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* * * * *
PROLOGUE
Clouds scud across a half moon. Out in the bay there's a light, nothing more than a dot really. In the gloom I can't see the boat. At my feet is a travelling bag containing a couple of shirts, change of underwear, socks, shaving things, not much else. Then, from the seashore, a torch light flashes on and off, three times. It's our agreed signal. Time to go. I pick up the bag and head for the shore.
'We're going to have to hurry,' Macklin says when I reach the shoreline. 'The coastguard cutter is about.' Macklin was the one who'd flashed the torch. He was sitting in the stern of a tiny dinghy, bobbing up and down on the water, like a cork.
'That's all we need,' I reply.
He beckons me to get on board. Between the outcrop of rock I'm standing on and the dinghy, a churning chasm of water sloshes menacingly. For a moment I stand still, breathing heavily. Then I make a move and stumble clumsily, nearly turning the little craft over as I get on board.
'Steady on man, for Christ sake,' Macklin says. 'You'll have us in the drink before we start.'
'Sorry. Not much good on boats,' I say.
'Now's a fine time to tell me that.' He grunts, says no more and begins rowing. The boat is anchored out in the bay, a cabin cruiser about thirty feet long.
'Are you sure it'll get us there?' I had asked.
'She'll get there all right,' Macklin said. It was his boat and we'd negotiated a fee in the bar.
'That's a lot of money,' I replied when he told me the price.
'I have to get back as well,' he'd grumbled. 'I'm the one who's taking the risk. If I lose my boat I've lost everything.'
'I thought you said there wouldn't be a problem?'
'There shouldn't be, but you never know with the sea. That's my price. Take it or leave it.'
I was in no position to argue. He was the only one I could trust, the only one who didn't gossip. He was Scottish and couldn't speak much of the language. He had his boat and he fished. When he wasn't fishing, he drank whisky and mended his nets. Then he was usually too bad tempered to converse, so nobody bothered. Which made him my best bet.
We were on the South East Coast of Spain. How had it got this crazy? Why was I putting myself through all this? Those were the questions I posed to myself as I awkwardly clambered aboard the boat.
CHAPTER ONE
Now when I look back I can see clearly that a trail had been set out for me. Not a wide open trail, like a road or a highway. It was more akin to the narrow, twisting, rugged tracks of the Western Highlands of Scotland where I have a home. And with the benefit of hindsight I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way, for therein lies the tale I am about to tell.
One morning I was standing at the front gate of my Highland dwelling. The vista there isn't an ordinary view by any stretch of the imagination. I live in an area that encompasses the mountains, corries and glens of the deer forests of Kinlochewe, Torridon and Sheildaig. At my front gate I can stand and look straight ahead at the long ridge of Beinn Eighe. Throughout the day clouds scud across the three lofty summits, beguilingly changing the hues of the surrounding landscape by the hour. Outside the gate travels the narrow road that runs down to the loch. Halfway there it cuts through a gap, between a wood of pine trees. To my left, on a clear day, you can just see the Atlantic Ocean. The next stop after that is America. The prevailing wind comes that way. Sometimes it brings the warming relief of the Caribbean Gulf Stream; at other times catastrophic gales hammer in and attack the landscape. It's all very spectacular, challenging and occasionally frightening, but never, ever, boring. Living up here you tend to take it all for granted. Occasionally, it requires a visitor or a passer-by to spell out how good it is. 'Some spot you've got here mister', someone will say, or something like that, as they walk past. Then for a while you tend to stop and gawp, rather than get on with what you are supposed to be doing.
On that particular Thursday morning the sun was out and I was certainly in a gawping frame of mind. I'd been idling at the gate, taking in the view and pondering on the day ahead, when a small blue Peugeot, with a high powered, noisy engine, pulled up in front of me. The passenger window lowered and a young woman with blonde hair, a creamy complexion and dark blue bewitching eyes, leant across from the driver's seat.
'I'm trying to find the home of Mister Ray,' she said confidently.
'You're looking at him,' I replied.
She turned off the engine and got out. The tasks I'd been contemplating suddenly vanished into thin air. Getting down to my correspondence was a chore I could happily put off, for approaching me was the most delectable female form I had seen in a long while. Unfortunately living in the wilds of the Highlands brings about a certain monastic existence; not necessarily out of choice.
'I'm Caroline Carson,' this potential goddess said, while walking towards me. The accent certainly wasn't local.
'Pleased to meet you, I'm Gerald Ray,' I replied.
'Oh good. I do apologise,' she continued. 'I should have phoned, but my mobile kept going out of range in the mountains. Then all of a sudden I was here.' She possessed the figure and strut of a fashion model, plus a glossy magazine-cover smile.
'Well I'm very glad you’re here,' I said.
For a moment we both looked at each other; stared in my case. Hers was a face I’d seen, or half knew, but couldn't identify.
'Do you know who I am?' she asked.
'Caroline Carson,' I said. She giggled. Spidery laugh lines appeared at the corner of her eyes.
'I'm a television reporter. London Weekend News.'
'Oh, sorry,' I said feeling embarrassed. 'Can't get it up here. No reception; the mountains you came through I'm afraid. Here it's either Grampian with lots of snow on the picture, or Sky with lots of rental, so I don't bother much.'
Her smile broadened again. It was becoming addictive.
'Very wise,' she interjected, then shook her head. The blonde hair swayed like a pony's mane. 'No I shouldn’t say that, 'cause that's why I'm here,' she added quickly. 'That really is some view. Could I please come in for a minute?'
'I'm sorry, you must think me very rude,' I said. 'You've caught me off guard. Please,' I pleaded and opened the gate.
My nineteenth century cottage is small but modernised. Big enough for my possessions yet compact for ease of maintenance. Triple glazing, thick insulation and central heating helps to keep out the winter raw. Log burning stoves in the lounge and kitchen are an inconvenient sop to the romantic Highland idyll; quite useful on cold damp summer evenings, providing they light first time and you don't have to chop the wood. Anyway it's a suitable nook for a single man, who attempts to make his living by writing.
She needed to use the loo, which gave me the opportunity to tidy the lounge and put on the kettle. 'Thank you,' she said when she came out of the bathroom. 'I needed that. My last port of call was outside Inverness.'
'Aye, it's a long way up here,' I said. 'I've made some tea.'
'That’s kind of you. You didn’t have to.'
She followed me into the lounge. While I deposited the tray and fiddled with the cups, she moved to the window to admire the view. Outside the sun was still bright and it shone through her short, blue, polka dot dress and delayed my questions. Even now, all these years later, the poise of her stance remains imprinted in my brain. It's one of the visions I call upon on a bleak day. She was a youthful thirty-ish, I guessed. A figure of athletic agility, legs of fashion model slenderness and neck length blonde hair, like silk.
'That really is some view. Is it like it all time?' she asked and turned around to face me.
I could have repeated the question about her but I resisted temptation.
'No, it's never the same for more than a few minutes,' I replied. 'Mind you, when the cloud is down you can't see the mountain at all. Sugar?'
'No thank you. Well it's very beautiful.'
I beckoned to the armchair and sat opposite her.
'You must be wondering why I'm here?' she asked, then picked up her teacup.
'With your looks I don't really care, but yes, it did cross my mind.'
She gave me another photogenic smile, took a sip of her tea, then looked at me intently. 'You're a writer aren't you?' she said sternly. 'You wrote 'Early Dawn'?'
'Guilty on both counts,' I replied. 'I have written other stories as well though.'
'I know. I've read most of them.'
'Thank you. I'm flattered,' I responded.
Suddenly business was intruding on our flirtation and usually I didn't like reporters or journalists when they began to pry. Already my internal defence mechanism was cutting in.
'If I have it right,' she said. 'In 'Early Dawn', the plot includes a Spanish terrorist group known as 'The Sons of Tyranny'?' Her words were left in the air as a question. She had slender hands with long delicate fingers and used them expressively as she talked.
'That's correct,' I said. 'Although there were other characters who were perhaps more central to the story.'
'Yes I know that too,' she replied almost condescendingly. 'But it's 'The Sons' in particular that are my reason for coming here.'
Suddenly I was becoming edgy. My Highland abode was my bolt-hole from the madness of the London literary and publishing world. Few people know of my address up here and I wondered how she'd found me. And I didn't like small features of my work being picked upon. My novels were usually full-blooded political thrillers, involving lots of outlandish characters in historical situations. Individual characters, except the main principals, weren't that central and only, I hoped, added to the local colour and political landscape at the time. That was my intention anyway with 'The Sons of Tyranny'.
'What's the problem with 'The Sons' then?' I said rather tetchily.
She finished drinking her tea, put the cup down, and then continued. 'It seems they've reformed and are seeking out their former enemies.'
