yeah, I really like women, of course I do. In fact, I owe Sharon a lot. Did she tell
you about us? Everything? No? Well, it was just before our second album was due to
launch. Yeah, I know, you don’t need to say it. The album was pure crap. You see, it wasn’t
Sharon’s stuff. They foisted some dickhead on us who was writing just for expenses, no
royalties – unknown to us all the dosh was to go to our US manager, Willet Sanders.
What a gold-plated bastard he was. Did Sharon tell you about it?”
“More or less.”
“Right, cue violins, yeah,” he laughed harshly. “She was pregnant right at the time
of the second launch, which was a great big deal, if you know what I mean. The whole
media thing was set up all the gigs lined up, all the venues booked and . . ..”
“Gary, stop! You and Sharon have a baby?”
“Please, Jude, let me finish. Sharon kept the news of the baby to herself almost too
long, dieting and trying not to balloon but Greg our roadie knew the signs and told Willet.
She was ‘persuaded’ to have an abortion. Then she had a mental breakdown. Without
Sharon, her voice and her songs, well, the whole Drive North West thing went to ratshit. Did she tell you everybody was after us for money? Willet and Greg had put all the
bills down to us. It was a nightmare. It was old Gusti who saved us, looked after us. Did
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Sharon say his granny was from Barra? He often wears a full kilt outfit. MacNeil is his
clan, “Victory or Death”. When he’s all dressed up with his giant Harry Lauder toorie,
it’s hysterical, so, so funny. And he can do the accent, so can Sharon. They do a set of
Harry Lauder songs, gets all the ex-pat Scots and Irish right in the soft spot. Yeah,
Gusti is from our kind of people, Jude. Anyway, it was after Sharon lost her baby I
decided to get snipped. Best way. I don’t think I’m the fatherly kind of guy. Gusti
stepped in and saved Sharon too, on a personal level. Got her back from drugs, nursed
her, built her up again. He looks odd but he’s a great guy. I love him.”
“You love him too?”
“Yes, but only as a true friend, not in the sexual sense. Look, Jude I’m bi-sexual. So
is Al. We have an open relationship, non-exclusive. Most of us in Los Angeles are the
same. Hey, Jude, I suppose you should know this too. My Dad was bi too. I found a pile
of photographs among their stuff when I was clearing out the Oban house. When you
look at them closely, when you are gay yourself, you can tell. I’m certain Uncle Alex was
gay too and our fathers were partners. Back then, it had to be supressed. Although it
was OK for the rest of the UK after 1967, it was still illegal here until 1980, but even
after that it was still stigmatised. You could lose your job, lose your house just for
kissing another guy, even in private. So, in a way, I’m just like my Dad, just lucky to live
in these times.”
For ages I sat dumb, my eyes glazed over, brimming with tears, in denial. My father
was one of the nicest, gentlest men I have ever known. He used to brush my hair and
sing to me. He used to tickle me until I was almost exploding. He taught Steph and me
to swim, taking us to the swimming baths, drying us, dressing us. Now this memory was
sullied.
Suddenly I lost it. It all burst out of me. I was watching myself from above, telling
myself to stop.
“Shit! SHIT! What the fuck are you talking about, Gary MacMenemy. This is all crap!
Are you on dope?”
I was on my feet pointing at him, cursing and swearing. I’m ashamed to think what I
might have said. Everyone was looking at us. But even as I regaled him I knew what Gary
had just told me was true. I could see it now. Dad was small, slim and slightly effeminate.
He and Uncle Gordon often went for ‘away weekends’, in Uncle Gordon’s car with all the
gear on a roof rack, under a green tarpaulin. They said they went fishing – camping rough,
so we could not go with them. They never brought any fish back; catch and release, they
said. Even when it poured all weekend they returned refreshed, happy, joking, Uncle
Gordon’s arm around my Dad’s shoulder.
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Gary stood next to me and wrapped his big strong arms around me and cuddled me.
He smelled so nice.
“Hey, Jude. No, don’t take it so hard. It’s best to have the truth, isn’t it? Surely,
after all those lies and deceptions. Hey, Jude, don’t worry, I’ve never told Al or Sharon,
any of this family stuff, OK?”
My tears came as a flood and wet his lovely pink shirt. We stood hugging each other
for ages and gradually I calmed down. I could see it all now. It all made sense. Gary was
right. It is better to know the truth. Or is it?
“Look, here’s your shoulder bag, Jude. Let’s go for a wee walk, will we?”
He slipped his arm around my waist and off we went. After a few minutes I hooked
my thumb into his belt and leaned my head against his shoulder. I saw people looking at
us, thinking we were a couple. Me and my beautiful film star wee brother. It was
wonderful. At the entrance to Rogano’s I offered up my lips and he gave me a gentle
brotherly peck. I turned and walked away, throwing him a little wave over my shoulder,
hoping he was watching and admiring me.
As I turned the corner into Buchanan Street I looked back to check but he was
gone.
I stopped, got out my mobile and pulled a favour with Liz and Sal at their salon. They
agreed to fit me in after normal closing time.
Then I hit the shops. I needed to find something special to knock Gary, Al and
Sharon sideways at the wedding.
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Legacy
At Laver’s I was now P.A. to Mr Fleming Laver, with an office which was bigger and
better than before. It had been easy to slide back up the greasy pole just by offering
ready smiles in response to the old boy’s innuendo, responding with fake giggles to his
hackneyed jokes and whispering husky, well-placed compliments when he appeared in a
new suit or sporting a new tie.
When others were around he was “Mr Fleming” or “Mr Laver” and I was “Miss
Blackwood”. In private, with no one else to hear, he was “Fleming, dear” and I was either,
“Jude, dear” or very occasionally, “Sweetie Pie”. Unlike Frew, Laver was not bold enough
to cross the line, thank goodness. I was his trophy girl and because he did very little
actual work, my duties were simple. My main function was to attend meetings where I
must sit beside him. Occasionally, when others were distracted, I would give him a treat
by letting my hand rest unexpectedly on his thigh for a few seconds. This seemed to be
enough for him.
A few weeks after Gary and Al’s wedding, I returned from a long and boring meeting
chaired by Mr Fleming. It was a Monday, the day when he met his old school chums for
lunch and golf at Western Gailes, an exclusive club overlooking the Firth of Clyde. My
desk phone message light was flashing: three messages, all from Avril, five floors below
in Reception. Avril was in her mid-fifties, bulky, addicted to white wine spritzers,
chocolates and DVD rom coms. She believed herself to be a Glasgow version of Bridget
Jones. I buzzed her, hoping to avoid another long rambling diatribe. Avril could be a
hellish time-waster.
“Ah, Jude, at last. I’ve got a package down here for you.”
“Well, get Charlie to deliver it, yeah?” Charlie was our aged office goffer.
“No way, no can do, Jude. I promised him on pain of death. Oh God, how nice that
would be, to have his strong hands around my throat. Maybe he would, you know, ‘do’ me
first, what do you think?”
Yet again Avril was being mysterious.
“Avril, you want Charlie to molest you? Whatever you’re popping, give them up.”
“No, silly. Not Charlie, HIM!”
“OK, let’s try plain English, shall we? Avril Starkey, who is HIM?”
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“OK, Miss Trim n’ Prim! Well, there was a tall, handsome, gingery guy here for you –
oh, do I like gingers!”
“AVRIL!”
“OK. OK. Well, he gave me a huge package and I signed for it. He suddenly insisted
I lock it in my drawers. Imagine - the whole idea of him raking around in my drawers!
Did I say he had grey-green eyes with charcoal flints flashing in bright black irises and
a huge . . ..”
“Right, Avril, I’m on my way down.”
It was almost lunchtime. Mr Fleming had been spinning it out, just passing time. Now
he was off to his golf outing. I decided to take my break early, grabbed my cardigan
and rucksack with my gym things inside, popped my personal iPhone and iPad into my
handbag, leaving my office mobile on charge. I checked my make-up and descended by
the stairs. I seldom use lifts. Stairs are good for the musculature of the thighs and
calves, I had read.
“Well, Jude, who is your mystery ginger Adonis?” She was wearing her gooey
teenager look which made her seem almost as stupid as she was.
The white plastic envelope was indeed bulky. I could feel the outline of another
package inside. I tugged at the seal.
“No, Jude, don’t! You’ve not to open it. He made me promise. It’s personal, he said.
Made me promise to hand it only to you. He was very insistent, sort of commanding, like
an angry Viking, full of suppressed rage. It was so, you know, arousing. I was thinking of
rape and pillage and being carried off over his shoulder as a concubine . . .”
“Avril, is the Interview Room free? I want to have a look inside this thing and . . .”
“No, Jude, don’t dare open it. He wants to meet you first and said would you please
ring this number before you open it.” She handed me the business card she had been
fiddling with.

Brendan B. Hennery
Solicitor Advocate
07880836730

In the room with the door shut against Avril’s flapping ears, I used my mobile. He
answered at the second ring.
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“Bryan Hennery.” His voice was a deep bass rumble, with a slight Irish lilt, and
somehow familiar.
“Hi, Jude Blackwood, Laver’s. You asked me to ring you.”
“Yes, thanks. Did you obey the message?”
“Not to open the package?”
“Yes, or rather no. Go ahead and open the outer envelope, but please, do yourself a
great service and please refrain from opening the envelope inside. When you see it, I
think you’ll understand. Your aunt, Mrs Judith Walsh, promised me she would explain
what it contains. I hope she did. She didn’t have much time at the end.”
“Do you mean I should open the plastic envelope now?”
“Yes, but not the envelope inside it. I’ll hold. I’m waiting nearby, to assist as
required.”
I could not imagine what he was talking about. It was a struggle but eventually the
tough plastic succumbed to my nail file and I removed the package. It was an old-style
foolscap-sized thick manila envelope bound four-square with rounds and rounds of blue
twine. The final knot was sealed with imprinted red wax - very old fashioned. The seal
depicted what looked a bit like a bird’s head. It was addressed to me at my old
Knightswood address. The memory of the voice message from Aunt Judith from the day
she was heading to the operating theatre rushed back.
“Jude, I do have some rather graphic evidence on certain important clients which I
gathered over the years as insurance, although pornography is not my style, not really.
I suggest you let O’Neill’s hold this package unopened in their safe, on your behalf, just
in case. Oh, by a stroke of luck their nice young Mr Brendan says he knows you, from
university days.”
I picked up my mobile. “Hi, me again. Yes, I think I know what’s in this package. Yes,
Aunt Judith did tell me, sort of.”
“Miss Blackwood, I strongly advise we meet. I’m nearby and can pick you up, if you
wish. Perhaps we could find a suitably quiet location, and talk things over. Are you free
for lunch, perhaps? I believe this to be most urgent.”
An instinct told me this man who answered to Bryan Hennery must be the ‘nice young
Mr Brendan’ Aunt Judith had mention in the message.
“What about the package?”
“Do you have access to a safe? Could you leave it there, at Laver’s?”

John Bonthron, revised version 2017 after Kareth

49

Hey, Jude.
“Yes, I suppose I could leave it in Registry. I have a secure filing cabinet I can use.
Entry to the room is controlled electronically, restricted to Partners and senior people
only.”
“OK, it will have to do for now - until we think of something better.”
“Sounds a bit melodramatic. It’s not packed with explosives, is it?”
“Yeah, in a way it is. So, how about 12.15? At Sartelli’s corner; I’m driving a silver
BMW 6 series, OK?”
I checked my watch and agreed. I repacked the manila envelope inside the plastic
envelope and slipped out of the meeting room, hoping to get past Avril without another
round of romantic twaddle and innuendo. She was talking to a familiar outline, on her
best behaviour now, all business. I stopped in my tracks and stepped back out of sight,
still in earshot.
“Yes, Mr Tallow,” said Avril. “If you would take a seat, I’ll get Hugh to find Mr Ken
for you at once. I’m sorry but Mr Fleming Laver’s is away at a, eh, a conference for the
rest of the day.”
“Right, I suppose Marshall will have to do. Get him down here at once. Do you have
a loo I can use?”
“Yes, Mr Tallow, please come this way. I need to get you past the security gate to
access the toilets. D’you know, sometimes people just wander in here from the street
and expect. . ..”
Something about Clyde Tallow had always jarred with me. He was glib, overbearing,
aggressive and dominating, with scary eyes when he was angry. Back in Frew’s time, a
group of us had been out with him celebrating a big deal. Unfortunately, I had ended up
sitting beside him, at his request, with Frew seated at the far end of the table. Tallow
always did this, telling people where to sit, to show he was top dog. During the entrée,
he fondled me under the table, rucking up my skirt. We were in Les Trois Canards, one
of my favourite London restaurants, and I did not want to cause a scene. Because of my
gym work I am quite strong and Tallow is a thin weedy guy. I easily held him off until
the conversation swung round to him. When all eyes were fixed on him, as he waved his
arms scattering his latest pearls of wisdom, I rose quietly and excused myself. Once
out of the private dining room, I raced to the cloakroom, retrieved my stuff, and left a
note for Frew with Henri the maître d', explaining I had stomach cramps. I took a taxi
back to our hotel, went to my room and locked myself in. About six weeks later Tallow
called to see Robin Frew at Bothwell Street about a big deal in Edinburgh and throughout
the meeting, Tallow ignored me. I might as well have been invisible.
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I did not want to get embroiled with Tallow, Ken Marshall and Avril so I stuffed the
white plastic envelope into my rucksack, skipped out the building and raced to Sartelli’s
Ristorante, one of my regular lunch-time places where they do an excellent tuna and
bean salad. The silver BMW was parked across the street from the restaurant. The man
opened his driver’s door, got out and waved me forward. I recognised him at once. Now
what Aunt Judith had said on the message tape started to make sense when she had
referred to young Mr Brendan. His business card was inscribed, ‘Brendan B. Hennery’
and now I knew what the “B” stood for. Aunt Judith’s “young Mr Brendan” was “my Bryan”
from the back court behind The Aragon pub. Except now his face was bashed, his nose
bent. As Avril had said, he did indeed look like a Viking. He smiled, bowed slightly and
opened the passenger door for me. I felt the rush, felt the itch. I tried to spot if he
was wearing a wedding band, but his hand was hidden.
“So, you remember me, Jude?”
“Yes, of course, Bryan, how could I forget my first ever. . ..”
“Yes, for me too,” he laughed.
He eased the car into the traffic, turning westwards, heading out of the city.
“Of course, when I was assigned to your aunt I saw photographs of you and your
sister in her private office at Ravenswood House. This was years after we met in The
Aragon, but I recognised you immediately and told her we had met once but lost contact.
She explained about the dreadful accident when your parents and little sister Irene
were killed. By then I had moved on in my life, as I assumed you must have done.”
I glanced down: no ring. He caught me looking.
“No, not now. All over. It’s two years since the final blows were stuck, if you will
forgive the euphemism. The split with Clare led to difficulties at O’Neill’s. Clare was
family. I became persona non grata. She’s changed her name back to O’Neill. Purged me
from her record, she said. You know, Jude, I think our divorce was the best thing which
has ever happened to me. For Clare it was all about babies, or rather the lack of them.
Or so she said. I’m not convinced. She said it was my fault, even though the tests showed
my count was higher than normal.”
A dreadful notion filled my head and before I could stop my tongue, the words
spilled out, “Bryan, are you and Clare related? Old Mr Brendan O’Neill as you call him, is
he your uncle or something?”
“No, Clare’s uncle, not mine. No, Jude, I’m not one of the Ayrshire O’Neills, I’m from
much poorer stock, from Auchincruive, where my Dad was a handyman in the old
agricultural college. He was Irish, from Kerry. My mother was a local girl, a domestic
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servant at the big house when they met. At primary school I was good at Rugby. Mr
Farthing my head teacher, managed swing it for me to get me into Ayr Academy. From
there I got into the Ayr Rugby Club first team. Brendan O’Neill sponsored me to go to
Glasgow University on condition I stick with ARC and, well, the rest is history.”
‘Right, Bryan. So, about Clare, you were saying?”
“Well, by the time Clare and I finally split asunder, there was the new man in her
life. She met him at Cheltenham. The O’Neill’s have always been mad keen on horses and
Clyde Tallow had joined their syndicate.”
“Clyde Tallow, the property developer, from London?”
“Yes, same man. Do you know him?”
“Yes, but only through Laver’s.”
“Ravenswood House! Of course! Frew was from Laver’s. You’ll know of course Frew
has moved to Lethenby’s. I heard he was in cahoots with Tallow on some big deal in
Edinburgh until it hit the buffers, stopped by planning after they had spent millions on
site clearance and infrastructure works. Did you know Frew?”
“Yeah, I was his P.A. until he left. In fact, he’s my brother-in-law now. My sister
Steph’s husband.”
“Small world eh? So, Jude, what about you? No ring either, I see. No one match up?
Or are you living in sin, now getting married seems to have become old-fashioned?”
“No, Bryan, just little ol’ me, flying solo, at the moment. So, Bryan, you’re spoken
for, are you?”
“No, after Clare I was in limbo for a bit then I met a girl, but she was too young for
me. Poor thing had the same obsession as Clare. Almost from day one Valeriya was
mentally wheeling a pram down the aisle. I think it’s because she’s Russian and felt a
baby or two would make her status more secure here, in the UK. To tell the truth, Jude,
I think I’m getting past the idea of children. I think Clare inoculated me.”
He looked across and beamed me a cheeky smile. It rushed back. It was the same
smile from back then, in The Aragon! It seemed clear he was still interested. My itch
was as desperate as it had been on the long-ago night. Was the envelope thing a scam?
A way of getting me to a ‘one on one’ meeting? Why had he not just called me, through
the switchboard since he knew where I worked? I decided to go with the flow, hoping.
“Bryan, how tall are you?”
“Six-four. And you?”
“A smidgeon over five-ten.”
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“You look fit, Bryan, are you a member of a gym?”
“Not really, I’m a rugby referee, now my playing days are over. To keep in shape, I
train with the West of Scotland boys out at Milngavie three nights a week, or use their
gym if its inclement. I moved up to Glasgow after the divorce, to escape the Ayrshire
social scene where Clare had blackened my name with all sorts of weird stuff.”
“My God, Bryan, at that gym you were only a few minutes from my place. I live in
Milngavie.”
“Yes, I know. Marlen looked you up in the Electoral Roll. I should have thought of
doing it myself, but she was ahead of me. She usually is. She’s very quick-thinking, is
Marlen.”
“Who’s Marlen?”
“She’s a special friend. Marlen’s amazing.”
“Oh. How old is she?”
“Mmmm. Not sure. I understand one must never ask a lady her age. She’s been
retired for years and years.”
Bryan Hennery flashed his cheeky, naughty smile again; suddenly Marlen not an
issue.
“Jude, fancy lunch at One Devonshire Gardens? I live just five minutes away. We
can park outside the flat and walk round, which means we can both have a glass of wine?
How does that sound?”
“Yeah, nice. Wine at lunchtime? How decadent.”
“I’m a red wine man. How about you?”
I nodded, perhaps over-enthusiastically, feeling suddenly girlish.
He continued. “Let’s splash out, see if they have a nice Amarone? My treat, for the
drink we missed out on, that Saturday night of long ago.”
“So you turned up? I’m sorry, I suppose I could have phoned, to let you know.”
“What? In The Aragon on a Saturday night? They’d never have heard it ringing; the
place was mobbed,” he laughed. “No. when you gave me a dizzy, I just had to find someone
else to snog, didn’t I?”
“Gigolo!”
“Yip, back then it’s what I was. I bet you were playing the field too, yes?”
“Yeah, I suppose I was.”
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“Here we are, Jude. That’s me, up there, second floor, views from three sides.
Handy for everything and a dedicated parking space. They’re like hen’s teeth in the
West End.”
“So, Bryan, you’ve been living right here in Glasgow for two years? Yet we never
met?” I could feel I was being pushy, but I could not help myself. I wanted to skip lunch
and go straight for afters, up there in his bedroom. My face felt hot and I could not
meet his glances so stared up at the flat, seeing nothing.
“Yes, this suits me just fine, for now. And guess what? I’ve got built in security; my
lovely nosey neighbour, former Chief Inspector Marlen Masterton who lives on the top
floor. She’s an artist now, a very good one. Marlen’s an absolute godsend, as it turns out.
Look there she is! She spends hours every day standing at her easel and misses nothing.
At night this area is a honey pot for the smash and grab brigade. It goes in episodes,
she says. Of course, since she’s one of them, the police come at once when she phones
it in.”
I focussed and saw a block of modern flats I recognised. I saw the woman standing
painting. She moved closer to the window, looked down and waved. Bryan waved back,
and so did I. I remembered looking at one of these flats before moving to Milngavie,
before deciding it was just out of my range. I had been keen to avoid a mortgage and
wanted to hold back some money back for my surgery.
“So, Jude, did you get your aunt’s envelope tucked away safely in Registry?”
“Eh, no, actually. I have it here, in my rucksack.”
I saw him tense; saw his eyes narrow and the worry lines form. He was displeased.
Perhaps I had made a mistake. It seemed maybe the envelope was important after all.
“Oh. Not good, Jude, not good at all. Well, may I suggest we put your rucksack in
the boot of my car, meanwhile. I’m told these cars are virtually impossible to break into.
A modern car is the second-best thing after a safe.”
With my rucksack in the boot, he beeped the car security to “On” and I could see
him relax.
“Well, Jude Blackwood from my past life, would you care to take lunch? He
proffered his arm and I looped mine into it. He pulled me close and we set off chatting
about everything and nothing. He felt muscled, hard, not like Frew. Close to he smelled
spicy and slightly sweaty, reminding me of Gary on his birthday night.
My itch definitely needed scratching, and soon.
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Raven’s Head

