                                SHORT  STORIES  FIVE

                              “ CAUTIONARY  TALES”

                                THE  WRONG  MOVE 

                                                           “Robert?”

“Sorry?”

“Is  Robert  there?  I  have  to  talk  to  him.  Explain.”

                                                                  The  woman  was  almost  screaming  down  the  phone.

“I’m  sorry.  I  think  you’ve  got  the  wrong  number.  This  is….”

“Are  you  sure?  Really,  really  sure.  I’ve  got  to    speak  to  Robert.  It  was  all  a  mistake.  I’m  really  frightened  now.  I  didn’t  mean  it.  Where  IS  he?”

“Look  are  you  alright?  This  is  4470…”

“Tell  him , it’s  not  him.  It’s  the  wrong  one.”

“Please  calm  down  a  moment.  Please.  I’m  trying  to  help.  My  name  is  Grady.  Tony  Grady  and  I  live  here  alone.  No  one  called  Robert  lives  here.  Are  you  alright?”

“Really?  I  think  you’ll  find  out  you’re  wrong.  I’ve  met  him  and  he  …”

                                                                                    Grady  was  starting  to  get  slightly  annoyed  but  the  woman  was  obviously  very  upset.  Not  crying,  but  very  close  to  it.  He  tried  again.

“I’m  really  very  sorry,  but  I  promise  you  no  one  of  that  name  lives  here.  I  was  just  going  to  bed  but  I’ll  try  to  help  if  I  can.    As  I  said,  my  name  is  Tony  Grady  and  the  number  is  447026.  You  sound  very  upset.  Now,  can  I  help  in  any  way.  Are  you  in  some  sort  of  trouble?  Danger?”

“It’s  not  me  who’s  in  danger,  but  I’m  scared.  For  that  other  man.  The  man  Robert’s  mixed  up  about.”

“Please.  Tell  me  your  name  and  where  you  are  now.  We’ll  get  this  sorted  out.  You’ve  dialled  the  wrong  number,  that’s  all.  Don’t  worry.  I  do  it  all  the  time.”

“No,  I  haven’t.  That’s  the  number  I  always  dial.  447026.  But  never  mind.  I’m  better  now.  I’ve  told  you  and  that’s  as  much  as  I  can  do.  It’s  up  to  you  whether  you  tell  Robert  or  not.  I  know  he’s  there.”

“For  God’s  sake.  How  many  times  do  I  have  to  repeat  my..”

“Goodnight  Mr.  Grady.  Tell  Robert  I  phoned. Don’t  believe  her. It’s  the  wrong  man.  He  just  looks  a  bit  like  him.”

                                                                           The  line  went  dead.  Grady  replaced  the  receiver.  The  call  had  unsettled  him,  coming  at  that  time  of  night.  No  one  ever  called  him  at  that  time.  No  one  called  him  most  of  the  time,  if  he  was  honest  about  it.  Wrong  number.  Happens  all  the  time.  But  the  woman  had  been  adamant  it  was  the  right  number.  That  was  the  problem.  He  went  to  bed.

                                                                                    ******************

                                                  He always looked  forward  to  seeing  her.  Always  the  friendly  smile,  the  smile  that  seemed  to  come  from  somewhere  deep  within  and  soothed  him.  He  knew  he  loved  her  but  he  could  never  tell  her  that.  She  was  very  beautiful.  And  very  married.  He  told  himself  it  was  her  job  to  smile  at  people  To  welcome  them.  She  was  a  bloody  receptionist,  for  God’s  sake.  That’s  what  they’re  paid  to  do.  Smile  at  people.

“Morning,  Tony.  Are  you  alright?  You  look  a  bit  peaky.  Worn  out.  There  is  something  going  about,  I  know  because  my  mum…”

“I’m  alright  Susan.  Honestly.  Didn’t  get  much  sleep  last  night.  Worrying  about  today’s  meeting,  and  the  new  job  and  so  on  and  so  forth.  And  then  to  top  it  all,  some  woman  decided  to  phone  me  at  1.a.m.  and  change  my  identity.  To  someone  called  Robert.  Poor  thing.  I  felt  a  bit  sorry  for  her  at  first.  Too  long  a  story  to  go  into  now.  I’m  late  as  it  is.  Rest  of  the  troops  here  already  I  take  it?  And  the  commander  in  chief?  He’s  not  pleased  I’m  leaving,  I  know  that  much.  But  the  offer’s  unbelievable.  I’d  be  mad  to  refuse  it.  Wouldn’t  I?”

“Course  you  would.  And  he  knows  it  too.  It’s  just  that  we’ll  all  miss  you  so  much.  All  the  staff.  Specially  me.  I’ve  grown  very  fond  of  you  Tony.  There’s  some  lucky  girl  out  there  somewhere  just  waiting  for  you.  Pity,  I’m  married  myself.  Just  joking.  He’s  not  so  bad.  Now  in  you  go  and  say  your  farewells  and  don’t  forget  my  kiss  before  you  leave.  Or  “I”  won’t  sleep  tonight.  You’ll  be  sorely  missed  Tony.”

“Thanks  Susan.  Can  I  ask  you  something?  Are  you  happy?  Married  I  mean?”

“That’s  for  me  to  know.  I’ll  maybe  tell  you  someday.  Give  you  a  ring  at  your  new  place.  Wouldn’t  want  us  to  lose  touch.  That  would  never  do  after  all  the  years  we’ve  known  each  other.”

                                                                                  Again  the  lovely,  warm  smile.  Grady  walked  into  the  meeting  with  a  spring  in  his  step.

                                                                               *******************              

                                                              Hatcher  heaved  himself  from  the  his  desk  chair  to  greet  Grady  when  he  entered  his  office.  Hatcher  was  a  very  overweight  man.  Out  of  condition.  Not  like  Grady.  Grady  kept  himself  trim  at  all  times.  He  didn’t  have  to  do  much  physical  exercise  to  do  so.  Just  watch  how  he  ate  and  take  brisk  walks.  As  often  as  he  could.  He  had  his  friend  Robert  to  thank  for  that  piece  of  advice.

                                                                                ******************

                                                    “He’s  just  gone  in  to  see    Hatcher  now.  They  shouldn’t  be  all  that  long,  I  shouldn’t  think.    Hatcher’s  not  very  pleased  he’s  leaving , that  I  do  know,  but  he  doesn’t  really  have  a  say  in  the  matter  now,  does  he?  You  should  see him  mum.  The  guy  in  charge  at  the  new  place  he’s  going  to.  He’s  his  double  almost.  You’d  swear  it  was  him.  Yes,  he  told  me.  It’ll  work , don’t  worry.  If  it  hasn’t  already. He’s  going  straight  there  when  he  leaves  Hatcher’s  office.  They’re  just  off  the  phone  to  me  to  makes  sure.  Final  check,  sort  of  thing.    Hatcher  hates  him.  The  man  at  the  place   he’s  leaving  for.  If  Hatcher’s  wished  him  dead  once  he’s  done  it  a  thousand  times.  He’s  getting  all  the  glory  that    Hatcher  should  be  getting.  And  now  he’s  getting  Tony  Grady  as  well.   I  know  you  did.  It’s  logged  here.  Very  meticulous  about  logging  phone  calls,  our  security,  you  know.  They  have  to  be.  Thanks  for  the  phone  call  mum.  And    Hatcher  says  thanks  too.  The  money’ll  come  in  handy. ”

“Bye  Susan.  It’s  not  fair  you…”

“Bye  mum.”

                                                                              *****************  

                                                          Hatcher  stared  at  Grady  over  the  gold  rimmed  half-glasses.

“But  I  thought  you  were  happy  here  Mr.  Grady”

That  was  the  other  thing  Grady  hated  about  Hatcher.  Formality.  Always  formal.  Every  one  else  used  his  first  name.  Didn’t  always  get  it  right,  but  that  didn’t  matter.  People  make  mistakes.  That  was  another  thing  he  hated  about  Hatcher.  Never  wrong  about  anything.  Never  wrong.

“Mr.  Hatcher.  I’m  sorry  but  the  decision  has  been  made.  I’m  a  man  of  my  word.  If  I  give  my  word  nothing,  absolutely  nothing,  will  change  my  mind.  I  gave  Mr.  Chambers  my  word,  when  he  offered  to  help  me  and  nothing  will  change  that.”

“And  what  if  he  goes  back  on  his?”

“He  won’t.  Not  like  some  people.  He’s  already  found  me  somewhere  to  live.  And  outlayed  his  plans  for  my  future.  I  have  no  reason  to  doubt  his  sincerity.”

“You’ll  be  sorely  missed,  Mr.  Grady”

“I’m  sorry,  but  I’ve  made  my  decision.  And  I’ve  also  given  my  word.”

“I   know.  When  you  give  your  word,  that  is  that.  I  do  know  that  much.  In  that  case  there  is  no  more  to  be  said.  Goodbye  Mr.  Grady.”

“Mr.  Hatcher.”      

                                                                          *******************

                                                              This  was  the  bit  he’d  been  dreading.  If  he’d  thought  for  one  minute  there  had  ever  been  the  slightest  ray  of  hope  that  he  and  Susan  could ever be  together,  wild  horses  couldn’t  have  dragged  from  this  place.  But  he  knew  she  was  married.  Married  to  George.  Everything  she  had  ever  told  him  about  her  life  was  imprinted  forever  in  his  memory.  Everything.  And  now  he  would  leave.  He  wasn’t  sure  if  he  wanted  her  to  phone  the  new  place.  Too  painful  to  hear  her  voice  but  not  see  her.  That  smile.

                                                               She  stood  alone  at  the  front  of  the  reception  desk,  a  small  figure  waiting  to  say  her  last  goodbye  to  him.  Were  those  tears?  For  him?  He  didn’t  want  to  believe  it.  If  they  were  he’d  stay.  But  he’d  given  his  word!

“Tony.  Go  quickly  now.  You  asked  me  something  before  you  went  into  see    Hatcher.  Was  I  happy?  With  George?  The  answer  is  no  Tony.  He’s  cruel  to  me,  Tony.  He…  She  held  out  the  little  photograph  she  was  clutching.  A  small  crumpled,  passport  type  obviously  taken  in some fairground  or  supermarket  booth.

“This  him?”

“Yes.  I….”

“Not  one  more  word,  Susan.  His  second  name’s  Chambers  isn’t  it?  All  the  time  I’ve  known  you  and  I  never  knew  your  married  name.  Now  I’m  going  to  give  you  my  word  on  something.  If  I’d  known  about  this  I’d  have  done  it  sooner.  But  I  can  and  will  do  something  about  it  now.  I  give  you  my  word  that  I  will  kill  this  man  for  you,  the  first  chance  I  get.  Kill  him.  Stone  dead.  You  have  my  word  on  that.

                                                                      ********************

                                                                   “Mum?  Yes.  He’s  gone.  Went  this  afternoon.  He’ll  bloody  do  it  alright.  First  chance  he  get’s  too.  Violent  bastard.  Gives  me  the  creeps.  Always  has  done.  Now,  Dr.  Hatcher  wants  to  take  you,  me  and  George  out  somewhere  tonight.  Where  d’you  fancy?”

                                                                      *****************

                                                            Doctor  Paul  Chambers  greeted  Grady  warmly  as  the  former  stepped  down  from  the  ambulance  which  had  carried  him  from  the  first  physciatric  care  hospital  unit  to  the  second.  Grady  stared  at  him  without  answering.

“Hello  Tony.  Great  to  see  you  again.  Call  me  Paul  please”

“Don’t  give  me  any  of  that  shit , George  me  old  son.  I’ve  got  fucking  plans  for  you.  And  the  name’s  Robert  by  the  way.  And  don’t you  fucking forget  it!”

                                                                             THE  END  

                                                                  “ THE  OLD  ORIGINAL”

                                                                          CHAPTER  ONE

                                                      Harrison  had  lot’s  of  problems.  Most  of  his  problems  were  of  his  own  making  however.  Without  doubt , Harrison’s  biggest  problem  was  his  inability  to  see  that..

                                                                           He  hated  the  world  and  everyone  in  it.  Without  exception,  people  were  there  to  be  used,  abused  and  exploited  in  whatever  way  Thomas  Harrison  saw  fit.  Harrison  also  had  one  great  advantage.  He  did  not  look  remotely  like  the  type  of  person  who  saw  life  that  way.  On  the  contrary,  Thomas  Harrison  looked  like  the  sort  of  man  who  would  help  anyone  in  times  of  trouble.  A  balding,  bespectacled,  rather  portly  gentleman  of  advancing  years,  he  could  always  be  counted  on  for  a  cheery  wave,  a  hearty  good  morning,  afternoon,  or  whatever  the  appropriate  greeting  was  for  the  time  of  day,  as  he  was  helping  some  old  lady  across  the  street.  Or perhaps patting  some  young  mother’s  children  on  the  head.  But  all  the  time  his  brain  was  in  overdrive , as  he  was  planning  the  next  move  in  his  lifelong  vocation  of  separating  people  from their hard  earned  cash.  As  far  as  Thomas  Harrison  was  concerned,  he  had  no  equal  in  this.  He  was  an  expert  at  putting  the  bite  on  people.  For  some  reason  most  people  were  almost  desperate  to  give  him  money.  And,  most  of  them  at  any  rate,  either too ashamed  or too  embarrassed  to  ask  for  it  back.  Harrison  found  out  eventually,  and  admittedly  fairly  late  on  in  life,  that  not  everybody  thought  that  way.  Far  from  it.  He  had  been  extremely  fortunate  until the  day he  met  the  people  he  met,  because  of  what  he  tried  on  with  old  Johnny  Knight

                                                                        ***************

                                                      Harrison  knew  his  greatest  asset  was  his  appearance.  He  appeared  to  be  what  he  was  not.  And his  greatest  disadvantage  lay  in  totally  overlooking  the  logic  that  if  that  fact  applied  to  him,  there  was  no  earthly  reason  why  it  could  not  apply  to  other  people  as  well.  His  second  greatest  disadvantage,  therefore,  was  his  arrogance.  Old  Johnny  Knight  had  exactly  the  same  main  asset.  He  didn’t  look like what  he  really  was  either.                                                           

                                                                       *****************

                                                              “THE  OLD  ORIGINAL”  pub  was  situated  invitingly  and  irresistibly  close  to  Johnny’s    ramshackle  old  cottage.  And  invitingly  and  irresistibly  far  away  from  Thomas  Harrison’s  comfortable  flat.

Harrison  always  did  his  homework  first.  The  local  press  was  invaluable  to  Thomas  Harrison  in  his  unrelenting  search  for  other  people’s  money.  A  copy  of  the  local  weekly newspaper still lay , hastily  discarded,      on  Harrison’s  coffee  table  at  home  opened  at  the  page  which  read,

                                                  LOCAL  PENSIONER  COLLECTS .  LOCALS  UNHAPPY.



                                             The  accompanying  photograph  of  Johnny  Knight ,  together  with  his  address  and  the  name  of  his  local  pub,  was  in  Harrison’s  wallet  as  he  started  the  car.  This  was  going  to  be  too  easy.

                                                                         It  might  well  have  been  if  Harrison  had  read  the  article  properly.

                                                                     ********************    

                                            “The  name’s  Harrison.  Thomas  Harrison?  Of  Harrison,  Harrison  and  Edgar?  You’ll  have  heard  of  us,  presumably?  We  are  THE  driving  force in caring  for  the  rights  and  welfare  of  our  senior  citizens.  We  cut  through  all the red  tape  and  bureaucratic  bumph  that both  our local  and  national  government  attempt  to  bamboozle  them  with.  Bless  them.  Old  souls  get  very  confused.  I  was  driving  through  your  beautiful  village  and  thought  I’d  stop  for  a  bite.  You  really  are  very  fortunate  to  be  living  here.  Lovely  little  place.  Very  picturesque.  Very”

“Glad  you  like  it”  said  Fred  the  landlord.  “What’ll  it  be?”