I laughed out loud, a coarse, silly, raucous laugh. 'That's ridiculous,' I said. 'They must all be dead by now. What I wrote about happened over sixty years ago.'
'Early Dawn' was set in Spain in the nineteen thirties, and covered some of the events of the Spanish Civil War, leading up to the time Hitler invaded Poland. The Civil War was, for Spain's military leaders, and particularly their dogmatic General, Francisco Franco, a battle against what they saw as the infiltration of Communism. They were backed in their cause by the political establishment and the Roman Catholic Church. On the other side, for the Republican Government, the conflict was a struggle against Fascism. 'The Sons' were part of General Franco's private army. Their tasks included eliminating his enemies by whatever means was necessary. In the novel I had used some of their more dastardly deeds as colour and mentioned the names of a few of their more illustrious protagonists. I had ensured however, that those mentioned by name were dead and buried a long time ago. But in no way could any of them be considered major players in the overall story.
Caroline Carson crossed her legs. Her tights made a swishing sound; silk on silk. She said. 'My research indicates that 'The Sons' are somewhat similar to the Protestant Orangemen in Northern Ireland, in that they continue to hold meetings, annual parades, and that sort of thing. Except of course 'The Sons' are Catholics,' she added quickly. 'Now, in certain parts of Spain,' she continued, 'they have a bit of a cult following. There's related punk music and inflammatory rhetoric, which has inspired the younger elements, probably as a macho exercise, to exact revenge on those who were against their forefathers.'
I chuckled before I spoke again. 'Well what's that got to do with me?'
Her eyes hardened in on me. For the first time I felt on the defensive. 'Because we've picked up a story from a Spanish news agency about them,' she said. 'It confirms that you are on their hit list.' I stared at her. She continued. 'At work, my colleagues had never heard of you, but, as I said, I've read your books. You're the only British author, in recent times, who's dabbled in that genre. Maybe they want to make an example of you. I don't know, but I promise you the threat could be real.'
I sat upright in my chair and drew in a deep breath. For a few moments I didn't know what to say. She must have noticed my dilemma, so she spoke again. 'I am telling you the truth, honestly,' she said. Through the window behind her the sun was highlighting the edges of her hair.
'But I repeat, why me? What's it got to do with me?' I said.
'Who knows,' she responded while shrugging her shoulders. 'These people, as well as being vindictive, are also probably sick, but that's not going to help you.'
From a pocket in her dress she pulled out a folded up collection of newspaper cuttings and without saying anything further handed them across to me. They were written in Spanish, but I knew enough of the language to get their drift.
Each article contained the report of a murder. There was a story about a man who had been dumped in the sea off Barcelona with a concrete block chained to his body. Another piece depicted the death of a man found with a burning tyre around his neck. A body was pushed from the fourteenth floor of a tower block in Madrid. All of the reports were headed by the words 'The Sons of Tyranny'. Caroline Carson watched me in silence as I read through them all.
'Ok,' I said, when I put the last one down, 'but all these atrocities happened in Spain. They're hardly likely to come all the way up here looking for me. Even 'The Sons' would be hard pressed to find this place, and I haven't seen a Spaniard within five hundred miles of here. They don't usually travel that well,' I added with a chuckle.
A half smile crossed her eyes but the intensity of her expression remained on her face. She was beginning to make me nervous.
'But you have an apartment in Spain,' she cut in quickly, 'and I'm told you are about to go back there soon.'
Now I was annoyed. 'Who told you that?' I snapped back.
'Your agent,' she replied and slowly allowed another smile to slide across her pouted lips.
'Oh him,' I said. 'Did he tell you my address up here as well?'
'No, he just said you lived in Scotland. I found out the rest for myself.'
Out of the proceeds of my earlier novels and the advance for 'Early Dawn' I had purchased a small apartment in the South East of Spain and during the worst, damp months of the Highland winter, while writing the story, I escaped there to its more temperate climate. I tend to function better in reasonable warmth and being in Spain also meant I was on hand to carry out research on the subject matter.
'That bloody man will be the death of me,' I responded about my agent.
'I wouldn't say that. When we spoke he seemed most concerned for your welfare.'
'Ha,' I replied rather flippantly.
I watched her take a good long look at me. I concluded that this was no facile bimbo. Clearly she was a professional woman who had done her homework and knew what she was about.
'Ok,' I said, 'so what brings you here? There must be bigger stories for you people to get involved in than the measly problems of an itinerant author?'
She said nothing for a few moments. There was an intake of breath, her pupils expanded and I watched the rise and fall of her chest. 'Our information,' she began, 'is that 'The Sons', the current version that is, have connections with al-Qaeda. I'm an investigative news reporter. If we can tie up their involvement there may be further leads appertaining to the Madrid railway station bombings. As you rightly infer, I haven't come all this way just to taste the Highland air. I'm a career woman and nowadays you're only as good as your last scoop, and this may be a big one. With your knowledge of Spain and its past terrorist activities you could be very useful to me.'
I swallowed hard.
CHAPTER TWO
Caroline Carson didn't stay with me long on that first meeting. But the impression she made and the things she said to me over those few hours became my guiding light for some time. A writer, living on his own in the back of beyond, doesn't regularly get the opportunity to talk at length on worldly matters, to someone of similar volition. Caroline, while she was there, provided me with a much-needed outlet. And of course I was also hooked by her looks.
The nearest restaurant to my cottage is twenty miles away, so at lunchtime I cooked bacon, egg and chips for us both. She certainly possessed a healthy appetite. Afterwards we walked down to the loch. 'If I can really make some inroads into this investigation,' she'd said on our walk, 'they may allow me to make a documentary. If that's the case I could bring you in on it. There could be a fee for you, which may be substantial, in view of the danger and your expertise on the subject. It would be up to you though. I repeat, it could be extremely dangerous. You'd have to think very carefully about it,' she'd said.
Over the next hour we talked more on that and many other matters as well. When late afternoon arrived she made tracks to leave. There was a hotel at Inverness awaiting her and then a long drive next day to London. I stood at the gate and watched her car pull away. Even at that early stage I could feel my heartstrings tugging with every yard it travelled. When she was out of sight I went straight inside and phoned my agent.
'Bracewell you old bastard, I've caught you in for once,' I said when he answered.
'H'm. Oh it's you,' he responded.
'Yes it's me, who did you think it was, John Grisham?'
'H'm,' he repeated. He had a habit of doing that when he was stuck for something to say. It made a sound as though he was humming to himself.
I first met Erskine Bracewell about twenty years before on the Bob Bank at Ninian Park; home of Cardiff City football club. At the time I was working as a journalist for the Western Mail in Cardiff. Bracewell was a moderately successful local radio broadcaster in the same city. During those years we were both keen supporters of 'The Bluebirds'. Unfortunately, we had the misfortune to watch them slide from the then second division, down to the lower depths of the leagues. I gave up when they reached the bottom of the fourth division, although I think Bracewell persisted for a while longer. Anyway, our acquaintanceship ended at that point.
We met up again ten years later at a literary party in Chelsea. My first novel was about to be published and I was looking for an agent. My publishers had sent me to some woman who was a cross between Claire Rayner and Anne Robinson. Since our last meeting Bracewell had moved to London and set up shop as a literary agent. For the rest of that evening in Chelsea we discussed the merits of all the Cardiff players we'd watched over the years and after that he became my agent.
'How's the book coming along?' he interjected.
'It's coming,' I replied. 'Why, are you getting short of money?'
'No, just interested. Your publishers have been ringing me wanting to know. You're on a deadline you know.'
'I'm aware of that. What are you going to do when I give up writing?'
'Find a more affable client.' I heard him sigh and take a deep breath. 'You were ringing me I think. How can I help?'
'What's this with you giving out my address to television reporters?' I said.
'What?' he replied.
'Caroline Carson,' I responded.
'Oh, her. I didn't give her your address. When she told me about this business with 'The Sons', I just told her you had an apartment in Spain. It seemed relevant, but I didn't release your address.'
'But she found me up here. You must have said where I lived?'
I heard another deep intake of breath. 'No I didn't. She said she wanted to contact you. I told her you were incommunicado, writing your new novel. She said where, in Spain? I said no, somewhere in Scotland, but I didn't say where.'
'She's very persistent then,' I responded.
'Seems like it.'
'Well what do you think?' I asked.
'About what?'
'About the bloody 'Sons',' I shouted, getting exasperated.
'I don't know what to think Gerald. She sprung it on me, just like I guess she sprung it on you.'
'Well do you think it's OK for me to go over to Spain? You know I'm in the middle of selling up out there. I was planning to visit in a week or two to tidy things up.'
'H'm,' Bracewell responded. It did annoy me when he made that sound.
'Well?' I said impatiently. I heard him draw in another deep breath.
'You'd better leave it with me,' he said eventually. 'I'll get in touch with your publishers. I expect they're used to this sort of thing nowadays. Salman Rushdie and all that.'
