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			‘The stinging wasp… ought not to be awakened from its sleep.’

			Chanakya, 4th Century BC
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			2019

			The trouble with murder, even if you can get away with it, is that it often creates as many problems as it solves. There’s a fair chance your crime will eventually be discovered and that you will, in due course, have to pay the price. Then there’s the matter of your conscience. That can weigh heavily. In my case I considered the murder of the man I had known as Callan to be both just and necessary. As for my conscience, I’m glad to say it gave me no trouble at all.

			There were things that needed tidying up. Not only in my West Sussex cottage whose basement, after its unexpected flood, had dried out in the last weeks of a surprisingly hot summer. I had not been responsible for the flood – not directly – but you will have to read my earlier account of events for the details. That account concerned a certain oligarch and former Soviet spy who came to a sudden demise in a reception room at the Russian embassy, cause unknown. 

			I waited a whole month before showing my face in the village. I had been warned that reappearing any earlier would be risky. Callan’s associates would want revenge for the death of one of their own. Once that month was up, I was given the all-clear to return home.

			I would soon be visited by my daughter, Eva, bringing her child, Alice, to stay with me for a long weekend. I don’t think I’ve ever looked forward to anything more. Not Eva’s visit – she could be sharp-tongued on her best days – but Alice’s. She was such a dear little girl. If I behaved myself I hoped to be accorded full grandmotherly privileges and babysitting duties whenever Eva, the television newsreader, and her wife Silvana needed child cover at short notice. I would be only too happy to pop up to town and sleep in the spare room, with the little girl tucked up beside me. I was counting off the days before I would see her again.

			

			On my second day back Percy Bishop, that twinkle-eyed paradox of seducer of lonely divorcees and coldly efficient agent for those in power, invited me to the Chestnut Tree tea rooms for a catch-up. At least, that’s what he said we’d be doing. In truth we hardly spoke of recent events. Instead, while our ‘deluxe’ cream teas were prepared, Percy amused me with tales of past adventures – both romantic and those in Her Majesty’s Service – and, once tea had been served, and I had demolished a couple of sandwiches and a scone, rounded things off with this yarn.

			‘A man and his wife were out walking when they spotted a scruffy fellow waiting in a bus shelter on the far side of the road. “Good Lord,” said the woman, “that looks like the Archbishop of Canterbury. Go and ask him if he is.” So the husband crosses over to address the man, who responds animatedly, then crosses back to his wife. “What did he say?” she asks. “He told me to fuck off,” says the husband. “Oh dear,” says the woman. “Now we’ll never know.”’

			I had heard the joke before. But I laughed appreciatively, allowing my gaze to sweep the tables occupied by envious old ladies, sipping their cups of tea with their little fingers stuck out at an angle. I did not do this myself, not only because I found the habit rather common, but because the last joint of my little finger had recently been severed. This had not been intentional on my part, but I had put the ‘accident’ to good use. Again, you will have to read my previous account to understand the full circumstances. Now I kept my little finger curled under my palm, concealing its scar tissue from prying eyes.

			

			Percy wasn’t laughing. Of course he wasn’t; a good raconteur never laughs at his own jokes. He was staring at my chest in horror. 

			For an awful moment I thought a blouse button had popped open. Then I saw the red laser dot of a sniper’s rifle settling over my heart. Before I could react, Percy had stood up, blocking the laser beam. He clutched his chest, uttered a cry of pain and lunged across the table. The impact knocked us both to the floor. I heard a sharp crack, the smash of crockery, cries of alarm and distress. Several customers had enjoyed Percy’s favours in the past, and must have been distressed that the good times might be over. 

			‘Stay there,’ Percy hissed. He waited a few moments before he rose to his feet. I tried to follow, but he held me down.

			‘So very sorry, everyone. I thought I was having a heart attack. But I think…’ He thumped his chest and let out a burp. ‘It’s merely a bad case of indigestion.’ 

			The lady manager hurried over. ‘I gobbled my food far too fast,’ Percy continued, ‘and now your delicious repast is having its revenge.’

			I could see his eyes settling on the window and the street beyond, taking in everything. When he seemed satisfied the danger was over he helped me to my feet. He was careful to interpose his body between mine and the window. He turned to the manager.  