“Oh  a  half  of  lager  please.  And  a  round  of  those  sandwiches  please.  They  look  delicious.  Thinking  of  expanding  our  interests  in  this  area  actually.  Huge  demand  for  our  services.  Huge.”

“Glad  to  hear  it”  said  Fred.  “That’ll  be  three  pounds  exactly,  please.”

“Always  on  the  hunt  for  someone  to  help,  I  am.  I  own  the  business.  Lock,  stock  and  barrel.  Some  of  the  old  dears I  meet I  just  don’t  have  the  heart  to  charge.  For  my  services,  you  know?  They  just  don’t  have  it  to  give  sometimes  you  know.”

“That’s  nice  of  you.  Glad  to  hear  it.  Maybe  not  much  business  for  you  round  here  though.  We  tend  to  look  after  our  own  hereabouts”

“Oh  there’s  always  someone  a  bit  confused  and  worried  about  something  or  other  isn’t  there?  And  that’s  where  we  come  in.”

“Glad  to  hear  it.”  said  Fred  looking  at  Harrison  as  though  really  only  finally  listening  to  what  he  was  saying.  He  turned  to the   huge, heavily bearded    man  playing  a  solitary  game  of  pool  to amuse himself  in  the  far  corner  of  the  bar.  “Old  Johnny  still  through  in  the  lounge,  Arthur?”

                                 The slightly younger  man  cursed  at  his  missed  shot,  and  turned  to  look  through  the partially open  lounge  door.  He  nodded  without  saying  a  word.

“There  you  go  Mr.  Harrison.  Old  Johnny’s  been  looking  for  someone  to  advise  him  on  how  to  get  shot  of  all  this  unexpected  attention    he’s  been  getting again lately.  Newspapers  pestering  him,  television  people.  All  out  to  make  a  fast  buck  if  you  ask  me.  That  right  Arthur?  Too  much  for  an  old  man  his  age , if  you  ask  me.  I  mean  what’s  he  expected  to  do  with  it  all.  At  his  age.  Take  your  sandwiches  through.  Won’t  do  any  harm  to  have  a  word.  And  don’t  worry  about  Johnny  sorting  you  out.  Always  pays  his  way  does  Johnny.  Nowadays  at  any  rate.  He’ll  settle  you  up  alright.  He’ll  sort  you  out  for  anything  you try  to help  him  with.  No  problem.  That  right,  Arthur?”

                                                         This  time  Arthur  didn’t  answer  Fred  at  all.

                                                                              *******************

                                          He  sat as  if holding  a  press  conference  in  the  far  corner  of the comfortable,  if  somewhat  crowded , tiny  lounge  bar.  A  crowd  of  all  of  seven  people  were  sufficient  to  ensure  there  was  only  one  vacant seat left  available  for  Harrison.  It  was  his  good  fortune  that  it  was  situated  right  next  to  the “local  pensioner.”  He  was  immediately  recognisable  from  the  newspaper  clipping  in  Harrison’s  wallet.  Thomas  Harrison  was  now  confident  that  it  would  soon  have  company,  in  the  form  of  cash  or  a  cheque  from old Johnny  Knight.  Preferably  cash  to  start  with.  Always  safer  to  start  with  that.

“Good  afternoon  sir. Would  you  be Mr.  Knight?  An  honour  to  make  your  acquaintance  Mr.  Knight.  A  real  honour.  Your  landlord  of  this  very  welcoming  establishment  suggested  perhaps  I  could  be  of  some  small  assistance  to  you?  With  regard  to  some  sort  of  paperwork  problem  you  are  experiencing  at  present.  Would  that  be  the  case,  sir?”  said  Harrison  presenting  his  business  card  for  his  totally  fictitious  company.

“Could  be.  Could  be  at  that.”  said  the small, cloth  capped  old  man  in  the  threadbare , three  piece  serge  suit  after  peering  at  the  card  through  his  old  fashioned  horn  rims  . “If  you  can  tell  me  what  I’m  supposed  to  do  about  it  all.  At  my  age.    Bloody  newspapers.  Television ,next  so  they.  say  Never.   And  bloody  lawyers,  so  they  tell  me.  I  need  to  find  somewhere  to  put  it all for  now.  Give  me  time  to  think  properly.  I  hope  you’re  not  from  a  bank.  Don’t  like  banks  me.  Don’t  trust  them.”

“I  take  it  we’re  talking  about  money  here.  Have  you  recently  come  into  some  sort  of  windfall   Mr.  Knight?  A  

legacy  or  something  of  that  nature  perhaps.?”

“Oh  yes. Compensation. I’m  prepared  to  pay  you  know.  Just  for some decent  advice  about  it.  And  peace  This  lot  are  no  use.  No  use  at  all”  He  waved  dismissively   at  the  other  occupants  of  the  lounge,  not  one  of  whom  opened  their  mouths  in  reply.  A  sorry  looking  bunch , it  was  obvious  to  Harrison  immediately  that  they now knew  they  were very  much out  of  their individual  depths. They  were  obviously  the  sponging  relatives,  as  there  was  a  marked  family  resemblance  in  some  of  them  to  the  sharp  featured  old  man “You  can  make  all  them  disappear  for  a  start.  Appearing  at  the  cottage  all  hours  of  the  day  and  night  with  their  hands  out.    Give  me  this.  Give  me  that.  Bloody  family  too  ,  some  of  them.”

                                                                         Harrison  excused  himself  to  go  the  gents.  Before  he  had  an  unfortunate  accident  with  the  excitement  of  it  all.  He’d  make  a  fortune  out  of  this  stupid  old  bastard.

                                                                                   **************** 

                                                                    Emerging  from  the  gent’s  toilet,  Harrison  immediately  congratulated  himself  on  his  ability  to  spot  would  be  rival  spongers  and   THEIR  speedy  recognition of  the  fact that  they  were no  longer  welcome.  Must  have  done.  The  little  lounge  was  now  empty  except  for  the cloth capped  old  man  now  sitting  alone.  “By  God  you’re  good  Harrison”  he  thought  to  himself.  No  contest.  Must  have  realised  immediately  they  were  dealing  with  someone  in  authority.  Harrison  had  no  form  of  authority  over  anything  other  than  greed.

“You’re  a  class  act  Thomas  my  old  son.”  he  whispered  to  himself,  and  smiling  broadly , moved  in  on  his  prey.

                                                                                 ******************

                                       “Have  your  friends  all  left  Mr.  Knight?  Or,  excuse  my  impertinence  please,  but  I  feel  I  must  ask  the  question,  are  they  really  your  friends?  Money  can  attract  the  wrong  sort  of  people  sometimes  you  know.  Undesirables.  Just  after  anything  they  can  get  their  greedy  hands  on.”

“Not  wrong  there.  Yes,  they’ve  gone.  For  now,  at  any  rate.  Bloodsuckers.”  The  old  man  looked  worried.  Good. Always  a  good  sign  that   “They  won’t  try  it  on  with  you.  Not  till  they get  to know  you  anyway.  They’re  trying  to  send  me  somewhere.  I  don’t  want  to  go  there.”

“Now,  now.  No  need  for  that.  Nobody’s  going  to  send  you  anywhere.”

“They’re  there  every  night.  Bloody  hands  out.  But,  I  won’t  go.  I’m  not  going.  Think  I  owe  them  something.  Bastards!  Done  enough  for  them.”

             Harrison  was  slightly  taken  aback  by  Knight’s  sudden  vehemence.

“And  I’m  quite  sure  you  have  done  Mr.  Knight.  Any  chance  I  could  have  a  look  over  the  paperwork  side  of  all  this  on  your  behalf?  Advise  you , sort  of  thing?  All  I  would  require  is  my  usual  consultancy  fee.  Very  modest.”

“Oh,  money’s  not  a  problem.  Least  of  my  problems  now.”

                            Harrison  had  to  keep  himself  from  rubbing  his  chubby  hands  together  under  the  table.

“Let  me  get  you  another  drink.”

“It’s  all  at my home.  The  paperwork  I  mean.  At  my  cottage.  It’s  next  to  the  cemetery.  Handy.  Some  people  think  it’s  time  I  moved in there  myself.  The  graveyard  like. Coffin  time. Not  me.  Not  old  Johnny  boy.  ”

 “Bloody  hell,”  thought  Harrison  with  his  practiced  dutiful,  deprecatory  smile  to  old  Knight  at  such  nonsense  ,  “this is going  to  be  a  stroll  in  the  fucking  park.”

                                                                         He  was  close.  Not  quite  a  stroll,  however.  And  not  in  the  park,  either.

“Not  at  all  Mr.  Knight.  Not at all.  Best  years  still  before  you.  Loads  of  them  too  I’ll  wager.”  said  Harrison  aloud

to  the  old  man

“Can’t  now  anyway.”  said  the  old  man  with  a  faraway  look  in  his  eyes.  “That’s  what  they’d  like,  some  of  them.  But  I’ve  got  a  lot  of  damage  to  do  yet.”

                                                                              *********************

                                                              Arthur  finished  his  solitary  game  of  pool  and  and  lumbered  back  over  to  the  bar.  His  voice  was  strangely  high-pitched  for  a  man  of  his  huge  size.

“That’s  them  away,  the  two  of  them.  Wouldn’t  be  fucking  me.  You’d  think  they’d  learn  to  leave  him  alone.”

“He  was  good  though.  I’ll  give  him  that.”  said  Fred  pouring  Arthur  a  fresh  pint.

“Poor    sod.  Wouldn’t  be  me.  Trusting  that  bastard.”

“Glad  to  hear  it.  Lot  of  people  made  that  mistake.”  said  Fred.

“It’s  that  article  in  the  newspaper.  All  the  publicity.  All  this  local  pensioner  thing.  Stirring  it  all  up.  All  over  again.  Told  you  it  would  end  in  trouble,  didn’t  I ?  Poor    sod. ”

“You  paying  me  for  this  before  you  burst  into  tears?”

                                                                             **********************

         “So  this  was  part  of  it?  The  cottage  I  mean?  Part  of  your  inheritance  Mr.  Knight?  You’ll  have  plenty  of  spare  cash  now  to  have  it  just  as  you  want  it,  I  should  think.  I  can  sort  all  that  out  for  you  too  you  know.  Contacts  everywhere  me.  Just  you  leave  all  that  sort  of  thing    to  me.”

“Wish  it  hadn’t  all  been  left up to  ME.”  said  the  old  man  with the  same  strange,  faraway  look  in  his  eyes  behind  the  thick  horn  rimmed  spectacles.                                                  

                                     They  entered  the  ramshackle  old  cottage  together,  Harrison  at  the  rear  with  just  enough  deference.

                                                                           ***********************

“Fred  always  said  something  like  this  would  happen.  Fucking  nosey  parkers  ferreting  about  in  my  business.  Driving  me  batty.  Nothing  to  do  with  them.”

“Oh  something  like  this  brings  all  sort  of  unwarranted  attention.  Undesirables.  All  out  for  what  they  can  get.  But  don’t  you  worry  about  all  that  sort  of  thing  Mr.  Knight.  I  know  people  who  can…”

“Know  a  lot  of  people  do  you?  Know  a  few  myself.  Or  did.  Do  anything  these  people.  Turn  their  hand  to  anything.  Nasty  types  too  some  of  them.  Violent.  You  know  what  I  mean?  You’ve  got  to  know  how  to  deal  with  them.”

“Just  you  leave  everything  to  me.  You  have  nothing  to  worry  about  now.  Harrison,  Harrison  and  Edgar  to  the  rescue,  eh?”

“Eh?”  said  old  Knight  with  that    now,  familiarly  strange,  faraway  look  in  his  eyes  again.  Harrison  wasn’t  too  keen  on  that  look.  The  old  man  knew  something  Harrison  didn’t.  Thomas  Harrison  was  never  happy  in  that  sort  of  situation.

“Oh,  yes.”  said  the  old  man  as  though  he  had  just  remembered  why  Harrison  was  here  in  the  first  place.  “Yes,  that’s  right.  You’ll  want  to  sit  down  while  I  tell  you  all  about  it.  That’s  right.  You  sit  down.  It  won’t  take  long.  Always  providing  we  get  peace.  Fred  and  Arthur that  you  met back there  in  the  pub?  Fred  knows  everything  already.  Arthur too.    

                                                                                       Harrison  was  getting  slightly  confused  by  now.  He  was  not  remotely  interested  in  Fred.  Or  Arthur  either,  come  to  that.

                                                                           ***********************

                                                                 “Ahah!”  said  Harrison  knowledgeably  to  old  Knight,  tapping  the  side  of  his  nose at  the  same  time as  if  he  actually  knew  what  he  was  talking  about.  “So  that’s  it  eh?  Compulsory  purchase  from  the  council , eh?  They  want  to  expand  the  cemetery  do  they?  And  throw  you  out  on  the  street  to  do  it?  Not  if  Harrison,  Harrison  and  Edgar  can  help  it.”

“But  I’ve  already  taken    money  from  them.    That’s  why  all  the  fuss.  They  keep  coming  to  see  me  about  it.  If  I  don’t  turn  up  at  the  pub.  No  peace.  See?”

“I’ll  get  you  lot’s  more  money.  Don’t  you  worry  about  that  Keep  it  in  the  house  do  you?  The  money?”

“Oh  yes.  Never  trusted  banks  me.  That’s  why  THEY  keep  coming  too.  Those  other  ones you  saw in  the  pub.  Give  me  this.  Give  me  that. Their  money  they  say. Bastards! That Fred.  Knows  too  much  as  well.  All  round  me  every  time  I  go  in  there.”

“Never  you  mind  Fred. Or  those  others  either. Now , about  my  consultancy  fee  Mr.  Knight.”

                                                                        *******************

“What  I  don’t  understand  is  why  they  haven’t  sussed  it  by  now.  The  authorities  I  mean.  Conning all  those  families  out  of  their  money.  And  the  cheek  of  it!  Coming  in  here  bold  as  brass.  Well  he’s  not  getting  away  with  it  any  longer.  Made  my  mind  up  the  minute  he  walked  in  here  today.”  Fred  took  a  long  swig  from  his  pint  and  fell  silent  again.  It  had  been  a  very  long  sentence  for  him.  A  man  of  very  few  words  was  Fred.  Which  was  a  few  more  than  Arthur.

 “ Knew  him  years  ago.  Con  man  then.  Con  man  now.  Met  his  match  now,  though.”

                                                                                 Fred  placed  Harrison’s  business  card  on  top  of  the  cash  register  behind  the  bar.

“Con  men.  Always  hated  them.  Doesn’t  make  any  difference  to  what old Johnny  did  though.  All  that  money.  For  throwing  them  out  of  their  home.  Have  to  go  abroad  now,  too.  Again.  At  his  age.  Still. One  of  our  own  Arthur ”

                                                       Arthur  said  nothing.  He’d  said  enough  for  one  day.  Fred  returned  to the  copy  of the same   local  newspaper  that  Harrison  had  cut  Knight’s  photograph  from  that  morning.  His,  however,  was still intact , if  slightly more yellow,  because  it  was some forty  years  older.

                                                                   Johnny  Knight’s  photograph  was  in  that  one  too.  Very  much  younger  and  surrounded  by  seven  other  people.  Harrison  might  have  recognised  some  of  them  from   earlier  in  the  little  lounge  of “THE  OLD  ORIGINAL”  At  least two  of  them   would  have  been  instantly  recognisable..  