I was getting angry again. 'I'm not concerned with Salman Rushdie thank you. I'm concerned with Gerald Ray. Anyway that was a completely different thing.'
'I'll get back to you,' he said. 'Get on with that bloody book,' he continued.
'Piss off,' I replied and hung up.
* * * * *
I suppose, being the only son of a Spanish mother, led to my fascination with that country, although I was born in Cardiff, where I spent my formative years. My father, Gordon Ray, was a Scottish seaman out of Glasgow, whose ship would regularly call into Cardiff. There he met Maria Zabaleta who was living with her uncle and aunt, Victor and Helenna Gomez, in Tiger Bay, near to the city's docks.
My mother and father's relationship began in the early nineteen forties. When the war ended they married and set up home near to her relations. When I arrived on the scene my father was working as a ship's pilot in the docks and then later on he got work at the nearby Tremorfa steel works.
So I was schooled locally and afterwards joined the Western Mail newspaper as a cub reporter. My early jobs there involved covering funerals, weddings, fetes and charity events; although in time I did go on to better things. My initial foray into Spain was a typical Costa holiday with my pals, when I was in my early twenties. Sun, sand, sea, sangria and whatever sex we could get, were, I'm afraid, our principal desires in those youthfully energetic times. However, once my mother learnt of the impending trip she began, for the first time in my life, to recount details of the scarred history of her homeland. Those scattered snippets inevitably fired my journalistic curiosity. At the time Franco still ruled Spain with an iron fist, but on holiday, when I journeyed inland, away from the Costa sin-spots, I found the simple agrarian lifestyle of the hinterland people idyllic. Their customs, traditions and fiestas fascinated me. The engrossing colours of the rural landscape and the surrounding mountains I found beguiling. And so my annual holiday trips became more than just an excuse to test my alcohol dependence and the ardour of my libido. Gradually I began to dig into the history and the culture of the country and more specifically that of my mother's homeland territory of the Basque country. And, over the years, bit by bit, I was able to extract from her more about the torrid times of her upbringing.
Eventually she revealed to me that when she was nineteen years old, Franco's henchmen had murdered her mother and father because of their Republican leanings. At the time Franco had launched a purge of ethnic cleansing against anybody who had connections with the Republican movement; he maintained they were all tainted with communism. In similar vein to the Nazi's, he also wanted to rid his country of any possible hereditary legacy. So, many of the children of Republican people were murdered as well. My mother came into that category and for her own safety she had to flee to South Wales and live with her relations. Another family member smuggled her across the Spanish border, to Biarritz, and then somehow or another she managed to get on a boat bound for Cardiff.
She never went back to Spain. There was no record of her parent's death or their place of burial. With tears in her eyes she would tell me about the happy times of her younger childhood. 'I would dearly love to know my parent's final resting place,' she said to me many times in her later years. Tragically she died of cancer before I was able to complete 'Early Dawn'; my father having died some years before with a heart attack. I had though inherited her dark Iberian colouring, black hair and feisty manner, although my father's Scottish height and bone structure were also prominent features of my make up.
Fortunately my journalistic career prospered. Throughout those years and using the newspaper's facilities I attempted to make more enquiries about my mother's background. However, whenever I made any inroads, there was always a curtain of silence in Spain pulled tightly across such matters. Writing 'Early Dawn' did provide the opportunity to take matters further. While undertaking my research I was able to go to the Basque country and metaphorically dig around. Most times though, I encountered the same wall of silence. Nobody would say much on past deaths, officially or unofficially, and what little I discovered was a blanket of misinformation.
So for many years there had been a welter of unanswered questions in my mind about my family's roots. So Caroline Carson's call to my home that Thursday reactivated a veritable hornet's nest that had lain dormant for a long time.
* * * * *
A biting wind hit my face like a slap. The eerie, plaintive cry of a lone buzzard echoed around the valley below. When I stepped off the icy summit, a stag in velvet, was standing still, glaring at me some twenty yards away. The shock of seeing him made me lose my footing and I slipped onto my backside and slid down the steep slope, over loose rocks. 'Shit,' I cursed. The stag continued to watch my antics with what looked like mild amusement. When I was back on my feet he moved off and I didn't see him again.
Within a short drive of my home I am lucky to have numerous Munros; mountains over 3000ft, at my beck and call. Given the right weather, the scenery from the top of any of them is spectacular and the strident exercise involved is usually a more than adequate cure-all for the bodily ails of a writer who's been slumped most of the day over a laptop, under a deadline from his publishers. Concentrating on my work was difficult after Caroline Carson's revelations and my barney with Bracewell, so I'd stomped off in the direction of a mountain. Part of the pathway there, was, in times of yore, an old drover's route. Elements of its original stone surface still jut through the grass and mud of the track. My walks up there as well as being therapeutic, in terms of physical endeavour, also occasionally brought me into contact with some of the cultural aspects of my neighbourhood. Travelling the byways, I had come to meet many of the locals who also traversed those routes. Mainly they were crofters; unfortunately a dying breed, gathering their sheep and cattle, which grazed on the common land. I was never going to be accepted in their midst, but once they discovered I was half Scottish and half Welsh/Spanish, I did, just about, qualify for a little more than the usual cursory nod, or incoherent catarrhal grunt, they reserved for incomers. In time they became curious about me. 'Where did I come from?' 'What did I do?' 'Was I married?' 'What was I doing living up there?' Were some of the questions constantly pumped at me in their soft, lilting voices. However, trying to extract anything concrete from them on their individual backgrounds would have presented even the KGB with a formidable challenge. A wall of silence similar to the one I'd faced in Spain was the usual response to my intimate questions. I was however able to learn from them about the cloud formations that eddied around Beinn Eighe, and, in time, and with practice, I could just about make a reasonable attempt at forecasting the local weather for that day.
Most of the men I met were in their retirement years and happily they would relate to me about times past; tales of the brutal weather; stories of strength, endurance and fortitude, involving local characters. Incidents that occurred before proper transport came to the Highlands. Times when the men from the village had to walk ten miles to work, in all weathers and ten miles back again afterwards. At each meeting I would try and prise a little more out of them.
That day though I saw nobody and my mind had nothing to work on but the matters Caroline Carson had related. Part of me still dismissed any threat 'The Sons' could make as arrant nonsense. Why would those guys want to bother with me after all this time, I asked myself? Sales of 'Early Dawn' had peaked at least two years back. And in the book I had never actually criticised 'The Sons' activities. My Spanish apartment did however, present a problem. I could leave the clearing up there to my agent, but there were people I needed to see, plus some outstanding bills to sort out. What whetted my appetite about going back though was the possibility of undertaking more research into my family's fateful past and with Caroline Carson's assistance, maybe writing a new blockbuster novel on the subject.
When I was back in my cottage I checked on my e-mails. A missive from Bracewell came up and I pressed the relevant key. 'I've spoken to your publishers,' his e-mail began. 'They're still bitching about the imminent completion date of your new book. However, I told them of your plight and they put me onto some guy at the Foreign Office. It seems there is a standard procedure now for this sort of thing. He told me these idiots you wrote about could be serious. The FO has been monitoring their activities for a year or two now. He's e-mailed me a form that you will have to complete if they are to take you under their wing, so to speak. I warn you, it's ten pages long and you have to complete all of it if you want their help. I'm sending it as an attachment to this e-mail. The man's advice is that you shouldn't even consider travelling to Spain. He says there's recently been a spate of killings and atrocities attributed to your mates and you could be in danger. Much the best thing, I think, is to stay up there and get your head down on the new book. You can e-mail the form back to me when you have completed it if you want and I'll send it off to the FO.
Best wishes
Erskine.
‘Fucking Hell,' I swore out loud. Ten page form; e-mail attachment; what did Bracewell think I was, a bloody computer geek. I'm a writer. I pay him to look after all that sort of nonsense for me, was my initial response to his mail. I was furious. I had a good mind at that moment to telephone him back and give him a bloody good bollocking. Who did he think he was telling me what to do and what not to do. Without me he'd starve. Then I remembered Caroline Carson's words on our walk by the loch side. Her perfume was still lingering hauntingly in my lounge. 'This could be huge for both of us,' she'd said. Before she left we'd agreed that I would contact her if I wanted to proceed with my involvement in Spain. She'd written her mobile number on a scrap of paper and at that moment it was on the small oak table by the lounge window. Every time my eyes wandered in its direction I was tempted to pick the phone up and dial the number. I did manage to resist, although I spent the rest of the day on the Internet checking the flights to Spain.