			‘I do apologise, dear lady,’ Percy said. ‘I’ve made a total hash of your delicious spread.’ This was only partly true. He’d crushed a couple of cucumber sandwiches and knocked over a teapot. The rest was still perfectly edible. ‘Perhaps I could place a new order for your deluxe cream tea for two? If you set it up in your back room, so your staff can clear up my mess, I’d be most grateful.’ He ushered me through an archway into the back room and sat me behind its thick wall, well out of sight of the windows. The thought of eating again so soon after dodging a sniper’s bullet made my stomach clench.

			

			The manageress was delighted to provide another full ‘deluxe tea’ for two, and ordered her staff – two young people getting ‘work experience’ – to clear up. She was called over by an elderly couple who complained that their teapot had unaccountably smashed to pieces and spilled hot tea over their tablecloth. 

			Percy palmed a butter knife, walked back through the arch and approached the trio. ‘I believe I’m responsible for that mess as well. Do let me offer you a fresh pot of tea.’ He hovered close by, making encouraging noises as the tablecloth was mopped up and replaced. I heard scraping from where he stood on the other side of the thick wall. He was up to something.

			Percy returned and sat facing me. He put down the knife. Its blade was bent out of shape. He reached into his trouser pocket, produced a folded handkerchief and pushed it over to me. I took it without question, unfolded it and found a spent bullet, its nose flattened. 

			‘An unfortunate turn of events.’ Percy was prone to understatement. ‘Just when we thought things had settled down. But you should be safe for the time being. I’m certain they won’t make another attempt on you here.’ He exchanged his damaged knife for a fresh one and flashed me a smile. ‘Let’s enjoy our tea, while we consider the possibilities.’ He saw I wasn’t smiling. ‘Not downhearted, are we?’

			

			That was easy for him to say. Not so long ago I had been happy to die by my own hand. Now I was determined to live. I wanted to see baby Alice grow up and find happiness. I wanted the same for my children and, somewhat to my surprise, I wanted the same for myself.

			‘It’s not safe for you to remain in the village,’ he continued. ‘It was my mistake to think that it was.’

			‘What do you suggest?’

			‘There are a couple of possibilities, but I believe I have just the place for you to go to ground.’

			‘Go to ground? For how long?’

			‘That will depend on the circumstances.’

			Before I could reply, Percy produced his phone and sent a couple of WhatsApp messages. A moment later his phone pinged. He looked up and smiled encouragingly. ‘All is in hand.’

			Our second tea arrived: a pot of Darjeeling for Percy, Earl Grey for me. Arranged on a tiered cake stand were finger sandwiches, sultana scones and a generous helping of clotted cream and homemade strawberry jam. The waitress popped back with two glasses of Prosecco. I downed mine in one. It had an instant effect. Minutes earlier the thought of food had revolted me. Now the combination of adrenaline, alcohol and Percy’s reassuring presence restored my robust appetite. I bolted down two cucumber sandwiches, buttered a scone, heaped it with cream and jam and took a big bite. Percy slid across his Prosecco.  

			‘Perhaps you could manage this for me.’

			‘Going teetotal?’

			

			‘No, just need to keep my wits about me.’ His words were chilling. He had done his best to relax me, but he was alert, aware of every movement. I pushed aside his Prosecco and we finished our tea in silence.

			When the bill arrived Percy left a generous tip. As he walked around to pull out my chair he leant down and whispered, ‘Take a look at the window.’  

			I glanced at the Georgian sash window facing the high street. Its central pane, about fifteen-inches high and nine inches wide, had a neat hole drilled through it. A small starburst framed the bullet’s exit point. Nobody had noticed it yet, but they soon would. Questions might be asked.

			‘I want you to walk on my right. Don’t speed up or slow down.’

			Percy took my arm as we stepped into the street. ‘Bend down,’ he whispered. As I did so he snatched up a pebble. A huge lorry, far too large for the narrow high street, trundled down the road, rattling the old buildings. As it passed Percy flicked his pebble at the window. The pane, weakened by the bullet hole, shattered. Percy hurried us along behind the cover of the lorry. I glanced back. The manageress had come out to see what had caused the pane to shatter. She saw the lorry, shook her head and disappeared back inside.

			‘I’ll send a glazier round tomorrow,’ said Percy, ‘but in the meantime…’

			A car drew up. Percy opened the rear door, gently eased my head down to protect it from hitting the frame and bundled me inside. He stepped around the car and got in beside me. ‘This is Pete,’ he said. The driver, a broad-shouldered man with a shaven head, nodded without turning around. ‘Pete’s going to take us to your new home.’

			Pete accelerated away. Between the shops on the high street I caught a glimpse of my little cottage, with its overgrown front garden full of weeds. I knew I might never see it again. A new chapter of my life had begun.