                                                                      ********************   

                                                         The  same  photograph  hung  above  Knight’s  filthy,  cluttered  mantelpiece.  Harrison  noticed  it  only  because  it  was  hung  right  above the carefully  stacked , and  precisely  laid  out,  bundles of ten  and  twenty  pound  notes  on  the    ancient  tiled  mantel  on  which  they  were  so very  tidily  laid  out. 

“That  your  family  Mr.  Knight?  I  seem  to  recognise  one  or  two  faces.  From  the  pub,  earlier?”  said  Harrison  trying,  and  failing  miserably,  to  keep  his  eyes  off  the  money.

“Do  you?”  again  that  strange  distant  look  behind  the  thick  lenses  of  his  spectacles.”Nothing  but  bloody  trouble  that  lot. Never  a  minutes  peace  from  them.  Worse  now.  Too  close  you  see.  Too  bloody  close.  Think  they  own  me.  Well,  if  I  give  it  all  to  you  for  safekeeping  they  can’t  get  their  bleedin’  claws  on  it,  can  they?  Bastards.  It’s  difficult  when  you  can’t  get  it  through  to  them  that  they’re  not  welcome.”

“Just  you  leave  all  that  to  me.  I’ll  soon  get  shot  of  them  for  you.”

“Will  you  Mr.  Harrison?  They’ll  be  round  here  again  shortly  like  as  not.  They’ll  think  I’m  here  on  my  own  when  I’m  not  in  the  pub  at  my  usual  time.  Costs  me  every  time  I  fucking  see  them.  There  with  their  fucking  hands  out.  Never  stops.”

“Will  they  indeed?  Look  Mr.  Knight,  I’ll  tell  you  what  I’ll  do.  Just  you  give  me  all  that  money  on  the  mantelpiece  there  and  I’ll  put  it  in  my  case  here  for  safekeeping.  I  really  should  be  on  my  way  to  Birmingham  by  now,  but  I’ll  sit  with  you  all  night  if  necessary  just  to  let  them  know  that  this  must  stop.  Once  and  for  all.  You’re  not  a  charity.  You’re  my  client  now.  And  a  very  valued  client  at  that.  I’ll  soon  put  a  stop  to  this.  And  I’ll  invest  all  your  money  safely  tomorrow”

                                    He  really  was  very  good  was  Harrison.  At  least , he  thought  so,  at  any  rate  Candy  from  a  baby  this  one.

                                                            **************************

                “Well  they  say  the  settlements  so  big  because  I’m  not  only  losing  my  home,  but  my  ties  to  my  family.  Doing  me  a  fucking  favour  if  you  ask  me.  What  you’ve  got  there  in  that  case  is  only  for  starters.  Tide  me  over  sort  of  thing.  Living  expenses  and  the  like.  There’s  a  bleeding  laugh.  Living  expenses.”                                    

                                                                     Harrison  found  the  old  man’s train  of  thought  difficult  to  follow  and  decided  to  change  the  subject  for  a  while.  Besides  he  knew  from  bitter  experience  not  to  emphasise  the  financial  side  too  much.  Could  arouse  suspicion  and  sour  the  the  deal.  Or  the  con,  if  he  was being truthful.  Truthful?  Perhaps  he  could  get  someone  to  tell  him  what  that  word  meant  someday .  He  certainly  had some difficulty  there.  Always  had.    He  sniggered  to  himself.

“Lovely  old  pub  that.  Unusual  name  too.  “The  Old  Original”  Any  significance?”

“Named it after  the  old  mine.  It  was  the  first  coal  mine  hereabouts  and  that  was  the  first  pub  so  it  took  the  same  name  as  the  mine.  All  the  miners  drank  in  it back then.  But  that  was  before  even  I  was  born.  Closed  it  down  years  later,  after  the  disaster.  Flooding.  Buried  out  there  some  of  them.”  Old  Knight  jerked  a  thumb  in  the  general  direction  of  the  graveyard  outside.  “I  was  working  there  at  the  time  of  the  flooding.  Not  that  night  though.  Feeding  my  face  at  the  time.  Timbers  gave  way  too.  Went  right  through  some  of  them.”     

                        The  old  man  was  making  no  sense  now,  and   Harrison  wasn’t remotely interested  in the local  history  either,  so  he  decided  to  change  the  subject  once  more.

“Nice  photo  that.  Recent  is  it?”  He  nodded  at  the  photograph  above  the  mantelpiece.

                                                                                         Knight  ignored  him,  his  gaze  continually  wandering  in  the  direction  of  the  old  fashioned  clock  beneath  it.

“They’ll  be  here  soon.  .”  he  said  suddenly.

“Who?”

“Them from the  pub.  Get  rid  of  them  for  me.  It’s  all  started  up  again  because  I  got  this extra money  now.  Bastards.  Won’t  leave  me  alone.  Ever  since  they  paid  me  that  fucking  money.  The  first  time.  Wasn’t  my  fault  Man’s  got  to  feed  himself.”

                                                                            Harrison  was  getting really confused  now.  Knight  seemed  to  be  talking  about  even  more  money. Rambling  a  bit. Perhaps  the  landlord  and  his  pal  from  the  pub  were  trying  to  get  their  hands  on  that  too.

  Shifty  looking  pair.  The  landlord?  Had  he  seen  him  before  somewhere?  Possible.  Still.  No  problem.  No  match  for  Thomas  Harrison.  Let  them  come.  They  wouldn’t  stay  long.  He  could  handle  a  couple  of  village  simpletons.  No  problem.

                                                                            ***********************

                                                                                CHAPTER  TWO


                                                           He  was  almost  there!  He  could  see  the  lights  from  the  pub.  Must  be  somebody  still  there.  He  was  going  to  make  it!  He  was  going  to  make  it!

                                                                                         It  was  only  when  he  did  make  it  he  realised  he’d  left some  of the  money .  And  the  car.

                                  Harrison  knew  one  thing  for  sure.  He  wasn’t  going  back.  For  either  of  them.

                                                                                 He  almost  fell  in  the  door.

“Ah.  Mr.  Harrison  isn’t  it?  Been  running  have  you?  Couldn’t  run  to  save  myself  nowadays.  That  right  Arthur?  But  you  obviously  can.”  said  Fred without  looking  up  from  the  faded,  yellowing  old  newspaper  still  spread  out  on  the  counter.

                                                                           *************************

                                              “Settled  down  a  bit  now  have  you?  Bad  for  the  heart  that.  Finish  your  brandy  and  I’ll  tell  you  the  rest.  Don’t  know  if  it’s  taught  you  anything.  You  always  were  a  lying,  cheating  bastard  even  in  the  army.  Coward  too.    All  coming  back  now  isn’t  it  Harrison? Remember  me  now  do  you?  That’s  right. Fred  Batts.  Left  me  for  dead  in  Malaya  you  may  remember.  As  you  can  see  it  didn’t  work.  Sold  me  right  down  the  river.  And  the  rest  of  the  lads.  Fucked  off  in  the  ambulance  when  the  medics they  sent  in  it were  trying  to  give  the other three  of  us  some  blood  to  keep  us  alive.  You’ve  got  no  right  to  know  really  but  I’m  going  to  tell  you  the  rest  anyway.  Because  you’re  going  back  there.  To  meet  you’re  new  friends  again.  Can’t  disappoint  the  crowd.  I’ll  tell  you more on  the  way.”

                                                                                      That  was  when  Harrison  felt  Arthur  arrive  at  his  back  and  place  the  pool  cue  lengthwise  tight  against  his  rather  prominent  adam’s  apple.

                                                                         **************************

                                                          “  You  see  he’s  as  bad  as  you.  Worse  probably.  That’s  why  they  won’t  leave  him  be.  What  he  did  to  them  see.  And  now  he’s  going  to  make  a  lot  more  money  out  of  them.  They  won’t  allow  that  to  happen.  Not  again.  Not  twice.  Oh  no.  Want  me  to  tell  you  the  rest  now?  We’re  nearly  there anyway.  Park  behind his car  Arthur.  I’ll  drive  that  back.  Once  we  get  his  keys  from  him.  I  suppose  I  better  tell  him  about    that  old  bastard  Knight  and  why  I  sent  him  through  to  him  in  the  first  place.  A  right  pair  of  clever  bastards.  But  one  of  you  was  out  of  his  league.  And  it  wasn’t  him.  Wrote  the  book  about  conning  people,  him.  You’re  an  enthusiastic  amateur  next  to old Knight,  Harrison.  That’s  all  you  are.  Another  sucker  Or  were,  to  be  exact. You  may  still  be.  Come  tomorrow  at  any  rate.  That’s  up  to  him.  Let’s  go  in  and  let  old  Johnny  tell  you  the  rest.  He’ll  enjoy  that

                                                                         ***********************

                                              When  Knight  removed  the  glasses  and  the  threadbare  cloth  cap  he  also  removed  around  twenty  years  or  so  from  his  appearance  and  acquired  a  different,  much  more  menacing  inflection,  to  his  speech .  Much  more  chilling  somehow.

“Easy  meat  us toothless old  bastards  aren’t  we  Mr.  Harrison?  Stupid  too.  Put  the  bite  on  us  easy”  Still  seventy  or  so  if  a  day,  he  was  a  powerful,  well  preserved , seventy.  He  had also removed  his  worn  old  suit  jacket  revealing  long,  muscular  arms  and  huge  hands  now  forming  huge  fists.  He  looked  taller  too.  “You  left  without  your  consultancy  fee.  I  always  pay  my  way. Other  people  have  to  do  it,  so  why  not  me? Believe  that  everyone  should  get  exactly  what  they’re  entitled  to , me.  Their  dues.  Always  that    way,  me.  The  lads  will  tell  you  that.  That  right  Fred,  Arthur?”

                                                  Neither  Fred  nor  Arthur  answered  but   Fred Batt’s  face  was  now  starting  to  look  more  and  more  familiar  to  Harrison.  Both  from  his  army  days  and,  more  terrifyingly  somehow,  from  the  faded  old  newspaper  back  in  “The  Old  Original”.  And  he  was  in  the  one  above  the  mantelpiece  too.  And  so  was  Arthur.

                                                                        *************************  

                                          LOCALS  STICKING  TO  THEIR  STORY  ABOUT  PIT  MYSTERY  MAN    

                                 “Miners  at  “The  Old  Original”  mine today  refused  to  retract  a  single  word  of  their  story  about  a  mystery  figure  reputed  to  have  been  spotted  lurking  in  the  shadows  as  they  worked  at  the  coal  face.  They  describe  the  figure  as  tall,  muscular  and  clad in working  man’s  garb.  However  he  is  unknown  to  any  of  the  miners  and  never  speaks.

                             Mineowner    Lord  Daye ,  about  to  leave  for  Eastern  Europe  from  the  port  of  Whitby, refused  to  comment  to  this  newspaper   on  his  employees  claims,  dismissing  them  outright.  Photographed  below  are  some  of  the  miners  who  claim  to  have  seen  the  figure  including  Fred  Batts,  Arthur  Graves,  and  others…..”

                                                                            *******************

                                                                    Harrison  stared  at  the  yellowed  copy  of  the  old  newspaper  and  then  at  the  identical  old  photograph  above  the  fireplace.  Fred  Batts  and  Arthur  Graves  looked  exactly  the  same  then  as  now.  Unchanged.

                          Only  Knight  looked  older.  But  he  was  getting  younger  by  the  second.  And  he  was  very  far  from  toothless.

                                                                                    That  was  when  the terrifyingly  familiar faces  of  the  seven  others  from  the  pub  lounge  earlier ,  and  now  from  the  cemetery, started re- appearing  at  the  filthy  cottage  windows.  With  their out-stretched bleeding  hands!  And their gaping  mouths  with their  very long,  very  sharp,  fangs.

                                                                                     THE  END

                                                               FOOD  FOR  THOUGHT                  

                                                           “Dae  Ah  know  you  pal?  Because see  if  Ah  don’t,  fuck  off.  Ah’m  talking  tae  somebuddy.  An’  he’s  awfy  interested  in  whit  Ah’m  tellin’  him.  That  right  Sanny?”            

                                                            The  other,  younger  man  stopped  shaking  long  enough  to  nod  his  head  furiously.  Then  started  trembling  again.  Conroy  had  that  effect  on  most  people.

                                                                                      He  was  about  to  find  out  that  it  didn’t  work  with  everybody  however.  The  little  man  standing  directly  behind  the  unfortunate  Sanny  didn’t  answer  Conroy.

                                                                           The  man  standing  BEHIND  Conroy  did  that.

“Oh  life  would  be  so  much  more  enjoyable  if  we  all  learned  to  listen  a  little  more  to  each  other  Mr.  Conroy , don’t  you  think?  Take  you  for  example.  I  don’t  think  you’ve  been  listening  to  people  at  all.  Not  at  all.”

                                                                              ************************  

                                                             Conroy  had  learned  very  early  in  life  that  being  big  had major advantages.  And  Conroy  was  very  big.  And very nasty.  And  from  a  very  young  age  determined  to  become  even  more  nasty.    He  had  exceeded  even  his  own  expectations  there.  Nobody  got  in  Conroy’s  way.

                                                                  Up  until  now  at  any  rate.

“I  believe  that  it  would  be  more  advantageous  to  your  good  self,  my  friend,  if  you were  to  take  time  to do  that  now.  Perhaps  your  little  friend  could  listen  to  you  later.  Always  providing  you  can  still  speak.  It  is  my  understanding-correct  me  if  I’m  in  error  in  this  respect-  that  you  cannot  do  that  without  a  tongue.  Shall  we  be  seated?”

                                                                               ************************

                                               “Thank  you  George  but  no.  Not  for  me.  But  I  believe  Mr.  Conroy  would  partake  of  

some  form  of  refreshment.  His  favourite  tipple.  That  particular  vintage  of  gut  rotting  fortified  wine  he  calls  sherry.  The  one  very  akin  to  paint  stripper.”

                                                 The  other  man  made  his  way  through  the  crowded  bar  to  get  Conroy’s  drink  leaving  him  alone  with  the  well  spoken  one.  For  all  Conroy  knew  the  little  man  making  his  way  to  the  bar  was  also  well  spoken.  But  he  hadn’t  opened  his  mouth  yet.  In  any  event  it  made  no  difference  to  Conroy.

“Right.  Who  the  fuck  ur  youse  two  an’  whit  dae  yese  want?  Ye’se  huv  goat  five  seconds.”

“Five  seconds?  Dear,  dear  Mr.  Conroy.  Don’t  you  think  perhaps  you’re  rushing  things  a  little?  Still,  it’s  your  funeral.  Or  soon  could  be.”

                             The  immaculately  dressed man  across  the  beer  stained  table  from  Conroy was  smiling  broadly.  Only  the  mouth  however.  Not  the  chilling  grey  eyes.

                                                                                  ************************

                                  “You  will  not  recognise  me  Mr.  Conroy.  So  waste  no  more  of  your  time  trying  to  do  so.  I  would already have  failed my  employees if  indeed  you  had  managed  to  do  so.  My  name  is  unimportant.  For  the  present  at  any  rate.  You  too  are  relatively  unimportant,  but  you  have  commenced  to  become  a  trifle  tedious  to  someone  who  is.  VERY  important.  And  so  we  must  bid  you  farewell.  If  you  do  not  leave  Glasgow  immediatetely-  and by  that I  mean  the  next  hour-  you  will  cease  to  be  of  importance  to  anyone  on  earth.  With  the  exception  perhaps  of  the  media.  Is  that  clear?”