* * * * *
Over the next few days I made concentrated attempts at my work. In between, I indulged myself with more energetic forays along my favourite mountain tracks. I'd chosen 'Ardwyn', for the name of my dwelling up there, which roughly translates as road to the hill, mainly because of those facilities. It was also at least a fifteen-hour drive from London, usually entailing an overnight stop. The rail and bus excursion being even more prohibitive. So, my aim of peace and solitude in which to write coupled with a vast unspoilt landscape in which to indulge my walking hobby is satisfied. The major drawback, as I mentioned before, is the lack of company to act as a sounding board when needed. And being on your own for long periods in the Highlands can sometimes get to you. Occasionally, the desolation, the vast emptiness, the days when swirling mists hover in lonely glens, can affect your mind. In certain weather conditions a ghostly atmosphere prevails and unexplainable things do happen.
One winter evening I was walking along the loch side road after dinner. A full moon was up. The tall shore side pine trees were casting eerie shadows, like New York skyscrapers across the still water. Above my head a million twinkling stars danced in the night sky. Then, from nowhere, the figure of a man dressed in the full regalia of a sea captain approached. Momentarily I was taken aback. His face bore a full set, white beard. On his head he wore a peaked officers cap with lots of gold braid. 'Good evening,' he said to me when he was near. I responded in the same manner and he passed me by. After a few seconds I turned around to look back and he wasn't there. At that spot, the road along the loch side is dead straight for some distance and there's no pathway off it anywhere. It couldn't have been more than five seconds since he'd spoken to me, but he'd gone.
A few days later I mentioned it to one of the crofters on my walk. 'Och that's old Albert,' he responded with a chuckle in his voice. 'He was a sea captain who used to live around here at the turn of the century. He came home from the sea once, and found that his wife had disappeared. Rumour has it she was murdered while out on a walk in the woods. So when he retired from the sea, Albert would go out every night in the woods and look for her. The old locals say he eventually went mad. Sometimes my wife sees him outside the kitchen window when she's making the late night drink. First time it happened she screamed the house down, but he's quite harmless,' my acquaintance added.
CHAPTER THREE
I was sitting at my desk by the window reading an e-mail from Jasmine Browne, my editor. Although her missive contained a sting in the tail about an approaching deadline, she was quite complimentary about the fifty pages of my new novel that I had sent her. Looking out at Beinn Eighe I noticed a pink edged cloud had engulfed the summit. My daydreaming was broken by the telephone ringing.
‘Is that you Gerald?’ Caroline Carson responded to my reply.
‘It is,’ I said defensively, guessing what might be coming next. Initially we exchanged pleasantries about the state of our respective health and the weather in the Highlands. A vision of her creamy skin, silky hair and the stark clarity of the blue eyes formed in my brain as we talked. ‘Gerald, I thought you’d like to know,’ she said eventually, ‘that I’m making real progress on the matter we discussed. As a result I’m flying out to Spain at the end of next week. I will be going to Madrid first, but looking at the map, I notice, that via the motorway, it’s not that much of a trip down to where you have your place. I was wondering if we could meet up down there?’
At that exact moment Jasmine Browne’s e-mail about the looming deadline was facing me on the laptop screen. And, lodged in the back of my mind were Erskine Bracewell’s revelations about the likely intentions of 'The Sons of Tyranny' if they ever caught up with me. So my initial response to Caroline Carson wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as it might have been.
‘I’m not sure at the moment Caroline,’ I began. ‘I’m on a deadline with my novel.’
For a few brief moments there was a silence on the other end of the line. Then I heard an intake of her breath. Hearing it close to my ear made my toes curl.
‘Well it’s up to you Gerald,’ she retorted firmly. There was another slight pause. ‘I just thought the likelihood of a good fee for a documentary about this would be of interest to you, not to mention the novel you could write. You’d have the al-Qaeda connection all to yourself. No-one else would know about it.’ There was another pause on the line while I listened to a further impatient intake of her breath. ‘But of course it’s entirely up to you,’ she added.
Every word she spoke, every nuance she emphasised, severely chipped away at my resolve. The rebel-rousing oration of a coach for the Welsh rugby team, about to play the English, wouldn't have had a more dynamic effect. Temporarily I was stunned into confusion and unable to form a suitable reply. ‘Gerald, are you still there?’ she said.
‘Yes, I’m still here,’ I responded.
‘Well what do you think?’ she cut in quickly.
‘I think I'm going to have to think about it,’ I said, gruffly. ‘I’m in the middle of writing at the moment. Give me your mobile number again and I’ll get back to you when I’ve completed the bit I’m doing.’
She sounded deflated and petulantly rang off. Afterwards I sat in my study, gazing out through the window at the mountains. The train of thought regarding my novel was gone. Her call was really the last thing I needed at that particular moment. My participation in her offer could involve danger, maybe torture, possibly death and probably an uncertain future, not to mention the wrath of my publishers. But the carrot Caroline Carson had dangled in front of my nose was far too irresistible. For distraction I switched on the radio. A familiar pop tune, with a lilting romantic melody was playing. For a while I hummed along but before the chorus began the announcer cut in and spoilt it. Afterwards, I couldn't remember the title. It was something that vexed my mind all the rest of that day.
The peaks of the North West of Scotland have a capacity to put your problems into perspective. When you're up top, looking down, everything below appears minimal, almost inconsequential. I once mentioned this to one of my crofter friends. ‘Aye, the mountains are always there for you when you need them,’ he’d replied. Later on that day, about three-quarters of the way back along the track, from one of those peaks, the decision to meet up with Caroline Carson, in Spain, crystallised. When I got back to my cottage I dialled her mobile number.
CHAPTER FOUR
‘Looky-looky,’ a voice calls out to me. I’m walking down the main street. It’s night -time. Rain is sheeting down like a monsoon. Huge droplets are bouncing several inches high up off the pavement in front of me. I’m in South-East Spain and because of the rain I’m wearing an anorak with a hood. I look around in the direction of the voice.
‘It’s only me Babayo,’ I call back.
When he recognises my voice, radiant white teeth light up his black face like a lamp being switched on. ‘Bwana, you have come back,’ he says when he catches me up. The smile gets broader; water drips off the wide rim of a yellow baseball cap.
‘Yes, only for a while though,’ I say. ‘Have things held this year?’ I add, referring to a cellar wall. Babayo and about ten other similar coloured guys from North West Africa, are known locally as the ‘Looky-looky' men; a phrase they use to attract potential customers. They all used to live together in a cellar under the harbour wall. The previous autumn a storm, of tsunami-like proportions, hammered our bay during the ‘Gota Fria', a few days in late autumn when we receive almost our total annual rainfall. At that time of year, the cold air stream from the North meets the overheated Med and produces torrential downpours. Often there are floods. Sometimes structural damage occurs. It’s happened since time immemorial, but each year it always seems to catch the locals out. That year was a particularly nasty one. The normally dry riverbeds overflowed with the unexpected volume of water, bursting their banks. Walls collapsed, properties were flooded to a depth of several feet and roads were blocked for many days. In the flooding cars were washed out to sea, never to be seen again. In all fifteen hundred vehicles needed to be written off in our town alone. The guys in the cellar lost most of their possessions. Afterwards, some of us gave them old beds, chairs and odd bits of furniture. And to try to prevent the cellar flooding again, we helped them divert a drain and re-point a wall. Then, one morning, a message, written in huge letters in the sand on the beach, proclaimed, ‘Looky-looky. Muchas Gracias.’ After that they did whatever they could for us.
‘So far boss, so far,’ Babayo replies, referring to the cellar wall and crosses two of the fingers on his free hand. In his other hand is a display tray full of expensive wristwatches.
‘What about a new watch boss?’ he asks.
‘No thanks old chap,’ I say. ‘Another time maybe.’
A reluctant smile crosses his face, he sighs and starts to move away. ‘Oh boss, I nearly forgot,’ he said when he had gone a few paces. He turned back to face me. ‘There was a man looking for you a week or so back. Spanish guy. Old, with grey hair. He knew you by name. Knew you were a writer. He approached me one day when I had set up outside your block. I said I hadn’t seen you in a while. Hope that was OK.’
His remark caught me unawares. For a moment I said nothing. He waited while I thought. ‘Yes that’s OK,’ I eventually replied. ‘Thanks for letting me know anyway. Take care old chap,’ I said. Rhythmically he loped away down the other side of the street.
I’m making my way to Toni’s, a bar/cum restaurant and my local watering hole near the harbour, two blocks away from my apartment. In there you can drink most things, smoke, more or less what you like, and order anything from a piece of toast to a five course meal, from eight in the morning until the early hours of the following day. The establishment also serves as a small pension, with four acceptable en-suite bedrooms. The owner, of the same name, is an irascible character of local notoriety. In his younger days he used to sing in a dance band. Now, when the midnight hour approaches, he can occasionally be coaxed into a few melancholic melodies for the late night customers. When I enter he’s standing just inside the front door, watching football on a television screen that's perched high up on the opposite wall. I remove the wet hood of my anorak and am instantly recognised.