At One Devonshire, our waiter smiled. He was new, which I was pleased about. His
badge told us he was Carlos.
So, Jude, are we hungry? Let’s save the chat about you know what until after we
have eaten, shall we?”
Carlos flourished the menu and I made a show of studying it, even though I had seen
versions of it many, many times and had already decided on the seafood risotto. I had
completely lost interest in Aunt Judith’s package. My mind was racing ahead. I was
already climbing the stairs to a spacious second-floor flat. If things went the way I
hoped, I would send a text to Avril to say I’d strained my back at the gym and tell her
I was taking a taxi to A&E just to be sure it wasn’t a slipped disc. Waiting times being
what they are and with old Fleming on the golf course, I would probably not be missed.
“Well, Jude, OK with Amarone?”
“Mmmm. Very nice. I’ve had it a few times, but I normally stick to plain old Barolo.”
“Amarone it is then. How are you for time?”
“Fine, actually. No problem. Let me send a text.”
“Good. Let’s do it in style. I haven’t eaten today. I think I’ll have a fillet steak.”
“Yes, Bryan. I like to enjoy my meal without having my ears bashed on business
matters. You said you’re a referee? Are you on duty at the weekend? If you’re at West,
I could come to see you perform. Tell me all, please. I know next to nothing about Rugby.”
00000
It was almost four o’clock when we stepped out into bright sunshine by which time
we both knew what the next item on our menu would be.
As Bryan’s block of flats hove into view we saw flashing blue lights. There were two
police cars, blocking a grey van parked beside Bryan’s BMW. Another police van raced
into view and three policemen jumped out and formed a cordon. These men were armed.
“Over here, Jude. Let’s keep walking.”
“Look, Bryan! They’ve got Clyde Tallow. He’s in handcuffs and there are three other
men in light blue overalls.”
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The decals on the van read: “K-Tech Security Services”. I started towards the
scene, but Bryan grabbed my arm.
“Stop, Jude, no, let’s avoid them please. Don’t get involved.”
“What? But Bryan, look! They must’ve been trying to get into your car.”
He pulled me close to him and circled his arm around my shoulder, turned me away.
“Yes, but let’s leave them to it. Marlen will deal with it. Let’s go along to Bingham’s
Pond, find a seat. We need to have our chat about your aunt and her letter before we
speak to the police.”
00000
About a ten-minute walk away from his flat, we found an empty bench beside the
water, surrounded by hundreds of swans and ducks.
I was dimly aware of the history of this place: it had been a boating pond created
in Victorian times, originally much bigger. While Gartnavel General Hospital was being
built in the late 1960s, part had been filled in during the 1960’s to create land for a
hotel and car park. Now it was an informal bird sanctuary with an artificial island for
nesting birds, a favourite place for kids to ‘feed the ducks’.
Before we began he rang his ‘security agent’.
“Marlen, Bryan here. Did they get into my boot?”
He listened to a long reply, chuckling as he did so.
“Thanks, Marlen, I owe you another one”.
Then he listened again, smiling broadly.
“Yes, Marlen, I know she is. But you will always have first place in my heart, next to
the memory of my dear, departed mother.”
“What did she say?”
He dropped into mimic mode, becoming Marlen Masterton, I assumed.
“It was a perfect nick, Bryan! Tallow and the Romanians nabbed red-handed. I’ll bet
you a pound to a penny their prints will be a match from your break-in. Our country’s
finest are cock-a-hoop.”
“Bryan, does this mean it’s over, whatever it is, now Tallow’s been arrested?”
“I doubt it. Although he’s down on his luck, Tallow’s still got powerful friends. He’ll
wriggle out of this. I predict he’ll be released and back on our trail by tomorrow at the
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latest. There’s too much at stake. My guess is they’re after your envelope to get
leverage.”
“My envelope? Leverage? How is Tallow involved?”
“Later, but first, let’s make this conversation legal, for both our sakes. In fact, I
should’ve done this earlier. Right, Jude, here is my spiel.”
He put on a stentorian voice, as if he was a grumpy old Judge suffering from
haemorrhoids:
“Ms Judith Blackwood please read through this Client Agreement form carefully. I
have the taken liberty of preparing it in your name. If we both sign this you become my
client, in continuation from your Aunt Judith. As you know, this would mean everything
we discuss from now on must be held by me in complete confidence, including my previous
discussions with your aunt. Thereafter you may accept my advice or not. I will charge
you a one-off all-inclusive fee of £1 pound which will complete the contract between
us.”
Almost from the first words I had been giggling. I couldn’t help myself.
“Well, Jude, will you have me, to have and to hold, as it were?”
I nodded, still grinning as I skimmed through a version of a very familiar document,
signed it, then fished out a pound coin. He rose and threw the coin far out into the pond;
stirring up a storm as an excited mob of resident mallards fought for what they thought
was food. Laughing, he sat very close to me, our thighs pressing, engulfed my hands in
his, squeezed. I felt a surge rush up through me and was once again the enthusiastic
twenty-year-old sitting in The Aragon with my hand ‘accidentally’ on his thigh under the
table.
“Well, Jude, where to begin.”
Bryan had flipped again. He was now a professional, speaking slowly, clearly, as if to
a jury. His voice was deep, serious and very sexy.
“Firstly, your Aunt Judith was a seductress. When she told you about the envelope,
did she call me ‘young Mr Brendan?’”
“Yes, but what happened, it was not a conversation. She left me a voice message.
Because Steph and I were often out when she rang us at Knightswood, she gave us a
present of an Ansaphone, so she could leave us wee messages. She was a lovely woman.
After the accident, she opened a bank account in my name, gave us a monthly allowance.
Without her we would have floundered. Steph was only twelve at the time of the
accident and she was flaky for ages.”
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I told Bryan everything I could remember, watching him as I spoke. His eyes were
closed; he had a broad, ingenuous smile and good teeth, pearly white. I wondered if, like
me, he had had cosmetic dentures implanted. His facial scars were hard to detect.
Whoever had stitched him up must have been an expert.
He then told me what was in the envelope:
•

A journal covering a fifteen-year period listing names of clients, girls involved,
dates, arrival and departure times, car registrations, fees paid.

•

The envelope also contained six floppy disks with photographs of fifty-three of
the more important clients captured in flagrante delicto. In their day these people
were powerful and influential, the upper crust, Bryan explained.

•

There was also a Betamax cassette with six short videos of naked groups in action,
proving the links between these men.

•

Clyde Tallow had never been to Ravenswood House, not so far as Bryan was aware,
but it could be assumed Tallow knew about it because he had strong connections
to these men, arising from shared investments and membership of overlapping
horse-owning syndicates.

•

Bryan explained horses were unpredictable commodities. This made horse-owning
syndicates convenient vehicles for ‘smoothing’ high profits and ‘sinking’
inconvenient loses, as required.
Bryan went on to explain of the original fifty-three, many of the older men were

now dead, mainly those who had been contemporaries of Old Brendan. The dozen or so
remaining included two Royals and three titled names I might recognise. Except the
Royals, everyone was or had been a client of O’Neills. These men were the grandees, the
clique who owned most of Ayrshire, East Renfrewshire and Inverclyde. Crucially, several
of them controlled a trust which owned large blocks of land in and around Edinburgh.
This land, it seemed, had been bought speculatively over a hundred years earlier when
the Union Canal link was being planned to take goods from the Forth and Clyde canal into
the heart of Edinburgh.
When I asked for names, Bryan shook his head:
“Jude, it’s best you leave this information in my head. I pieced it together from my
days at O’Neill’s and checking the land registry records. Of course, you will realise what
I’ve said is speculation, but I do know Tallow and your brother-in-law have a deep and
urgent interest in certain of these blocks of land in Edinburgh. According to rumours
I’ve heard, Tallow and his team have been operating in a very cavalier fashion, running
roughshod over normal conventions.”
“So, you know who Tallow’s backers are?”
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“No, but I think Tallow’s lost control of the situation. I think his new business
partners are probably double-dealing, working for the grandees while pretending to be
on his side. As I said, I don’t really know. I suspect they’re working for the group who
blocked development of Ravenswood House. It may be the grandees have brought in the
Romanians, guns for hire, literally. All those years ago, when the Ravenswood House
planning application was finally rejected, we knew the building itself had been ransacked
several times over. It then lay derelict for a few months before it was torched and
razed to the ground. I realise now this probably satisfied many of the Ravenswood House
clients who felt exposed when Old Brendan was no longer able to shield them. You see,
Jude, I reckon they looked to Old Brendan in the same way your Aunt Judith did. He
was their ‘shield’, if you like, their guarantee of anonymity.”
“Bryan, what has started this up again, and how involved are you in this in this sordid
mess? How do you know so much about everything?”
“Do I? No, not really. I’m playing catch up, trying to figure out what’s going on. But
I reckon they’ve guessed what your envelope contains. Or at least Tallow has, and that’s
why he has stepped over the line into aggravated burlary. I think he’s desperate. Maybe
he’s been threatened in the same way he threatened me. It all goes back to your aunt,
I suppose. At least that’s my way of thinking it through. As she told me during our long
afternoon session, Brendan O’Neill had helped her set up the whole operation, after
your Uncle Vincent died. She said the brothel idea was his, not hers. As well as being
her personal client at Ravenswood, Brendan O’Neill was also the key influence, helping
her create the business, because the hotel was already struggling. According to what
she said, he had done it for her, for love, not for gain. Afterwards, I checked our
records. What little was there was prosaic, showing the place continuing as a struggling
hotel. As she had said, Old Brendan had rendered no fee invoices, not after your uncle
died. I think to him it had been almost a game, a way of entertaining his ‘boys’, his
golfing, sailing and horsey buddies, the people who kept him in the loop, made O’Neill
and O’Neill top dogs in the world of the mega-rich.”
“How rich are we talking here, millions?”
“Jude, believe me, I seen the numbers down through the years. This is accumulated
wealth, harvested from the land and its people over generations. It’s billions and these
people would kill without compunction to ensure they keep their wealth and the power it
gives them. The scuttlebutt suggests their victims are disappeared without trace. You
know the old adage - no bodies, no smoking guns, no crimes, no police.” They’ll kill Tallow
if he gets in their way or does not deliver on his promises or puts their money at risk.
I could tell Bryan was not making this up. He was nervous, scared even, continually
looking over my shoulder, back towards his flat. I wanted to move him on, get to the nub
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of the envelope business and see why he was circling the issue rather than just spitting
it out. However, this is what lawyers do, I suppose, but I had to try. I decided to try
keep everything jovial, light-hearted to see if it would move him forward.
“So, Bryan, you reckon my Aunt Judith and old Mr Brendan were long-term secret
lovers running a very successful brothel for the Ayrshire elite? Well, no wonder she
didn’t want Steph and me at Ravenswood House. Perhaps my mum knew? When we were
children we used to ask all the time to go to visit her, because we thought she lived near
the seaside. Mum always refused, said it was not convenient. We learned not to ask. It
was Aunt Judith who always came to us, in Knightswood. Now it all makes sense.”
“Ah, so you weren’t close to your aunt? I got the impression from her you were.”
“No, not close, not really. But she was always there for us. They main thing I
remember was when she came to visit us, she could always make us laugh, with her
stories. I really liked her. I suppose, deep down I wanted to be like her, rather than my
mother who was timid, not bold.”
“Yes, your aunt was charming, almost irresistible. This is what I meant by calling her
a seductress. At the time of my visits I was already a partner and it had been agreed I
would gradually take over Old Brendan’s client portfolio, adding it to my own. When she
showed me the journal, I saw at once some were already on my list. From the car I’d
seen them going in and out on my previous visits, but to discover she was running a
brothel and they were her frequent clients took me back a bit. Being a partner in
O’Neill’s meant I was part of it. . ..”
“Aha, ignoratia non excusat! Ignorance does not excuse, is that right?”
“Yes, but my thinking was ex turpi causa non oritur action. In other words, I should
not beat myself up for something I was ignorant of!”
“Oh Bryan, beat yourself up? Rather too graphic?”
“Oh, yeah, sorry.” He was laughing and so was I. “But anyway, later, when I had had
a chance to think it through, I came to the view a well-run establishment such as your
aunt’s can be a sort of blessing, a barrier to adultery and pimping on the streets and in
pubs.”
“But Bryan, don’t you . . ..”
“No, Jude, hear me out, please.

Look, I do realise Ravenswood House was an

exclusive club, of sorts. I had thought it might be Bridge, or possibly Poker. It had never
raised any concerns with the police, for obvious reasons, given there were many senior
policemen involved as clients. My guess is around the country there are probably dozens
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of nondescript country houses just like Ravenswood House, operating quietly under the
radar, as we speak.”
I could not resist poking fun at him. “Bryan, are you trying to tell me you were a
client of my aunt?”
“No, of course not. It was my fifth visit to Ravenswood House all this happened.
Until then I’d only been a taxi driver, never allowed inside. By this stage driving any
distance had got beyond Old Brendan but he would not let just anyone to take him there.
I always jumped at the chance to drive his Bentley. As usual, he’d asked me to wait
outside in the car, which he always insisted we park in a particular place, in a corner
hidden in the trees. It was his spot, he explained. This was before we all used mobile
phones and laptops linked to the internet by mobile Wi-Fi and the like. Sitting in the car
in Brendan’s spot I was in an oasis of calm. It was a great chance to catch up with
paperwork, rattling out notes and letters into my Dictaphone. Normally I waited for him
for a few hours, hidden, watching posh cars come and go, catching glimpses of people I
knew, seeing them enter quietly and leave an hour or so later. Some I knew socially and
would never have guessed in a million years they would visit a brothel.”
“Yeah, Bryan, I suppose what you’ve said makes sense. I’ve read sexual attraction
and love are the world’s most powerful influences, more important than almost anything
else.”
“Anyway, I was part of it all, the actual packing of the envelope I mean. Your aunt
wanted to talk, to share her memories, her concerns. We sat for several hours choosing
what to pass to you before we sealed the envelope and addressed it to you.”
“OK, Bryan, so what we have in my envelope is red-hot blackmail material, excuse
the mixed descriptors. So, why don’t we just burn it?”
“Oh, yes, I confirm it is incendiary, so flammable it might catch fire of its own
accord,” he chortled. “But no, Miss Jude Blackwood, as your legal adviser, for your own
protection I must advise against burning. To continue the metaphor, I believe its
contents to be dynamite. If you let me go through the whole thing with you, it become
clear why you and I are in a position of great danger, in my opinion.”
“Surely, we should go to the police, give it to them?”
“It’s one choice you might make, certainly. However, as the media reveals daily, the
police don’t seem to be able to keep such sensitive material secret or secure. At the
first whiff this material exists, you would be targeted by many powerful people, organs
of the state included. And, being selfish for a moment, it would certainly taint my CV,
if not ruin me. And you too, you would be dubbed a brothel-keeper’s niece, that sort of
thing, yes?”
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“OK, no police, but come on Bryan, for pornography which is decades old? You’ve
been living in the boondocks for too long! No, let’s burn it, put an end to all this. Ah, no!
Oh, no! Wait a minute! Yeah, sorry, I get it now. If they know I have it, they will assume
I’ve read it. Destroying it would not be enough, would it? What about you, would they
not assume you too must know everything? So, they would come after you as well? Yeah,
I see what you mean.”
“Good, now we’re on the same page.”
“Oh, Bryan, surely this sounds all a bit far-fetched? I mean all this was so long ago?
Anyway, how did you get yourself involved, surely the whole blackmail thing is illegal, res
ipsa loquitur? Is my Latin correct? It’s years and years since I studied the Law?”
“Yes, res ipsa loquitur - it speaks for itself. Hear me out, Jude, until the last few
days I shared your views and would have advised you to burn it unopened. But remember,
as I said earlier, although your aunt was operating outside the Law, she was quite ‘moral’
in her own way. Her motive was not blackmail, it was protection, insurance for herself
and for you as her heir and for Milan and her girls. At the time of packing the envelope
I thought of the whole thing as a joke and afterwards I put it completely out of my
mind. Then it all started up again, out of the blue. Perhaps if I give you the most recent
part of the story as I understand it, it might make more sense?”
His big rugged face was filled with concern, and he was still checking over my
shoulder.
“OK, Bryan, my stern legal advisor, shoot!”
“Well, on the afternoon when I finally met your aunt, while I waited outside in the
car and Old Brendan was inside as usual, he had another mini-outage a mini-stroke. Your
aunt came out to the Bentley to fetch me and I entered Ravenswood House for the first
and only time.”
“Bryan, what was it like? I nearly went to visit her one time, when she was ill, but
something else came up.”
“It was very grand, in an old-fashioned sort of way. Perhaps like a sort of like a small
royal palace? I could see while everything had once been top drawer, by then its
grandeur was faded. She left Old Brendan in front of the TV, watching horse racing,
with a large whisky and soda to hand then led me into her small office and locked the
three of us inside.”
“I thought you said Old Brendan was in another room?”
“Sorry, I forgot, Percival was there.”
“Who’s Percival?”
John Bonthron, revised version 2017 after Kareth