“Fu…”

“Should  you dare  to use  a  profanity  to  me  once  more  I  shall  not  give  you  that  hour.  I  will  kill  you  now.  Would  you  care  to  test  that?  Now,  I  observe  George  returning  with  your  anti  freeze.  What’s  it  to  be?  You  appear  to  have  lost  some  colour  from  your  ample  cheeks.  Perhaps your  vile  concoction   may  serve  some  medicinal  purpose  though,  frankly,  I    have  severe  doubts  with  regard  to  that”                                            

                                                   It  was  at  this  point  that  Conroy  suddenly  became  very  much  aware  that  the  immaculately  dressed  man  had  never  removed  his  right  hand  from  the  right  hand  pocket  of  his  immaculately  tailored  overcoat. And  even  his  mouth  had  ceased  to  smile.

                                                                     This  man  meant  every  word  he  was  saying.

“You  seem  to  have  lost  your  tongue  Mr.  Conroy.  Or  am  I  away  ahead  of  myself  again  George?”

                                                                              **************************                 

                                                           This  was  a  new  experience  for  Conroy.  No  one  had  ever  dared  dared  speak  to  him  like  this  in  his  entire  life.  His  huge  frame  shook  visibly  with  rage.  But  fluttering  away  at  the  pit  of  his  stomach  were  the  beginnings  of  another  entirely  new  experience.  Fear!  All  the  more  intense  simply  because  it  was  something  he  had  no  previous  experience  of. Who  WAS  this  bastard?  He  thought  the  question  rather  than  ask  directly.  He  had  been  warned  to  be  careful  about the  use of colourful  language.  Instead  he  decided  to  use  his  height  advantage  and , pushing  his  chair  back,  stood  up  to  use  his  big  frame  as  he  had  done  so  often  before.  It  was  a big mistake!  It  merely  served  to  present  the  elegantly  dressed  one  a  perfect  target.  A  highly  polished , light  tan , half-brogue  shoe  kicked  him  viciously  in  the  private  parts,  immediately  bringing  him  to  his  knees,  and  actually  bringing  tears  to  his  eyes. And  his  previous  four  drinks  to  the  pub  floor.

“I  do  not  seem  to  recall  asking  you  to  stand  Conroy.”  said  the  elegantly  dressed  man.  “For  the  moment  it  is  permissible  for  you  to  recover  your  composure  somewhat.  And  then  you  will  return  to  a  seated  position.  Clear?”

                                                “What  the  fuck?…”  thought  Conroy  and  then  returned  to  retching all over  the  pub  floor.

                                                                           *****************************

                                                      “Would  you  care  to  accompany  me  on  a  little  trip  down  memory  lane  Conroy?  Now  that  you  are  adequately  recovered so to  do?  Indulge  me  as  I  take  you  back  to  a  school  room  in  the  North  side  of  this fair city  in  the  early  sixties. Please  let  me  know  if  I’m  going  too  fast  for  you  dear  boy.  Sound  familiar?  Someone  else  said  that  once  to  you  before  didn’t  they?  In  the  quietest,  kindliest,  most  helpful  manner  imaginable.  A  gentle  old  soul  whose  only  desire  was  to  help  you  in  your  studies  and  save  you  any  embarrassment amongst  your  peers  in  class.  He  said this when  no  one  else  could possibly hear  him  for  that  self  same  reason.  Except  me.  And  I  was  not  meant  to.  He  was  totally  unaware  of  my  presence  at  the  rear  of  the  class.  And  how  did  you  repay  this  kindly  old  soul  Conroy? Some  years  later  he  was  returning  from  school  by  bus , as  he  always  did,  and  was  then  accosted  when  alighting  from  said  bus,  by  that  same  pupil  he  had once tried  to  help.  Twice  his  size  by  now,  said  youth  beat  the by  now frail  old  man  to  a  pulp  and  scattered  the  contents  of  his  briefcase  all  over  the  street.  The  old  schoolteacher  never  reported  the  incident  to  the  police.  But  years  later,  just  before  he  died,  he  did  to  me. The  sole  reason  he  did  so  was  to  assist  me  in  my  career.  An  illustration  of how some  people  may  make  it more  difficult  for  me  than  others   if  I should offer  my  assistance  to  them.  But  I  must  never,  ever  allow  myself  to  be  deterred  from  so  doing.  Clear  so  far?”

          It  was  all  very  far  from  clear  so  far  to  Conroy.  The  posh  bastard’s  manner  of  speaking  confused  and  irritated  him.  He  was  talking  down  to  Conroy.  And  nobody  had  done  that  for  a  very  long  time.  They’d  learned  not  to.  But  not  this  one.  He  was  very  different.  He  started  to  rise very  cautiously, still  in  great  pain.

“Return  to  a  seated  position  if  you  will  Conroy.  You  may  drink  that  foul  concoction  now.  Always  providing  your  gastric  juices  are  not  still  on  the  floor.  This  is  a  decent  suit  I  have  on , you  will  have  observed.  I  have  no  wish  for  it  to  be  adorned  by  your  lunch  should  you  repeat  your  projectile  vomiting  performance.  That  would  necessitate  further  chastisement.”

                              Conroy    was  not  sure  if  he  understood  all  those  big  fucking  words  but  he  got  the  message  alright

.

                                                                          *******************************                                            

“The  unfortunate  Sanny  ,or  whatever  his  name  was,  seemed  to  be  interested  in  whatever  you  had  to  tell  him  presumably  because  he  is  afraid  of  you.  I  am  neither.  Interested,  nor,  as  I  am  sure even you  have  realised  by  now,    afraid.  Not  remotely.  But  you  will  be  very  interested  in  what  I  am  about  to  tell  you.  And , if  you  have  any  brains,  afraid.  Listen  carefully.  I  do  not  repeat  myself.  Ever.  Clear?”

Conroy  nodded  his  head.  The  other,  smaller  man  had suddenly re-appeared  at  his  left.  He  smiled  at  Conroy,  then  raised  his  index  finger  to  his  lips  indicating  that  Conroy  remain  very  quiet .  Conroy  nodded.  When  the  little  man  removed  it  from  his  lips  and  drew  it  across  his  own  throat  the  meaning  was  clear.  This  time  Conroy  nodded  as  furiously  as  Sanny  had  been  doing  earlier.

“I  shall  now  tell  you  two  things  Conroy  and  then  you  will  leave  this  fair  city  and  never  return.  Glasgow  no  longer  requires  you.  It  never  did.  No  doubt  you  are  aware  of  the  power  struggle  between  the  major  gangland  factions  which  appears  to  be  going  on  at  present.  You  know - the  one  between  the  REAL  gangsters  Conroy.  Not  the  nancy  boys  such  as  yourself.  Yes.  Of  course  you  are.  They  have  names  these  really  big  boys  don’t  they?  Nicknames.  People  lower  their  voices  when  they  refer  to  these  two  men,  don’t  they?  Well  everyone  else  does  Conroy  but  you  don’t  do  you?  Because  you  know  them  too  well  don’t  you  my  fat  friend?  Or  so  the  story  goes.”

                                                            At  last  it  was  beginning  to  dawn  on  Conroy  that  he  was  in  real  danger. BIG  trouble.

“You’ve  been  talking  out  of  school  my  friend.  Makes  a  change  doesn’t it ?  Perhaps  you  may have benefited  from  the  after  school  tuition  so  freely  offered  all  those  years  ago.  Ah,  I  deduce  from  your  startled  expression  that  it  has  now  sunk  in  that  perhaps  you really do  know  us  after  all.  Life’s  full  of strange little  co-incidences like  that  isn’t  it?”

                                                                     ************************************

                                                         Conroy’s  train  was  late  leaving.  That  was  very  bad  for  Conroy’s  nerves.  And  for  the  one  other  occupant  of  the  first  class  carriage,  a bespectacled student  type  engrossed  in  his  reading  material.  Initially  he  ignored  Conroy  but  the  latter’s  nervous  agitation  eventually  necessitated  the  politely  put  enquiry.

“Are  you  unwell  sir?  If  I  can…”

“Shut  the  fuck  up!”

“As  you  wish.”

                       The  youth  returned  to  his  book.                                                              

                                                                     ************************************

“  We’ll  huv  nae  bother  fae  that big, fat  bastard  again.”

                                                          It  was  the  first  words  George,  the  smaller  of  the  two  men  who had so  effectively  cut  Conroy  down  to  size,  had  found  it  necessary  to  utter  since  entering  the  pub  directly  opposite  Glasgow’s  Central  Station.

“Must  we  have  the  profanity  my  dear  chap?  Nevertheless  I  must  confess  that I fully  concur  with  your  assessment  of  the  situation.”

“Gie’s  a  break  for  fuck’s  sake”

                                                   The  elegantly  dressed  man  permitted  himself  a  wry  smile  and  winked  across  the  table  at  George.  He  raised  an  eyebrow  in mock admonishment.

“Really , George!  Have  I  taught  you  nothing?”

“Aye.  Ye’re  full  ae  bullshit.”

                                              This  time  the  smile  was  broad  and  genuine.  But  still  somehow  chilling.

“We  shall  see.  We  shall  see.”

                                                                       ***********************************

                                                     There  was  something  strangely  familiar  about  the  student  type  sitting  opposite  Conroy.  He  had  no  idea  what  it  was  at  first,  until  the  youth  casually  crossed  his  legs  and  spoke  once  more.   Very  quietly  but  very  clearly  and  in  a  chillingly  recognisable  way.

“I  trust  you  are  now  in  a  more  amenable  mood  Mr.  Conroy?”

“Whit  the  fuck!  How  the  fuck  dae  you….”

“Know  your  name?  Come,  come  Mr.  Conroy.  Everyone  knows  you.  A  big  man  such  as  you?  A  debt  collector  par  excellence?  Albeit  unofficial  and  illegal , admittedly.  Very  unofficial  and  very  illegal.  And  very,  very  big.  Getting  too  big  for  some  people.  Sometimes  small  is  best  don’t  you  know.”

                                                                            Conroy  looked  more  closely  at  the  youth.  He’d  been  instructed  to  leave  Glasgow  by  someone  very  similar  in  looks  to  this  kid.  Twenty  years  or  so  older,  certainly,  but  the  likeness  was  too  marked.  And  suddenly  he  was  trying  very  hard  indeed  to  remember  someone  else’s  features  desperately. And  the  subjects  he  taught.   As  he  was  in  Conroy’s  schooldays.  Without  the  little  spectacles  and  the  gown.  Now  he  remembered  the  other  reason  he  hated  him  so  much apart  from  the  subject  he  taught .  It  was  the  exquisitely  tailored  and  obviously  very  expensive  suits  he  used  to  wear. And  the  way  he  spoke. Just  like  the  posh  bastard  in  the  pub.  And  this  kid.  His  was dressed more  casually  certainly  but  just  as  expensively  as  the  others.  The  schoolteacher  and  the  posh  bastard  in  the  pub.  They  all  looked  the  same.  And  they all dressed  well.  And  spoke  well.  Oh  fuck!  He  knew  who  they  were  now  alright!

                                                                             ************************

                                                “An’  yir  faither  tried  tae  help  him  tae?”

“My  father  tried  to  help  everyone , George  my  friend.  He  foolishly  believed  it  would  be  appreciated.  I,  on  the  other  hand,  take  the  view  that  it  seldom  is.  My  view  is  widely  held.  HIS  was  not,  is  not,  and  in  my  humble  opinion  never  will  be.  I  am  merely  being  realistic, whereas he was  an  idealist.  He  died  one.  I  loved  my  father  but  in,  common  with  most  people,  never  listened  to  anything  he  said.  Unfortunately  for  him,  neither  did  friend  Conroy.  He  confused  kindness  with  weakness.  My  father  was  never  weak.  Kind?  Yes.  Misguided?  Perhaps.  But  weak?   Never.  And  neither  are  any  of  his  family  as  our    friend  is  finding  out  round  about  now.  I  hope  the  irony  is  not  lost  on  him  though  I very  much doubt  that ”

“ You  an’  yir  big  fuckin’  words.”

“One  needs  big  words  when  dealing  with  a  big  man  such  as  Conroy.  Shall  we  retire  George.  I  believe  the  bar  to  be  closing  now.  We  have  much  to  discuss  still.  Strategy.”

“Aye,  right.”  said  George.

“You  are  a  man  of  very  few  words  my  friend.”

“Same  as  you  d’ye  mean?”

“Was  that  irony  my  friend?”

“Fuck  off.”

“Dear  me.  What  are  we  to  do  about  your  speech?  Rhetorical  questions  were  something  my  father…”

                                                                             *************************

                                                  Conroy  could  see  it  all  clearly  now.  The  connection.  Too  late.  Far  too  fucking  late.

The  resemblance  between  the    young  student  type  now  seated  opposite  him  on  the  train  to  Nottingham  and  the  posh  bastard  in  the  pub  was  too  marked.  They  had  to  be  father  and  son.  And  the  face  of  his  old  schoolteacher  of  some  thirty  years  previous  was  now  the  last piece  of  the jigsaw.  Three  generations  of  the  one  family!

                                                                        The  family  everyone  in  Glasgow  was  talking  about!  The  family  Conroy  should  quite  definitely  not  have  been  talking  about  but  had.  The  family  responsible  for  the  current  spate  of  very  violent  attacks  on  Conroy’s  bosses  and  THEIR  family.  This  had  to  be  the  son.  Had  to  be.  He  was  alone  admittedly  but  from  everything  Conroy  had  heard  about  this  young  bastard , that  was  the  way  he  always  worked.  Trusted  no  one  other  than  his  father.  A  loner.  And  a  killer!

“I  have  been  given  to  understand  that  you  have  repeatedly  chosen  to  ignore  some  warning  telephone  calls  advising  you  to  cease  your  illegal  moneylending  activities  in  certain  parts  of  Glasgow.  Well  intentioned  calls.  Assistance  offered , but  ignored.  Assistance  on  staying  alive,  but  ignored.  You  seem  to  have  made ignoring  assistance a  lifetime   habit  from  what  I  hear. First  my  grandfather’s,  then  my  father’s. That’s  regrettable.  For  you.  You  will  not  have  that  opportunity  with  me.   I  offer  none.  None  whatsoever.”

                                                           This  young  bastard  was  even  more  terrifying  than  his  father.  At  least  Conroy  thought  that  until  his  father  and  the  other,  smaller  man  returned  from  their  refreshment  in  the  buffet  car  of  the  train!  The  train  delayed  by  a  terrified  driver  due  to  non  existent  braking  problems  which  had mysteriously disappeared , as  if  by  magic,  when  they  eventually  condescended  to  board  it.  The  driver  knew  better  than  to  ignore  their  request.  

“Ah,  Conroy.  It  would  appear  that  you  are  capable  of  taking  advice  after  all.  It  remains  to  be  seen  however  whether  perhaps  you  may  have  been  right  for  once  in  ignoring  it.”

                                                                            ***************************

                                                           “George  my  less  than  talkative  companion  here  will  on  occasion  consider  me  a  trifle  verbose  but  I , on  the  other  hand,  consider  myself  a  mere  exponent  of  the proper use  of  the  English  language.  I  detest  slang  and , in  particular,  the  use  of  profanity,  as  you  well  recall  Conroy.  I  shall  now  explain  your  present  predicament.”

                     Conroy  had  no  idea  what   the  older  posh  bastard  had  just  said  but  he  got  the  drift  and  didn’t  like  it.  Fear  gnawed constantly at  the  pit  of  his  stomach  by  now.