‘Ah Señor Gerald,’ he says enthusiastically and extends his arm for a handshake. ‘You have been away a long time. It is nice to see you again.’
I return the handshake. ‘Yes, it’s been a while,’ I reply. ‘The trials of authorship I’m afraid.’
‘It is nice to be busy, though, eh?’ Toni says. He is a gregarious, stocky man of medium height. Despite his fading middle age, he retains a shock of dark curly hair, still carefully coiffured in the wavy style of his singing days. What catches your attention most though is the brown smouldering eyes. A lady’s man is your instant diagnosis. ‘What’ll you have?’ he asks me. ‘Your usual?’ he adds as he guides me over to the bar with an outstretched arm.
I have not been in that place for at least six months. In that time this man will have served hundreds of customers of all nationalities, yet he still remembers my name and my usual drink.
‘Yes please,’ I reply as we walk. ‘While I’m here you’d better let me know what I owe you as well.’
‘Alfredo, the usual for Mister Ray,’ Toni says to the barman, then moves off into his office behind the bar. For established customers Toni does let you run up a bar bill, which saves you having to carry lots of travellers cheques and cash when you’re on a short visit. This is one of the debts I needed to clear up. Magically, without anybody actually mentioning the mix, Alfredo places my scotch and soda, with ice, on the bar top.
I look around. Near the bar there are stools, small wicker tables and chairs. The lighting is subdued. Pictures of celebrities, film stars and football teams, some autographed, are scattered haphazardly on the surrounding beige walls. From there the room widens into a more formal dining room, with groups of tables and high backed mahogany chairs; the front windows overlook the harbour. Chandeliers and large cooling fans overhang the entire area. For a mid-week night the place is quite full. Around the bar football is the main attraction for the locals and I recognise a few familiar faces. Beyond, a United Nations of differing nationalities populate the dining area. The waiters, mostly young, energetic Spaniards, scurry to Toni’s commands. Toni’s is never empty.
‘Ah, I knew I had it here,’ he says emerging from his office. He's brandishing a piece of his headed notepaper. ‘I did not realise it was so much, or I would have posted it to you,’ he adds with a jokey grin. ‘You pay this now and I let you have a drink on the house, for old times sake,’ he says and hands over the paper. I am also surprised by the amount. I fish into my pocket and hand over a wad of Euros.
‘While I remember,’ Toni says, without bothering to count the Euros, ‘there was a man in here a few weeks back asking after you. He was Spanish and knew you were a writer. I said you were away. I hope that was all right.’
I looked at him for a second. ‘Yes, that’s OK,’ I reply. ‘Thanks for letting me know. You can’t keep fame a secret for long,’ I jest. He laughs.
‘You’ve also missed all the fun while you’ve been away,’ Toni says.
‘Oh, what’s happened now?’ I ask.
‘A few weeks ago one of the fishing trawlers caught the body of a dead man in their nets. They had to discharge the fish they’d caught and return to the harbour with him.’
‘Never,’ I said.
‘Si,’ Toni continues, ‘When they did an autopsy they found a bullet hole in the back of the man's head.’ By then Toni's eyes were alive with excitement. 'The Guardia won’t confirm it, but the rumour is that it was the work of 'The Sons of Tyranny'.
His words hit me like a knockout punch. ‘I’ll have to make sure I lock my doors at night then,’ I respond, a little too jocularly. He laughs again and I move off to a small table in the corner near the bar. His revelations have instantly undone the relative state of calm I had managed to acquire since landing at Alicante airport. Of course the person Babayo mentioned and the one Toni referred to could have been two completely unrelated incidents. Sometimes Spanish people, who’ve read my work, do try and seek me out when I am living there. But deep down I doubted it on this occasion. For an hour or so I while away the time, drinking some scotch and eating tapas while watching the football on the television. In between I talk to a few of the locals I know. Unfortunately my prolonged absence from the area has meant that my Spanish has become rusty and the conversations are therefore somewhat stilted.
Later I stroll back to my apartment. The rain has stopped, although the pavements are still puddle strewn; the streetlights reflect in them like spotlights; but at least the air is warm. When I get near my block I spot a man standing across the road from the entrance lobby. I particularly notice him because when he sees me he appears to jump back into the shadows. At the lobby door I turn around quickly to look for him but he’s nowhere to be seen. Travelling up in the lift I wonder. Before entering my apartment I switch off the landing light. Inside, I ignore the light switch and go over to the spare bedroom window, which overlooks the road outside. Sitting on the edge of the bed, away from the window, I can see the same man back on the pavement, looking up in the direction of my apartment. A cold shudder creeps down my spine.
Afterwards, in my lounge, having closed the bedroom door, I put on the lights and switch on the TV. I have just settled when my mobile rings. Hesitatingly I press the on button and mouth ‘Yes,’ cautiously into the mouthpiece, then hold my breath.
‘Gerald, at last I’ve managed to get hold of you,’ I hear Caroline Carson say. My heart resumes beating and I respond about not having my mobile switched on until half an hour ago. She tells me about her flight to Madrid. 'It was delayed by half an hour and it took ages to go through customs,' she says. Gradually I begin to relax to her chatter. She wants to stay on in Madrid for a few days, she says. There are appointments there with people who matter, she tells me. Then she wants to drive down to where I am. She has an appointment nearby with 'someone who has important information', she tells me. ‘Can you book me in somewhere local to stay?’ she asks. 'I’m on expenses, but don’t go mad,’ she adds with a giggle in her voice. For a quarter of an hour or more we jabber away like old friends catching up on the gossip. Afterwards I switch on the radio and that same familiar pop tune is featured on a Spanish station. Unfortunately it fades into the finish again before I can recall the title.
For the next few days I attempt to keep a low profile and away from Toni's. I have my laptop with me, so I’m able to get on with some work, although I do telephone him to book a room for Caroline. Visiting my selling agent I discover that the sale of my property is progressing at the speed of a sun drenched lizard recovering from its siesta. Also I make an effort to start tidying up my personal belongings in the apartment. There is no further sign of the man outside my window and I almost begin to relax.
A couple of days pass without further incident. Then one afternoon I'm inside my flat unloading some groceries after a visit to the supermercado. The day had turned out warm and sunny and I'd drawn back the patio doors. The vista from the balcony is out across the promenade to the beach, and the Mediterranean beyond. To my horror, on the promenade, I spot the man who’d been dancing in and out of the shadows the other night. He is balding with a halo of grey hair around his ears and the back of his head. He's wearing a green anorak and brown trousers. In his early sixties I guessed. He wasn’t actually looking in my direction, but he was in the right spot to observe my every move. I froze, then tried to look nonchalant and went back into the depths of the living room. At that moment the walls seemed as though they were closing in around me.
Caroline Carson was arriving in town that evening. In the late afternoon, she phoned me on her mobile, from somewhere on the motorway. I gave her directions to Toni's and said I would meet her there later on. When we’d finished speaking I relaxed a little, although throughout the day I kept watch out over the balcony and periodically caught sight of my familiar friend.
At around eight o’clock I made my way down to Toni’s bar. It was a dry night, the stars were out, the moon was high and seagulls were flying around the harbour in hair-brained circles. Being the close season there weren’t many people about. I was wearing soft-soled shoes. As I walked towards Toni’s I could hear the echo of leathers behind me on the pavement. Fortunately I knew the town quite well. When I rounded a bend in the street I ducked down an alleyway and hid back in a doorway. For a few moments I stood there holding my breath until I saw my friend striding down the road, past the turn off, with an agitated expression on his face. When he’d gone I cut down another alleyway, and took a round about route to Toni’s.
‘Ah Señor Gerald,' Toni said greeting me with a dazzling sparkle in his eyes. 'Your visitor has arrived,’ he adds excitedly and winks at me. ‘I have just taken her to her room. Very nice. Very pretty. I wish someone like that would come to visit me.’
‘You be careful with her,’ I reply. 'She’s a television reporter. She’ll dig up all your murky past.’ He laughs. ‘Could you ring up and tell her I’m here please,’ I said. He went into his office and I could hear him in there oozing verbal charm into the telephone. I was annoyed with myself for being late. I had wanted to get there before Toni had the opportunity to slaver all over her. For ten minutes or more I sat in the bar, sipping on a whisky and soda until Caroline eventually appeared. I’d forgotten how devastatingly attractive she was. When she walked in the bar every male head turned to look at her.
‘Gerald I’m sorry to keep you waiting,’ she said, as she moved towards me. ‘I was desperate for a shower.’