62

Hey, Jude.
“Percival is an elderly African Grey parrot. Belonged to her husband, a present he
received on his fifth birthday, your aunt said. I reckon Percival must be ancient. She’s
quite a character is Percival, a real hoot with her Michael Winslow imitations, you know,
the guy from Police Academy?”
“Yeah, we had a budgie, Basil, after Basil Brush - ‘Boom, Boom’. Basil lived for years
and did all the TV adverts. Did you say Percival is a she?”
“Yes, so Marlen says, but back then, to me, Percival was a he, if you get my drift.”
“Hey, maybe Basil was a she too? So, Aunt Judith had a parrot. Cool! Tell all, Bryan!
What happened; locked in her room? Did she seduce you? And what did Percival have to
say?”
“No,” he laughed, “but you’re right, she threw a blanket over the cage. Only darkness
shuts Percival up. She seems to be afraid of the dark, like most birds I suppose, except
owls, of course.”
“Yeah, where do they all go, daytime birds, you know, when it gets dark?”
He frowned, and his lips pursed. “Anyway, if you’ll. . ..”
“Sorry, Bryan, go on, please.”
‘Your aunt said:
“Now, my young Mr Brendan, tell me all about yourself.”
Now he was a dead ringer for Aunt Judith:
“Well, Jude, it was rather odd. Although she insisted on calling me ‘young Mr
Brendan’, even though I had told her everyone called me ‘Bryan’, it was as if she already
knew quite a lot about me, just nodding sagely at my answers, as if she was getting it
from the horse’s mouth at last. I think she had been checking up on me. Anyway, she
kept prodding and prodding. It was like being on the witness stand. I reckon she’d
probably got everything about me from Old Brendan. I liked Old Brendan, you could talk
to him. He was a nice man and like your aunt, very funny. They must have made a good
team. Anyway, when I mentioned my time as president of the debating society at GU,
she asked if I knew you, her niece Jude Blackwood, from Strathclyde Uni. I said I had
met a girl called Jude I really fancied, but after our first date she had stood me up.
She showed me your photograph, the one with you and your family all together before
the accident, and explained what had happened to you, why you had dropped out. D’you
know Jude, that Saturday night when I waited for you in The Aragon, I was sure you
would turn up. Ah, the confidence of youth, eh? I was still waiting for you at closing time
but by then I knew I had blown it because of, well . . ., you know.”
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“Oh Bryan, I’m really sorry I didn’t make it way back then. It was a lost opportunity,
eh? Ah well, things happened. Anyway, we’ve met again at last, eh? So, the past is the
past, eh? Like Clare?”
I knew I was pushing it, but I wanted to make sure Clare was history and not still
around like Alan Corder.
“Yeah, Clare is definitely in the past. Anyway, when I’d finished telling your aunt my
tale of woe, about me and Clare, suitably edited to make it seem more even-handed, she
asked the crucial question.”
“What?”
He dropped into Aunt Judith’s voice: the words and intonation were perfect:
“My young Mr Brendan, would it be legal for you to act directly for me on a separate
personal matter. I think you will find I’ve never signed myself up to O’Neill and O’Neill
and I’m certain there has never been any payment of fees.”
I jumped in, “Ah, but, surely . . ..”
Bryan raised his palm to halt my questions. I could see he was getting frustrated by
my encouraging interjections and decided to play the attentive mouse even though I just
wanted to get past all his slow lawyer’s guff, agree I would dump the envelope in my
wood-burning stove in Milngavie, and get on with scratching my itch.
“Well,” he continued in his slow way, “I explained, because of the long association
and the paperwork in our files regarding Ravenswood House, it had to be assumed, de
facto, a contract had existed and still persisted between her and O’Neill’s regardless
of Old Brendan’s apparent incapacity. I also pointed out since I was a full partner in
O’Neill and O’Neill, she was already my client and covered by client confidentiality rules.
However, this did not satisfy her. She had clearly decided she wanted me to act in a
personal capacity for her, along the model she believed she had had for years with Old
Brendan.
“At first I resisted. I was thinking there might be some sort of legal trip in it, or
your aunt was becoming a bit gaga and I should humour her, as we had had to do with
Old Brendan during those last years.”
“No, Bryan, Aunt Judith was clear and lucid to the last. She was always a very sharp
cookie, wasn’t she?”
“Yes, she was. Anyway, if you’ll let me get this off my chest, Jude, please?”
I smiled demurely and returned to playing Miss Mouse.
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“Sorry, Jude, sorry. Look, you’re correct, of course you are. Your aunt had prepared
for the moment and presented me with her own simple version of an appointment
contract which I signed, to please her. Only afterwards, I realised this document
morally and probably legally, locked me in to what would follow. You see, in the moment
of signing I had no idea what she wanted from me.”
“Bryan, you signed up unseen, as it were, without terms of reference, signed a blank
cheque? My God! Now I’ve signed to you in continuation! Bloody hell!”
“WAIT!”
He was angry. Like Avril from Reception I found it arousing.
“Sorry, Jude, sorry. But will you please let me finish - please.”
I nodded my head and waited. He set off again in his lawyer’s drone and I put on my
‘full attention’ face used for boring meetings.
“Your aunt then produced the envelope which hopefully is still in my boot, and
emptied its contents onto her writing bureau. Item by item as she re-packed, she
explained each one outlining the nature of her business and her fears for what might
happen to her, to Milan - her ‘facilitator’ as she called him - and to her girls should Old
Brendan continue to falter. In her mind Brendan O’Neill was the kingpin in their whole
business, the one who vetted and provided the clients. She told me she had already had
a visit from what she described as ‘scary people’. While telling me, the memory brought
on a short panic attack. When she recovered, she said this visit was what started her
to think of ways to protect herself and, more importantly, to protect you, hence the
envelope. I could see she was genuinely agitated, afraid, and fully believed what she was
saying.”
“Oh, Bryan, she must have felt so alone. Why did she not ask me for help?”
“No, Jude, she was trying to keep you out of it. I think she already knew she would
soon be dead. Did I say she looked dreadful?”
“Poor Aunt Judith. On the Ansaphone message she sounded quite cheerful, probably
the pre-meds.”
“About the scary people, she said after they had left, she complained to one of her
policemen clients, but he said he could do nothing, said these people were higher than
the police, from ‘the corridors of power’ in London. To me it all sounded far-fetched, an
old lady’s ramblings. Now, after what happened to me last Friday, I’m not so sure.
Perhaps she was right to be afraid.
“What happened, Bryan?”
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“In time, Jude, in due time, please. I need to explain everything in context. Trust
me, it’ll be the quickest way, in the end. Anyway, I humoured her. When she had reloaded the envelope she handed it to me and dictated your name and address. I did the
scribe’s job, so you will have seen my handiwork. Then she insisted we bind and seal it.
Even back then her approach was archaic, but she had everything to hand, including the
sealing wax and string. Did you notice, a Raven’s Head imprint? She had the seal made
especially.”
“Ah, so very Agatha Christie, eh?”
“She said:
“Now, young Mr Brendan, how do you wish to be rewarded? With your awful wife you
must be enduring a lonely life. My dear Brendan has always said Clare is the flighty,
difficult type, so I expect you will have ‘needs’ like every real man. My girls will know
how to recover you to full vigour. I would recommend Damietta, a very nice girl with
strong thighs, just your type, I would say. Perhaps you might like a seasonal pass, try
them out one by one, see which fits best, which is what most of my new boys do. You’ll
have to be quick though, my personal portents are not good; I suspect we will all be gone
from here soon.”
It is quite amazing how jealousy comes out in unexpected ways: I burst out laughing,
imagining Bryan cavorting with a girl like Blondie who had been flirting with Gary on the
train from Hyndland.
“Don’t dare look at me like that, Jude Blackwood. It was a straight cash only deal,
albeit never declared to HMRC. The fee was fixed at £1,000, in used twenty-pound
notes, and was intended to cover secure storage. Later, when your aunt was dead,
someone delivered Percival to our office with her hand-written note instructing me to
give the old thing a home for life.”
“So, you have Percival now. Cool!”
“Yes! Percival the gnarled old parrot, my live-in lover who knows all my secrets.
However, at the time Clare refused to have Percival in our house and for years the old
girl lived in Reception at O’Neill’s, providing free entertainment for clients and callers.
She’s a very friendly ‘chap’, and loves impressing people with her turns.”
“Cool! They can live to about a hundred, I read.”
“Yes. Anyway, hear me out, Jude, please. This next part is very important. Try not
to digress me again, please?”
I nodded, put my index finger over my lips and smiled with my eyes. When he smiled
back, I knew I was forgiven. He found his slow courtroom rhythm again and went on. I
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let my mind wander ahead and imagined him lying beside me naked, my hands wandering
down to investigate . . ..
“Well, I decided my best plan was to take your aunt’s sealed envelope to the Bank
of Scotland, in Ayr, where the manager was Bruce Dunlop my former golf buddy at Old
Prestwick. I told Bruce the envelope contained was some family papers I was holding for
a relative. This was a small but necessary subterfuge because Bruce is a right nosey
bugger. The next day, because of his latest mini-stroke, Old Brendan was shipped off
to a nursing home and I was free to run his entire client list, which kept me busy. Within
a few weeks, your aunt went to the operating theatre where she died.”
“Why use a bank and not O’Neill’s. They must have had a fireproof document safe
you could have used, for free?”
“No, my arrangement was a ‘direct and personal contract’ with your aunt. Anyway,
without Brendan as my protector, the family closed ranks around Clare, as I had long
suspected they would. Many difficult years followed. Perhaps they knew what Old
Brendan had been up to at Ravenswood House and suspected I was involved too. Despite
their actual behaviour, the O’Neills can be very puritanical in their own way.”
“Bryan, what puzzles me is how Ravenswood House could stay a secret. How could a
thing like a thriving brothel not be discovered in a such a tight-knit community? I mean
there must have been food deliveries, tradesmen for repairs and so on.”
“Everything, everyone, came from Glasgow, nothing local, with suppliers continually
changing. Your aunt explained this was essential. Anyway, going back to the envelope,
when it was safely in the bank’s vault, I stapled the deposit receipt from Bruce to my
flimsy-copy of the contract I had signed with your aunt and put them in my socks
drawer, under the old shoebox where I kept my cufflinks, tie-pins and dicky bows.
Naturally, I didn’t tell Clare or anyone else of my arrangement”
“Oh, yes, of course, in your sock drawer, ultra-safe I don’t think!”
“Please, Jude. Let me get to the finale, please.”
Angry, he looked so gorgeous; I almost leaned across and grabbed him. Instead, I
capitulated and cocked my head, exposed my throat and silenced myself with a slashing
movement.
“Clare and I were already in separate bedrooms. The papers lay there
unremembered until our formal divorce. When she took up with Clyde Tallow she started
agitating for me to be kicked out of O’Neill’s. I was ahead of her and was already on my
new tack studying to become a Solicitor Advocate. What I do now is mostly routine court
work, no great dramas but better than an endless round of Wills, Trusts, Family Law and
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Property work at O’Neill’s, stuff which had begun to bore me rigid. From the start I
found I was enjoying my new life, still do. I had always dabbled in court work in support
of our traditional clients, speeding, parking, driving under the influence and so on. But
now the criminal side became more important to me. When I decanted to my flat just
over there I had long forgotten about the contract with your aunt, your package and
the receipt.”
He was looking over my shoulder again. Was it Marlen he was expecting?
I leapt in to help keep him moving ahead and to be quite sure Clare was history:
every time Bryan said her name, it made me think of Al Corder and Gary.
“Right, so Clare found the contract and receipt and gave them to Tallow?”
“Honestly? I’m not sure, probably not. I imagine she would have dumped anything I
left behind into the rubbish bin or torched it in the garden. No, I think the whole thing
might have re-surfaced through Bruce. The trouble started rumbling two weeks ago.
The bank’s people phoned O’Neill and O’Neill asking for a continuing storage fee or for
the document to be reclaimed. My former secretary spoke to Clare who palmed her off
to me. When Anna-Maria called me about it, the memory came back at once. I searched
everywhere among my things and couldn’t find the receipt or contract. I phoned Clare
and she gave me an earful. So, last Friday I presented myself at The Bank of Scotland’s
Head Office in Edinburgh, who sent me to their Registry. When I had explained
everything, I filled out their paperwork, took it to a local solicitor I know, had it
countersigned and notarised then went directly back to The Bank. The custodian was
gone a while. I think he must have phoned Bruce Dunlop, trying to double check if I was
genuine. Anyway, the upshot was, I paid a small charge, redeemed the package, checked
the seal was intact, then signed it off. Back at my car I placed it into the plastic envelope
and locked it in my boot. My idea was to try to find you the following day and complete
my client obligation to your aunt. Driving back from Edinburgh I still considered the
package to be the hangover of an elderly lady’s paranoia.”
I was about to jump in and he raised the flat of his hand, like a traffic policeman,
to silence me.
“Look, Jude, I knew it would be hard to convince you to leave it unopened. It is very
natural you would want to be certain of the contents, despite what I might say, hoping
there might be something of value in it for you, or some hidden code only you could
discern which might lead you to a pot of gold? I’ve seen this happen so many times with
old documents, almost always ending in great disappointment.”
“Bryan, you said you would try to find me the next day. Don’t you know at Laver’s
we’re closed on Saturdays?”
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“Yes, but I thought I would start at the Knightswood address as per the envelope.
However, events overtook me.”
“What d’you mean?”
“Well, last Friday night I did what I often do now I’m a bachelor boy again. Like
today I left the car outside the flat then wandered round to Hyndland station, trained
it into town and got a singleton table at Rogano’s. It was there I saw old Fleming Laver
and his cronies slinging it down their throats at the bar. Tallow was there at first for
the drinks part, standing at the bar. I know him, but only slightly and I was hidden in an
alcove, minding my own business and hoping he hadn’t seen me. A sallow-skinned guy
arrived and stood at the bar, near the door. He had a designer beard and haircut, like a
footballer. I reckoned east European. I saw him checking and I’m sure he clocked me
but at the time this meant nothing. He made a call on his phone. I saw Tallow answer a
call on his, look up at the guy who nodded and left. A few minutes later Tallow left. I
think Fleming’s crowd were pleased to see the back of him because the whole group
lightened up and their banter became a bit freer. One guy asked:
“Fleming, old man, is your gorgeous PA, the delectable Jude still satisfying your
every whim, polishing your trophies on a regular basis.”
Bryan dropped into Fleming’s ultra-posh Kelvinside drawl:
“Oh yes. Definitely the best part of dumping the little twat Frew was having the
deliciously fragrant Ms Blackwood all to myself. I encouraged my dragon woman Ethel
to canter off into retirement, gave Ms Blackwood a big raise and appointed her as my
PA. It fairly stirs the old bones to see her returning from the gym all damp and dewy.
Sends the blood pounding in the nether regions. Sometimes when. . ..”
“Stop there, Bryan, please! Too much information.”
I set my face to neutral. This sexist stuff was sadly still around, especially from
the old guard. Normally I found it merely irritated but now, knowing Bryan had heard
this said of me, I could feel my blood boiling. I resolved to get back at Fleming Laver
again, with another fair helping of cascara in his favourite tipple - Tia Maria and Vodka
- which he carried in his hip flask for the tenth tee. It had worked once before when
he touched my bottom while I was bending over a filing cabinet. Although it may have
been an accident, I decided he needed a little warning. It kept him off work for the
best part of a week and I caught up on my entire ‘to do’ list.
Bryan was still droning on but now there was an edge to his voice which caught my
attention, brought me back from my scheming.
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“When I reached the flat it was pitch black, clouded over, no moon. The first odd
thing was the street lighting having failed. I checked the car was secure. When I
reached the entry door I discovered it was held open on the latch, which is unusual
because Marlen runs a tight ship. Then I heard voices, saw the flash of torches away to
my right, recognised her trill and saw the outline of her big flat-coated retriever Brodie.
She was talking to someone with a smaller dog. I left the latch as it was for her and
climbed the stairs. The stair lighting was also out, so I assumed there had been a local
power outage. My door was not double-locked, as it should have been. I blamed myself
and went in, heeling the door closed behind me, reaching for the light switch. It clicked
but no light came on. It struck me the beep-beep of my alarm hadn’t sounded, even
though it has a back-up battery. I keep a torch in my hall cupboard on a charger, one of
those big military rubber ones. It was a house-warming gift from Marlen, for taking
rubbish out to the bin store. I’ve never used it, I only do rubbish dumping during the
day. It’s fantastically powerful, two million candle-power, apparently. Anyway, I grabbed
it and snapped it on. Although there was no sound, some sixth sense was telling me I was
not alone. I shouted out and could hear Percival scrabbling in her cage. I moved to the
lounge and kicked the door open.”
“No! No! Bryan. You should have scarpered, got outside and called the police. Don’t
you know you should never tackle a burglar? They get desperate if their trapped and
most of them carry knifes.”
“Yeah, I know, I know. You’re right of course. But it all happened so fast. Looking
back, I can see the funny side but then, in those micro-seconds, I was pumped up, full
of adrenalin. I shone the light into the lounge and took in two figures in black boilersuits.
They were wearing face-mask balaclavas with eye-slits. Then I saw another smaller one
who had a gun which he was pointing it at me. From then on all I could see was the pistol.
I was frozen. I thought they were there to kill me. Then Percival went into her Police
Academy routine, shouting in her best American accent:
“This is the police, lay down, lay down I tell you. This is the police, lay down or I’ll
shoot.“
“The old girl then let rip with a round of automatic fire. It’s a very authentic
rendering and can be scary if you don’t know it her.”
“So, while they were confused, you made your escape?”
“No, I felt a sharp pain at the side of my head then everything went black. Marlen
reckons there was someone standing behind my lounge door. It seems the police have
been after three Romanians for months, break-in specialists, houses, offices, shops,
cars, vans. There are links to Manchester, she says.”
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“God, Bryan, did they hurt you badly?”
“I woke up in the new Southern General about five hours later, with a thumping
headache. Marlen was sitting at my bedside. I think she pulled strings, used her cousin
to sort things.”
“Her cousin? Is he high up in the hospital?”
“No, it’s a she, Margery Marsdene, a woman of means, on the board of trustees, I
think she said. Anyway, I got five-star treatment, MRI scans, everything. I seems I
have a hairline fracture. The consultant said I must have an extra hard skull because
although the superficial bruising was severe, the actual damage was slight. Of course,
they had all the background on me in their records from my rugby injury when I got
kicked full in the face. It was the rugby injury which proved to be the final straw for
Clare. She hates rugby for some reason, probably because I love it.
“I got out yesterday afternoon, still woozy but with the pain receding. Marlen drove
me home.”
“So, are you all right now, Bryan? Where did the blow fall?”
He tipped his head of thick curly red hair forwards and I touched it gently, looking
for an injury.
“I can’t see anything.”
He took my hand and led it to the spot. There was a large swelling.
“There, there, soldier, let me kiss it better.”
His hair smelled very nice, tangy oranges and lemons.
“Did they ransack your house? Did they take anything?”
“No, but they had carried out what Marlen called ‘an in-depth search’. She reckons
they were top professionals, into every nook and cranny and, except to trip the
electricals and zap the alarm system, they did no damage. It’s old anyway, the alarm. It
came with the flat, but I’ll definitely upgrade it to the same as Marlen’s. She’s organising
the other tenants along the same lines. She wants us to get a proper door entry system
with CCTV and said it will be installed next week and she can get a grant to cover it.
They even got into my small personal safe. It seems they examined everything but stole
nothing, not so I’ve noticed so far. Marlen had acted agendi in meo loco, as it were, with
her police colleagues. When I got home from hospital, my place had been
comprehensively covered by forensics, but she made them clean up after themselves.
To me, my flat looked just as it was when I left on Friday, before I left for Edinburgh
to reclaim your package.”
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“’Agendi in meo loco?’” Sorry, Bryan, my fractured Latin is rusty. Does it mean ‘acting
in my place, or in loco parentis.”
“Yes.”
“Oh, sort of like your mummy?” This got a smile. “Earlier, you said Marlen told you
the prints would match. They didn’t wear gloves?”
“Yes, they did wear gloves but one of them used my toilet. The forensics team got
DNA from urine splashes, and they got a full hand-print.”
“Ugh, how very interesting! How did they manage to get DNA testing done so
quickly? I thought it took weeks.”
“It was done privately, got the results within hours. Did I say Marlen is a private
security consultant for a firm at the West of Scotland Science Park? Global something
or other.”
“Amazing. Does Marlen know about the envelope?”
“Not from me. When our audit confirmed nothing had been taken she said:
“So, Bryan Hennery, if, as you tell me they took nothing at all, what were they
after?”
When I shook my head, she added:
“‘Or have you got it so well hidden they missed it? If so, they will come back for it,
you know.”
“I could almost see her mind working. She could tell I was avoiding a direct answer.
She pitched a few more times, trying to tease the information out of me, but I kept
shtum about the envelope because my first duty was to your aunt, and now to you.”
“You mean all the time the envelope was right there, in your car boot, under their
noses? And even though they nearly killed you, you still did not tell her?”
“Do you know, Jude, even though I deal with the criminal justice system every day
now, most of my clients are, well, losers. I’ve never come across such recklessly violent
criminals before so when Marlen said they would come back, I admit I was scared. The
blow on my head could have killed me or maimed me for life.”
“Yet you left the horrible envelope to Avril for safe-keeping? Didn’t you twig she’s
almost a cretin?”
“Sorry, Jude but before I got to Laver’s, it just didn’t occur to me I might be
tracked, followed. I realise now they must have been watching my flat, probably the
whole time since Friday. Maybe they saw me return yesterday, saw the lights on late.
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Perhaps they saw Marlen watching from her windows, ‘guarding’ me. She’s an insomniac,
she tells me. Look, Jude, when I parked outside Sartelli’s and walked down to your
office, my original plan was to try to meet you at Laver’s, see if we could borrow a
meeting room, have this chat and suggest you lock the envelope in their vault until you
make your decision. However, I was spooked. At the point of entering Laver’s I saw Clyde
Tallow in the passenger seat of a black Range Rover cruising passed. He was staring
angrily at me. The driver was the guy from the bar in Rogano’s, last Friday night. It was
then the penny dropped, and I knew Tallow had been the one who had pointed the gun
at me. When Avril refused to interrupt you in your meeting, I saw Tallow’s Range Rover
crawl past again. I think they were trying to park. That’s when I got a bit stroppy with
Avril and well, you know the rest.”
My mind was whizzing because I knew his next question would probably be:
“Well, Jude, what do you want to do about the envelope?”
Although he might resist, go through his great spiel again, as he had predicted, I
wanted to see inside it. Perhaps, by sleight of hand when he was not looking, Aunt Judith
had dropped a passbook or a scribbled note giving the secret number to allow access to
an account stuffed with money. It was a thick envelope and quite heavy. Perhaps it might
have a few of those platinum bullion bars, her life savings squirreled away from the tax
man. I might be worth a fortune. It was the only thing which seemed to make sense.
“Come on, Jude, let’s have a look in my boot, see if we still have our problem.”
He was standing, with my hand in his, tugging.
The thought of his flat beckoned and snuggling into him under cool, clean sheets.
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Derailed