“You  are  at  present  employed  in  a  minor  capacity  by  a rapscallion family  whose  name  is relatively unimportant  to  myself,  my  son  over  there  and  my less  than talkative  friend  here.  Their  names  will  soon  be  of  importance  only  to the media  and  the  stonemason  who  inscribes it on  their  tombstones  should  they  continue  to  annoy  me.  My  name , on  the  other  hand,  IS. Certainly to  you.  For  a  number  of  reasons ,  the  first  being  that  many  years  ago  you  viciously  assaulted  my  father.  I  do  not  permit  things  like  that  to  happen  to    family  members.  Do  you  even  remember  his  name?  This  kindly  old  schoolteacher  who  offered  to  give  you  extra  tuition  in  the  English  language  to  help  in  your  efforts  for  personal  advancement.”

“L-L-  Little. A  Mr.  Little.”  stuttered  Conroy.

“Admirable.  Now.  Why  have  you  been  swaggering  around  Glasgow  announcing  to  all  and  sundry,  whilst  engaged  in  your  tawdry  moneylending,  precisely  what  you  and  aforesaid  rapscallion  family  are  going  to  do  to  the  one  other  outfit  in  Glasgow  capable  of  dealing  with  them?”                                                                                                                                                        

“The  Conns?  Ye  don’t  fuck…sorry.  Ye  don’t  work  fur  them  dae  ye?  Ah’ve  heard  aboot  that  young  wan.  That’s  no’  him  is  it?  Ah’m  aw  mixed  up.  Ye  said  he  wis  yir  son.  Ah  thought  ye  wur  Mr.  Little’s  son.  Ah’ve  only  ever  heard  aboot  the  Conns.  Honest.  Ah  jist  collect  the  money  fur  the  Marks.  The  Marks  ur  the  real  gangsters.  Honest.

“ I  told  you  their  name  was  of  no  consequence  to  me.  We  work only for  the  Littles  my  friend.  The  Conns  work  for  us.”

                                                           Conroy  was  really  terrified  now.  And  far  from  being  big, beginning  to  realise  he was  really  a  very  small  fish  swimming  in  a  VERY  big  pond.  He  said  the  only  thing  he  could  think  of.

“Ah’ve  goat  money  wi’  me.  Thousands.”

                                                           That  was  the  precise  moment  he  began  to  believe  that  maybe,  just  maybe,  he  wasn’t  going  to  die.

                                                                    ***************************

                                                     Conroy  was  very  scared  once  more.  It  was  getting  to  be  a  habit.  But  he  WAS    still  alive  and  back  in  Glasgow.  The  only  problem  was  that  he  now  had  to  tell  the  Marks  he  had  given  their  money  to  a  posh  bastard  called  Little  who  happened  to  control  the  Conns.  What  a  fucking  mess!

                                                                   ***************************

                                                        He  knew  Sanny  was  secretly  laughing  at  him  behind  his  back  as  he  unsteadily  made  his  way  to  the  table  where  Tommy  Mark  and  two  of  his very scary  offspring  were  already  seated.  Conroy  was  past  caring  about  being  laughed  at.  Conroy  was  more  worried  about  being  shot  at!  Tommy  Mark  would  not  hesitate  to  shoot  him  if  necessary.  He’d  known  him  since  schooldays  too.  He’d  never  attempted  to  bully  Tommy  Mark.  There  was  something  about  him , even  then,  that  let  him  know  that  that  would  have  been  very  foolish thing to  do.

                                                          None  of  the  Marks  uttered  a  single  word.  The  silence  was  contagious.  The  whole  pub  seemed  to  have  been  infected  by  it

“Tommy,  Ah  kin  git  it  back.  Ah…..”

“Shut  fuckin’  up.  Sanny  tells  me  he  made  ye  look  a  right  fuckin’  eejit.  No’  hard.  Ye  wur  boarn  that  wiy.  Naebuddy wis as  big  a  wan  as  you.  Even  fae  school.  Fucked  if  Ah  know  whit  Ah  gie’d  ye  a  joab  fur  in  the  furst  place.  Cannae  even  frighten  folk  right.  Fuckin’  hauf-wit.”  Sanny  was  really  enjoying  this.  “Right.  Well  dressed?  Posh?  Kin  yase  he’s  feet?  Boay  oan  the  train?  Anither  fucker  that  disnae  say  nuthin.  Ur  ye  daft  Conroy?  The  only  wiy  Ah  wid  believe  ye  went  tae  the  school  at  a’  wis  Ah  hid  tae  look  it  yir  stupit  fuckin’  face  every  day.  Think  ya  daft  bastart!  Think!”

“Whit  aboot?”

“Aboot  how  ye’re  no  deid  fur  a  start.  Bit  it’s  awright, ye  might  still  be , so  Ah  wid  start  worryin’  aboot  that  an’  a’.  Big  man  ma  arse.  Biggest  fuckin’  eejit  in  Glesga  mair  like.  An’  ye’ve  jist  loast  me  money.  So  that  might  make  ye  the  biggest  deid  eejit  in  Glesga.  Sanny!  Ower  here.  Quick!  An’  take  that  fuckin’  grin  aff  yir  coupon  AH’M  no  yir  faither. He  his  tae  like  ye.”

                                                                               ***************************

                                                “Ah’ll  go  slow  big  man  so  yir  big  heid  git’s  a  chance  tae  take  a’  this  in.  Ye  didnae  think  Ah  wis  buyin’  ye  a’  that  drink  an’  listenin’  tae  yir  big  daft  mooth  flappin  fur  nae  reason  did  ye?”  Sanny  looked  altogether  different  to  Conroy  now.  Not  quite  so  youthful.  Or  so  small,  scruffy  and  insignificant.

                                                                                          He  smiled  over  to  Tommy  Marks  when  the  Littles  entered  the  bar.

  “Ah  Mr.  Conroy.  How  are  you  today?  Still  breathing I  see, more’s  the  pity.”

                                                                                                The  older  posh  bastard  smiled  the  same  dangerous  smile  Conroy  remembered  so  well.  He  had  reason  to.

                                                                           It  slowly  started  to  dawn  on  Conroy  that  perhaps    Sanny,  and  more  importantly  Tommy  Marks,  knew  this  guy  and  were  pleased  to  see  him.

                                                                                      He  knew  he  was  right  when  the  not  so  elegantly  dressed  one-  the  one  who  seldom  spoke-  placed  Tommy’s  money  on  the  beer  stained  table.

                                                                                              He  knew  what  it  was  because  it  was  still  in  the  same  suitcase.  The  one  Conroy  had  been  in  such  a  hurry  to  hand  over  on  the  London  train  the  previous  day.  The  younger  Little  sat  down  beside  Sanny.

“We  are  a  trifle  tardy.  Please  accept  our  apologies  Mr.  Marks  but  if  you  care  to  check  the  contents  you  will  find  everything  to  be  in  order”

“Nae  need  fur  that  son.  We’re  business  partners  noo.”

                                                                       The  Littles,  Sanny , and  even  Conroy  knew  it  would  be  meticulously   counted  the  moment  he  got  a  chance.

                                                            Conroy  was  about  to  faint.  He  needed  a  drink.  But  he  was  too  scared  to  ask  for  one.  All  of  a  sudden  Sanny  looked  just  as  dangerous  as  anyone  else  in  the  bar.  Including  Marks!

                                                                                 *********************                   

                                                                    Marks  never  spoke  when  he  wanted  to  terrify  people.  His  eyes  were  sufficient.  Conroy  knew only  too  well that  when  those  pale  blue  eyes  started  to  affect  an  air  of  indifference  towards  the  unfortunate  at  the  receiving  end  of  their  attention , big  trouble  was  never  far  away.  And  Marks  was  no  longer  very  interested  in  paying  any  attention  to  whatever  Conroy  might  have  to  say.   He  did  eventually  speak  however,  and  when  he  did  the preceding events,  train  journey,  and  conversation  thereon  all  started  to  make  sense.

                                                                                                 Unfortunately  for  Conroy  he’d  liked  it  a  whole  lot  better  when  he  had  been  confused  by  it  all.

                                                                                 ***********************

                                                                  “Ye  wur  a  big  man  right  fae  the  aff  Conroy.  Even  when  we  wur  a’  jist  wee  boays.  An’  it  kerried  oan  a’  the  wiy  through  the  school.  Primary school  and then  secondary.  A  right  big  man.  Ye  wur  bigger  than  maist  ae  the  teachers  even  and….”  said  Marks.  Then  the  older  of  the  Littles  did  something  very  strange.  He  interrupted  Tommy  Marks.  And  Marks  didn’t  bat  an  eyelid  either.  This  man  WAS  somebody.  Nobody  had  ever  done  that  to  Tommy  Marks  before  and  lived  long  after  it.

“One  advantage  generally,and  I  stress  the  word  generally  here,  the  bully  would  normally  possess  is a physical  advantage.  They  vary  of  course  but  are , as  a  norm,  very  large,  very  stupid,  people.  You  ARE  very  large  Conroy,  and  have  just  proved  yourself  to  be  gigantically,  monumentally,  and  predictably  very,  very  stupid.”

“Right , Conroy.”  resumed  Marks  “Sit  there  an’  fuckin’  listen.  Ah  know  ye  mind  me  fae  the  school  but  no’  Mr.  Little  here.  An’  ye  definitely  should  mind  he’s  friend  there  The  wan  that  disnae  say  much.  Disnae  huv  tae  fae  whit  Ah  hear.  Ah’m  daein’  a  wee  favour  fur  them  wi’  you.  Sanny?”

                                          Sanny  grinned  and  Conroy  knew  then  that  Sanny  was  not  the  type  he  should  have  tried  to  bully  in  the  first  place.                                                                                               

“Ye  should  huv  telt  Mr.  Marks  aboot  the  money  ye  wur  takin’  aff  me  fae  ma  wee  hamburger  stall.  An’  the  buckshee  hamburgers  ya  big  fat  bastard.  But  it’s  awright.  Ah  jist  telt  ma  faither.  Ye’ve  met  him  a’readys.  He’s  the  quiet  wan  alang  wi’  Mr.  Little.  Ma’  saicent  name’s  Conn  by  the  wiy  but  mebbe  even  you’s  sussed  that  by  this  time.  It  rang  a  bell  wi’  him  right  away  so  it  did  Da.  Rang  a  bell!  Like  that  Da?  Mr.  Little?”

                  Conroy  still  had  no  real  idea  what  Sanny  was  talking  about  but  DID  have  the  idea  that  he  wasn’t  going  to  enjoy  it.  Then  Marks  spoke  again.  At  least  he  was  still  speaking  so  there  was  still  hope,  but  Conroy  was  terrified  anyway.

“Aye  ye’re  a  big  man  right  enuff  Conroy.  A  big  man  tae  auld  teachers  when  ye  wur  a  boay  an’  tae  young  boays  wi’  wee  hamburger  stalls  when  YOU  goat  aulder.  But  mebbe  ye  should  huv  done  yir  hamework  furst.  Baith  times.”

          Conroy  now  knew  for  sure  that  things  were  taking  a  very  bad  turn  for  the  worse.  What  he  didn’t  know  was  why.  But  he  was  about  to  find  out.

                                                                  *****************************

                                     The  elegantly  dressed  older  Little  was  now  holding  centre  stage  and  it  was  obvious  that  even  Tommy  Marks  wasn’t  about  to  interrupt  him.  The  reason  for  that  was  soon  made  abundantly  clear  to  Conroy.

“In  comparison  with  it’s  huge  size  the  elephant reputedly possesses  a  relatively  small  brain.  I  trust  you  see  where  I  might  be  leading  here.  It  is  reputed  to  have  an  excellent  memory  however.  You  obviously  possess  a  relatively  small  brain  friend , but  would  appear  not  to  qualify  on  the  second  count  as  you  appear  to  remember  neither  myself  nor  my  friend  of  few  words,  Mr.  Conn  senior  here.  But  you  will  Conroy.  You  will.  And  for  a  very  long  time.  It  still  leaves  me  with  the  slight  problem  regarding the elephant’s  capacity  for  retaining  information,  but  I  believe  I  will  be  able  to  cope  with  that  without  too  many  sleepless  nights.  But,  I  digress.

                                                         You  have  been  made  aware  that  my  father  was  your  English  teacher  at  school  and  that  my  quiet  friend  here  is  none  other  than  young  Sanny’s  father.  What  you  have  always  been  unaware  of,  because  of  your  great  stupidity,  is  that  he  is  also  Mr.  Marks  nephew.  I  refer  of  course  to  young  Sanny  here,  not  his  father ,  Mr.  Conn  being  married  to  Mr.  Marks  sister.  Mr.  Marks  believes  very  strongly  in  family  ties.  Trusts  family  where  he  trusts  no  one  else.

                                                   What  surprises  me  most  in  all  this  is  that  you  remember  neither  myself  nor  my  good  friend  Mr.  Conn.  Have  we  changed  so  much , I  ask  myself , or  is  it  simply  one  more  example  of  Conroy  stupidity?  Hate  is  a  very  powerful  emotion  and  at  one  time  you  hated  us  both  in  equal  measure.  Me  for  my  scholastic  achievements  and  my  good  friend  Mr.  Conn  for  his  lack  of  them.  Forgive  me  Mr.  Conn  but  unlike  nowadays  you  were  not , at  that  time,  the  sharpest  knife  in  the  cutlery  drawer.  How  things  change.”

                                                                                      Conroy  was  not  too  stupid  to  get  the  reference  there.

“My  good  friend  Mr.  Marks  has  suspected  for  some  time  that  perhaps  you  have  not  been  entirely  honest-strange  terminology indeed, in  view  of  the  nature  of  the  work  involved  -brought  to  his  attention  by  his  sister  who  in  addition  to  being  Mr.  Conn’s  wife,  is  also  Mr.  Marks’  bookkeeper.  A  family  business  and  a  very  close  one.  And  she  was  incensed  by  your  treatment  of  her  son  Alexander.  “Sanny”  to  you.  As  was  Sanny  himself.  That  would  be  correct  Alexander  would  it  not”  Sanny  grinned  his  now  decidedly  wolfish  grin  again.  He  was  now  starting  to  appear  very  dangerous  indeed  to  Conroy.  All  of  them  were.