			

			As I said, the trouble with murder is that it often creates as many problems as it solves.
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			My safe house was off Ladbroke Grove, in that part of North Kensington that calls itself Notting Hill but isn’t, unless you’re a Conservative politician showing off. It was an off-white stucco terraced building with five steps up to the front door. Below that was a semi-basement, or garden flat. This lower flat may have been occupied. The two flats above me appeared to be empty.

			As we pulled up Percy checked that I had switched off my phone. I should have done this long before we left West Sussex, and I had no excuse for not doing so. It was the shock and relief of avoiding assassination, I suppose, though I had experienced similar situations before and had managed to keep my wits about me every time. 

			I could merely have switched off the location services. You can still locate a live phone by triangulating its signals from nearby towers, but you need a court order to do so. Switching off your Wi-Fi is also recommended, as any public hotspot will give you away. Some agencies, the FSB in particular, use cell simulator sites which force phones to broadcast their locations, but you have to get close up to do that.

			I surreptitiously switched off my phone. I suspected Percy was perfectly aware that I had only just done so, but he said nothing.

			The interior construction of my safe house – a ground-floor apartment in this rather ordinary terraced building – was like nothing I had seen before. Apart from the front bay window, it enjoyed no natural light. It appeared to consist solely of one long, narrow enclosure, its walls and ceiling lined with wooden panels curving smoothly around the room.

			

			‘Designed by a boat builder,’ said Percy. ‘No sharp corners.’ 

			‘And scarcely any light,’ I said. ‘This is a holding cell, not a safe house.’

			‘Not at all,’ he replied. ‘Let me reveal its secrets.’

			Percy strode to the centre of the room and tapped a panel in the wall. A smaller panel sprang open, revealing a brass ring set into the wood. Percy stepped away. ‘All yours.’

			‘What do I do?’

			‘Try it,’ he said, and stepped back further.

			I pulled the ring and was surprised to see a wood partition unfold. I drew it along a rail set in the floor until it reached the far wall, where it locked into place. Lights came on in the ceiling, which was just as well, as I had divided the long room and cut myself off from the window.

			‘What do you think?’ asked Percy.

			‘That I’ve just made a smaller cell for myself.’

			‘Think of it as a magic box. Nothing is quite as it seems.’ He marched to the back of the room, counted three panels from the right and pressed inwards. In response, another small panel popped open. In the recess was a door handle. ‘After you, my dear,’ he said. I could see that he was enjoying himself.

			I turned the handle and found myself pushing open a door to… a fully furnished bedroom with bookshelves and a bed. It overlooked an overgrown and untended garden, accessed by a locked French window, with sash windows either side. ‘They are all bullet-proofed, as is the one at the front. Though if you have an emergency you can open them like this.’ Percy depressed another panel and revealed a red button and a lever. ‘Panic button, in case of intruders. There are three such buttons in the flat. And this lever, you simply pull down and the window pops out of its frame. You can slip out onto the balcony.’ 

			

			‘It’s a bit of a drop into the garden.’

			‘See the bars on the right-hand side?’

			The bars on the right-hand of the narrow balcony were horizontal, unlike the vertical ones on the other two sides.

			‘You lift them a couple of inches, push them forward and they drop to form a six-foot ladder. You climb down and let yourself fall the last three feet.’

			‘Hmm.’ I wasn’t convinced: at my age, even a three-foot drop could cause problems, but I let him continue.

			‘The garden has steps at each of the far corners. They’re hidden, overgrown with ivy. But if you reach them you can disappear into a neighbour’s garden and access the street beyond.’ He strode around the bed and revealed yet another handle. This time he opened it himself. ‘Bathroom, which doubles as a panic room. Though I cannot imagine you ever panicking.’  

			‘You’ve never seen me baking a soufflé.’ I was making light of things, but the place made me feel claustrophobic. It was a hangover from the time I was imprisoned in a cramped dungeon by a mad maharaja. My safe house was luxurious by comparison, but it wasn’t that long since I’d been fighting for my life in my own cellar. I did not want the memory flooding back. Yes, the pun was intended. 

			‘Steel door and frame to keep attackers at bay,’ Percy assured me. ‘Running water and a cupboard stocked with food – all in cans, I’m afraid.’

			‘Better make sure there’s a can opener.’

			‘You should be able to hold out for a week or so.’

			

			The thought of being cooped up in this tiny panic room for a week filled me with dismay. 