We had not moved more than twenty paces when my mobile sounded. When I saw
who it was I groaned inwardly, wondering why she was calling on a Monday afternoon
rather than our usual Thursday evening catch-ups.
“Hi, Steph, how are you this fine day?”
“Thank God I got you.” She was sobbing, gulping for air. “Robin said the girls are
missing. He phoned me and told me not to call the police, not under any circumstances.
He said I was not to worry, he would sort it with the people who are holding them
hostage. I was at Queen Street station, going for an Edinburgh train. Instead I took
the first train out here to Milngavie. I was crying, and everyone was looking at me. When
Mum and Dad got on at Hyndland it was all right again. Irene had her nice wee blue coat
on. They’d been to visit someone in Gartnavel Royal. . ..”
It was obvious my sister was in the middle of another anxiety attack.
“Steph, go to my flat. Tell Ann Luciens across the hall to make you a cup of tea. I’ll
be with you as soon as I can.”
I explained to Bryan what Steph had said, mentioned her flashbacks. A panic attack,
nothing more, stressing it would be over soon. I told him what she had said about Robin
and the girls, but made light of it because it sounded like another of Steph’s fantasies.
He offered to run me out to Milngavie, but I didn’t want him involved, thinking it might
scare him off. People are very wary of those with psychiatric issues. Perhaps he would
think I might be flaky too.
“At least let me run you in the car round to Hyndland station.”
“Thanks, Bryan, but no. Look, I can get there quicker by going through the hospital
grounds. I’ll phone you later, OK?”
On impulse I reached up and pecked his cheek and immediately he crushed me hard
against him, nuzzling into my neck with a soft damp kiss.
“I’ll take that as a firm promise,” he growled in a husky voice. “And remember, Jude
Blackwood, I’m not letting you escape a second time.”
I looked up and we kissed properly. He tasted of dark, bitter chocolate from his
dessert. Did I taste of raspberries? The itch was almost irresistible and again I
promised myself I would scratch it as soon as possible. But first I must get to Steph,
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then phone the odious Frew, as I now thought of him. She was his responsibility now,
not mine. I wanted my own life back A.S.A.P., especially now I had found Bryan again.
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Bryan Hennery watched as Jude raced down the lane, moving quickly, almost
trotting. When she disappeared, he turned and loped back to his car. It seemed
unscarred. He bleeped open the boot, lifted the white plastic envelope out of Jude’s
rucksack and looked inside to confirm the seal on the manila envelope was still intact.
Parked in Marlen’s slot was a dark green Fiat Panda 4x4. As he shut the boot lid, a
woman emerged from this car. She was dressed in a rather old-fashioned style, clothes
which a lady-in-waiting to the Queen might wear at the Braemar Highland Games,
reminding Hennery of Judith Walsh.
He caught her gaze and was immediately on alert. Her pale blue eyes spoke of
intelligence and power. She stepped forward, her hand extended.
“Mr Hennery, Margery Marsdene. How are you today? I saw you jogging. Is that
wise?”
To Bryan her rich alto voice had undertones of South African Boer; this made him
uncomfortable, putting him additionally on guard.
“No, I feel fine, thanks. I believe I owe you a vote of thanks. Marlen mentioned your
influence.” He glanced up to Marlen’s window, but she was not there.
“Mmm - a vote of thanks? An odd turn of phrase. I wish my dear cousin would be
more circumspect. Well, Mr Hennery, Solicitor Advocate, I may be able to offer you an
opportunity to assist me with an issue which affects us both. Are you available for a
consultation? Now, please? I think I would need around thirty minutes of your time, but
I do understand you would normally round up your charges by the hour?”
“We-ell, I suppose so. Are you happy in my office, up in the flat?”
“Ideal. A chance to visit ‘the scene of crime’.”
“Right, good. I have copies of my Client Agreement form up there, we can sign and
then we are set to go.”
“Ideal. May I suggest you bring your secret package with you?”
“So, Marlen guessed I had something hidden in my boot? She told you about it? How
are you involved?”
“No, Mr Hennery, client confidentiality, remember? Only after we sign, but I will
say this meeting is for your benefit too. Completely in line with your duty of care to
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Miss Judith Blackwood, I assure you. Furthermore, please stop perpetrating the myth
your boot is as good as any safe. Next time they might open it with an acid torch, like a
tin of sardines, then where will we be?”
Bryan Hennery accepted this advice/instruction and retrieved the package.
What he would never learn was while he was in hospital, his mobile phone had been
‘doctored’. Since his release from hospital, every word of his personal conversations and
mobile calls had been transmitted to an eavesdropping computer system, recorded and
forwarded in the original sound file and as a digital translation. By this means Ms
Marsdene had listen in to his various conversations with Jude Blackwood through the
course of the day, including his most recent discussions at Bingham Pond.
00000
Settled in his office, with the form signed, Ms Marsdene produced a wad of wellused notes and expertly counted out £10,000, rolled it into a bundle and bound it with
an elastic band. She then put the roll into a self-sealing transparent polythene envelope
and applied another elastic band.
“I thought you said only thirty minutes? This is excessive, even at my top rates.”
“Well, Mr Hennery, this retainer is also a contribution for the work you do pro bono
on behalf the unfortunates who find respite in the overnight shelters of our great city.”
“Ah, so you know of my association with Corky’s charity? But how, I don’t think I
ever mentioned it to Marlen.”
“No need, Sir Donald MacCorquindale is another cousin Marlen and I have in common.
Glasgow is a very small world, as I think you already know. Now, Mr Hennery, please be
assured there is not much I do not know about you. Else I would not be here alone with
you in this flat. However, we are already five minutes into this consultation. Shall we
move on?”
“Thanks, cash in advance. Very useful. Now where is my receipt book. . ..”
“No need, Mr Hennery. I trust you to render the service I require and believe you
to be a man of honour, which is not an accolade I feel able to use for most lawyers of
my acquaintance. No, Mr Hennery! Not in your pathetic apology for a safe.”
“Where would you suggest?”
“You have a dishwasher?”
“Seldom used, but yes.”
“Later, in your own time, removed the sump plate over the spray pump. You will find
a filter basket. Pop your roll of notes inside, replace the sump. Fill the dishwasher with
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dishes. Most burglars are certain they know everything about hiding places but very few
know anything of dishwashers and their needs. You must have a proper safe. Marlen will
arrange it, free of charge. Now please, Mr Hennery, may we get on! There is an urgency
of which you are unaware.”
“Right, Mrs Marsdene, what do you require of me?”
“No, Ms Marsdene, please, always! Not Mrs and never Margery. Now, are we agreed
at last I am your client and we are bound by the Client Confidentiality Agreement we
have just signed?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Firstly, listen to this. The whole tale takes about twelve minutes during which I
expect you to pay fullest attention and say nothing. There will be time for pertinent
questions later.”
Margery Marsdene produced her iPad and set it to play a series of recorded
telephone conversations.

John Bonthron, revised version 2017 after Kareth

78

Hey, Jude.
Carpe Diem

Bryan Hennery settled to listen to the recordings silently, with a fierce
concentration which pleased the woman sitting opposite him.
Margery Marsdene was real enough, in the sense she had a passport and a full backstory, of sorts. She did not have a Facebook or social media profile, and her ‘Marsdene’
telephone number and email address were not conventional. Outgoing traffic was routed
through firewalls and false servers to make them untraceable, even by GCHQ or other
listening agencies. Incoming traffic was filtered by different firewalls and all unwanted
communications were instantly diverted to electronic limbo.
Very few people were permitted to know that Margery Marsdene was also Maisie
Kaywood, a secretive Glasgow woman with a clandestine past reaching back into the
nineteen-eighties, the period during which the Soviet Union was imploding.
In 1997, after more than a decade of ‘active service’ to HMG, her role came to a
stuttering end. This arose from the vagaries of UK politics and the new broom of
politicians which swept into Westminster with the demise of John Major as Prime
Minister. At that time Maisie Kaywood was head of a small group based at GCHQ, known
as Carpe Diem (Team CD) which operated with a select band of operatives seconded
from the Directorate of UKSF (UK Special Forces, drawing from the SAS, the SBS and
other covert action specialists).
Throughout her life, Maisie Kaywood had never been a true team player, never
willing to kowtow to her nominal superiors in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office who
controlled GCHQ with a hierarchical regime of upward reporting and slow, deliberate
approvals prior to action, endorsed by those at the top only after thorough, mindnumbing debate.
Operating as a loner, Kaywood had persisting inside the FCO/GCHQ system only
because she had been protected by successive Prime Ministers and the COBRA
Committee (Cabinet Office briefing room A). In the years prior to her dismissal, she
had become increasingly frustrated by the repeated attempts to reign her in by
subjecting her to wearying consultations about her Team CD activities. From a child,
Maisie Kaywood had been a person who liked to get her own way, resisting compromise
when she was sure she had the right of a matter.
With the ‘Russia Threat’ seen to be waning, the Foreign Office politicos leaked
selected details about Kaywood’s Team CD and its track record. The new boys in charge
of policy and funding were nonplussed. All current and planned CD operations were at
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once suspended while the incoming ministers and their factotums dithered in committee
meetings. Finally, they acted to disband Team CD, retiring Kaywood in the process,
hoping to rid themselves of an uncomfortable legacy, intent on showing their hands were
clean.
To Maisie this development was neither a surprise nor was it unwelcome. Unknown
to her new masters, while they were debating her future, Maisie, without authorisation,
had been raiding their computer files, reading the minutes of their meetings and
listening-in on key telephone conversations. When the axe fell, she had already made
contingency plans to ensure untraceable future access to the GCHQ computer system
via encrypted back-door-entry keys linked to the COBRA Committee and therefore
‘untouchable’.
Although she had been remaindered, at thirty-three years old Maisie was not ready
to retire. Within months of leaving GCHQ/MI6 she had used part of the wealth
inherited from her parents to establish her own team, which she named XCD. The remit
of Team XCD was enshrined in three simple tenets:
•
•
•

The prevention and correction of injustices.
Retribution against wrongdoers.
Reparation and/or redirection of funds and healing of wrongs.

XCD’s targets varied in size and nature, ranging from private individuals to large
corporations or even elements within governments. Team XCD did not offer a ‘guns for
hire’ facility; it always acted independently, and under the iron rule of one person, Maisie
Kaywood.
During its first actions, all XCD projects had been funded entirely by Maisie.
However, Team XCD quickly became self-funding and ‘surpluses’ garnered from its
operations were recycled to various compliant charities, such as the Margaret Miller
Foundation and Health Thru Research. Like XCD, these two organisations operated on a
global basis, but with a very low profile with no websites, Facebook or social media
accounts proclaiming their good works.
Maisie was sole trustee of the Margaret Miller Foundation, a duty she had inherited
from her mother, Myra Kaywood. The MMF and its daughter charities operated quietly,
and wherever possible, anonymously. They seldom responded to direct solicitations nor
did they canvas for funds. If, after careful research, an organisation or individual was
chosen by Maisie to receive assistance, normally such ‘social investments’ would be on a
long-term basis, as had been done at Global Bio-Genetics (GBG) a legitimate organisation
based at the West of Scotland Science Park, on the northern outskirts of Glasgow.
Viewed from outside, GBG was an active and successful research facility dedicated
to producing health food supplements and homeopathic treatments, serving an expanding
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multi-billion-dollar business arena. All who worked at GBG had been individually
recruited from around the world and formed a United Nations of expertise. By choice,
GBG did not provide anything which might be classified as pharmaceutical medications,
an approach which avoided potential conflicts with Big Pharma companies and the
complex and invasive requirements of the drug approvals and regulatory process.
However, unlike other campus style organisations, everyone at GBG worked on the “need
to know” basis, the principle which had pervaded Bletchley Park during WW2. Working
in ‘boxes’ was the GBG culture.
The hidden purpose of GBG was to provide a credible cover story for Lab 5, a covert
organisation hidden among the health food scientists, masquerading as GBG ‘s “IT and
Human Resources Centre”. Like each of the other laboratories at GBG, Lab 5 worked
under a strict regime of secrecy imposed with severe rigour. Apart from this grass
roots upwards security approach, the ‘boxes’ culture also provided many practical
advantages, virtually eliminating wasteful rivalries between different lab teams, groups
which comprised many individuals who were highly-talented, competitive and sometimes
precocious.
In Lab 5, Masie Kaywood nurtured her small team of gifted cyber-security experts,
individuals she had recruited to build and operate a powerful mini-version of GCHQ.
Although the primary aim of Lab 5 was to support Team XCD field operations, its
computer scientists were increasingly involved in cyber-warfare campaigns of their own,
fighting on the new front line in the war against crime and terrorism in all its guises.
When required, Lab 5 also used the mightier resources of GCHQ (on an unauthorised
basis): this access was a legacy from Maisie Kaywood’s days as the insider who had
personally devised the architecture of much of GCHQ’s computer infrastructure.
00000
What Bryan Hennery would never know was during the small hours of the previous
Saturday, while he was in hospital, two members of Maisie’s team from Lab 5 had visited
his BMW. Using a key which Marlen had provided, (the spare which she held for him),
the car had been opened and the white plastic envelope removed from the boot,
temporarily. The package was then taken on a journey to Lab 5 at Global Bio-Genetics
(GBG), located approximately fifteen minutes away. Forensic investigator gloves were
worn by all who touched the outer plastic envelope and its contents.
Firstly, the plastic envelope was accessed by slicing it neatly along the bottom edge,
shortening its length by a few millimetres.
The manila envelope was removed, photographed, videoed, X-rayed and checked for
fingerprints which were digitised and sent to many databases. These returned three
names:
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•

Brendan Bryan Hennery.

•

Bruce Ferguson Whitelaw Dunlop, a former bank manager, retired, with an
address in Troon, information gleaned from his personnel file in the Bank of
Scotland computer archive.