“Perhaps  it  might  be  pertinent  that  I  now  inform  the  nature  of the business  path  I,  myself  have  chosen  to  follow  much  against  the  wishes  of  my  dear  ,  late  father.  No,  perhaps  not.  Suffice  it  to  say  that  some  consider  it  beneath  their  station.  Be  that  as  it  may,  I  am  now  a  very  wealthy  man.  And  power  comes  from  wealth  my  friend.  Not  size.  It  is  possible  to  be  both  certainly,  but  that  is  neither  here  nor  there.  But  I  digress  once  more.  You  handed  Mr.  Marks  briefcase  over  very  willingly  did  you  not?  Given  that  it  wasn’t  yours  to  hand  over  in  the  first  place.  I  remember  a  small  boy  struggling  manfully  to  hold  on  to  his-which  really  was  his-and  being  badly  beaten  for  so  doing.  Do  YOU  remember  that  boy  Conroy?  I  doubt  it.  He  told  his  father  that  a  big  boy  had  grabbed  his  briefcase  and  emptied    it’s  entire  contents  from  a train window  for  no  apparent  reason,  other  than  the  fact  that  the  small  boy  had  topped  his  class  examination  results  once  more.  Later  that  same  day  the  same  big  boy  was  to  steal  another  boy’s  lunch  money  telling  HIM  he  was  too  fat  and  stupid  to  eat.  That  boy  had  come  last  in  the  same  examination  results.  The  connection?  Now,  I  believe,  it’s  time  I  make  you  aware  of  how  I  made  my  not  inconsiderable  wealth.  Waiting  tables  would  you  believe?  To  start  with  at  any  rate.  Waiting  tables  and  waiting.  You  learn  a  lot  from  listening  as  people  eat.  Not  watching.  Listening.  Meal  conversations  are  most  enlightening.  You  wouldn’t  believe  the  things  people  talk  about.  And  on  trains  too.  Another  connection.  The  big  boy  who  terrorised  the  two  smaller  boys  was  you  Conroy.  And  both  incidents  happened  on a school  train  trip  to  Sherwood  Forest,  home  of  Robin  Hood  and  his  Merry  Men.  Legend  has  him  down  as  a  defender  of  those  unable  to  defend  themselves.  If  legend  is  correct  a  man  to  be  admired.  You  could  have  done  worse  than  follow  his  example.  You  couldn’t  of  course  because  you  didn’t  know  about  anything  like  that.  You  chose  simply  to    terrify  the  weak  and  make  them  weaker.  And  to  steal  from  everyone.  Including  your  employer.  Big  mistake.  But  big  men  make  big  mistakes  don’t  they?  Then  they  are  made  to  realise  they’re  not  big  men  at  all. Only very  small  fish  in  a  very,  very  big  pond.  You  may  have  seen  one  of  the  “Little  John”  chain  of  fast  food  restaurants  springing  up  in  Glasgow  and  surrounding  areas  recently?  Ever  wondered  who  owns  them?  No?  Well  you  should  have  before  you  tried  to  extort  money  from  some  of  their  employees.  “Little  John?”  John  Little?  Am  I  going  too  fast  for  you  Conroy?  Let  me  now  introduce  myself  properly.  John  Little.  And  you  have  already  met  John  junior  over  there.  On  a  train  going  where?  Nottingham  would  you  believe. I  trust  the  irony  is  not  lost  on  you  but  I  fear  I  will  be gravely mistaken  there. But  you  didn’t  care  where  it  was  going  when  you  boarded  it  did  you?

As  long  as  it  was  as  far  away  from  Glasgow  as  possible.  Now  with  regard  to  Mr.  Marks  money  which  you  were  in  such  haste  to  hand  over  to  me.  Mr.  Marks  and  myself  may  have  had  our  differences  in  the  past.  But  as  you  see  his  briefcase  has  been  returned  to  him.  I  do  not  need  his  money.  But  there  remains  the  small  matter  that  you  thought  I  might.  And  were therefore  more  than  willing  to  give  it  to  me.  Mr.  Marks?  Good  day.”

                                                             Two  Littles  and  two  Conns  left  the  pub.  Both  the  Conns  walking  backwards behind  the  the  Littles, towards  the  door.  They  weren’t  stupid  like  Conroy.  Sometimes  money  could  weaken  even  family  ties.

                                                                               **************************

                                                                 The  Conns  were  still  behind  their  employers  and  mentors the Littles,  senior  and  junior,  contenting  themselves  with  frequent  backward  glances  as  all  four  walked  briskly  along  Glasgow’s  Argyle  Street.  The  conversations between  the  respective  fathers  and  sons were  remarkably  similar  if  of  a very different  interpretation  of the Glasgow  dialect.

“By  this  time  I  would  hazard  a  guess  friend  Conroy  is  in  somewhat  of  an  unenviable  situation”  observed  Little  senior.

“Widnae  like  tae  be  in  that fat bastard’s  shoes  by  noo”  grunted  the  older  Conn  to  HIS  son.

                                                                       Both  younger  men  smiled.

                                                                             **************************

                                                                    Marks  spent  a  long  time  staring  THAT  stare  at  Conroy, then  turned  and  snapping  his  fingers , motioned  one  of  his  sons  to  bring  the  briefcase  over.  Conroy  knew  he  was  going  to  be  sick.  After  that  was  going  to  be  dead.

“Whit  the  fu….”

                       Maybe  he  wouldn’t  have  time  to  be  sick  first!  He  knew  one  thing  for  sure.  There  was  no  way  Marks  was  going  to  believe  what  he  had  to  tell  him.  He  wasn’t  sure  he  could  believe  it  himself.  But  it  had  to  sound  believable.

“K-kin  ah  tell  ye  sumthin’  noo  ye’ve  opened  that  Mr.  Marks?  P-please?”

“Wur  ye  no’  gonnae  tell  me  onywiy?  Oh  Conroy.  Ur  you  in  fuckin’  trouble!  son!”

                                                                            Conroy  DID  have  time  to  be  sick  after  all.  He  put  it  to  good  use.

                                                                              *************************

                                                    “Ah’ve  nae  idea  why  ye  did  it  in  the  furst  place.  Ah  thought  we  wur  keepin’  it.  Furst  ye  gie  it  away.  Then  ye  gie  it  back.  Fuck’s  sake.”

“Poetic  justice  my  dear  Conn.  A  trifle  tardy  but  justice  nevertheless.  I  told  you.  I  have  no  need  of  his  money.  They  did.”

“An’  so  did  Ah.  Whit  the  fuck  ye  laughin’  fur?”

“I  feel  good.  Try  to  understand.  My  father  would  have.”

                                                                     Little  did  feel  good.  Maybe  it  really  was  all  true.  Really  had  been  like  that.  He  hoped  so.

                                                                             *************************

                                                                     Conroy  had  told  Marks  everything.  It  didn’t  even  make  sense  to  him.  He  would  never  have  understood  poetic  justice  in  a  million  lifetimes.  But  he  understood  the  Marks  stare.  He  understood  that  very  well  indeed.

“So  there’s  nane ae  ma’ money  in  here  because  ye’re  a  gutless  bastard . An’  because  ye’re  a big, fat gutless  bastard  ye  gie’d  it  tae  Little  an’  Conn . Oan  a  fuckin’  train  gaun  tae  where?  Nottingham?  Fucking  Nottingham? Ye’se  get  tae  Nottingham  an’  he  empties  ma’  money  oot  the  train  windae  tae  three  fuckin’  winos  sittin  oan  a  seat  oan  the  platform..  Three  fuckin’  Nottingham  winos! Ye  expect  me  tae  believe  that?  Naw.  Ah’ll  tell  you  whit  really  happened  wull  Ah?  When  he  an’  he’s  wee  physcho  pal  Conn  came  lookin’  fur  YOU  fur  tryin’  tae  put  the  bite  oan  Conn’s  boay  fur  money  that  Ah  didnae  know  ye  wur  gettin’  in  the  furst  place,  ye  decided  tae  fuck  off.   Ye  wur  right  tae  fuck  off.  That  wee  brither-in- law  ae  mine  is  a  physco.  An’  he’s  teachin’  his  boay  Sanny  the  tricks  ae  the  trade  tae.  Apprenticeship  like.  But  whit  ye  forgoat  when  ye  fucked  aff  wi’  ma  money  is  that  nane  ae  them  ur  daft  enough  yit  tae  start  fuckin’  aboot  wi’  me.  Naw,  they’re  no’  that  big  yit.  But YOU ur  in’t  ye  big  man?  D’ye  think  am  that  stupit?  That  that  team  ur  gonnae  gie  money  away  tae  three  jakeys  they’ve  nevur  seen  afore  onywhere?  Oot  a  train  windae?”

“That’s  whit  happened  Mr.  Marks  honest.  Honest!”

“Naw  it’s  no.  Ye’re  lyin’  ya  fat  bastard  an’  that’s  yir saicent   biggest  mistake.  Much  wis  in  that  fuckin’  briefcase?”

“Jist  ower fifteen  hunnert  Mr.  Marks.  They  wur  gonnae  kill  me!”

“Wis  there?  Wis  there  noo?  Fifteen  hunnert?  Ae  ma’  money.  An’  it’s  no  there  noo?”                                                    

“Fifteen  hunnert  an’  forty  Da”  suddenly  said one  of Marks  previously  totally  silent  sons.  He  was  seated  to  his  father’s  left  and  had  a  very  nasty  smile  which  Conroy  got  the full benefit  of  when  he  suddenly  slammed  the  lid  of  the  briefcase  back  down.

“Whit?” it  was  as  much Conroy  could  do  to  get  to  get  his  mouth  to  follow  his  brain’s  instruction  to  formulate  the  one  word  question.

“Fifteen  hunnert  an’forty  he  said.  You  deef  fat  boy?”  said  Marks  very,  very  quietly.  He  wasn’t  smiling  at  all.  He  started  lifting  the  money  out  of  the  case.

                                                                       ************************  

                                                   “In  common  with many  of our  more  respected  and    “quote , unquote”  civilised  members  of  the  electorate  of  this  “great”,  inverted  commas  also, nation , I  firmly believe the  punishment  should  fit  the  crime.  If  it  was  an  ethos  satisfactory enough  for  our  ancestors , why  not  us? 

“Aw  fuck.  Here  we  go  again.”

“  Hear  me  out  my  friend.  Hear  me  out.  I  was  a  grave  disappointment  to  my  father  and  to a  lesser  extent  I  believe,  my  mother.  I  have  never  told  anyone  one  this before  but  she  was  a  trained  ballet  dancer  and    I  myself  attended  ballet  class  until  my  mid  teens  when  I  could  no  longer  stand  the  abuse  from  my  peers  and  started  to  use  the  footwork  I  had  learned  in  a  slightly different manner.  Conroy  will  know  ballet  dancers  can  kick  very  straight  and  to  great  effect.  I  went  on  to  break  both  my  parents’  hearts  in  later  life.”

“And  other  peoples’  fuckin’  legs.”  muttered  Conn  senior  under  his  breath.

“Regrettably  you  are  correct.  A  professional  requirement  I  fear.  Nothing  wrong  with  my  hearing either, incidentally.  

  My  father  never  said  so , nor  my  mother,  but  a  grave  disappointment  I  was  to  both  of  them  nevertheless.  That  indisputable  fact  has  bothered  me  for  most  of  my  life  but  with  both  of  them  now  dead  there  seemed  little-no  pun  intended-  I  could do to  make  amends.  Until  recently.  Young  Sanny  here  told  young  John there about  about  a  big , fat  man  in  the  employ  of  one  Mr.  Marks who  decided  to  go  it  alone, as  it  were,  when  dealing with certain  of  Mr.  Marks  “investors”  let’s  refer  to  them  as. Sanny  being  the  first. Simultaneously  your  good  lady  wife,  Marion-who is also of  course  Mr.  Marks  sister-not  to  mention  a  very  diligent book keeper  of some  of MY own  accounts,  made  mention  of  a  big,  fat  man  attempting  the  same  extortion  tactics  with  others  in  my  employ. Eventually  the  name  of  this  big,  fat  man  rang  a  bell  somewhere  with  me,  and  I  recalled  a  big,  fat  youth  of  the  same  name.  I  saw  the  opportunity  to  to  do  a  number  of  things  if  it  were  indeed  the  same  individual.  It  was.  Uppermost  in  my  mind  was  the  desire  to  make  some  sort  of  recompense  for  the  harm  done  to  my  father , although  somehow  I  knew  it  was  not  what  he  would  have  wanted.  But  he  had  inhabited  a  different  world  from  me.  From  US , Mr.  Conn.  From  both  of  US!  And  from  our  friend  Marks.  A  world  friend  Conroy  only  thought  HE  inhabited.  A  big  man , maybe,  but  a  very  small  fish  indeed. Two  memories  from  childhood  have  never  left  me.  One  was  of  my  father  reading  me  bedtime  stories  as  a  child.  When  my  father  read  you  didn’t only hear.  You  saw.  You  were  there.  Over  and  over  I  would  ask  for  the  same  story.  The  Legend  Of  Robin  Hood  and  his  cohorts.  The  other  sustaining  memory  I  held  on  to  was  of  a  big,  fat  older  boy  emptying  the  contents  of  my  briefcase  from  a  train  window.  When  my  father  presented  me  with  that  briefcase  inside  there  was  a  brand  new  copy  of  The  Legend  Of  Robin  Hood.  For  me.  A  memento.  It  was  still  in  it  when Conroy emptied it from  a  train  window  some  three  years  later.   It  was  not  until  much  later  in  life  I  finally  found  out  who  it  was  that  had  been  responsible  for  the  brutal  attack  on  my  father  when  the  contents  of  HIS  briefcase  were  scattered  all  over  the  street  before  his  eyes.  When  the  same  big,  fat  bully  began  targeting  employees  of  my  chain  of  fast  food  restaurants  for  their  hard  earned  cash,  I  made  a  firm  resolve  to  do  what  my  father  had  so  kindly  offered  to  do  so  many  years  previously.  Give  him  a  lesson  he  would  never  forget.  My  father’s  intention  was  to  change  Conroy’s  ways.  Were  our  intentions  therefore  so  very  different?  I  think  not  my  friend  Conn.  I  think  not.  My  friend  Marks  will  attend  to    everything  else  for  me  in  his  customary  manner.  He  will  forgive  neither  the  duplicity  nor  the  cowardice  displayed  by  friend  Conroy  either  in  attempting  to  steal  his  money  nor  to  give  it  away.  Conroy  did  fail  in  both  after  all.  John  Little  of  the  “Little  John”  fast  food  restaurant  chain  need  have  no  worries  about  that.  Shall  we  go  now  and  dine  in  one  of  them?

                                                                         **************************

                                  RAIL  CHIEFS  DENY  LIABILITY  FOR  MYSTERY  DEATH  OF  PASSENGER              

                                                         BODY  OF   MIDDLE  AGED  MAN  FORMALLY  IDENTIFIED

                                                       “The  badly  injured  body  found  on  the  trackside  of  the  Glasgow-Nottingham  line  is  believed  to  be  that  of  Glasgow  underworld  figure  Robert  “Big  Rab”  Conroy.           

                                                                              Police  believe  the  victim  was  somehow  forced  through  an  open  window  above  a  door  on  the  train  as  it  approached  Nottingham  and  believe  it  to  be  a  contract  killing. Only  carriage  door  windows  would  be  big  enough  given  the  size  of  the  victim.  Only  one such window  was  open  when  the  train  arrived  at  Nottingham. They  made  no  comment  on  the  fact  that handcuffed  to the  victim  was  a  briefcase  empty  save  for  a  child’s  book  on  Robin  Hood , and  a  pair  of  ballet  shoes.  Inspector  William  Sheriff  of  Nottingham  C.I.D.  said  only  that  his  force  would  be  working  closely  with  Strathclyde  Police  and  that  those  concerned  would soon be  brought  to  justice.

                                                                                     THE  END

                                                                    THANKS  FOR  THE  MEMORY             

                                                   “You  mean  to  tell  me  you really don’t  know  who  I  am?”

“I  neither  know  nor  care.  And  going  on  appearance  I  would  suggest  it’s  much  more  likely  that  what  you really mean  is , who  you  were.  And  I  care  even  less  about  that.  Now  I  really  am  in  a  dreadful  hurry.  I  have  much  to  attend  to  today  and  my  plans  do  not  allow  time  for  casual  conversations  with  strangers , perhaps  not  sure  of  their  identity.”

“Maybe  you’re  right.  It  ‘s  really  not  all  that  important  who  “I”    am.  But  it’s  very  important  who  somebody  else  is.  Or  was, to  be  precise. You  were  right  there  as  well.  Name  Casey  mean  much  at  all?”

“C-can  you  just  bear  with  me  for  one  second  please.  I  have  to  pay  for  this  and  then  I’ll  be  right  back.  P-please  stay  right  there.”

“Oh,  I’ll  still  be  here  alright.  I’ve  got  all  the  time  in  the  world  me.  Unimportant  people  have , don’t  they?  Unlike  important  people. Such  as  you.  Famous , like.  I  could  make  you  even  more  famous,  couldn’t  I?”

“Stay  there.  Please.  Let  me  pay  for  this  and  then  maybe  we  could  have  a  drink  or  something.  There’s  a  nice  pub  just  round…”

“We’ll  see.  Go  and  pay  for  that.  Mustn’t  have  you  up  for  shoplifting  as  well”

“As  well…?”