			‘But it’ll never come to that,’ he continued. ‘Pressing any of those buttons will bring rescue within twenty minutes.’ He shut the bathroom door and led me back into the main room. ‘To escape any room you simply depress the correct panels to reveal their door handles. So familiarise yourself with their locations. They are not all easy to find. The intention, of course, is to confuse and delay an intruder with murder in mind.’ He took a look around the room, as if to reassure himself he had forgotten nothing. ‘Ah yes, there’s also a kitchen with a well-stocked fridge and pantry, but I’ll leave you to find that yourself. It shouldn’t take you long.’

			His tour and lecture over, Percy slid open the dividing partition, restoring the main room to its original size. ‘I think that’s all for now. I shall be in touch, dear lady.’

			‘How long am I going to be holed up here?’

			‘Only time will tell. But you won’t be bored. You should expect a visit shortly. From someone you know.’ He checked his watch. I only caught a glimpse, as he wore it high up on his wrist, hidden by his shirt cuffs, but I recognised it as an Omega HS8. The model had been mass produced for pilots of the Royal Navy Fleet Air Arm during World War Two. It was most probably an heirloom from his father, which gave me a clue to Percy. It was the same model that Dennis had worn, right up until the time… well, there was no point dwelling on the past. Percy gave me a swift hug and a peck on both cheeks, and then he was gone.

			I was alone. More alone than I had been for a long while. It is one thing to cut yourself off from society and draw yourself into your shell. You do it to lick your wounds and to heal, with the intention of returning when you are ready for the fray. It is quite another matter to find yourself in hiding, like a hunted beast, in a strange and unfamiliar place. You wait for the danger to pass, with only a faint hope that you will ever see your loved ones again. At least in my case I was comforted to know that I had Percy Bishop on my side. And I was curious to know who my mystery visitor would be.
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			Matthew Fawcett waddled up the street, paused outside my safe house, looked both ways to check he had not been observed, then mounted the steep steps to the front door. I stood at the bay window, hidden from view behind a nicotine-stained net curtain, watching. Matthew proceeded belly first, propelling himself forwards and upwards by his own cantilevered mass. Grabbing the iron handrail, he hauled himself fist over pudgy fist until he stood, panting at this unaccustomed exertion, the conqueror of his own personal Everest.   

			He inhaled deeply. Under the strain a button pinged off his waistcoat and clattered down into the basement. He stared gloomily into the well, clearly wondering whether the hike back down to reclaim the button was worth the effort. The ring of his mobile phone made his mind up for him. He studied the incoming number and cut off the call. The phone rang again. This time he answered.

			‘I can’t talk now. I’m in a meeting with the Prime Minister.’ He flicked his phone to silent and pressed my doorbell. I waited a few seconds, then let Matthew into the small apartment that I now called home.

			‘The trouble with chicken,’ said Matthew, balefully eyeing the cold drumsticks I had offered him, ‘is that it tastes like frog.’

			‘What on earth do you mean?’

			

			‘Armadillo in Guatemala,’ he continued, ‘crocodile in Papua New Guinea, giant snail in Africa, diamond-back rattlesnake in New Mexico, termite fungus in China. Each and every time I was assured it would taste just like chicken. But the only one that had me half-convinced was the West African goliath frog. And now, every time I am offered chicken, all I can think of is that revolting great frog, a yard long with its legs outstretched.’

			‘And all in Her Majesty’s Service.’

			‘The drawback to working undercover. You’re obliged to hunker down and sup with the locals.’ He sighed. ‘I used to be quite slim you know.’

			‘I recall,’ I fibbed. Matthew had never been slim. When I first met him in Athens he had been overweight. Now he was obese.

			‘I really should have asked you for a salad.’

			‘Any other complaints? Should I start a list?’

			‘You’ve given me beans. I can’t eat beans.’

			‘What’s wrong with them?’

			‘Greece 1973. My first posting. I took a young lady to a rather fine restaurant in Athens.’

			‘You, on a date with a girl? You surprise me.’

			‘We were all a lot more… flexible in those days. And I was prepared to make certain sacrifices in the service of queen and country.’ He fumbled with his waistcoat buttons. ‘I was hoping to elicit information about the girl’s father, an opposition minister in exile.’ Matthew undid the buttons one by one until his belly, enlarged by a thousand expense account lunches and now unleashed, flopped heavily over his belt.  