I rose out of my seat and she angled her face for a greeting kiss. Evocative perfume immediately attacks my senses. ‘It’s not been a problem,’ I reply. 'Toni’s been keeping me amused.' She was wearing a diamanté studded top, a short grey skirt and black and grey striped tights, all of which I found very stimulating. We exchange pleasantries. I order a round of drinks and some tapas and let Toni fuss over us for a while. Madrid was her sort of city Caroline tells me; noisy, with endless nightlife, she elaborates. I wondered how she would fare in my seaside backwater. Noisy it certainly wasn’t and the only nightlife was here at Toni’s. In time we moved over to the dining area. I ordered a bottle of Cava and we ate lobster and paella. Initially we talked about her work in television and I quickly learnt a lot about the greasy pole of that profession.
‘And what despicable little goodies have you been able to unearth regarding my friends 'The Sons'? I ventured once our plates had been cleared away.
‘A particularly nasty bunch of thugs all round,’ she began. ‘As you said, practically all the original crew are now dead and gone, although there are one or two decrepit godfather types who are still hanging on. The Police department in Madrid, who monitor them, say there is now a younger element centred around the 'Ultra Surs.'' The 'Surs' are a bunch of fanatical supporters who follow Real Madrid football club. Known world wide for initiating violence they are always looking for any excuse to indulge themselves. Real were Franco’s club and he was a football fanatic.
'Really,' I responded and looked surprised. ‘What about the al-Qaeda tie up?’ I ask. ‘Have you got anywhere with that?’
‘That’s a bit more difficult,’ she replied. ‘The bombings are still a touchy subject in Madrid.' Her tongue licked across her lips, leaving an erotic gloss coating. 'As you know,' she continued, 'the incident caused Aznar, who was then Prime Minister, to lose the forthcoming election. Many of the Police Department though are still loyal to him, and there remains an on-going investigation into the bombings. I haven’t really got in to see the right people on that yet. The local Television Company has been helpful, as we have a tie up with them. But their journalists are like me, still digging into the background of those they arrested. There are plenty of innuendos, but no real hard proof of a connection. And what about you? What about your trouble?’ she asks me. ‘Do you think you're going to be safe in Spain?’
‘Don’t know,’ I reply half jokingly. ‘I expect I’ll find out over the next few days. If things really get rough I’ll have to get Toni to call out the boys.’ She looked at me inquisitively.
‘In his singing days,’ I continued, ‘they say Toni had contacts with the Mafia in Italy, through the nightclubs he worked in. I’m told that now they’re all gents hairdressers here in town.’
For the first time she laughs properly and I find it totally invigorating. ‘You must take it seriously Gerald,’ she says. ‘These guys are no ordinary gang of kids. I’ve discovered that much.’
‘You’re quite right,’ I say. We dawdle over our coffee, while she tells me about the man we are seeing in the morning. My interest deepens when I discover that he is a former Basque Judge, who lives further up the coast near the town of Denia. Could he help with my family search I wonder to myself? It's a subject I've never discussed with Caroline. I'm impressed though by her ability to make inroads into her enquiry in such a short time. We eventually say good night in the reception at Toni's, with him avidly watching and listening nearby.
There is much to think about as I walk back to my apartment. My concentration is broken though by the familiar sound of shoe leather behind me. This time I don’t bother playing any games and go the direct way ignoring the footsteps. When I open my apartment door I find an envelope on the mat inside. Awkwardly I tear it open, then stare at the printed words on the accompanying notepaper.
‘NOW WE KNOW WHERE YOU LIVE,’ is written in bold black letters. Underneath the words is the logo of 'The Sons of Tyranny', a hand wrapped around a cross. I hurry over to my spare bedroom window and look out. And there, sure enough, under the lamppost, looking up in my direction, is the man I have seen before.
CHAPTER FIVE
Toni is fussing around Caroline when I arrive there after breakfast. She is dressed in a smart, black, two piece business suit with a white blouse and carrying what looks like a laptop case.
'Señor Gerald. Good morning,' Toni says when he notices me. 'You are a very lucky man indeed to have such an attractive companion for the day. Me, I have to sort out the chef and arrange for the cellar to be cleaned. Such is life I guess,' he says and ends his words with a shrug of his shoulders as he turns back into his office.
Caroline and I smile at each other. 'Did you sleep OK?' I asked.
'Like a top,' she replied. 'That's one problem I don't have.'
Her hired car, a Hyundi Getz, is outside on the street. As I lower my frame into the passenger seat, I spot, across the road from the car park, the same man again, watching me, while pretending to read a newspaper. With a screech of tyres and cloud of exhaust fumes Caroline swings the car around and out into the road. I was soon clutching my seat belt for support.
We are going to see a man named Luis Garay. His home is about twenty miles away, up the coast, on the outskirts of the harbour town of Denia. It didn't take us very long to get there. A high, pale gold, stone wall surrounds the elegant villa. I got out of the car somewhat shakily and pressed on the button of a gate intercom. In response to my statement of Caroline's name, two huge, wrought-iron black gates slide quietly aside. We follow a yew hedge fringed driveway to a white three-storey building drenched in sunlight. Red shutters encase the windows. At the main door a butler, in a waistcoat, white shirt and striped trousers is waiting for us. At least six foot four, he looks menacing, with a dome shaped bald head. Dark piercing eyes scan us both. About his girth there was an unbecoming corpulence. Surprisingly he spoke proficient English. 'Senator Garay is expecting you,' he regally stated after I repeated our names. He then led the way with assumed pomp to a sun filled garden patio, where Garay was resting in a wicker chair. In front of him was a manicured lawn, surrounded by highly cultivated borders. Beyond was a glorious view out to sea. He was puffing on a large cigar and reading a newspaper. Despite the warmth of the day, a multicoloured blanket was draped over his knees. He obviously hadn't heard our arrival.
'Your guests are here Señor,' the butler said formally while ushering us in front of the Senator. Garay remained seated.
When he looked up I was totally unprepared for his facial appearance. At a guess I would have put him in his early nineties. He was very frail and obviously had difficulty moving. He shuffled in his seat as a gesture of greeting to us. An enormous pair of sunglasses covered half his face. What took me by surprise though, was a broad red, painful looking vertical scar on his right cheek. It must have been about three inches long and completely disfigured that side of his face. His hair was greying, although much brown was still evident. He wore a green cardigan over a check shirt and a blue cravat. Peeping out from under the blanket were moccasin slippers. Lines and wrinkles streaked what you could see of his face.
'Miss Carson and companion,' he stated in a husky voice and pointed to two wrought iron chairs alongside a small white table of similar material. 'What can I offer you both to drink?' he asked. Like the butler his English was very good.
'Oh something cool and non alcoholic please,' Caroline replied and I nodded my head. He looked at the butler who then moved off towards the house. 'It's good of you to spare the time to see us Senator,' Caroline said. He raised his hand in acknowledgement. 'As I explained on the telephone,' she continued. 'I am a television reporter attempting to make a documentary about terrorism in Spain. 'Mister Ray here,' she pointed at me, 'is helping me with my research. He is an author who has written on the subject and in particular about 'The Sons of Tyranny'. Garay nodded at me and moved the newspaper off his lap onto the table.
'A writer. Good. I always wanted to be a writer,' he said and puffed at his cigar, then looked away from us towards the sea and said nothing more.
'Well,' Caroline began again. 'The journalists I met in Madrid said you may be able to help us with our enquiries, particularly about 'The Sons' misdeeds in the Basque country.'
For a few moments he made no reply. The butler returned with a tray containing iced water, fruit juice and two glasses and after setting it down returned to the house.
'Please help yourselves,' the Senator said. 'I have had my morning drink. ''The Sons' did this to me,' he said suddenly and pointed at the scar. I busied myself with the drinks as he began talking.
'Do you mind if I use this?' Caroline interjected and held up a small recording machine she had taken out of her laptop bag. He nodded his head and she switched it on.
'They were difficult times during and after the civil war,' he began dogmatically. 'Especially if you lived in my part of the world. I'm sure you both know about the atrocities at Guernica and the troubles thereafter.' Caroline and I again nodded our heads. 'The Sons' were Franco's henchmen,' he continued. 'When I lived there I was employed in the Judiciary. But I was also paid by 'The Sons' to turn a blind eye to the crimes they committed against my people. In those days Franco ruled Spain by terror and intimidation. World War Two was looming. Nobody knew where anybody stood. In my land brother was fighting against brother, father against son, depending on your point of view. They were crazy days.' He took another deep long draw on the cigar. I didn't know what his ailments were but he looked a sick man. 'In the end I just couldn't take the money any more,' he then said with an air of despair. 'The contradictions in principles were just too great, even for my lapsed conscience. Eventually I refused to turn a blind eye. Where justice was required I began to penalise where necessary.' He stopped talking for a minute, looked out to sea again, and continued. 'Then they murdered my wife and did this.' He said and pointed again at the scar.
'So what did you do?' I asked.