“As  well  as  murder  of  course.  Or  had  you  forgotten  that  too?”

                                                                                   *******************  

                                                      The  memory  of  that  night  had  never  left  him. The  night  Casey  did  it. It  had  perhaps  lessened  a  little  over  the  years  as  he  became  more  successful  and  immersed  himself  in  his  career.  But  the  mere  mention  of  Casey’s  name  at  any  function,  or  in  a  newspaper  or  magazine,  never  failed  to  bring  it  all  flooding  back.  It  had  all  been,  and  still  was,  one  horrible  nightmare.  The  question  was.  Whose  fault  had everyone thought it   had been?  His?  Casey’s?  Perhaps  that  was  the  worst  part.  He  genuinely  didn’t  know.  Genuinely.  And  it was anathema  to  him  to  be  genuine  about  anything  any  more.  But  he  had  no  choice  where  the  Casey  case  was  concerned.

                                                                                   ********************

                                                            John  Casey  had  been  everything  the  then  youthful  Samuel  Brand  had  not  And  still  wasn’t , although  he  would  never  admit  it.  Not  even  to  himself.  Casey  had  been  the  genuine  article.  The  real  deal , as  the  Americans  would  have  it.  Bastard!  That  was  why  he  knew  from  the  start  he  never  had  any  chance  with  the  woman.  And  she  had  been  a  very  special  woman. Very  special.  She  REALLY  had  it  all! He  still  couldn’t  believe  she  was  dead.

                                                                                   **********************


“I  would  hazard  a  guess  that  some  money  would  not  go  amiss  in  your  circumstances.  Forgive  me  if  I  appear  forward.  I  mean  no  disrespect.”

“Oh,  you’re  a  smooth  bastard , right  enough.You’re  very,  very  good.  Persuading  people  to  believe  that  you’re  thoughts  are  really  their  thoughts. Leading  their  minds  in  a  certain  direction.   Sure  I  need  money.  Who  doesn’t?  But  not  that  badly.  Not  that  badly.  That  would  put  the  ball  back  in  your  court.  That  would  be  my  fault.  I  trust  you  get  my  spin.  A  backhanded  compliment  I  suppose.  A  trifle  obvious  these  silly  references  to  your  sport  of  choice.  But  it’s  what  YOU  do also isn’t  it? Persuasion  by  inference   You’re  very  good  at  it  too.  How  you  make  all  this  money  you’re  so  keen  to  give  me.”

“Who  are  you?  What  is  it  you  want  from  me.  Because  you  must  know  nobody  will  ever  believe  any  of  this.”

“But  you  do,  don’t  you?  Never  mind  me.  Let’s  talk  about  Casey  shall  we?  He  was  going to hold  all  the  aces  wasn’t  he?  Game,  set  and  match.  And  he  already  had  her  too.  The  problem  was  he  was  much  smarter  than  you  too.  Knew  all  the  angles.  And  all  the  courts  too.  So  you  did  the  one  thing  you  knew  he  would  not,  could  not,  refuse.  You  told  him  you  needed his help.  Not  for  you. He  would  have  refused. He  wasn’t  stupid.  Not  even  for  the  woman.  He  would  have  known  he  was  being  manipulated  because  of  his  feelings  for  her.  You  had  to  appeal  to  his  sense  of  decency.  Fair  play  and  all  that  crap  that  you  have  never  believed  in  at  any  time  in  your  life.  But  you  knew  he  did.  Always  played  it  by  the  book  did  Casey.  The  end  did  not  justify  the  means.  The  truth  of  the  matter  was  that  he  was  brilliant  on  his  game.  Unbeatable.

                                                               So  if  he  could  not  be  beaten  fairly , there  remained  only  one  alternative  didn’t  there?

                     Casey’s  one  big  flaw  was  that  he  expected people  he  trusted  to  be  worthy  of  that  trust.  Game,  set  and  match!”

                                                                                        ************************

                                                      Brand  sat  impassively.  He  was  good  at  that.  Years  of  practice.  He  had  to  be  good  at  it.  Because  right  now  his  stomach  was  churning.  Who  was  this  man  and  how  much  did  he  really  know  about  it  all?  How  much  did  he  know  about  the  woman.  The  fact  that  Casey had loved  her  and  trusted  her  implicitly.  Do  anything  for  her.  Brand  had  used  that.

                                                                 Casey  had  loved  her.  Brand  had  simply  wanted  her.  She  hadn’t  particularly  wanted  either  of  them.  Not  at  first  anyway.  But  she  did  want  something  that  Casey  had.  His  expertise.  With  his  help  one  day  she  could  be  centre  court.  With  the  correct  amount  of  coaxing  Casey  could  be  her  coach.  Her  mentor.  Her biggest weakness without  doubt was  her lack  of  attention  to  detail  in  defense.  His  was  without  flaw.  And  then  he  went  straight  into  attack  mode  with  lightning  speed.  Lethal.  The  speed  at  which  he  could  do  this  never  failed  to  wrongfoot  his  opponent.  Brand  had  witnessed first  hand the  demolition  of  some  of  the  finest  attackers  in  the  game  by  this  method  leaving  them  ruing  the  day  they  underestimated  John  Casey.  That  was  what  she  wanted  to  learn.  Had  to  learn.  She  had  often  spoken  to  Brand  of  Casey’s  ability  to  do  that.  And  Brand  had  seethed  with  anger  and  jealousy  because    he  knew  she  was  right.  Casey’s  expertise  had  always  caused  Brand  insoluble  problems.   Not  to  mention  money. Maybe  now  there  was  a  solution.

                                                     Brand’s  game  had  always  been  flawed,  the  woman  had  a  lot  to  learn , admittedly,  but  Brand  knew  she  would  learn  willingly.  One  day  he  would  destroy  Casey  with  her  help.

                                                                                        ***************************

“Of  course  there  is  still  the  small  matter  of  who  I  am , or  was,  as  you  so  tactfully  pointed  out  earlier.  Do  you  really  mean  to  tell  me  a  man  such  as  you  were,  and still are,  as  I  understand  it,  has  no  recall  of  every  face  present  on  the  day  you  witnessed  the  downfall  of your tormentor  of  so  many  years.  The  one  who  stole  all  the  glory  that  was  rightfully  yours.  And did so  repeatedly  and  with  such  apparent  lack  of  effort.  Of  every  attentive  face  in  the  crowd  as  they  followed  the  court  action  that  day.  Back  and  forth. Back  and  forth,  in  blistering  heat  before  the  transfixed  sea  of  faces following  the  players  every  movement.  And  the  hushed  silence  as  they  eventually  realised  their  champion  was  indeed  mortal  after  all.  Let  me  assist  you.  No  beard  then.  I have  perhaps  let  myself  go  somewhat.  My  hair  was  neatly  trimmed  then  also , and  I  had  no  need  of  spectacles.  People  change.  Life  changes  them.  You  however  have  the  power  now  to  change  LIVES.  Or  end  them.  Two  that  I  know  of.  Only  know  of  mark  you.  There  may  be  others  I  don’t  know  of.  Who’s  to  say?  I  believe  the  ball  to  be  back  in  your  court?”

“What  do  you  want?”

“Justice.  Can  you  comprehend  that  I  wonder?  No,  perhaps  not.  Your previous behaviour  would  certainly  suggest  not.  But then private  behaviour  and  public  image  are  two  entirely  different  things  aren’t  they?  But  that  is  all  about  to  change  for  you. You  saw  fit  to  sit  in  judgement  of  Casey’s  fate.  Judge  not  lest  you  too  be  judged.  Or  words  to  that  effect  I  seem  to  remember.   But  in  your  eyes  you  judged  Casey  to  be  an  obstacle  that alone you were  incapable  of    removing  from  your  path.  Or  court  to  be  precise.  So  why  not  adjust  the  net just a  little?  Enlist  the  help of an  up  and  coming  prospect.  A  rising  star  in  the  firmament.”

“Are  you  from  the  press?”

“Let’s  just  say  they  know  me.  Some  of  them  may still be  unaware  of  that fact but  know  me  they  do.  And  will  again.”

“You  are  aware  of  the  penalty  for  blackmail?  The  law…”

“As  you  are  of  the  penalty  for  murder  I  hope.  It  remains  to  be  seen  who  has  the  advantage  here.  Deuced  if  I  know.”

                                                                                *************************

“Let  me  remind  you  how  you  achieved  the  result  you  had  sought  for  so  many  years.  If  it  is  possible  to  have  an  Achilles  heel  then  logic  would  suggest  other  parts  of  the  anatomy  would  be  equally  vulnerable.  Casey’s  was  his  heart.  His  public   saw  only  a  tough , durable  professional.  A  winner  who  would  battle  till  he  achieved  the  unachievable.  You  saw  a  different  Casey.  The  magnificent  results  he  continually  achieved  all  the  more  stunning  because  of  that  heart  weakness.  He  had  confided  this  weakness  only  to  you.  Game,  set  and  match  again!   That’s  the  moment  you  produced  your  ace. His  protégé!  She  had  many  different  talents  in  her  bag  of  tricks.  Casey  would  enhance and  perfect all  of  them  and    nullify  his  own  in  the  process.  YOU  couldn’t  beat  him  but  SHE  could.  And  did.  He  lost.  And  so eventually did  she.  You  were  the  only  winner.  Match point!  The  court  now  belonged  to  Samuel  Brand  courtesy  of  a  double  fault.  All  coming  back  now?”

                                                                        Brand  was  suddenly  hit as  by  a  sledgehammer with  the sudden realisation  of  who  was  now  holding  court.  It  couldn’t  be,  could  it?  It  was  indeed  all  coming  back  now!

                                                                          ****************************


                                                      “ The  Casey  downfall  happened  on  a June day  of  blistering  heat.  A  shirt-sleeved  crowd  craned  their  necks  for  a  better  view  of  the  court  as  the  battle  raged  to  and  fro.  Wimbledon  was  the  only  place  to  be  that  day.  Casey  v  Brand.  A  spectacle  to  be  savoured.  The  press  were  everywhere  in  hushed  expectancy  of  another  Casey  triumph.  The  press  were  wrong.  Brand  produced  rapid,  successive  aces  for  which  Casey  had  no  answer.  No  returns.  The  courts  had  a  new  champion!  You’d  done  it.  Finally  tipped  the  scales  in  your  favour.  And  his  protégée’s  .  But  she  too  would  prove, eventually, to  be  dispensable.  And  dispensed  with  she  was  because one  day she found  she couldn’t  look  at  herself  in  the  mirror  any  more  without  seeing  HIS  face.  Nowhere  near  as  cold  blooded  as  she first thought  she  was  you  see.  Not  like  you.  Oh  she  was  good  initially.  Just  the  correct  amount  of  gratitude  and  admiration.  Not  too  much.  Just  enough  to  have  Casey  in  a  topspin.  He  started  to  take  his  eye  off  the  ball  because  of  his  infatuation.  And  ultimately  his  game  would  suffer  due  to  her  misinformation  concerning  your  game  plan.    Advantage  Brand.  Time  to  play  your  drop  shot.  Me!  Now  you  know  me you  bastard don’t  you?   Seeded long before  your  triumph.  I’m  going  to  make  sure  the  records  show  that  game  ended  love  all.  And  then  I’m  going  to  destroy  you  as  you  destroyed  both  of  them.  Judgement  day has  arrived my  friend. ”

                                                                         ******************************

                                                         Looking  back , their  mutual  love  of  tennis  had  been  the  one  thing  they  ever  had  in  common.  Brand HAD  to  win.  Unfortunately  for  Brand,  it  was  always  Casey  who  DID  win.  And  then  one  day  he  allowed  Brand  to  win.  That  was  the  day  Brand  spotted  the    weakness.  The  way  to  REALLY  beat  him.  The  softness.  Brand  would  have  done  that  for  no  one.  And had no  comprehension  of  how  anyone else could  either.  Raw  talent  combined  with  ambition  and  a  willingness  to  learn  ensured  that  Casey  would  coach  the  young  woman.  Help  her  become  a  professional  first.  A  recognisable  court  figure.  Her  youthfulness,  stunning  good  looks  and  fighting  spirit  were  bonuses.  The  public  loved  her.  Just  as  they  did  Casey.  And  the  carefully  spread  media  hints  of  a  fairy  tale  romance  between  the  two  darlings  of  the  court.  Initially    only  on  Casey’s  side  of  the  court  certainly  but  she  eventually  succumbed  to  his  almost  casual  brilliance  and  overlooked  the  fact  that  outwith    the  court  glare  of  publicity  he  was  really rather boringly  ordinary.  And  then  she  found  that  that  in itself,   was  really quite attractive.  Game,  set  and  match  to  Brand  once  more.  Professionals  could  not  be  distracted by defects  of  character  such  as  love.  A  defect  ripe  for  manipulation.  But  for  anything  to  grow  and  ripen  seeds  must  first  be  planted.  Seeds  of  doubt.

                                                                          ********************************

                                                                     “You  knew  Casey’s  sense  of  balance  was  paramount  in  every  victory  he  had  ever  achieved.  That  balanced  approach  had  to be  adversely affected  for  you  to  have  any  chance  at  all.  Time  to  produce  a  hint  of  your  first  ace.  Sow  the  seeds  of  doubt  by  spreading  rumours  of  another  seed  in  the  game.  Affect  the  balance.  The  relationship  between  Casey  and  his  protégée  had  to  be  weakened  first.  Only  then  could  you  concentrate  on  the  balance  problem.  Wrong  foot  him.  There  was  someone  else.  Someone  far  more  important  to  her  than  him.  Someone  she  had  concealed  from  him.  Doted  on.  Lied  about.  He  couldn’t  take  it.  Your  timing  was  immaculate.  You  produced  the  photographs  at  exactly  the  right  time.  At  close  of  proceedings  on  the  first  day  just  as  the  crowd  was  leaving .  The  court  was  eerily  silent.  He  said  nothing  but  felt  everything.  Rage,  betrayal,  grief.  Every  emotion  that  professionals  cannot allow  themselves  to feel  if  they  are  to  remain successful professionals.

At  home  that  evening  other  emotions  piled  on  top  of  those.  Jealousy,  fear,  insecurity.  Next  day  his  indecision  was  in  evidence  for  the  first  time  in  his  addressing of minor  problems  that  would  previously  been  just  that.  His  mind  was  obviously  elsewhere.  His  game  plan  appeared  to  be  in  tatters.  Fault  followed  fault.  The  court  fell  quiet.  It  was  clear  to  all  onlookers , even  supporters,  he  was  far  from  his  usual  self.  Was  he  unwell?  A  defeat?  Was  that  possible?  It  was!   It  took  some  years  for the complete  disintegration  of  John  Casey , but  it  did  eventually  take  place.  He  and  she  eventually  split  up.  He  found  another  partner  in  deep  depression.  She  in  alcohol.  The  rival  for  Casey’s  protegee’s  affections  also  suffered.  Her  guilt  destroyed  their  relationship  also.  She merely neglected  him initially and then turned   against  him  totally  when  Casey’s  years  of  depression  resulted  eventually  in  his  suicide.  He  turned  to  crime , then  drugs,  and  eventually  psychiatric  care.  Yes,  indeed,  Brand.  Game,  set  and  match.  But  there  were  two  winners  at  Wimbledon  that  day  weren’t  there  Brand?  You  and  the  other  major  player  in  all  this. The  umpire. The  other  beneficiary.  I’ve  met  him  you  know.  A  lot  older  now.  But  still  as  vicious  as  you.  More  so  I  believe.  You  shouldn’t  have  done  what  you  did  to  him.  He’s    the  type  to  destroy  rather  than  be  destroyed.  I  should  know.  I  met  him  in  prison.  But  he’s  not  in  prison  any  more.  Well,  a  secure  unit  for  the  criminally  insane  to  be  precise  was  where  they  eventually  placed  him.  But  a  very  smart  lawyer  new  young  lawyer  got  him  out  of  there  too.  I  think  they’ve  made  another  mistake  you  know.  I  don’t  think  he’s  reformed  at  all.  But  we’ll  just  have  see  how  he  behaves  himself  when  he  comes  to  visit  you  won’t  we?  But  I  don’t  think  he  liked  you  taking  his  money  and  then  letting  him  go  there  in  the  first  place.  Not  a  clever  game  plan  Brand.  But  we  shall  see.  Or  rather  you  will.  More  press  attention  for  Wimbledon.  Maybe  you  won’t  savour  it  so  much  this  time.  Is  that  the  time?  I  have  a  pressing  appointment  with  the  press.  All  these  photographs  and  letters.  And a tape  recording now too.  I’ve  got  the  umpire  to  thank  for  some  of  them.  He  thought  the  court  was  his  too.  What  do  you  say?”