			‘I had dined at the same establishment only two evenings earlier, with a couple of handsome young lads from the embassy, and the place had been a riot of fun: music, dancing, plate smashing, all the things that encapsulate the joyful prelude to satisfactory consummation.’ He licked his lips at the memory. ‘But that night there was just a single violinist scraping a slow dirge while diners digested their dinners in mournful silence.’ He poked at the beans with a fork. 

			

			‘I took it upon myself to liven up the room. I snatched up a plate, smashed it to the floor, did the same again and began dancing a lively sirtaki that I had picked up on my previous visit. The other customers ignored me. They carried on eating as if I were invisible.’ 

			‘Hard to imagine.’ Matthew attempting to dance the sirtaki would have been impossible to ignore.

			‘I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder. I was arrested, handcuffed and taken to a police cell. Turned out that the Chief of Police, a dour, humourless fellow, had been dining at the very next table to us. What I hadn’t known was that the junta had decreed that plate smashing debased the nation. They claimed it made the Greeks appear an unsophisticated and vulgar people.’

			‘What’s all this got to do with beans?’

			‘I spent a week in that jail. All they gave me was beans. Boiled beans. For breakfast, lunch and supper. Seven days running. Now I can’t bear the sight of them.’

			‘Those were Greek beans, these are French. But I’ll take them away if they offend you.’ I removed the plate. His pudgy hand locked onto it with the resolute grip of a lobster’s claw.

			‘If you could provide a little warm butter to moisten them, I might just manage to force a few down,’ he suggested.

			I let go and did as he asked, melting some salted butter with a little ground black pepper in a pan and pouring it, unfiltered, over the beans. Matthew devoured them in three large mouthfuls.

			

			‘Of course,’ he continued, ‘I could have used my “get out of jail” card. It would have taken just one call to the embassy. But I was operating undercover, and so I had to endure the indignity. Do you know, they stripped me.’

			‘Surely not, even under the junta.’ The Greek government of the early 1970s, composed of military colonels who ruled with an iron fist, was notorious for ignoring basic civil liberties.

			‘Oh no, not the junta. My fellow prisoners. One of them took a fancy to my pink shirt. Insisted I hand it over.’

			‘Without a fight?’

			‘My dear, he was enormous. Everywhere. The outcome was inevitable.’ Matthew stripped the chicken bones of their remaining flesh, much the way his fellow prisoner must have removed his pink shirt. ‘A tissue, if I may, my dear old thing.’

			I provided a tissue, but my instincts were alerted. Any endearment emanating from Matthew meant he was about to spring bad news. I watched with a sense of foreboding as he made a vain effort to wipe his fat fingers clean. The tissue dropped to the floor. I let it lie.

			‘I take it this isn’t an entirely social visit?’

			Matthew started to ease his bulk off the chair. Then he thought better of it and settled back down. ‘The thing is,’ he began, ‘I have been approached to investigate a… a highly important matter.’ He paused, so that I could appreciate just how important that matter might be. 

			‘For the service?’

			He stiffened, as if I had extracted the information against his will.  

			‘I thought you left the service years ago,’ I continued. ‘As did I.’

			

			‘I am ever prepared to make myself available. For extraordinary circumstances.’

			‘And what would these circumstances be?’

			Matthew shifted his vast weight from one cheek to the other, as if he was reluctant to say more. Which was nonsense, of course. Why else was he here?

			‘We have a traitor in our midst.’

			‘You mean a traitor in the service?’

			‘Got it in one.’

			‘And you’ve been recalled to discover… this traitor?’

			‘Traitor and murderer.’

			‘Murder?’

			‘This goes back to the 1980s. Our era.’

			‘I recall one murder very well. But that was an outside job. No traitor involved.’

			‘That is what we believed. But new information has come to light.’

			‘What new information?’

			‘Ah, on that matter, I’m afraid, dear heart, my lips are sealed.’

			‘A traitor in the service?’ I mused. ‘Do we know where we’re to look?’

			‘We believe it’s somebody quite high up. Someone with a seemingly impeccable record.’

			‘Someone… untouchable.’

			‘Exactly. That’s why I’ve been brought in.’ Matthew smiled. ‘As somebody from outside, I can operate independently. I’m putting together a team. I already have my first recruit.’

			‘Who’s that?’

			‘Why you, of course, my dear.’

			I felt that Matthew, the swollen spider, had woven his web and I had stepped right into its sticky centre.

			

			‘What use do you think I could possibly be?’

			‘There is material to be studied that our past experiences, yours and mine, may illuminate. Things that are obscure to those closer to them than we are.’ Matthew could always be relied upon to make an issue murkier than it already was.