'I got out,' he said starkly. 'Ran like a coward and moved down here. Eventually they gave me a job in local government, earning a pittance. I made the money to buy this place in a card game,' he chuckled and spread his arm around at the surrounding grounds. 'Then, when Franco died, I stood for election to the Valencian counsel. Eventually I was elected to the national assembly. Now I am called a Senator,' he chuckled, 'but my assembly days are finished a long time ago. I had a stroke three years back.'
'It's really 'The Sons' we are both interested in, Senator,' Caroline interrupted. For a moment he looked away from us again towards the sea. The bright sunlight suddenly highlighted the ugly scar. I surmised it must have been a vicious blow.
'I repeat they were terrible times,' Garay said. 'Violence predominated. If you two dig around too much, you may find a whole can of worms you'd rather not have unearthed,' he stated firmly.
'We are journalists, Senator,' Caroline said. 'Our job is to dig around. Unfortunately that's how it is these days, if you want to remain a journalist. In a way it's a bit like your dilemma all those years ago.' He took another long draw on his cigar and appeared to think again for some moments.
'I could let you have a lot of dirty secrets,' he said eventually. 'They're no use to me now. As you see I am a sad old man, with not long to live. If they come for me now they may be doing me a favour and put me out of my suffering. But you are both so young. You still have lots to look forward to. If they come after you it will ruin your lives, I promise you.'
Caroline and I both looked at each other. I let her reply.
'Well that's a chance we'll have to take,' she responded. I nodded. He drew again on the cigar and glanced once more out to sea. This time he replied more quickly.
'I have it all written down,' he said, 'Most of the details that I know about anyway. I told you a few moments ago that I always wanted to be a writer. Well that's what I did. Wrote it all down, with the intention of one day writing a book about it. But of course I didn't,' he sighed. 'As old age sets in you think, oh what the heck anyway and don't bother.' He took another draw on the cigar and looked sternly at us. 'And now you two have arrived here,' he said. 'The question is, do I have the courage this time to divulge it all?' After a few moments, when it looked as though his answer wasn't going to be forthcoming Caroline interrupted.
'Senator, Mister Ray is a novelist. He can do your writing for you. He's already produced a novel involving 'The Sons'.
'Have you indeed,' he replied enthusiastically. 'I must read it. Tell you where you've gone wrong.'
'I'll bring you a copy.' I said and chuckled.
'Good. I'll look forward to it.'
'So will you help us, Senator?' Caroline asked. He hesitated again before responding.
'I'll have to think about it,' he said eventually. 'The dossier is not here anyway. It's locked away in a box in the vaults of my bank. I couldn't risk getting it found here. I must think on it,' he said and paused. 'Now you'll have to excuse me. I am very tired. I'm not used to company. I need to sleep. That's the trouble with these tablets they give me. They make me want to sleep all the time.'
'Would it help if we took you to the bank?' Caroline asked.
'No. Alberto can go,' he said. 'He has the Power of Attorney to sign for it. And it will give him something to do. He loves to drive the Mercedes and get away from me for a few hours.' A crooked smile crossed the old man's face and he leant across the table to press a push bell attached to its side.
'It has been good to see you both,' he said next. 'Especially the pretty lady,' he added and pointed at Caroline. 'I may be old, but my eyes are still quite good,' he said.
In a few moments Alberto reappeared. 'My guests are leaving,' Garay stated. Alberto looked at us as both as though we were a couple of tramps who'd been creeping around the back door, begging for scraps. We made our farewells to the Senator and promised to telephone him in a few days for his decision. Then, with the gait of a funeral director leading a hearse, Alberto led us to our car.
CHAPTER SIX
'Well what did you make of all that,' Caroline said to me. We were in racing mode again, on the road away from the villa.
'I have a feeling he may have been stringing us along,' I replied.
'What makes you say that?'
'He looked a wily old bird to me,' I responded, whilst clasping tightly to my seat belt. 'There are scores of old devils like that in the Highlands,' I continued. 'You can see their brains working all the time when they talk to you. What's in this for me, they're asking themselves. From what I saw back there, Garay was asking himself the same sort of question.' I paused and held my breath while she audaciously manoeuvred to overtake a red Seat. Once we were clear I breathed out and continued. 'He's admitted to us that he made his fortune from playing cards. That means he's good at bluffing and holding out for the highest stakes,' I look across at the speedometer, the recorded speed gives me palpitations. 'To him we come into the category of cheque book journalists.' I add with a sigh.
'But if he's really got all that information does it matter,' Caroline said. I closed my eyes as we slewed half way across the road round a right-hand curve.
'Firstly,' I continued breathlessly, 'it depends on how deep your TV Company's pocket is. Secondly, we could possibly get the same information from somebody else for nothing. And thirdly has he really got the type of details we need or is he bluffing?'
'I'm glad I've got you with me,' she said, looked across at me and flashed a smile. I appreciated the compliment, but I would have much preferred it if she'd kept her eyes on the road. Thankfully it didn't take us long to get back to my town. She had work to catch up on her laptop and went back to Toni's and I walked over to the supermercado to stock up on some supplies.
Somewhere between the fish counter and the fresh vegetables a voice from my past made me jump. 'Mister Ray, if I didn't know you better, I'd say you had been avoiding me,' the voice said. Even before I turned around I knew it was Gayle. Gayle Deavers had been my girlfriend when I lived at my apartment, while writing 'Early Dawn'. Originally from Newcastle, she wrote black comedies that were as virulent as her mood swings. For a brief period we lived together at her villa further up the coast. Unfortunately two competing egos under the same roof were a recipe for disaster and I moved back to my apartment to complete the novel. I took a deep breath before replying to her.
'Gayle, how lovely to see you.' I responded with a heavy hint of sarcasm.
'Don't you try to flatter me Gerald Ray,' she said. 'You forget I know you better than that.' Time hadn't altered Gayle's raunchy appearance. Originally a nineteen seventies drop out to Spain, she still retained her own independent style. Jet black frizzed hair; a cream leather buckskin jacket, with dangling fringes; the obligatory blue jeans, genuinely faded by age, and a long pair of brown boots encased the slender legs I used to know so well. There was a knowing grin on her face. 'Are you here to write?' she asked.
'No, I'm here to sell up actually,'
'Oh,' she looked surprised. 'Have you written a follow up yet?'
'I'm in the middle of something at the moment.' I found that I was staring at her wantonly.
'You must be missing my inspiration Gerald,' she says, perhaps reading my thoughts.
'Something like that,' I said and sniggered. 'Let's just say our arguments used to stimulate my imagination.'
'You're being very unkind,' she says and brushes some hair out of her eye line. 'How long are you over here for?'
'Oh, a week, maybe ten days at the most.'
She looks at me intently. 'That's good,' she replies, pauses for a few seconds and appears to be thinking. 'While you're here,' she says coyly in a way that once used to turn me on, 'could I ask you a favour? Just for old times sake, of course.'
'What's that?' I say defensively.
'Don't look at me like that. It's not going to be that awful.' A precocious smile spreads across her face. 'I've just finished a new novel,' she continued. 'You were always my severest critic. Would you read it for me Gerald, while you're here. Let me know what you think, before I send it to my publisher. Just as you used to do. I really would value your opinion.'
'Huh,' I responded. 'You only valued my opinion when it suited you.'
When we lived together we used to edit each other's work. Usually it ended up in a row, but it meant we both got an unbiased opinion and by and large it was a useful exercise.
'Don't be like that,' she said. 'I'd be most grateful.'
'Oh all right,' I replied with a sigh. 'If you think it'll help.'
'Thank you Gerald,' she said and the smile became genuine. 'Can I bring it round to you when it's convenient.'
'Yes, I suppose,' I said with another sigh. I considered it would be safer at my place, rather than risk her 'Shangri-La' further up the coast. If I went up there I was sure we'd end up in bed together, and that would only deepen my problems.
I could see she wanted to talk some more but I began to edge towards the vegetable counter and made some excuse about having to see my property agent, and we parted. Afterwards, as I walked home, I had time to dwell on the vagaries of our former relationship. We'd met at a writer's forum in town. It turned out that we were the only two published authors there, so we left early and sought the sanctuary of the nearest bar. There was an instant attraction and soon our affair exploded into a succession of passionate encounters. Then we moved in together. The honeymoon lasted about three months, before the inevitable one-upmanship intervened and separation became inevitable. Still, I enjoyed her writing and for old times sake I reckoned I owed her one or two favours.
When I got back to my apartment there was another piece of paper lying face down on the hall mat. Struggling with my groceries I'm unable to read it until I get into the kitchen. When I eventually turn it over I see it's in the same handwriting as the other note. 'STAY AWAY FROM GARAY. YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED,' the words boldly state. Underneath again, is the ink stamp I know only too well as the logo of 'The Sons of Tyranny'. I read it over two or three times, letting the words sink in, then chuck it on the worktop. On my way to the bathroom I go into the second bedroom, stand well back from the window and look down onto the promenade below. Sure enough, there is my friend, sitting on a bench seat facing my apartment block. I feel my body starting to shake.