•

Henry Clive Tulloch, also a Bank Of Scotland employee based at their Registry
Centre in Edinburgh. His prints were recognised from his personnel file.

One other set of fingerprints was assumed to be those of Mrs Judith Walsh for
whom no records were available.
The weakness in the binding and sealing of the envelope lay in the multiple turns in
the blue twine. After a short study, a single strand was snipped, the bindings eased, and
the assemblage of twine removed from the envelope with its Raven’s Head seal intact.
The manila envelope was then unglued, emptied and the contents examined, slowly,
carefully, forensically. As a precaution, everything was checked for GPS tracking
devices. The floppy discs and videos were scanned for bugs. As expected, nothing
untoward was found. At the end of the process the contents were declared authentic.
Only then were the floppy disks and video cassette copied to digital format,
reviewed then sent to a folder entitled “Raven’s Head”. Likewise, the ledger was studied,
scanned, then converted to digital format. The entire body of captured data was then
double-encrypted. The Raven’s Head folder was sent via the Lab 5 firewalls to a remote
archive to be lodged in triplicate within an anonymous server farm operated on a
commercial basis by IBM. These servers were in turn backed up on other servers in
distant locations forming part of the internet cloud humming unknowingly in cyber-space.
Only then were the floppy disks and the BETAMAX cassette wiped by subjecting
them to massively disruptive doses of electromagnetic radiation inside a screened
cabinet. Outwardly these items appeared unchanged but if played they would yield only
white noise. The ledger was then treated with chemicals, page by page, rendering the
entries unreadable. This was a long-past skill devised when Maisie Kaywood had worked
at GCHQ, back in an era when the World been simpler and more willing to believe the
pap its successive governments fed it.
This part of their mission completed, Maisie and Dr Neils Tominski (Head of Lab 5)
replaced the now neutralised items back into the envelope, checked and adjusted their
positions against the original X-rays. The manila envelope was re-gummed. The blue twine
and seal were re-positioned around the envelope and the twine made whole using superglue. This process resulted in an eight centimetres surplus of binding which was then
incinerated in a fume cupboard. Finally, the envelope was carefully checked against the
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record photographs, declared satisfactory, replaced in the slightly shorter plastic
envelope. The sliced edge was then heat-sealed, restoring its apparent integrity.
Two hours after its removal the package was back in the boot of the silver BMW.
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Negotiation

In Bryan Hennery’s home office, the sound file on the iPad reached its end and
pinged off.
“Well done, Mr Hennery; you gave it your full attention. Now, sir, earn you corn,
summarise the situation for us.”
“Have I broken any laws, listening to those recordings?”
“Probably. Do you believe the Law as we practice it produces justice, on a regular
and reliable basis?”
“No, I suppose not, but it’s all we have, isn’t it?”
“Do not come the old soldier with me, Mr Bryan Hennery! Did you not turn a blind
eye when you put the material in the envelope and addressed it to Judith Blackwood?”
“Sorry, that is a private matter between me and my clients in continuation.”
“Oh, very neat! Even after what you have just heard? Get real man! Summarise what
you’ve just heard in your own words now, lest you make me angry, which is not a good
way to go.”
Bryan Hennery could not hold her gaze and closed his eyes to think. This woman
already knew, somehow, what was in the envelope before them.
Margery Marsdene’s iPad sounded. She grabbed it. A brief smile flashed across her
face.
“Good news, the Blackwood sisters are now under my protection. They are at Jude’s
place in Milngavie. Marlen will stay with them. She has back-up from the undercover
armed response unit. This group has been provided courtesy of Corky, although, please
note, this is not part of an official police operation. Intruders had visited Jude’s flat,
leaving a mess but taking nothing of real value, Marlen reckons. We believe both women
to be now safe, if this helps your thinking. Does this arrangement satisfy you?”
“Yes, if they are under Marlen’s protection I’m sure they will be safe. However, if
the police are not actually in the loop, officially, the legal situation is unclear. . ..”
“No, no more twaddle, please. Now man, say it in your own words, so I can be sure
you are entirely with me. If not, you’re not the man I took you for. Honest to God, if
there is a God, you bloody lawyers are so indecisive!”
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Bryan willing stepped over the line. He knew Marsdene was right. Direct police action
would probably become over-complicated and get out of control. Innocent people could
get hurt. This woman seemed full of certainty and he could guess what she needed from
him and he knew he was part of it, with an obligation, both legal and personal. But first
he needed to understand what she was proposing, be sure it stacked up.
“Right, sorry. In summary, with a few leaps of logic. Forgive the plain English:
•

Clyde Tallow is in cahoots with a Romanian drugs mafia syndicate. Unfortunately,
he has bombed a pile of their dirty money on a development scheme in Edinburgh.
It collapsed at planning stage, opposed by one the super-rich of Edinburgh whose
partner has staked her political career on delivering a social housing development
on the site.

•

Robin Frew was part of it and has been lined up to take the blame by Tallow to
get him off the hook with his backers who are probably in cahoots with a few of
O’Neill’s clients, men which my ex-wife Clare is representing.

•

There are some racehorses involved, which may or may not be important, but
Clare thinks Tallow is trying to find a way to raise cash to buy over a stud farm
in County Kildare. This has been Clare’s secret dream since time began.
Substitute children.

•

After her blow up with me on the telephone, Clare had a brainwave and at her
suggestion Tallow leaned on my ex-golf buddy Bruce Dunlop who told him about
the telephone call from the custodian at The Bank of Scotland Registry. Bruce
has a memory like an elephant and would probably remember what I had said
about the envelope when I originally lodged it with him and, very importantly, the
date when I did this.

•

I reckon Clare figured out the envelope was somehow linked to the goings on at
Ravenswood House and after a bit of digging, Tallow guessed what might be in
the envelope. I expect Ravenswood House is still remembered fondly and old tales
re-told when these old stagers are in their cups, and so Tallow would have already
heard of the boudoir operated by Judith Walsh and Brendan O’Neill.

•

The stuff about me and my break-in we know about.

•

Tallow and a replacement group of Romanians have taken Frew and his two girls
as hostages and are expecting Frew to persuade Jude to give him the envelope
unopened in exchange for their release. Jude was Frew’s PA for a long number of
years, she told me, and I imagine she would accept what he says as gospel.

•

Tallow intends to use the envelope to get off himself the hook with his backers,
or maybe buy more time to sort out his mess. As I understand, from the
grapevine, he’s not out on his uppers, just desperate to hold onto what he has.
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•

I am not at all clear who is pulling the strings. It is my view if this goes badly,
someone will decide, quotes, to clear up this mess. If so, we might never see
Frew, Tallow or the two girls again. These people will do anything to preserve
their wealth and status and snuff out any rumour at source.”

“Mr Hennery, may I call you Bryan? Thank you. I agree your summary is a fair
working hypothesis. You are now on the Monopoly board at “GO”. Have you guessed the
next move, when we throw the dice and try to flush them out, get those girls back
unharmed?”
“You want me to act as the go-between, as the negotiator?”
“Yes, “it has to be you”, as the old song says.”
“But who is Tallow hoping to pressurise with the stuff in the envelope? It must be
years out of date? In other words, do you know who we are up against?”
“Don’t ask, Bryan. It’s better if you have no idea. Will you do it, yes or no?”
“Look, they know I had the envelope and they saw me at Laver’s. They may have
learned from Avril that she passed a package to Ms Blackwood. From the break-in at
Milngavie they must believe Jude now has it. It’s reasonable to assume they will think
she will have opened it. Look, Ms Marsdene, are you absolutely sure Jude is safe? What
if the Romanians come back and make a frontal attack? Are you sure Marlen and her excolleagues can resist them without risk? From your intercepts it’s clear some of these
seem desperate.”
“Bryan, are you trying to say ‘no’ to me? I thought you were braver.”
“Oh really? And who the bloody hell are you, Ms Margery Marsdene?”
“Ah, that’s much better. A bit of fire now! OK. OK. Point taken. But we don’t have
much time here. I need you to speak to two mutual acquaintances. The fact you know
them is pure SGF! Otherwise we could be in the deep stinky stuff. Let’s start with Sir
Donald MacCorquindale.”
“SGF?”
“Serendipitous Good Fortune. I don’t like the word luck. I prefer SGF. Luck is
random but sometimes SGF can be manufactured. Do you trust my cousin, Corky?”
“Corky? Yes, he’s on our committee at “Recovering People at the Edge”.”
“Good, let’s try him on my version of SKYPE.”
“Your version?”
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“Don’t ask, slip of the tongue. Corky’s in Brussels, all lined up, expecting your call.
Here’s my iPad again, its connecting to an App on his iPhone. And make it snappy, we are
at minute twenty-two, which leaves us eight minutes on my schedule. Ask him what you
like, it’s fully secure. I’ll leave you two to it.”
Five minutes passed during which Maisie checked out Bryan Hennery’s flat then
returned to him.
“So, Bryan, Corky answered your questions?”
“Yes, he told me you are an amaz. . ..”
“Bryan, stop! Knowing you as I now do, I bet all you have now is even more questions,
questions which I will not answer. So, now for Professor Iain Spalding, your new golf
buddy at Windyhills Golf Club. He’s waiting to speak to you.”
“You know Iain too?”
“And yes, I know all about it, your bravery, or stupidity. Wading into a crowd of
drunken youths to save an unfortunate man sleeping rough was brave but reckless. Iain
made a very nice job recovering your face. Good cover story, saying it was a rugby injury.
Of course, you could not know your cosmetics were funded by Health Thro Research and
if you had been a glory-hunter this may have dragged HTR into the limelight, which I do
not like. You are a very nice man, Bryan Hennery. The bent nose, makes all the
difference, adds character. I bet the girls like it too, rugged vigour. But please do use
what’s inside your head in future. Did you sign up for those Tae Kwon Do classes as Iain
recommended? Remember, Bryan, we don’t have endless funds at HTR, you know. Now
quick about it, you have two minutes only with Iain for your remaining questions. Tempus
fugit, Bryan.”
“Is Iain in Brussels too?”
“No, he’s just about to go into theatre so he doesn’t have much time. Here, its
connecting. I see you have a very good coffee maker, do you want one?”
Three miles away, at the new Queen Elizabeth University Hospital, Professor Iain
Spalding, Director of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery was pacing the corridor, staring at
the iPad Neils Tominski had just handed him.
When Hennery came on line, he exploded. “Bryan, my God, what have you got yourself
into now? I here you were attacked again. Honestly, you’re a nightmare. Try not to undo
my good work. You have questions? Shoot!”
00000
“Right? One lump of two?”
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“None thanks, straight black, please.”
“So, Bryan Hennery, Solicitor Advocate at large, do we roll the dice, try for a double
six?”
“Yes.”
“Thank God! Not bad though, thirty-four minutes. Lawyers are always hard work.
Use this phone and yes, its special too. Press Hashtag One and try for Frew. Here’s your
script but extemporise. And now you can be as long-winded as you like. Recite the Magna
Carta to them, why don’t you. I’ll give you the nod when we have located them. Keep an
eye on my iPad, please.”
“Is this legal?”
“Don’t ask. Remember Corky. Think of those two young girls.”
Marsdene’s iPad pinged an incoming email. It was from the Lab 5 team who had been
monitoring Scottish Police comms traffic. She read it and frowned.
“Wait Bryan! Adele Pugh strikes again. Tallow was released almost immediately he
arrived at The Madhouse2. His K-Tech Security Services accomplices are still locked up.
They are illegals and the fingerprints from your loo match one of them. There were also
some fibres from their clothing in your flat. They are well and truly nailed, it seems.”
“Adele? You know her? She’s aggressive, very. The police should expect a writ for
wrongful arrest asserting Tallow was merely a passer-by, saw what he thought was a
crime in progress and tried to intervene. We’ll never get him, he’ll run, now he knows
we’re on to him.”
“No, Bryan, this is to our advantage. We can benefit from the fact he is in play to
locate the girls, and hopefully to prevent panic in the ranks of his Edinburgh snatch
team. Here’s hoping they are second stringers. Oh, and for your information the hostage
team are Serbians, not Romanians. We caught snatches of their voice traffic. Looks like
Tallow’s desperate, out of his depth, renting guns for hire on his own account.”
“Do we know anything about these Serbians? Do they speak English? I don’t speak
anything but English and a fractured French.”
“Bryan, I must apologise, normally I would expect to be ahead of the curve. We are
playing catch-up here, we only became aware of an issue when Marlen’s address popped
up on our monitoring system as a result of your break-in. Then I checked you out and
saw the Tallow connection. He has been irritating me for some time, has Mr Tallow. He’s

2

The Madhouse is the name used by insiders for the Divisional HQ at Govan Police Station.
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a minor pest with big ambitions. His number is finally up. Kidnapping children is not
acceptable. Carpe Diem - now it is time to act.”
“Ah, so you do agree, they will never let set the hostages free, will they?”
“What happened with your parrot during the attempted raid on your flat was
another piece of SGF. But it has a down side.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s taken the Romanians out of the loop. I suspect these Serbians are less
accomplished, but I can’t be sure. My experience of Serbians is negative in the extreme
which is why I suspect the may be more gung-ho, less careful. We shall see. My guess is
they probably have poor English, which means you will almost certainly be negotiating
with Frew until Tallow arrives. From what I know, Frew is a weak sort of man but on
balance even this is good. Still, the Serbians are the worry. Right Bryan, we must get
on, we have a lot to organise. Press Hashtag One and try to get Frew on the line.”
The call to Robin C. Frew was quickly hijacked by Tallow who called himself “McBride,
Frew’s agent”. Tallow was angry, aggressive, full of bluster and a poor match for Bryan
Hennery who was well-used to such encounters. Negotiation had always been Bryan
Hennery’s strongest attribute.
With the connection made it took Lab 5 at GBG only a few minutes to locate Tallow
but the negotiations lasted nearly forty fractious minutes. Despite the circumstances
and tension of the situation Bryan found he was enjoying himself. It was like the cut and
thrust of the courtroom and he easily out-manoeuvred Tallow.
Throughout, Marsdene listened to a relay of the debate through earbuds plugged
into her iPhone. From time to time she typed advice and suggestions for Hennery onto
her iPad screen using a Bluetooth keypad, typing silently at lightning speed.
Although it was not what Hennery would have advised, in the end he got exactly
what she had stipulated in her script and supplementary iPad messages.
00000
With the negotiation concluded satisfactorily, Maisie continued her briefing.
At each additional instruction and explanation Bryan nodded agreement, realising he
was being manoeuvred, kept in his ‘box’, probably for his own good. When he heard
something with which he disagreed or wished to debate, he suppressed his instinct to
challenge this odd, fierce woman sensing she knew exactly what she was doing and
suspecting there was much he had not been told. Eight short minutes later, she was
finished.
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“Now Bryan, go and have a shower. No jewellery, no after shave, no deodorant. Just
you. I have some special clothes for you to wear as a precaution. Circumstances demand
you having to be inducted as a temporary member of my team, but remember, everything
I tell you is covered by our Client Confidentiality Agreement, a necessary protection for
both of us.”
“Ms Marsdene, this monitoring system you have access too, are you a part of Her
Majesty’s Government?”
“Not in your ‘box’, Bryan, however, for your information, the recordings you heard
were not taken from any archive accessible to GCHQ or other such agencies.
Effectively, this data does not exist. From this point onwards, you are no longer a
negotiator, merely a courier, acting dumbly, on behalf of your client, Ms Judith
Blackwood. If the police intervene, which I believe to be most unlikely, you are in the
business of delivering an envelope to Mr Robin Campbell Frew, her brother-in-law.
Nothing else. Now, shower! Carpe Diem!”
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Fair Exchange

The

traffic

was

light

on

the

M8

motorway.