			‘Then you’ll need to get me out of here.’

			‘Alas, dear heart…’ His voice trailed off.

			‘What?’

			‘The thing is, you’ve set the metaphorical tiger among the vultures.’

			‘Not a metaphor with which I am familiar.’

			‘Cat among the pigeons doesn’t quite encompass the enormity of the situation. You can’t go around town assassinating every billionaire oligarch to whom you take a dislike.’

			‘One particular billionaire. And he thoroughly deserved it.’

			I could see Matthew considering further arguments. He dismissed each from his mind with a flick of his hand and a sad smile.  

			‘What’s done is done. Sursum corda. Let us lift up our hearts and move on.’

			‘You can move on. I’m stuck inside here, anticipating an assassin’s bullet or a plutonium pill in my pottage.’

			‘At first,’ he continued, as if I had not spoken, ‘it’ll simply be a matter of studying the files. But you may not be “stuck” in here as long as you fear.’ He sucked traces of chicken fat from his stubby fingers and stood up. He had to use the armrests for leverage. The feat took him several seconds to achieve. I averted my eyes as he struggled to button up his waistcoat.

			

			‘I must be off, dear heart. You know, I believe your incarceration may yet prove a boon. I shall be in touch.’
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			Matthew emptied my fridge of its leftovers and departed. I watched him descend the steps and trundle off towards Ladbroke Grove. He didn’t get far. He stopped at the bakery which sold Portuguese pastries: pastéis de nata. He selected two from a display shelf and dived inside. I waited for him to come out. He didn’t. A man dressed in black, his features concealed by a hoodie, approached and looked inside. If Matthew was being followed, then his mission must have been every bit as important as he had implied.

			The hooded man stepped back and glanced up and down the road. I could sense his frustration as he realised that he had lost Matthew. How the fat little man had given him the slip was a mystery to him, but I could see what Matthew had done. The pastries had been a delicious deception. When he darted forward it was not into the shop to pay, but into the side alley beside the shop door. I later checked an old A-Z map. The alley took a dog leg to the right and after a few yards another to the left which led to the street beyond. Matthew would have had a car waiting for him that would have whisked him away as soon as he appeared. The hooded man peered into the alley. He was too late and he knew it. Matthew, the canny old owl clutching his stolen pastries, had eluded him.

			I sorted my few clothes in their two drawers. Percy had been good enough to arrange for a suitcase of underwear, blouses, skirts and slacks to be delivered shortly after he had left me. I had made a point of requesting whoever had packed for me – probably Dottie or Lottie, the two ladies Percy kept on hand for such eventualities – to include what I called ‘Dennis’s belt’, though Dennis had gifted it to me years ago.

			

			I went into the bedroom and tried to sleep. It was a pointless exercise. I could almost hear the cogs of my brain whirring. Why had they attacked me in the tea room when I was with Percy? It would have been far easier for them to kill me when I was alone. What exactly was this ‘assistance’ Matthew expected me to give him? Who was the man shadowing him and did he pose a danger to me? To all these questions I had no answers.

			The afternoon sun came around – the bedroom faced south-west – and I gave up trying to nap. I got up, made myself a cup of tea – only Assam was available, but I was lucky, it was my favourite. The milk, what little Matthew had left me, was fresh. I took my mug and slipped out onto the balcony that overlooked the garden below. It was a mass of elder and stinging nettles. Though I knew it had been left that way on purpose, it was all I could do to resist clambering down and hacking at the weeds. 

			In the garden backing onto mine five brawny men, stripped to the waist, were erecting scaffolding around a house. There was a great deal of unnecessary shouting, it seemed to me, as if it was their first day on the job. ‘Tighten yer nuts, Charlie, don’t leave them dangling.’ Charlie shouted back something inaudible, which raised a guffaw from his fellow scaffolders, then made a big show of tightening the nuts on the couplers. I supposed they felt they were giving value for money. Scaffolding is expensive. If they put it together quickly and quietly it would seem even more so. The noise – the clanking and shouting in a mixture of cockney and Eastern European languages – was all part of the show, and half of what the clients were paying for.