Massaging a hot mug of coffee I desperately try to put the peculiarities of my situation into context. What Bracewell, Caroline and the Foreign Office had related was now plainly no idle threat. Staring up at me from the kitchen worktop was all the evidence I needed to dispel any doubts. My concern was that I was now not only endangering myself but also Caroline. I hadn't told her about the previous note, but obviously we had been followed on our journey to Garay's villa. Which meant they would also know she was staying at Toni's.
My anxiety caused me to arrive there early for our luncheon date. I think my friend with the leather soles may have followed me, but at that stage I wasn't that bothered. Toni was in the bar sorting out the lunchtime tables. 'This business with the body in the sea you mentioned?' I asked when he spotted me. 'Did they ever actually arrest anybody locally connected with 'The Sons of Tyranny'?' I continued.
'No!' he responded. 'They never prosecute anybody with that lot. Too many old friends in high places,' he said looking up at me.
'Is it likely some of them may live in the area?' I said.
He stopped arranging the cutlery and stood up straight to address me. 'That is something no-one would ever know my friend,' he said. 'See that man over there.' He pointed to a man sitting at the far end of the dining room, well out of earshot, who was puffing on a cigar, with a croissant, coffee and a newspaper in front of him. 'He could be one of them. You would just never know. One of my waiters could be one of them. The traffic warden on the street. The man who drives the dustcart, they all could be involved. You would just never know. Outwardly they are normal people like you and me. But what goes on in here,' he said pointing to his head, 'is another matter,' he concluded with a shrug of his shoulders and reverted back to the cutlery.
'Could you buzz up to Miss Carson and say I'm here please.' I said. He finished the place setting and then went to the internal phone behind the bar.
* * * * *
Caroline came downstairs wearing a short, revealing, floral summer dress. We decided to eat at one of the restaurants down by the harbour. The sun was warm. Fishermen were mending nets, spread out along sections of the promenade. I had chosen a quiet diner owned by a local family I knew from previous visits. Caroline proved to be a major attraction for the waiters of the several restaurants we passed on the way as they laid the outside tables for lunch. Once we'd settled in the restaurant and taken a few sips of wine I decided to break the news about the man following me and the notes pushed through my door. She listened intently.
'Gerald that's terrible,' she responded when I'd finished. 'Why didn't you tell me all this before?' she said. We were sitting in direct sunlight and she was fanning herself with the menu card.
'Because I didn't want to alarm you unduly. And I suppose I wanted to be sure it was for real.' I replied. 'But the fact they know about our visit to Garay confirms all my worst fears.'
At that moment the waiter appeared to take our order. We both ordered langoustines and sea bass. When he was gone she continued.
'Have you heard anything more from the Foreign Office?' she asked.
'No. They don't know I'm here. Their advice was not to travel to Spain.' She looked at me stony-faced.
'Well do you want to call it a day and go home?' she asked. 'I can carry on with what I'm doing in Madrid. It's not me they're out to get. We could meet up again in the UK once I've completed all my research.'
'Having been to see Garay with me means you are implicated.' I said. She fanned herself more energetically with the menu card.
'Well what do you think we should do?' A worried frown had creased the normally placid sensuous skin of her forehead.
'I think we should lie low for a short while,' I replied. 'Perhaps it might be better if you went back to Madrid and carried on with your research there. We'll let Garay stew for few a days. Then I'll phone him, find out if he's bluffing or not.'
'Well that might be all right for me but what about you?'
'I can get on with the sale of my property. Do that and a bit of writing. These threats may still only be warning shots.'
'But Gerald you may not be safe!' she said, getting agitated. Fortunately at that moment the waiter arrived with our langoustines. When he had gone again, I tried to reinstate some reality into our situation.
'What happens to me could have happened anyway without me knowing much about it. I was coming out here to sell my property even before I knew about any imminent danger.'
'But would you have come out knowing what you now know, without my encouragement?' Her voice still had an agitated edge and she was waving her fork at me in time to her words.
'I came out here of my own free will, because I was fascinated by the project. At least now I'm on my guard,' I said as I peeled the shell off a langoustine. Biting into the succulent flesh fired my taste buds. 'Perhaps I'll give my agent a call, see what he suggests,' I continued while chewing. 'He's the one who's spoken to the Foreign Office. But I do think it would be better if we split up for a while.' She stared at me.
During the course of that lunch I somehow managed to persuade her to return to Madrid the next morning. In the evening I thought it safer for us both to dine at Toni's amongst people I knew. Then we both retired early. My excuse was to crack on with some writing and phone Bracewell, but my reasons really went deeper than that. In her company I was beginning to feel horny. I was afraid that if the evening dragged on longer I would end up making a pass at her. Then, I knew I would be in even deeper trouble.
* * * * *
Once again the familiar tap-tap of leather soles was on the pavement behind me as I walked back to my apartment. I deliberately went by a round about route, just to be awkward. When I was upstairs, I looked out of the spare bedroom window and there, sure enough, was my friend, standing across the road under the street lamp. I immediately phoned Bracewell.
'I've been trying to contact you. Where the hell are you?' he responded when I got through.
'In Spain,' I replied.
'In Spain!! In Spain!!' he shouted down the phone. 'You're not supposed to go anywhere near Spain. That's why I've been trying to contact you. I've had a message from the Foreign Office. When they received your form they issued you with a Red Alert. That means you're in extreme danger in Spain. That's the last place you should be.'
'Too late, I'm here,' I said. 'What do you think I should do?' I continued awkwardly
'Get the hell out of there pronto,' he shouted, then sighed heavily. 'Gerald, you're being stupid,' he continued in a more measured tone. 'You don't seem to realise the danger you're in. You must get yourself to the airport now, this minute, and wait there until a seat becomes available on a plane to get you home. You should at least be safe at the airport with all the security they have there.'
I spent the next ten minutes or so trying to placate him by telling him about my involvement with Caroline Carson on the project. But he was having none of it. He interrupted most of my sentences with counter claims about the imminent threat I was under. 'I suppose you're staying at your apartment?' he said to one of my unrelated statements.
'Of course I'm staying at my apartment,' I replied. This produced a further explosion of expletives about my incredulous nature. Our call ended in acrimony, with Bracewell threatening to 'wash his hands of me'.
For some time I sat in the darkness of my unlit lounge, supping on a whisky nightcap and pondering on my likely course of action. Before I went to bed I took one last look through the second bedroom window; my pal was still there. 'Doesn't he ever sleep,' I can remember thinking to myself.
CHAPTER SEVEN
The previous night Caroline and I had agreed, over dinner, for her to download her notes and the recorded tape of our meeting with Garay, on to my laptop. That way, with two copies, there was a chance of our research being available if something untoward happened to either of us.
Just after nine o'clock there was a buzz on the door intercom and she breezed in, much as she had done on our first meeting in Scotland. Her hair was tied back in a bun. She was wearing a black cardigan over a white blouse, tight fitting black slacks and shiny black shoes. I decided there and then that she could wear anything and still look gorgeous.
'I do hope you're going to be all right by yourself,' she said to me as we began to download the relevant folder. I was enjoying standing close to her.
'I'll be fine,' I replied. 'I have to see my selling agent before I leave anyway. Then at least that aspect will be wrapped up, no matter happens afterwards.'
At that moment the bell on the internal door to my apartment rang. It made me jump and for a moment I froze wondering whom it may be. Usually the outer door buzzer warns me beforehand of any arrivals.
'Seems like it's my day for visitors,' I said to Caroline and hesitatingly moved towards the door. Before I opened up I looked in the inset spy hole. Outside, I could see Gayle's face, shaped in the wide angled spy hole, like an egg-head. When I opened the door she barged in, clutching a sheaf of manuscript papers. A pale green top and beige slacks made her look very smart.
'How did you get in?' I asked.
'Someone was coming out of the front door when I arrived,' she said, then stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Caroline. 'Now I can see why you haven't got on with the new book,' she said loudly. 'You must be his new muse,' she added looking directly at Caroline. Caroline chuckled. I introduced them to each other, describing Caroline as a TV reporter.
'That's a good one Gerald,' Gayle responded with a caustic laugh. 'At least you didn't say she was your niece.' I tried to interrupt, but by then Gayle was in her element. 'Well I am sorry to intrude on this love nest so early in the morning. It's just that I was in town and you did say you'd have a look at this for me,' she continued, holding up the manuscript in front of me. 'But of course if I had known….,' Gayle began.
'I said I would look at it for you Gayle, and I will,' I interrupted before she had a chance to say more. 'It's just that Caroline is going back to Madrid today and we wanted to reconcile our notes before she went.'
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