Bryan

Hennery

drove

uncharacteristically slowly, well under the speed limit, aiming to reach the Ratho House
Hotel a few minutes before midnight, the agreed time for the exchange.
On arrival, he swung his BMW into the narrow driveway, slowing to protect the lowslung suspension at the high and frequent speed bumps. Through the years he had been
at this up-market venue for Law Society meetings and knew the place was always busy
with overnighters. It would be difficult to find a parking spot: this was a given, built
into the plan.
When he found a place to park, Bryan must remain in the car, engine off but with
parking lights left on. Frew would bring his girls to Bryan, direct them to remain with
Mr Hennery while Frew took the envelope to Tallow’s man. With the exchange made, and
when Frew returned, Bryan must switch off the parking lights and the BMW must remain
parked for an hour to give Tallow and his people time to get clear, unseen.
If anything was later leaked, Tallow had threatened the entire Frew family would
die in tragic circumstances.
Hennery thought this agreement/arrangement to be unsound and had voiced his
opinion. He smiled again at Marsdene’s words, delivered in his flat three hours earlier
prior to her departure:
“O ye of little faith, Bryan Hennery. Typical lawyer, cynical to the core. Remember
what Corky said? Just trust me and stay in the car. Listen to the voice from your earbud
and obey it. Any variations required will be advised. Do not pay attention to anyone else,
forget what you see and do not, under any circumstances intervene. I repeat, do not
leave the car. Keep the doors locked. We don’t want you taken hostage as well, do we?”
As the access road widened, revealing the well-lit façade of the hotel and its ornate
entrance portico, Bryan slowed to a crawl to get his bearings. Since leaving Glasgow he
had been wearing a nearly invisible earpiece coupled by Bluetooth to a secure mobile
phone, both items provided by Marsdene. He had been told the channel was open
continuously but there had been no chit-chat, just an occasional tiny beep to reassure
him it was functioning. If he wished to communicate with her team he could do so openly
in plain English as the comms system was encrypted, safe from prying ears. If he found
himself under stress he had codewords he must use.
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Although he did not know it, the waistband of the black trousers provided by
Marsdene was chipped with a GPS tracker button. Under his black open-necked shirt he
was wearing a special protective vest. No explanation had been offered other than the
vest was ‘a precaution only’ and ‘almost perfect’. He wore black shoes with Vibram soles
which would provide an excellent grip, should he be required to run or climb. However,
in his role as the mere courier, Hennery was supposed to remain passive.
As per the agreement for the fair exchange, Bryan made a slow round of the lower
car park and, as expected, found no free spaces. As if double checking, he circled the
BMW a second time to make sure Tallow’s team had spotted him.
From the upper car park, a white Skoda Octavia started up noisily then raced past,
heading for the one-way exit driveway. The decals showed:
Ratho Minicabs
(pre-booked hires only)
This taxi had had been in the car park for several hours, moving from space to space
as cars left. In this way, by parking in the spot he had chosen according to his briefing,
the taxi driver had eventually ‘reserved’ a suitable space for the BMW. As he had been
instructed to do, Bryan headed for the vacant slot.
Hennery had not seen the tubby Skoda driver with a wiry grey-black goatee beard,
untidy moustache, and thick bushy eyebrows. Originally from Turkey, Batikan (Bati)
Abdullah, was now sixty-five and had long retired from the clandestine services
business. On this ‘special hire’, he was obeying orders as briefed by the fierce woman
he knew as “Miss Fraser” of British Intelligence, a person he had learned to trust and
who paid well for her unusual requests.
With the first part of his assignment accomplished, Bati was heading for the Park
and Ride zone near to Edinburgh Airport to collect a fare waiting outside the ticket
centre. The couple would identify themselves with the code words “We are the Purple
Hippopotami” to which he must reply, “I am your Pink Panther”.
Bati’s passengers turned out to be a dapper, slightly-built man of Indian origin
accompanied by a large, fit-looking woman of mixed race. Both were based at the Queen
Elizabeth University Hospital in Glasgow, where Rohit Kapoor was a consultant in A&E
and Amelia Curtis was a Senior Charge Nurse in the Neurosurgical Unit. Both had been
briefed by the woman they knew as Margery Marsdene and, apart from exchanging these
codewords to be sure they had found the right taxi, they engaged in no further
conversation with its driver.
Bati drove the Skoda to an all-night filling station a few hundred metres from the
driveway entrance to Ratho House where the three sat in silence with the engine off,
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lights dowsed. They were now awaiting a call on the special mobile phone which had
mysteriously appeared in Bati’s glove box with £1,000 in well-used banknotes wrapped
in a two-day-old edition of the Scotsman newspaper.
00000
The parking space vacated by the Skoda was an end slot close to bushes on the
driver’s side. Hennery reversed in then switched the engine off. The damaged nerve to
his right incisor started to throb, a sign of tension. The thick brown manila envelope
with its blue twine binding and Raven’s Head seal lay on the passenger seat under his
hand, ready for the exchange. At 0006 hours on Tuesday morning, the courier was in
place, exactly on schedule.
A man’s voice in the earbud whispered:
“Dinnae look, mannie, but Ah’m a wee bit tae yer right. Dae nuthaan’, dae ye hear
me? Nuthaan’. Seems they’re gettin’ their aact thegither but they’re aamayteurs, likely
tae be unstaable, daangerous. Remember, it’s they laassies whittur oor first priority.
Dae nuthaan’, mind, jist stay in yer nice big caar.”
The voice was a warm baritone with a chuckle in it, which Bryan found re-assuring.
The incisor nerve settled. His breathing returned to normal.
Beyond the upper car park, in the gravelled overflow area, a dark grey Volkswagen
Transporter van was parked in the shadow of a huge tree. It was empty, its three
occupants already deployed according to the Marsdene plan.
The voice the courier had heard was David Abernethy (Op 3), (aka Biscuit, aka The
Ferret). Abernethy was an ex-SAS sniper/observer who now worked as a ghillie for
Brigadier Henry Murray-Galbraith on his Corgarff estate, near Aberdeen: this was his
day job, his cover for XCD activities.
Nearby, on the periphery of the lower car park was Hamish John McIver, (aka Sumo,
ex-Royal Marine, ex-Special Boat Service). Sumo (Op 2) had returned to the Outer
Hebrides where he made a living as an inshore fisherman hand-diving for scallops. As
might be expected, Sumo was proficient with weapons of all types, but it was his body
which was his most lethal weapon. Within the small world of British Special Forces
Sumo’s physical strength was legendary.
These two members of Team XCD were led by Op 1, Major Tom Farquharson-Wright
(Retired). Tom (aka Dopey) an ex-Royal Marine Commando and former SAS/MI6 officer,
was a smidgeon over six feet tall, rake thin with lightning quick movement, which belied
by his laconic demeanour. Dopey, whose motto was "Better sure than sorry”, had killed
many times, usually from close quarters, with his bare hands. His trademark method was
a sudden impulsive Karate style blow with the heel of either hand to the recipient’s
forehead, delivered with sufficient impulsive energy to disrupt or sever the victim’s
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spinal cord. After such a hit the victim would normally slump to his or her knees and
collapse as if asleep, showing no external evidence of foul play. If a pulse continued, a
further blow to the carotid nerve would normally complete the execution.
All three XCD members had been travelling from their homes for many hours,
eventually congregating in the car park of a disused and shuttered Chinese Cash and
Carry warehouse on the outskirts of Dalkeith. The merit of this location was the absence
of a functioning CCTV surveillance system.
Dopey had driven the van from a secure storage facility near Abingdon, fifty miles
from his stud farm in the Cotswolds. During this journey the van had sported magnetic
decals for “Farquharson Funerals”. With its number plates and decals changed, the van
was now on hire from “Bilsland Rentals”. Both sets of number plates were legal. Any
enquiry would eventually reveal Bilsland Rentals and Farquharson Funerals were based in
Guernsey. Both companies were in liquidation, subject to winding-up orders, as they had
been for many years.
Maisie Kaywood (Op X, Control and Comms) was also nearby, a short way down the
driveway of the one-way exit system, her Panda backed onto the grass verge, squeezed
into a space under a tall overhanging rhododendron tree making the vehicle invisible to
a casual observer. As with all XCD operations, Maisie had planned every detail for her
team, scheming alone, revising and editing until she was satisfied she had covered every
angle. Earlier, in the Volkswagen while parked at Dalkeith, using Architectural drawings
sourced online from the local authority Building Control website, she had rehearsed her
XCD colleagues forcefully, repeating the envisaged scenarios several times, aiming at
perfection.
The lead actors were Dopey, Sumo and Biscuit. Maisie did not normally become
directly involved in hostage rescue operations which were typically fraught with danger
and super-charged with emotion. She would have only a small direct input, a walk-on role,
necessary because of her language skills.
For her cameo, Maisie carried a dart-gun. In appearance it could pass for a larger,
older-style Nokia mobile phone and indeed it could function as such. Accurate only up to
two metres, this weapon was intended for close-range encounters, and so depended on
surprise and/or stealth get the user near enough to the target.
Israeli boffins had devised it to fool airport and other security checks. When first
used by Mossad, the original version of this Nokia had delivered only one ‘kill’ dart.
Because of its distinctive explosive sound, had been dubbed “the Pop-Gun”. Maisie’s
improved version held a single cassette of ten miniature darts fired individually by a
phial of ultra-high-pressure air causing an inaudible high-pitched explosive hiss. These
tiny darts delivered chemicals finessed by a group of XCD scientists seconded from
Global Bio-Genetics, moon-lighting in what appeared to be a run-down industrial unit
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located in an anonymous industrial estate located a few miles from the West of Scotland
Science Park. This ultra-secure dirty-tricks laboratory, which operated at odd hours,
was known only to a handful of people selected by Maisie. Several of the nearby
workshop units were unoccupied and the industrial estate struggled on only because it
was operated by a ‘not-for-profit’ charity supported by the Margaret Miller Foundation.
Each Nokia dart encapsulated a miniature hypodermic syringe which injected a nerve
agent, a cocktail which caused rapid anaesthesia. The primary purpose of the Nokia was
to first disable, rather than kill outright. Unless revived by an antidote injection, this
‘frozen’ condition would persist for around four hours, depending on body weight.
Untreated, the victim’s overall recovery period would be about twenty-four-hours during
which the target would remain groggy and suffer a blinding headache. By design the
victim’s breath would stink of what seemed like spent alcohol fumes. A single hit would
also cause a loss of short-term memory, typically erasing the previous twenty-four hourperiod, mirroring the symptoms of a severe hangover.
Two such darts would normally take a victim down for around twenty-four to fortyeight hours, leaving them with no memory of what they had seen or done, making it hard
for them to claim they had not been on a bender. Three darts might kill although the
easier approach would be to fire the second dart directly into the spinal column, just
below the cranium, causing the brain to ‘freeze frame’, inducing irreversible cardiac
arrest.
As with the more powerful dart weapons being used by the others in her XCD team,
the Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for the Nokia required all used darts to be
retrieved, bagged, and removed from the scene. Residual pinpricks on the victim could
only be detected by the closest of forensic examinations.
00000
Earlier, from Lab 5 at GBG, the XCD comms team had invaded the Ratho House
Hotel’s computer system, revealing Mr C. Tallow had rented an executive suite for his
party. This suite was located directly above the Main Entrance, with a good view of the
lower car park.
At 2253 hours, just after Hennery set out from Glasgow, Dopey had paid a visit to
the corridor outside the Tallow suite to insert an optical fibre video camera under the
door beside the lower hinge. He ran the cable up the side of the door frame and fixed
the credit card sized transmitter to the horizontal surface of the door lintel. The
camera was smaller than a match head, the cabling as thin a cotton thread, translucent,
virtually invisible, and the transmitter (held in place by Blu Tack) impossible to spot
without ladders.
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Dopey then moved to the waiting area near Reception, directly below the Tallow
suite where he sat in a quiet corner. This observation post gave him a clear view of the
stairs, the lift and the entrance door. Being a weeknight, the area was deserted.
Wearing a black jogging suit, trainers and a towel around his neck, his MacBook open on
the coffee table and a bottle of water to hand, Dopey gave the impression of a guest
cooling down from a late-night gym session, listening to music on his earbuds while
checking emails and social media accounts.
With his cover established, Dopey tuned-in his surveillance system and connected
his laptop to the outside world through his portable encrypted comms router, shunning
the alternative of the hotel’s public access Wi-Fi which, apart from being vulnerable to
hacking, was much slower.
As the clock ticked towards midnight, Dopey heard five voices, all male: three
Serbians, one English with a light baritone timbre and one a posh Scot who wept and
whined intermittently in a high tenor voice. The sound from the micro-video camera was
of limited quality and the wide-angled view was fixed. Dopey glimpsed only Tallow and
the three Serbians. He thought Frew might be restrained, out of view. Of the children,
there was neither sight nor sound.
The black sports rucksack at Dopey’s feet contained a variety of tools and a near
silent automatic dart pistol, more powerful than the Nokia, accurate up to twenty
metres with sufficient residual energy to penetrate several layers of clothing. This
pistol had two selectable cassettes:
•

•

Cassette “A”: these darts delivered miniature self-operating hypodermic
syringes which fired in delay, after the dart stopped moving. This action injected
a higher dose of the same cocktail used in the Nokia gun, rendering the target
‘frozen’ until an antidote was administered.
Cassette “B”: these darts injected an ‘execution serum’ derived from the venom
of Belcher’s Sea Snake (Hydrophis belcheri).

In the Panda Maisie was watching Dopey’s surveillance as it was re-transmitted from
Lab 5 to her special iPad, received with a micro-second delay caused by the
encrypt/decrypt software which prevented GCHQ and Police Scotland intrusion, should
they happen on the XCD transmissions by accident.
A few minutes into the surveillance, an email from Lab 5 to Tom and Maisie
confirmed the English voice was Tallow and the Scots voice was Frew. The email also
advised the system was searching for voice-prints to match the Serbians but because
of the poor sound quality and the sparseness of data, the expectation of any hits was
low.
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“Op X speaks,” said Maisie. “The assumed working hypothesis is the girls are in a
bedroom, probably asleep, possibly drugged. Op 1, if they prove to be alert, put them
under as per the original plan. Op X listens.”
Bryan was not party to the full planning and knew nothing of the above. For the
present he was restricted to two-way communication with Biscuit who was Bryan’s
minder, in addition to other support roles. Only Maisie could enable Hennery’s full access
to the XCD’s secure network, although this likelihood was considered remote. Preferably
and by design, Bryan Hennery must remain in his ‘box’ throughout, confined to his role
as the courier controlling the envelope (the bait).
Earlier, at 1203 hours, while Hennery had been circling his car in the lower car park,
Dopey’s whispered voice had informed:
“Op 1 speaks: Hennery’s car has been spotted. They are arguing. I see weapons. Two
are carrying pistols. The taller one, designate as Lanky, has a GSh-183 with silencer. The
smallest, des as Tiny, has a P-964 unsilenced. The other, des as Chubby, has a GM-945.
Let’s hope he has rubber bullets or we could have a war on our hands. If Tallow has a
weapon, there is no sight of it. Frew is in his underwear, no shoes, moving around,
agitated. Op 1 listens.”
Sumo (Op 2) was standing in shadow behind a tree, with a clear view of the lower
car and the well-lit entrance portico. Although Sumo was also a highly-trained sharpshooter he was inferior to Biscuit who would normally have been assigned to this sniping
role. However, this was not the Marsdene plan and a compensating diversion had been
devised to give Sumo a better chance of clean hits.
“Op 1 speaks: Lanky and Chubby are on the move. Op 1 listens.” informed Dopey.
The Lab 5 team immediately shut down the hotel’s CCTV and Security system and
suppressed the associated warning alarms. They also killed the floodlights to the rear
service area. To the hotel night porter going about his clearing up duties, everything
seemed to remain as ‘normal’.
Sumo raised his dart rifle to the firing position. The firing mechanism was set to
Chamber “B”, darts to kill. Tallow and his hostage team had crossed a line the second
they kidnapped the girls.