			

			A man stepped out onto the balcony next door to see what was causing the racket. I should have ducked inside immediately, but I was too late. He had already seen me. I recognised him as the presenter of a series of middle-brow arts programmes; the phoney type who got up my nose instantly. His were the type of ‘documentaries’ that suggest that the guest artists were lucky to meet such an important presenter. He was famous for embarrassing his subjects into gifting him samples of their work. He owned a small Hockney, a maquette of sculptor Anthony Gormley’s ‘Angel of the North’ and a couple of pieces by Damien Hirst. The last I could do without. He and I nodded to each other and I was on the point of stepping inside when he addressed me.

			‘Just moved in?’ He seemed delighted that I was old and white. If I proved a troublesome neighbour, I would not last forever. 

			‘We’re turning this house into a centre for Afghan refugee women and children,’ I snapped back. ‘Hope you don’t mind a lot of screaming and shouting.’

			Looking like he had swallowed a wasp, he backed swiftly into his house, slammed the door and locked it. I went inside and mentally kicked myself. I was supposed to be keeping out of sight; not attracting attention to myself. And here I was, stinging a stranger with a childish jibe.

			There were three books on the shelves. One was the Koran in Arabic. The other two were a crime thriller and a French-English dictionary. Had the previous occupant been a French-speaking North African with a strong interest in solving crimes? I somehow doubted it. I left the books on the shelf and searched for a television. Percy had pointed out the remote control but so far I hadn’t found the screen.

			

			I pressed a few buttons on the remote without result. Why can’t these things be of a standard design? Who hasn’t struggled in a hotel room to find the right channel? I tried another button, and suddenly a panel in the wall sprung open and a television monitor appeared. It came alive, blaring at top volume. That must have been my fault. My nerves jangling, I reduced the volume to a low murmur.

			I never watch daytime television. I have more than enough to occupy my mind on a normal day. But this was not a normal day. I surfed the channels. I was disappointed by the rubbish classified as entertainment. I found nothing of interest until I caught the BBC News. I was hoping for a glimpse of my daughter Eva. Not because I missed her, but because she was my connection to little Alice. Eva presents the evening news, and the twenty-four-hour scrolling bulletins were read by people unfamiliar to me. 

			There was no mention of an attempted assassination of an elderly woman in a West Sussex tea room. Percy had done a good job. And if he’d missed something, I supposed someone high up had kept the matter quiet. Probably my son Bernard, the political high-flyer.

			I watched until the end of the news bulletin – there was not much else to do – then curled up on one of two opposing sofas with the crime thriller. I got to around page thirty when I was interrupted by a telephone ringing. There was a landline in the flat. Unlisted, I presumed. I picked up the receiver. A female voice spoke. ‘A parcel will arrive by courier shortly.’

			‘Shortly is a vague term.’ The words were scarcely out of my mouth when the doorbell rang.

			‘He’s at the door now,’ the voice continued.

			

			I went to the bay window. A young man stood outside, holding what appeared to be a large Amazon box. I opened the door, but stayed well back in the shadows.

			‘You’ll have to sign for it.’ He stepped in, handed me a pen and held out papers for me to sign. I had seen this form before.

			‘What is this?’

			‘Official Secrets.’

			‘I signed it years ago.’

			‘Never hurts to have a fresh copy.’

			I signed the papers, together with a duplicate.

			He dutifully folded them and put them in his breast pocket. ‘All yours.’ He handed over the box. The weight of it almost caused me to drop it. I needed both hands to haul it inside, kicking the door behind me as I stepped into the flat.

			I extracted an enormous package from the ‘Amazon’ box. It was wrapped so tightly in brown tape that I had to get a knife and saw it open. As I peeled off the wrapping I found myself holding a heavy-duty cardboard box. It was stuffed with documents, many of them going back to the 1970s. Most, but not all, were in chronological order. I laid them out by date, starting with 1977 and progressing to the current year. When I’d finished I had made forty-two piles. Some contained only a few pages. Others from the 1980s and 1990s had close to two hundred pages per year. It was important to establish a progressive narrative. I was annoyed to find that the pages from one section, dated 1989, were interleaved with pages from the 1970s right through to the year 2015. I separated these out, but not before making a note of the order I had found them in. Whoever had interspersed them this way must have had a reason.

			I am a fast reader. I tried speed-reading the documents as I sorted them. I cannot claim to absorb everything in a five-second scan, but I can pick up the gist of any matter and I was beginning to form an idea of what Matthew Fawcett might want. I was two thirds of the way through sorting these papers in order when I discovered a note written in Matthew’s broad scrawl. It read: Don’t bother reading this stuff. Just keep it on file. Important stuff on its way. Infuriating man! 