                                                                  ********************************

                                                      WEALTHY  EX  BARRISTER  SEEKS  POLICE  PROTECTION

                                           Former  defence  lawyer  turned  suspected  underworld  figure  Samuel  Brand  is  under  house  arrest  at  an  unknown  location.  The  former  lawyer  appeared  unannounced  at a  police  station  close  to Wimbledon  Crown  Court  at  dawn  yesterday  morning  prior  to  exclusive  disclosure  by  this  newspaper  of  his  part  in  the  character  assassination, and  eventual  unfortunate  suicide, of the much  loved  and  highly  respected  legal  figure  John  Casey  three  decades  ago.  Mr.  Casey  committed  suicide  after  suffering  increasingly  severe  bouts  of  depression  for  some  years.  Rumours of Mr.  Brand’s  “friendship”  with  both  Mr.  Casey  and  a  lady  lawyer  have  long  been  considered  a  contributory  factor  in  his  untimely  death.  The  lady  lawyer,  who  cannot  and  would  not  be  named  by  this  newspaper  for  legal  reasons,  herself  died  some  years  ago  while  visiting  Mr.  Casey’s  resting  place  as  she  had  done  on  a  daily  basis  for  many  years.

                                                           A  son  of  Mr.  Brand  and  the  lady  lawyer  concerned,  from  a  youthful  and  unhappy  relationship  with  Mr.  Brand,  was  cared  for  by  both  Mr.  Casey  and  his  long  time  lover  the  lady  lawyer  in  question.  After  the  untimely  death  of  Mr.  Casey  and  the  ensuing  illnesses  suffered  by  his  mother  as  a  result,  the  boy  went  off  the  rails  in  various  directions  due  to  lack  of  direction  of  any  sort.  After  drug  abuse  and  a  number  of  custodial  sentences  he  too  suffered  a  severe  mental  collapse  and  underwent  extensive  medical  treatment.

                                                                         Mr.  Brand  junior-  he  refuses  to  answer  to  that  name now and  has  changed  his  name  to  John  Casey  Junior-  has  approached  this  newspaper  with  fresh  evidence  of  his  natural  father’s  long  term  criminal  involvement.  Specifically  that  of  his  association  with  one  London  gang  boss  known at  that  time  only as  “THE  UMPIRE”  as  his  word  was  regarded  as  final  by  his  criminal  associates.  “THE  UMPIRE”  was  released  on  licence from  a  secure  unit some  days  ago  after  serving  a  lengthy  jail  sentence  for  a  string  of  extremely  violent offences.

                                                                                                Mr.  Brand  was at  one  time his  defence  lawyer  for  many  years  prior  to  “THE  UMPIRE’S”  eventual  arrest  and  conviction.  

                                                                                             THE  END

                                                                                      THE  SCOOTER  TEAM

                                       They  were  the  real  thing.  The  genuine  article.  NOBODY  told  them  what  to  do.  Ever.  They’d  been  through  it  all  together.  They  commanded  respect  everywhere  they  went  and  if  you  were  in  their  way  YOU  moved.  A  look  from  any  one  of  them  was  enough.

                                                                                     **********************

“Ah  thought  you  hid  tae  be  it  the  hoaspital  the  day  the  day  tae  git  thae  stitches  oot  Pipe?”

“Fuck  the  hoaspital  Malky.  Ah’m  gaun  naewhere  tae  this is sorted.  Nivvur  backed  doon  fae  a  fight  in  my  life  huv  Ah?”

“Naw.  Yir  too  fuckin’  stupit.  Yir still a  gemme  boay  jist  the  same.  Thanks.  Noo  where’s  thae  ither  two  fuckin’  eejits?”

“They’ll  be  here.  Unless  they’re  baith  deid.  Giro  day.  Be  it  the  post  oaffice  furst.  No’  be  the  furst  post  oaffice  they’ve  caused  trouble  in.  They’ll  be  here  tae  back  us  up.  Nae  worries.  Providin’  they  dinnae  fa’  oot  wi’  some  poor  bastard  in  the  fuckin’  queue  furst.”

                                                        Malky  and  Pipe  chuckled  their  evil  little  chuckles  that  only  Glasgow  boays  could  chuckle.

                                                                                    ***************************

“Hurry  up  you.  Git  it  cashed  an’  dinnae  furget  ye  owe  me  a  boattle  ae  sumthin’  fae  last  week  when  ye  dae.  Malky  an’  Pipe’ll  be  there  waitin’  fur  us.  Wan  ae  thae  biker  tossers  stole  Malky’s  parka  aff  he’s  scooter  last  week  when  he  wisnae  looking  mind.”

“Fuck’s  sake  that’s  right.  Ah  hid  forgoat  a’  aboot  that.  Right  two  minutes.  Then  we’ll  go  doon  there  an’  git  it  sorted.  Lookin’  forward  tae  it.”

                                                Tosh  and  Nae  Teeth  could  also  do  the  evil  chuckle.

                                                                                      ***************************   

                                                                           They  sat  in  rough  formation  at  the  park  entrance  each  astride  their  individual  pride  and  joy.  Privately  each  of  them  thought  their  own  gleaming  machine  to  be  the  best.  But  only  privately.  You  never  insulted  a  mate’s  personal  identity.  His  scooter.

                                                                 The  team  was  complete.  Malky  had  never  doubted  for  one  minute  that  it  would  be.  He’d  never  let  any  of  them  down  either.  That’s  what  it  was  all  about.  Turning  up.  Now  they’d  see  what  those  biker  fuckers  were  all  about.  

“Whit  wan  ae  them  wis  it  that  took  yir  parka  Malky?”

“If  Ah  fuckin’  knew  that  whit  wid  Ah  need  youse  fur  ya  eejit?  Ah’d  uv  been  roon  it  he’s  hoose  that  night  win’t  Ah?  Ah  didnae  know  when  ye  loast  yir  teeth  yir  fuckin’  brains  wur  wi’  them.”  Nae  Teeth  grinned  his  gumsy  grin.  When  a  mate  insulted  you  it  was  a  token  of  friendship.

“No’  worth  stealin’  onywiy.”

“Cheeky  fucker.  Ur  we  still  oan  fur  Brighton  by  the  wiy?  Manchester  boays  ur  gaun  tae  Ah  heard”

“Try  an’  stoap  us.  If  the  Manchester  skwad’s  gaun  tae  naebuddy’ll  be  able  tae  onywiy.”

“But  we  cannae  take  wur  scooters.  Whit’ll  we  dae  when  we  git  there.’’

“  Cause  havoc.  It’s  a’  sortit.  You  leave  it  tae  me.”  

                                                                   Nobody  was  chuckling  now.  Havoc  was  serious  business.  And  they  were  all  very,  very  good  at  it.

                                                                         *************************

“Straight  up.  That’s  where  they  ur.  The  four  ae them jist,  tae.  Away  doon  tae  sort  thae  bikers  oot.  He’s  gittin’  dafter  an’  mair  mental  a’  the  time.”  Ina  drew  nervously  on  her  cigarette  and  glanced  up  at  the  pub  clock.

“Tell  me  aboot  it.  They  a’  ur.  Gawd  help fuckin’ Brighton  that’s  a’  Ah  kin  say.”  said  Senga  also  glancing  at  the  pub  clock  but  only  because  it  was  Ina’s  round.

                                                                         *************************

                                                                  The  scooter  team  were  totally  unconcerned  by  opposition  from  any  source.  Young  and  ambitious,  or  older  and  more  experienced,  it  made  no  difference  to  them.  The  end  result  would  be  the  same.  They  had  stood  shoulder  to  shoulder  too  often  in  the  past , and  against  much  better  oppostion  than  they  would  face  from  a  bunch of bikers  who  had  stolen  from  one  of  them , for  it  not  to  be.  No  problem.

                                                                               Life  may  well  have  taken  it’s  toll  on  all  of  them  but  together  they  were  more  than  a  match  for  any  younger  bikers.  When  you’d  already  seen  the  German  variety  you’d  seen  the  best.  They always went  quiet  before  any  confrontation , and  that’s  exactly  what  they  did  now  as  the  first  bikes  started  to  appear  at  the  other  end  of  the  park.

                                                                         ***************************

                               “Listen  Ina.  Ah  know  me  an’  your  Malky  huvnae  ayewis  seen  eye  tae  aye  aboot  everythin’  bit  he’s  right  aboot  they  wans  oan  the  bikes.  They  gie’d poor wee  Sandra  dug’s  abuse  in  that  park  the  ither  day.  Greetin’  she  wis.  Lookin’  fur  money  aff  hur  an’  when  she  widnae  gie  them  it  they  wur  gonnae  take  it  they  said.  ‘Til  a  polis  motor  came  in  it  the  ither  end  ae  the  park  an’  they  a’  beat  it.    Some  ae  them,  maist  ae  them,  the  polis  ur  lookin’  fur  accordin’  tae  wee  Sandra.  Greetin’  she  wis.”  Senga  snorted  her  indignation  but  consoled  herself  with  a  quick  gulp  at  her  vodka  and  a  long  exhalation  of  cigarette  smoke.

“Aye  mebbe’s  yir  right  enuff.”  said  Ina  thoughtfully.  “That’s  whit  attracted  me  tae  him  furst  ye  know.  Feart  ae  naebuddy.”

“Need  tae  be  sumthin’  Cos  he’s  fuck  a’  tae  look  it.”  said  Senga      innocently.

                                                                            They  both  gave  the  female  version  of  a  Glasow  chuckle.

                                                                         ***************************

                                                    “Ah  wis  talkin’  tae  a  wumman  when  Ah  wis  cashin’  ma’  Giro….”

“Did  she  huv  nae  teeth  neithers?”

“Shut  the  fuck  up  in’  listen  wid  ye  Malky.  These  tossers  wur  gie’n  wee  Sandra  a  roastin’  yisturday  accordin’  tae  hur.”

“Wur  they  noo?”  Malky  spat  casually  out  the  side  of  his  mouth  and  stared  coldly  towards  the  other  end  of  the  park  where  around  twenty  or  so  bikers  were  now  grouped.  “Right  here  they’re  comin’  noo.  Ah’ll  dae  ony  talkin’  furst.”

“No’  fuckin’  like  ye.”

“If  ye’ve  goat  teeth  ye  kin  aye  talk  better.”

“Cheeky  fucker.”   

                                                                          ******************************

                                                              Years  of  ongoing  confrontations  had  taught  Malky  how  to  identify,  confront  and  humiliate  ringleaders.  Bring  the  main  man  down  first,  then  any  would  be  contender  for  that  position , and  confusion  reigned.  The  rest  were  irrelevant.  They  would  perhaps attempt a  show  of  defiance  but  that  would  be  all  it  was.  A  show.  Street  psychology  was  Malky’s  forte`.  He  was  very  good  at  that.

“Ah’m  no’  gonnae  fuck  aboot  here.  You,  the  big  tosser  at  the  front.  You  must  be  the  leader  aff  here.  You’re  the  stupitest  looking  onywiy.  Noo,  whit  ye  dae  here is ye  don’t  talk.  No’  a  fuckin’  word.  Ye  jist  haun  me  back  ma  jaicket  an’  then  ye’se  get  tae  fuck.  Clear?”    

                                    Not  only  was  the  lead  biker  unimpressed  by  Malky’s  way  of  addressing  him , his  face  contorted first with  rage , then  embarrassment  as  the  other  bikers  behind  him  fell  silent  at  at  the sheer audacity  of  someone  addressing  him  as  Malky  just  had.  He  spat  on  the  ground  in  front  of  Malky’s  scooter.  Then  he  made  his  second  mistake.  He  spoke.

“Ma  grandfaither  wis…”

“Yir  grandfaither  wis,  and  still  is,  a  bigger  tosser  than  you’ll  ivver  be.  Ask  him  aboot  Malky  nixt  time  ye’re  talkin’  tae  ‘im.  Likes  tae  bump  he’s  gums  yir  grandfaither.  A’  mooth , tae.  Like  you..  Jist  a  mooth.  Nuthin’  tae  back  it  up.  Seems  like  it  wis  only  yisturday  Ah  leathered  him  aw  ower  this same park  fur  bein’  jist  like  you.  Tormentin’  weemin.”

                                                      This  time  the  silence  would  have  been  deafening.  If  it  hadn’t  been  for  the  sound  of  jeers,  catcalls,  and  the  sound  of  one  future , fourteen  year  old  would  be  gangleader,  sobbing  tears  of  rage  and  embarrassment  in  front  of  his  possible  future  gang.  He  managed  to  stammer  one  insult  before  beating  a  hasty  retreat  on  his  expensive  mountain  bike.

“Y-yir  a  lyin’  a-auld  bastard.  Ma  Da….”

“Fuck  off noo son.  Afore  ye  make  me  really  lose  ma  temper.  An’  that  goes  fur  the  rest  ae  yese  tae.  Ah  didnae  fight  in  the  saicent  World  War  fur  the  likes  ae  youse”

                                                          This  time  the  jeers  and  catcalls  were  from  the  scooter  team,  on  the  brand  new  disabled,  aid  to  mobility,  scooters  they  were  all  so  grateful  for.  They  had  given  them  all  back  a  new  freedom  of  movement  and  no  jumped  up  little  shits  were  going  to  take  that  away.

                                             Nae  Teeth  couldn’t  resist  having  the  last  word.  Through  clenched  gums.

“Malky’s  parka.  Afore  yese  go.”

                                                    They  left  it.  And  went.

                                                                           ************************

                                                          “An’  that’s  whit  the  daft  auld  buggers  ur  goin’  doon  tae  Brighton  fur?”  enquired  Senga.

“Aye  thoan  party  conference.  Rights  fur  pensioners.  An’  War  veterans  an’  a’  that.  Ye  know  whit  they’re  like  wi’  a’  that  stuff.”

“No  like  them.  Gawd  help  the  Brighton  folk  that’s  a’  Ah  kin  say.  Is  yir  sister  away  back  tae  Germany  wi’  hur  man  an’  thae  cheeky  grandweans  ae  hurs?  They  hid  thae  daft  mountain  bikes  tae  din’t  they?”

“Aye  drove  me  an’  Malky  daft  so  they  did  thae  weans.”

                                                                      Senga  once  more  contented  herself  with  a  sniff,  a  long  draw  on  her  cigarette,  and  an  even  larger  swig  of  vodka  than  the  previous  one.  Pension  day    was  always  the  day  Ina  and  she  had  a  couple  of  vodkas  together.

                                                                                       THE  END