3

GSh-18 is a Russian made semi-automatic machine pistol used by Russian Special Forces, 18 round magazine,
9mm parabellum bullets.
4
P-96 is a Russian made pistol very similar to the GSh-18, 9mm parabellum, 14 round magazine.
5
The GM-94 is a pump action grenade launcher for close range effective to up to 10m used for room to room
fighting. It is capable of firing high explosives, frag, thermobaric, smoke and tear gas canisters, rubber slugs and other
non-lethal payloads.
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Sumo placed his finger on the trigger, watching as the two men strode out of the
hotel entrance.
Lanky was the boss, leading the pair by two paces, walking fast. Trotting behind,
Chubby was out of condition. Their reckless behaviour, talking loudly to each other in
what Dopey took to be Serb, confirmed them as untrained. As soon as they were clear
of the entrance they pulled out their weapons from inside heavy puffa jackets, holding
them one-handed, like cowboys.
“Yi’v been whachin’ too many o’ they gangster movies, boys”, Sumo, mouthed silently,
as he tracked them to the kill zone. When they arrived at the designated spot under
the lamp standard, a female voice called to them from behind, to their right. She was
standing between two parked cars.
“Dobro veče gospodo.”
(“Good evening, gentlemen”, said Maisie in accomplished Serbian.)
This shout had the effect of stopping Lanky in his tracks and allowing Chubby to
catch up, to huddle close to him, entirely the wrong tactic, making them easier to pick
off. They did not see she wore a dark blue trouser suit and black running shoes. All they
saw was a curvy female wearing a balaclava depicting the face of a Scottish Wildcat.
From the BMW Hennery could see the men and their weapons but no sign of Frew
or his girls. The nerve to his incisor was stabbing, his heart was beating rapidly. He
checked his doors were locked. Hot, sweating profusely, he was tempted start the
engine and make his escape. When the men stopped and turned away from him he could
not understand why. Maisie was out of his sightline and because his windows were closed,
he had not heard her harsh call. The tone of the voice in Hennery’s ear was now of
command, delivered in clear, military English.
“Stay in the car, sur! Do not start your engine. Switch off your side-lights.”
The female spoke again to the men:
“Vi ide u pogrešnom pravcu. To je tamo, gledaj!”
(“You are heading the wrong way. It’s over there, look!”)
She pointed back towards the hotel. The men turned to look. The woman ducked
behind the car and disappeared.
A small wiry man wearing a hood slipped out of the bushes, eased past the bonnet
of the BMW. He then swaggered towards the men, like a soldier swinging a kilt to the
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skirl of the pipes and drums. By his side he held what Bryan thought was a gun. It was a
dart pistol. Biscuit’s role was to distract and confuse the Serbians to allow Sumo to get
a good sighting.
At his sniper’s lair fifty metres away, Sumo squeezed the trigger. The rifle coughed
quietly, the “B” dart hit Lanky’s throat: he staggered backwards and fell, already dead.
Chubby dropped to his knees, swinging his weapon, trying to find the person who had
downed his leader.
“Naw, ouwur here, son,” said Abernethy’s quiet Highland lilt.
Chubby swung his GM-94 grenade launcher towards Biscuit, thereby exposing the
nape of his neck. Sumo’s rifle coughed again. The “B” dart hit just below Chubby’s left
ear, close to an artery. Chubby died. The last thing he saw was the face of a Ferret.
“Op 2 speaks: Serbs down. Lights out, please. Op 2 listens.” said Sumo in a near to
perfect English accent, drummed into him during his military years.
From Lab 5 the Ratho House car park lighting timer switch was disrupted and the
front car parks were now also plunged into blackness, lit only by the glow from the hotel
façade.
Sumo was already on the move, racing around the building to the rear fire escape
leading to first floor. From inside, Dopey opened the escape door for Sumo. Because it
was disabled, the security alarm did not sound. Both men were wearing balaclavas with
realistic faces: Dopey was a Tiger, Sumo an Orangutan.
The voice in Bryan’s ear said:
“Aye, fair doos. Aalthough they were raank aamayteurs, they died aa professionaal
death wi not aa wordy frae either o’ them. Noo, jist you stay in yer caar, sur.”
Biscuit hauled the corpses into the undergrowth for later collection then legged it
to the Op 2 firing position where Sumo’s dart rifle was propped against the designated
tree. Biscuit’s new task was to cover the front door in case of exigencies.
Outside the door to the Tallow suite, Dopey stood in the ready position for a lefthand strike, his weight slightly back on his left heel, his right foot forward with the
dart gun in his right hand, pointing to the side, away from his body, his index finger held
clear of the trigger. The weapon was set to Cassette A (freeze). Sumo kneeled behind
Dopey, using his leader as a partial shield, his dart gun primed for Cassette B, (to kill).
Dopey pressed the doorbell and the gentle melodic notes sounded inside. Tallow opened
the door with his last words already on his lips:
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“That was quick. Did he. . ..”
Dopey lunged forward, thudded the man’s forehead with the heel of his left hand
then threw himself to one side.
Hurled backwards, Tallow was dead before he hit the floor.
The Serb whom Tom had designated “Tiny” did not get his weapon out of his pocket
in time. Sumo’s B dart caught him in the throat. The man slumped back into the settee
and keeled over, as if asleep.
Robin Frew turned to run. Dopey’s “A” dart hit his left buttock. The man crashed
headfirst into the bathroom door.
Sumo stepped into the suite, attached the “Do Not Disturb” sign to the outer
handle, closed and double-locked the door then engaged the security chain.
“Op 1 speaks: Phase One completed,” advised Dopey. “The girls appear to be drugged.
Medics now please, my dear. Op 1 listens.”
Maisie made the call to Bati. Three minutes later he dropped his passengers in the
service area at the rear of the hotel where they were met by a large man dressed in a
black leotard wearing an orangutan face. In silence they followed him up the fire escape
to the Tallow suite to check the condition of Abigail and Zoe Frew.
Re-assured Phase 1 was over, Biscuit legged it back to the limo van and re-positioned
it close to the bushes where the corpses lay. Bryan watched as the small man struggled
trying to heave the corpses into the van. For a man used to hauling and lifting 200 kg
red deer carcasses, the ghillie was deliberately making heavy weather of the task.
By nature, Bryan Hennery was a helpful man. The danger appeared to be over, so he
unlocked the BMW and climbed out to help. As he squeezed past the bushes he felt a
sharp pain under his right ear and slumped to the ground. The injection had been
delivered by a hand-held stab syringe: although this cocktail was more benign than the
drug delivered by the Nokia, Bryan Hennery would be ‘under’ for around twenty-fours,
unless injected with the anti-dote.
Maisie stepped out of the bushes, leaned into the BMW and removed the envelope
bound with blue twine and red sealing wax, stowed it in her rucksack then loped away to
her next task. Biscuit lifted Hennery as if he weighed no more than a child, positioned
him in the rear of the BMW, snapped on his seat belt, pulled a balaclava with a baboon
face over Bryan’s head then locked the car and balanced the keys on top of the front
wheel by the driver’s door. He then heaved the two Serbs into the back of limo van,
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locked the rear compartment and climbed into the driver’s seat where he sat with lights
out, engine off, awaiting a call from Dopey.
“Op 1 speaks: Dirty laundry ready for collection. Op 1 listens.”
Biscuit drove the Bilsland Rentals van to the rear service area where Sumo was
waiting, a body bag dangling from each hand. These bags, (lightweight, camouflaged,
ultra-strong), were the type used by the SAS to recover their own dead or hostages
killed when operations went wrong. Biscuit opened the rear doors and Sumo tossed the
bags containing Tallow and Tiny on top of the corpses of Lanky and Chubby then stowed
the XCD equipment rucksacks and eased the door quietly shut.
At 1218 hours, two minutes ahead of Maisie’s planned schedule, Dopey drove the van
away, Biscuit in the passenger seat. Insomniacs watching from their bedroom windows
might assume they had witnessed a laundry collection.
After dropping the Purple Hippopotami at the rear entrance, Bati had parked his
Skoda in the upper overflow car park in the slot vacated by the Bilsland Rentals. He was
now in the driver’s seat of the BMW with the somnambulant Baboon slouched in the rear.
The mobile phone in Bati’s hand vibrated on silent: he pressed to receive as he lifted it
to his ear and Sumo advised:
“Op 2 speaks: Taxi for precious cargo requested. Op 2 listens.”
Passing the BMW, the Transporter moved to the overflow car park temporarily to
carry out a preliminary search of the bodies and their clothing, checking for GPS tracker
devices. Batteries were removed from the miscreants’ mobile phones and Tallow’s laptop.
These devices were placed inside a transparent Faraday cage to block the emission of
undesirable electromagnetic transmissions. Decals and number plates were changed,
transforming the limo van to the livery of Farquharson Funerals for the journey to the
car park in Dalkeith. With its perimeter alarms set and remotely operated security bolts
activated, the Transporter was now transformed a safety cage cum prison, armoured
with Kevlar to resist explosive and physical assaults and served by a special airconditioning system making it resistant to chemical gas attacks.
At the rear service area of the hotel, the BMW was met by Kapoor and Curtis, each
holding a teenager wrapped in a duvet. Sumo dumped Robin Frew onto the front
passenger seat and placed a sports bag containing his clothing and personal items beside
him at his feet. Op 2 buckled Frew into his seat then looped a bungee cord around his
chest and the seat to keep him upright. Frew was in his vest and underpants wearing a
balaclava depicting a red squirrel. Frew’s daughters were eased gently into the rear
beside Hennery and buckled in. Between the rear doors a bungee cord was placed across
the three rear passengers to keep them upright. Bati then drove back to the overflow
car park, passing the Transporter now on its way to Dalkeith. In the overflow car park
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he claimed the empty slot, reversing the BMW into place then switching off the engine.
Bati was now waiting for a destination for his sleeping passengers.
This entire sequence had been executed in silence, each party playing out the scene
according to Marsdene’s briefing, moving in near darkness, as if miming after the style
of Commedia dell' Arte.
Sumo transmitted: “Op 2 speaks: Phase 2 completed. Op 2 listens.”
The time was 0032 hours, the operation three minutes ahead of schedule.
With the BMW gone, Maisie Kaywood emerged from the shadows still wearing her
Wildcat mask. She signalled to Rohit Kapoor and Amanda Curtis who followed her to the
Panda, which she opened from a distance but only after a short interrogation of the
vehicle’s security status using a bespoke remote controller. When all three were seated,
she locked it again. Like the Volkswagen, the Panda was now a safety cage cum prison.
Over the next few minutes she questioned them closely. Kapoor confirmed the
children had been thoroughly examined and, although they had been drugged, they had
not been molested or physically harmed. From the medicine bottle found in Tallow’s
briefcase, it appeared the drug which had been used to sedate the girls was normally
prescribed as a sleeping draught for children with ADHD symptoms. Judging from
remaining amount of liquid left in the bottle, it appeared the girls had not been grossly
overdosed, and Kapoor’s verdict was to keep them warm and comfortable, monitor them
until they returned to consciousness, then make further checks.
Although Kapoor and Curtis recognised each other from previous XCD operations,
and had occasionally glimpsed one other among the thousands of other staff at the huge
hospital, they were not friends or even acquaintances. As briefed, they remained in their
‘boxes’ sitting in silence, awaiting Ms Marsdene’s return, aware they were now ‘secured’
inside the vehicle and knowing it was entirely possible they were under surveillance.
In the BMW, Bati’s phone vibrated. He listened in silence then drove off, heading
for the Edinburgh City Centre. He did not yet have a precise address, but had been
advised tis would be sent by text ‘in good time’.
To keep Lab 5 in the loop, Maisie transmitted: “Op X speaks: BMW on its way. Op X
listens.”
Maisie was now hefting a large and heavy sports rucksack taken from the boot of
the Panda. This contained special wipes, hand-held Dyson vacuum cleaners, forensic
visors with special lamps and lenses to help in the search for fingerprints, hair follicles,
clothing fibres and traces of body fluids. Without discussion, Maisie and Sumo
performed their familiar cleansing routine and replaced bedding and duvets from the
housekeeper’s linen cupboard.
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Twenty minutes later, they left the Tallow suite, leaving the “DO NOT DISTURB”
in place. Each room in turn had been purged of finger-prints, hairs, fibres from clothing
and potential sources of DNA, all surfaces wiped with disinfecting wipes and cleansed
to operating room standards. It was as if the Tallow party had not existed.
Five minutes later the Sumo and ‘Margery Marsdene’ joined the medics in the Panda
which was still parked under the rhododendron tree. Both Sumo and Maisie were still
dressed in their costume balaclavas.
“Op X speaks: Phase 3 completed. Phase 4 in progress. Op X listens.” Maisie advised,
informing Dopey, Biscuit and Neils Tominski at Lab 5 in Glasgow.
Clear of Ratho House, Maisie called Bati from the Panda and provided the delivery
address – the Frew home located near Charlotte Square, in Edinburgh’s prestigious West
End. Bati had guessed wrongly. He had presumed he would be sent to the New Edinburgh
Royal Infirmary (NERI), and now had to change direction. His four passengers slept on.
At 0057 hours from Glasgow the Lab 5 team re-enabled the Ratho House CCTV and
Security systems together with the lights to the rear service area and front public car
parks. Throughout the entire Team XCD operation, singing while he vacuumed
assiduously with his iPod earbuds at looping continuously at full volume, Allan Marshall
the night porter rehearsed for his monthly bowling club Karaoke Night competition in
an out-of-key duet of “Time to say Goodbye” with Andrea Bocelli.
The Panda arrived at the Frew home a few minutes ahead of the BMW. Bati moved
to the Panda while Sumo and the medics transferred Robin and his girls inside. The last
to be moved was Bryan, who was taken to a spare bedroom and made comfortable and
Sumo left immediately to join Bati in the Panda. The keys for the BMW were now in his
jacket pocket.
As this brief, silent film played out in the wee small hours of a misty Edinburgh
morning, Lab 5 was actively monitoring police and emergency services transmissions for
calls from the Charlotte Square area. If any of Robin Frew’s douce neighbours witnessed
these strange goings on, they must have decided to ignore it. The poor man and his
family had been through so much over the years.
Maisie held a closed-door conference with Kapoor and Curtis during which antidotes
were provided for Hennery and Frew. It was agreed the medics would remain at the
Frew household until the girls were declared fit and well. This was estimated to be in
about ten hours or so, perhaps mid-morning. Only then would the antidotes be
administered to the two adults. Given the nature of the chemicals which had been used
on them, it was expected both men would suffer short-term memory impairment. The
medics would leave before the men came to full consciousness, thereby maintaining their
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anonymity. With their involvement over, they would update Maisie by text to the number
she provided then travel to Glasgow by train, back to their normal lives in the NHS at
the QEUH.
00000
At 1353 hours, fifteen minutes after the BMW had arrived at the Frew residence,
Maisie drove away in the Panda with Sumo at her side and Bati dozing in the rear. There
was no conversation between them, no excited congratulatory chatter. Sumo was still in
his Orangutan balaclava, Maisie a Wildcat. Anyone observing them might assume they
were a jolly couple returning late from a fancy-dress dinner evening. The streets were
empty. The early misty rain becoming heavier, making the Edinburgh cobbles shimmer
under the streetlights as Maisie headed back to Ratho House.
Without speaking, Bati left the Panda and crossed to his Skoda. The Panda drove
off into the swirl of increasingly heavy rain. Bati waited for thirty minutes before calling
Ratho Minicabs, surprising Uliana the dispatcher by reporting he was available. He had
had a restless night, he explained, and had given up on sleep to make himself available
ahead of the morning rush, with demand expected to be heavier because of the
downpour.
At a dark corner of the Park and Ride car park Sumo removed his hood and changed
into his travelling clothes. His plan was to take the first tram to Edinburgh Waverley
station then catch a train to Inverness, followed by an onward flight to Benbecula. He
expected to be home before the day ended.
Now alone, Maisie headed to Dalkeith for the end game.
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End Game
When Maisie entered the Volkswagen Transporter at the Dalkeith car park, the
first stage of the end game was almost over.
Dopey and Biscuit had stripped the bodies, checked orifices. The naked corpses
were now all in body-bags, stacked, ready for disposal. The clothes had been shredded
and bagged for separate disposal by incineration. No GPS tracking devices had been
found, nor caches of drugs or diamonds. The Serbians weapons had been spiked and
packed with the ammunition into a heavy-duty stainless-steel mesh bag to be disposed
of with the bodies.
Inside the rear compartment of the limo van, perched on a low stool beside the
Faraday Cage, Maisie used an adapted surgical helmet with its high-intensity LED array
and high-powered lens linked to a high-definition video stream. The images she gathered
were recorded to her laptop. Working slowly, she meticulously examined each of the
Tallow team devices in turn, checking for booby traps by comparing the arrangement of
microprocessors and electronic paraphernalia to ensure it complied with the
manufacturer’s specification and design diagrams. Only when she was convinced the
various phones and Tallow’s laptop were safe to handle, did she proceed to the next
stage.
Starting with the simplest mobile phone, and working through each device in turn,
Maisie removed sim cards and memory chips, rehoming them in an alternative mother
board then stripping the data to a series of partitioned security buffers on a standalone external drive. The mother board was then mounted inside a specialised and
dedicated laptop which had been developed by the Lab 5 team (nicknamed Enigma2).
Each block of data was then separately double encrypted prior to uploading the Lab 5
team archive over the ultra-secure XCD mobile network. No analysis of this data was
attempted on site. This was a task to be actioned later, at Lab 5, with the help of
Tominski.
With the data recovery task completed, the dissembled parts of each device were
bagged separately before being returned to the Faraday box which was moved to the
Panda.
“All done here. Tom, will I see you back at my place in Glasgow?”
“Sadly, dearest one, I am up to my ears in donkey doo-. . .. Oops, sorry. In the heat
of my ardour I forgot momentarily you are a cliché-free zone. Sadly, the demands of
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my other life are such I must head straight home this time around. But perhaps we
might soon have a week or so in Tenerife? How say you, dear one?”
“Let me get back to you. Bye to you both. Oh, David, say “Hi” to Fida and the boys.
I’m hoping to be at their school show next month. Are they still enjoying Fettes?”
“Yip, but they miss their mum’s grub and the dogs. However, they’ve discovered
girls.”
“Oh dear, trouble ahead!”
At 0243 hours Maisie set off for Glasgow. The Tallow team sim cards, memory chips
and the Enigma2 laptop travelled with her in a separate smaller Faraday box fashioned
as a briefcase designed to protect them from stray electro-magnetic radiation or
emissions. This was additionally necessary because the immediate surroundings of the
GBG building were protected by a particularly vicious electromagnetic pulse, designed
to zap intruding electronic devices.
00000
It was 0413 hours when Maisie arrived at GBG. Lab 5 remained operational 24/7.
Most of its work was automated but Neils Tominski was often to be found there in the
small hours, working on a pet or urgent project.
Over a strong black coffee with Tominski at her side, Maisie initiated another
familiar routine:
•

During further processing of the Tallow data, the property developer’s bank
accounts were accessed to reveal his personal and business wealth in the amount
of £7.8 million. By a circuitous route, this money was re-homed electronically to
be split across various safe-haven accounts operated by the Margaret Miller
Foundation.

•

The money transfer links between Tallow’s business account and the Romanian
Mafia account were then addressed. By reverse engineering, access to this
account was unlocked to reveal the Swiss bank homed liquid funds in a variety of
currencies amounting to US $1.23 billion.

•

To minimise the risk of detection by the Swiss bank’s computer system, Maisie
retreated temporarily while she set up a complex trail for the money she was
about to confiscate.

•

The planned exit route these funds would begin with Tallow’s account and then
lead the Romanians around the houses to Bermuda, where deliberately ‘evident’
false trails would lead to The Cayman Islands, then to Guernsey, Hong Kong, and
so on. During each transfer, funds would be syphoned off and taken on separate,
unheralded routes to secure accounts protected by double-encrypted passwords.
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•

With the three-dimensional spider’s web in place, she re-connected to the
Romanians’ Swiss bank account and the raiding process began. The Mafia money
moved at light speed along the fibre optic cables of the Internet, moving from
location to location.

•

Around 33% by value was sent to the MMF master account located in a private
bank on the Isle of Man and the balance to a bank in Zug, Switzerland, very close
to the one where the Mafia money had started its journey.

•

The entire operation took less than a minute. The Romanians were left with a
nominal holding of $13 US in their nearby Zug account and equal amounts in other
findable locations along the false trail.

Since the initial transfer to the Tallow account had been ‘fully authorised’ by
Maisie’s electronic trickery, she expected the Romanians (should they ever unravelled
this deception) to assume the theft had been carried out by Tallow, a man now missing
without trace.
From these monies a further donation of £100,000 was deposited in an account
named “Let Glasgow Flourish Again”, a little-known charity operated by Marlen
Masterton to provide support various good causes. Part of this money would be used to
restore Jude Blackwood’s Milngavie flat to pristine condition, thereby avoiding any
official involvement of police or an insurance assessor. Other projects would include the
high-security safe installation for Bryan Hennery, and upgraded CCTV and security
systems at both the Hennery and Blackwood properties.
00000
At 0615 hours, while the Reception staff at the Ratho House hotel were gearing up
for the early morning check-out rush, an email was received which appeared to have
been issued by Mr Clyde Tallow, the man who the hotel records system showed was
booked into the Chairman’s Suite. Using external firewall cut-outs and diversions to hide
the origin of her transmissions, Maisie had used Tallow’s email account to advise
Reception staff his party had been suddenly called away.
Mid-morning, an e-bill from Ratho House Hotel was received at Tallow’s email box.
This amount was quickly settled online: by electronic sleight of hand, this transaction
would ‘prove’ Tallow’s credit card had been authorised while in Schiphol Airport, thus
providing Mafia bloodhounds with a false starting point in the hunt for their missing
business partner, the man who had stripped them of their funds.
00000
On Maisie’s departure for Glasgow, Tom Farquharson-Wright and David Abernethy
drove north from Dalkeith heading for a location near Aberdeen. The limo van now
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displayed the number plates and decals of Farquharson Funerals. Their destination was
a small but very deep unnamed loch near Corgarff Castle. Here the four corpses would
soon be joining many others of their ilk who had stepped across a line, attracting the
ire of Maisie Kaywood and her XCD team.
Three hours later the four body-bags with boulders were heaved over the edge of
a precipice to plummet into the cold dark water below, followed by the mesh bag
containing spiked guns and ammunition.
Biscuit Abernethy took the narrow deer path up to his cottage to join his wife Fida
and Dopey Farquarson-Wright drove off in the Transporter in the livery of Bilsland
Rentals, heading back to Abingdon where it would be forensically cleaned and placed in
secure storage.
By 8.30 am Professor Masie Kaywood was showered, changed into her elegant
workday attire, back in her office at Strathclyde University, in the centre of Glasgow.
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Reunion

From the platform of Hyndland Station I tried to reach Steph on her mobile. It
rang out and I left a voice message. I do not function well under pressure and was frantic
with worry. On the train, I used the technique of breathing deeply before exhaling
fully, learned during long-ago counselling sessions following my parents’ accident.
From Milngavie station, I ran up the hill, arriving at my flat out of breath, in a
complete tizzy. Ann Luciens met me on the stairs, on her way out with Radley, her
Labradoodle. From what I could tell, this dog must have been one of the best exercised
dogs in the neighbourhood, although I suppose it gave Ann a chance to meet her many
dog-walking friends.
“Oh Jude, it’s so awful, isn’t it? Thank goodness that your nice friend Marlen is here.
She insisted I gave her the key to your flat.”
Ann must have read my face, my body language.
“That was alright, wasn’t it, dear?”
The idea of her giving anyone my key annoyed me intensely, but Ann is a treasure,
so I let it pass.
“Is Steph here? I told her to come to you.”
“Oh, yes dear, she was in my lounge when Marlen came and I was so relieved. You
see, right from when Steph started pressing and pressing the door entry buzzer, she
was, well, how shall I put it nicely, she was, well, incoherent, talking to your Mum and
Dad and to Irene as if I wasn’t there, crying and laughing in the same breath. At first,
I thought she might be, well, you know, is it ‘high’ they say? I was a bit scared, to be
honest. But then Marlen arrived and took charge, thank goodness. If you ask me, it was
her dog Brodie who seemed to work the oracle with Steph. At least that’s what I think.
Marlen’s put Steph to bed in my spare room and she’s fast asleep now; best thing for
her, poor dear. So dreadful to hear of her tragedy. Why didn’t you tell me about your
parents and sister being killed in a car crash, and only last week too. How awful for you,
Jude, you poor thing, what with the burglary as well as the accident. Poor, poor Steph.
What I would have done without Marlen I’ve no idea. Lorna will never believe me, will
she? Daughters never do, do they?”
“Oh, thanks, Ann, you’re a trooper. But why did Marlen tell you about Bryan’s
burglary?”
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“Bryan? No, Jude, I was talking about your burglary. Marlen said she almost
expected it. And who’s Bryan? Has he been burgled too? Oh Jude, I must warn you, your
place is in a terrible mess. I only caught the slightest glimpse. Marlen said not to go in,
because it would be too disturbing. All this will set Lorna off again. She wants me to
move to a home, you now, but what would I do with Radley? Maybe I shouldn’t tell her
about this, what do you think?”
“My flat has been burgled too?”
“Oh, did you not realise?”
On top of the tension about Steph’s breakdown and the thought the girls might have
been taken hostage, I lost it.
“MY FLAT HAS BEEN BURGLED? In the name of God, Ann, who are these people?
How can they do this? How can they get away with it? Did you not hear anything? Surely
to God someone must have heard or seen something? What about the door entry
system? Who let them in? Was it you? Look, Ann, did you leave it off the latch again
when you took Radley out for a widdle walk? Did you? What about my alarm system? Oh,
God, this is just exactly the same as Bryan’s break-in.”
I felt my psyche float upwards and look down on the scene. It was like watching a
slo-mo video clip of a weird drama. I felt angry, full of rage, ready to fight and yet
fearful, spooked, filled with a desire to run away.
Above us the door of my flat opened. I realised the woman in the doorway must be
Marlen Masterton. She was tall and strongly built with a keen sharp face and neat white
hair in a page boy. By her side stood a huge black dog, which I assumed must be Brodie,
the one Bryan had told me about. In the moment, because of the dog and his eyes, the
tension drained from my body and I knew everything would work out. I felt serene,
grounded, like standing on the shoreline at high tide, calm and still, with the slight heave
of the water lapping inches away from my bare toes, safe in the knowledge they would
not get wet.
“Jude Blackwood, at last we meet. Remember we waved, earlier, before the world
decided to go completely mad? Up you come, lassie. Thanks Ann, off you go my dear. I’ll
explain everything to Jude.”
“Right-o, Marlen. I’ll see what they have along at M&S, shall I? Maybe one of these
meal deals. Oh, Marlen, do you like beef bourguignon? I’ll see if they’ve got it. We love
beef bourguignon - don’t we Radley? And rosemary roast potatoes. And maybe
profiteroles. We love profiteroles with honey ice cream, don’t we Radley? Wait till we
tell Lorna, she’ll never believe us, will she Radley?”
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Marlen took my hand, calling down, “Thanks, Ann, that would be lovely. I’ll pop in
later, but first I need to have a wee chat with Jude.” With one hand on the small of my
back, she eased me across the threshold into my long hallway. “There you are Jude, in
you come.”
I ran into my lounge - what I saw made my stomach heave. They had sliced open
every cushion and smashed my plasma TV and DVD box. Every cupboard had been tipped
out. Drawers had their bottoms smashed out of them. The panic and rage thing started
all over again.
Marlen cuddled me and Brodie licked my hand. The tears flowed and mucous bubbled
down my nose. Marlen stood back and magicked a man-sized tissue from somewhere.
“There we are. Never mind about this mess, lassie, I’ll sort it all out, quick as you
like. The main thing is we have you and Steph safe, yes? That’s what really matters, isn’t
it? Come through to the kitchen. Look! Not so bad, eh? I’ve tidied in here, more or less.
Let’s shut all this mess out and get you a nice cup of hot chocolate. That’s right, sit at
the table and blow your nose. There’s nothing like hot chocolate in a situation like this.
Trust me, I’ve see lots of burglaries and this one is quite mild. I think they panicked.
For whatever reason, they didn’t get to your spare bedroom., thank goodness. They
seemed to have become obsessed with your lounge.”
“Have we heard from Colin? Is it true, have the girls have been abducted?”
“Colin?”
“I mean Robin Frew, my brother-in-law. His middle name is Colin: it’s what I used to
call him sometimes.”
“No, surely his middle name is Campbell? Anyway,” continued Marlen, “I know there’s
a full-scale operation in progress to find them.”
“Oh God, no, NO! No, not the police! Steph said Colin, eh, Robin said she must not
call the police, under any circumstances. Bryan said you are the police, or rather, you
were the police.”
“Here you are, drink this first, Jude, and I’ll try to explain. Oh, excuse me for a
wee minute, my phone’s vibrating. I need to step away to take this call. Maybe it’s good
news. Drink up, you’ll soon feel much better.”
Marlen left me with Brodie for company and he laid his big head in my lap and sighed.
My hand stretched down and tickled behind his ears. He squirmed around and licked the
back of my hand with his big, slippy, slidey pink tongue. I looked around the kitchen.
Almost every cupboard door had been ripped off but Marlen had been busy replacing
pots and pans. Although it was neat and tidy, everything was in the wrong places.
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The hot chocolate was very sweet, with a slightly aromatic smell and was comforting,
reminding me of my childhood. During my teenage years, when my weight began to soar,
it was on my list of banned treats and was still not something I bought. Marlen must
have brought it with her which seemed an odd thing to have done. I sipped again, still
stroking the patient Brodie. The temperature was just right. I took a proper mouthful
and shuddered at its sweetness. On the other side of the kitchen door Marlen’s voice
rumbled on, but her half of the conversation was indistinct and seemed to drift, as if
she was pacing backwards and forwards along my hallway. After draining the mug, my
body felt deliciously heavy and all I wanted to do was close my eyes and sleep for a year.
In the distance I became aware of a voice.
“Good girl. Up we get, time for bed.”
Marlen’s voice seemed faint; she was talking very slowly, almost as if she was drunk
and trying not to show it. I could feel her arm around my waist: my head felt heavy, so
I rested against her shoulder.
“Time for your bedtime story, Jude. I’ve put a hot water bottle in for you, and your
teddy.”
I felt happy, giddy and giggly. “Can I have the one about Bryan and the Beanstalk?
Please. He’s my favourite. I really, really love Bryan. I do, I really, really love Bryan. I’ve
always loved him. And his Beanstalk.”
00000
“Good afternoon, Jude. Time to get up and face the day.”
I opened my eyes and saw the outline of a figure standing just inside my bedroom
door. The woman crossed and pulled back the curtains, flooding the room with bright
sunlight. I rolled over, pushed the duvet away and realised I had slept in my underwear.
My head felt slightly zingy, as if had drunk one glass too many. The woman’s face swam
into focus and it all rushed back. I shot up in a panic.
“Marlen, is Steph OK? Where is she? Oh God, the two girls and Colin. What?
Where?”
“Jude it’s all right. While you were asleep, everything was sorted. I have been
assured the whole business has been resolved to the satisfaction of all parties and so
there is nothing further you need worry about. Robin and the girls are back home in
Edinburgh, safe and sound. Bryan’s there, keeping them company. Steph is along the hall,
in your kitchen, talking to them on Skype. You’ll see her soon. Now up you get and have
a shower and change into something nice. You have some very beautiful clothes, Jude,
and the figure to wear them, lucky girl.”
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I glanced at the digital alarm clock on the bedside table:
Tuesday: 12.14 PM
Brodie pushed his nose under the duvet and licked my toes, making me giggle.
“That’s better, shower-time. Ann’s going to run you and Steph to Edinburgh in her
car. I’ve got a lot of things to do today but I’ll catch up with you and Bryan later, yes?”
“But Marlen, what happened? How do you know everything’s all right? Are the police,
involved? Did Bryan do something to help? Were the girls harmed, were they. . . .”
“No, Jude, no more questions just now. For the moment you must trust me. Now,
scoot! Shower-time!”
00000
Sitting in the rear of Ann’s car beside Steph I was feeling girlish, looking forward
to seeing Bryan again. Ann’s Lorna was with us and I half-listened as Ann and Lorna
burbled to Steph about hitting the shops on Prince’s Street and then taking in a show,
making a day of it.
During the trip, I was still unfocused, still bubbling, imagining what it would be like
to have Bryan to myself as had nearly happened before Steph’s call had intervened. All
I could think of was our passionate kiss at Bingham’s Pond and what he had said before
I ran off for the train. I glanced across at Steph and, as usual, she looked radiant,
stunning. The important thing was to get Bryan out of Steph’s place in case he fell under
her spell, as all men seemed to do. I was also worried somehow Frew might let slip about
us. As soon as soon we could make a graceful withdrawal, I would ask Ann to drop us at
Waverley station, so we could get new direct train back to his place at Hyndland and get
back on track as our original plan to visit his flat and check out his clean, cool sheets.
00000
We arrived at Steph’s impressive town house at about three o’clock and I saw the
BMW parked outside. I had completely blanked Bryan might have his car with him. Ann
dropped us off and immediately they headed off to Jenner’s where Lorna had booked
online for an afternoon cream tea.
Our reunion at Glenfinlas Street was tearful and noisy. To protect the girls,
explanations about what had happened were avoided. Thankfully, they seemed vague
about their experience although I had seen them in a huddle with Steph. Later I saw
Steph quizzing Robin and I was desperate to know what had been said. While making
teas and coffees, I managed to get Steph to myself for a few minutes. As I closed the
kitchen door, from the Upper Withdrawing Room across the huge square hall, I could
hear Bryan in the other room, telling Robin and the girls about his hobby as a rugby
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referee. The girls were big rugby fans it seemed, and I heard him promising to get them
autographs of the top players in the Scotland squad.
“Well Steph, what happened? How did Robin get the girl’s free? Was Bryan part of
it?”
“Jude, Robin’s being odd, tight-lipped about what happened, which as you know is
quite out of character. All he would say is what the girls told me is tarry-diddle, a madeup story to cover what he thinks they’ve been doing. He says they were probably here
in Edinburgh over the weekend at a rave party and he’s determined to get to the bottom
of it. But the girls told me their father collected them from school in St Andrews first
thing yesterday morning and took them to Ratho House Hotel, you know that fancy place
near the airport? He told them I had organised a girl’s Spa Day for the three of us as
a surprise. At the hotel, he introduced them to someone called Mr Clyde, a business
associate of Robin’s who happened to be there too. While they were waiting for me, they
had a lunchtime snack in Mr Clyde’s suite. The girls think there was something in the
colas they drank because they can’t remember anything after that until they woke up,
here at home, in their own beds being cared for by a doctor and nurse. The nurse assured
them nothing bad had happened to them or their father. The doctor stressed it’s
essential they drink lots of water for the next few days to flush the sleep drugs out of
their systems. But Robin says he doesn’t know anything about a doctor or nurse, thinks
this is another story the girls have made up. The girls said shortly after the doctor and
nurse left, Robin appeared with your nice friend Bryan. Hey, Jude, where did you find
him? Very dishy!”
“Eh, well, actually, eh, at the gym. Eh, my new gym.”
As I was listening to this partial explanation, the phrase reipsa iam apparet
sufficere rattled in my head which I thought meant “sufficient unto the moment is the
appearance of reality”. I decided not to encourage Steph to make a fuss, in case Tallow
was working some other scam, despite what Marlen had said about it all being over,
settled to everyone’s satisfaction. The girls and Robin were safe, obviously, and I would
ask Bryan later for the whole story.
“Well, good luck with him, Jude. He seems to be a really nice guy. But Robin says he
has no idea why your boyfriend is here. Although Robin had never actually met him
before, he says he knew about Bryan when he sold Ravenswood House for him, after
Aunt Judith died. Have you known Bryan all that time, Jude?’
“Well, yes, sort of, I suppose. But it’s only recently we’ve hooked up again.”
“Anyway, Robin says Bryan said to me he was expecting you to come here to meet
him here on a private and personal matter. Sounds very interesting. Anyway, when I
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asked Robin about collecting the girls from St Andrews he got quite ratty. I’ve never
seen him like that before. He’s adamant he did not take the girls to Ratho House and
says he’s never been there, not ever. And he denies phoning me to say they had been
taken hostage. He thinks I must’ve had a flashback attack. But Jude, I can remember
his phone call quite clearly. And I did phone you to tell you, didn’t I? Do you think I
might have to go back to hospital?”
“No, Steph, you seem fine to me, except maybe a bit stressed. Look, I think Robin
doesn’t want to tell you everything until he’s sure the girls are fine. And he won’t want
you to worry, will he? You know Robin’ll look after you and the girls. You know he adores
you, don’t you? Look, Steph, maybe the best thing would be if I take Bryan away and
leave you alone with Robin and the girls? Then you can sort it all out, clear up the
misunderstanding. What do you think? Surely the last thing you need is us getting under
your feet?”
00000
To my relief, Bryan was keen to get away too. We made a gentle withdrawal, with
fake promises to meet up again soon. Although I love Steph and the girls to bits, I had
felt uncomfortable in Frew’s presence because of the way he had leered at me when no
one else was looking.
In Bryan’s car I tried to get to the bottom of what had happened and why he was
there at all. He was evasive, very evasive. I hate evasion, I really do. I like to know all
the details. His stalling made me angry. I tried being off-hand, sullen, pouting, the whole
nine yards. But because of the itch, I couldn’t keep it up.
We were on the outskirts of Glasgow, almost home.
“Jude, you look beautiful when you’re angry, very beautiful. If I ask you a personal
question, will you answer it honestly?”
When Steph and I had tumbled out of Ann’s Toyota Landcruiser at Charlotte Square
a few hours earlier, the sight of Bryan and Frew standing side by side at the window of
the Upper Withdrawing Room had stabbed my ego. They had looked down and waved.
Now, with Bryan about to ask his question, my conscience screamed in case Frew had
told Bryan about our London frolics, perhaps boasting as I have heard men do, especially
if they feel inferior. In my head I imagined Frew’s squeaky voice:
“Yeah, Bryan. Go for it. Jude used to be my PA. Travelled everywhere with me on
business. Yeah, you can guess. Goes like a bunny. But hey, I got the best-looking one in
the end. Isn’t she gorgeous? I reckon in her day Steph could have been Miss Scotland,
maybe even Miss World. She turns heads wherever she goes. Yeah, Jude’s a looker now,
but she wasn’t always, you know. I paid for the teeth, a special thirtieth birthday
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present. She had the nose, lips and ears done herself. Switzerland - great job, eh? She
has been, how shall we say, ‘well adjusted’. But now I’ve got Steph, Jude’s all yours Bryan,
if you want her.”
“Well, Jude, will you?”
I was frozen. I didn’t know how to answer him. I said nothing.
“I’ll take a chance you’ll give me the answers I want to hear, OK?”
I heard myself croak, “Yes, OK, Bryan, I’ll tell you the truth, if you’re sure it’s what
you really want.” But even as I was forcing these words out I was preparing myself to
lie through my beautiful teeth, deny everything Frew had told him and paint myself as
the virtuous sister of one on the most beautiful women in the world.
“First question, Jude: do you agree the past is best left in the past?”
“Yes!” I exploded, filled with a surge of hope.
“Do you believe if there is a thing you want to know everything about, but the
information, if you had it, would make you uncomfortable, even afraid, perhaps for the
rest of your life, then it would be best not to ask about it?”
“Yes!” I realised Bryan was giving me a way out. “Yes, Bryan, I do believe the past
should be left in the past. One time an old friend told me things I didn’t know about my
parents and I’ve wished ever since I could un-hear every word. I would dearly love to
have kept my good false memories unsullied; the ones I still love. So, yes, I don’t want
to learn anything which would change things, especially between us.”
“Perfect answers.

I’m the same. So, Jude Blackwood, everything which has

happened - the envelope, the kidnap, the rescue - can we put them all in a strong-room,
lock it then destroy the key and never talk or think about them again, and then
forevermore just concentrate on us?”
“Oh, Bryan, I do love you when you make these long stern speeches. I must come
and watch you perform in court!”
“Right! Good! Just as Marlen suggested. She is an amazing woman, you know. Truly
amazing. Now, I’ve managed to get a table for quarter-to-nine at One Devonshire. I
thought we might go to my place for a chat, nibbles and an aperitif then walk round
later. What do you think?”
“Perfect! Anyway, my place has been trashed. I’ll need to do a police report and get
on to my insurance company. God, what are these people like! Do you think Marlen could
get someone to come and persuade Ann and my other neighbours into upgrading our
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security systems, maybe installing a CCTV system, like she recommended for your
building?”
“Ah, all that’s under control. Marlen has been calling in a few favours. If you give
her a few days, your place will be completely refurbished, new everything. You’re in for
a treat, she has great taste, wait till you see her own flat!”
“But Bryan, how can she organise the insurance company without my say-so?”
“Not from the insurance company. Think of it as a collateral benefit, from a fairy
godmother.”
“What? What do you mean, Bryan?”
He shook his big head at me and mouthed the words, “Don’t ask!”
Of course, we did not make it to One Devonshire. Instead my itch was scratched,
very, very enjoyably and I discovered, like me, Bryan is very needy in the sex
department.
After a few days of ‘vacation’ in Bryan’s flat, I sent off my resignation to Laver’s.
00000
All that was some months ago. I am now Bryan’s paralegal and enrolled with the Open
University, studying for a Law degree. We have a small office near M&S in Milngavie.
Bryan is kept busy but plans to remain as a sole practitioner.
On the morning after our first mad frenzy in Bryan’s flat, I stopped taking
precautions and my best clothes are now almost too tight for me. It is still my secret. I
hope our first baby will be a girl, someone to shop with, like Ann has Lorna, then as many
boys as Bryan wants, a whole rugby team, perhaps.
We intend to sell both flats and we’re already looking for a place near Tannoch Loch,
one of the nicest parts of Milngavie, handy for the country park, my gym, and West of
Scotland Rugby Club. It would mean we could both walk to work and still be handy for
Milngavie railway station, should I need to get into Glasgow for shopping or to Hyndland
to catch up with Marlen over lunch at One Devonshire.
We are trying to decide what kind of dog or dogs to get after we find the right
house. Bryan thinks large, like Brodie, but I am thinking small, perhaps a Border Terrier,
maybe even one of each.
In recent months we have gained a new and important client. Marlen introduced
Bryan to a firm called Global Bio-Genetics known as GBG where her cousin Ms Margery
Marsdene is the big cheese. We must always call her Ms Marsdene, never, ever Margery,
Brian says. I’ve only met her once and Ms Marsdene is one scary lady.
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Ms Marsdene is also involved with two other outfits called HTR (Health Thru
Research) and MMF (the Margaret Miller Foundation) who are our two other most
important new clients. These outfits seem to work for a government agency, mostly on
top secret projects, I think. Bryan has stressed we must not discuss what we do for
them.
Anyway, whatever it is Bryan is doing for Ms Marsdene and her businesses, it is
often very demanding, usually with incredibly tight deadlines. Occasionally he is away
for a few days at a time and once for two weeks on a tour of duty, as he called it. He
cannot say where, but he always keeps in regular touch using a sort of special Skype on
the new super-dooper iPad he gave me. The upside is Ms Marsdene pay’s top rates and
gives him good bonuses.
Of course, sometimes I think about the thick manila envelope with the red seal and
I wince at all the trouble it caused. When Bryan said it was incinerated, I did remind
him this is what I wanted all along.

John Bonthron, revised version 2017 after Kareth

118