			

			The largest bundles of papers mostly concerned events in Greece in the mid-1980s, when I had been stationed in Athens. Many of the documents seemed unimportant: receipts, bar bills and the like. There was one list of larger sums, some of them considerable. This was typed and had no signature, but had been approved and stamped at our Athens embassy. Against each was a question mark. Whatever the question, it did not appear to have been answered. As I could provide no answers myself, I decided to set these papers aside and wait for Matthew’s ‘important stuff’.

			I dipped back into the crime thriller and quickly identified the murderer. I skipped to the last chapter and confirmed that I was right. I wondered how I would have approached the story, and where I would have inserted a shoal of red herrings. I can’t say I would have made a better hash of it than the writer. He had, it said on the back cover, sold more than twenty-five million copies of his books and was now living in Guernsey. That’s the trouble with announcing your success to the public: the taxman reads that stuff too. Guernsey is a lovely place to visit and the fish restaurants are excellent, but I wouldn’t want to live there. I didn’t want to be stuck in this hole much longer either. But it would be unwise to phone out, and nobody was likely to call me. Not even my own children. Since early childhood they had become used to my disappearing for weeks on end.

			

			An hour or so later I was going out of my mind with boredom. I paced up and down the room like a caged tiger. In frustration, I kicked the wooden panelling. A hatch flew open. Intrigued, I peered inside and found a mop and bucket. I had no intention of either mopping the floor or of staying cooped up alone here for one more day.

			Then I remembered something I had come up with when establishing a safe house for others. If urgent communications were required, a book placed causally in the window would elicit a response. I positioned the French-English dictionary accordingly and settled down with the thriller, reading each chapter from the end of the book back towards the point where I had left off. It didn’t matter that I knew whodunnit. I wanted to follow the writer’s process in plotting his story.

			It took less than forty minutes for the phone to ring. This time the voice was familiar: Matthew’s.

			‘My dearest, I’ve hardly got back to my club and already you’ve found a connection, a link.’

			‘Not a bit of it. If you want me to do a proper job, I need those “important papers”.’

			‘Ah, bit of a hold-up there, I’m afraid. Department is delaying their release.’

			‘Then I need to get out of here. I can’t stay indoors another twenty-four hours.’

			‘It’s not safe for you to go out as you are. You’ll be recognised.’

			‘If anyone’s actually looking for me.’

			‘Believe me, they are. We constantly monitor the airwaves.’

			‘I cannot stay here, and that’s final.’

			‘Well, they always said you were a difficult woman. Let me think about it. There may be a solution.’

			‘Good.’ I considered his words. ‘Who said I was difficult?’

			

			‘Oh… people. Nobody in particular.’ He rang off.
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			When I awoke the next morning I continued reading the crime thriller, which I found better backwards than I expected. The phone rang. I answered and was delighted to hear Percy’s cheerful voice.

			‘How are you bearing up?’ he asked. 

			‘I’m going mad locked up in here, much sooner than I expected.’

			‘Well you’ll be glad to know that relief is at hand.’

			‘So you’ve heard from Matthew?’

			‘I’ve heard nothing. You’re due a makeover. A young lady will be with you in thirty minutes. She will ring the doorbell twice, and present her credentials.’ Percy hung up. 

			I showered, dried myself and dressed. Well before the thirty minutes was up I was ready and waiting. The grimy net curtain created a barrier between me and the outside world. It was enough to keep me safe from prying eyes, but not from a sniper’s infrared scope. It is all very well to think that your window is bulletproof. I’ve seen what a high-powered, rapid-fire rifle can do. I sat well back and read another few chapters of the thriller. I was beginning to enjoy it.

			A small blue Citroen C3 pulled up outside. A young woman got out and hauled a make-up box from the boot of her car. She rang the doorbell twice. I went to the window and rapped once. She produced a warrant card and held it up for me to check. It said her name was Sarah Azizi-Ryan.

			I unlocked the door – two deadbolts. She bustled in and set up her kit. Sarah had a finely chiselled nose – probably the work of a skilled plastic surgeon – hazel eyes with a dark rim around the iris, and full lips outlined with a brown lip liner. She wore a scarf over her hair. This might have been for religious reasons, but may just as likely have been to make herself less easily recognisable.

			

			Sarah was familiar with the layout of the flat and in minutes had the bathroom looking like a hairdresser’s salon. She got to work quickly, pushing my head back into a basin of warm water. ‘You can have a head massage, if you like.’ I accepted. The sensation of her lathering up and running her fingertips through my witch’s mop of wiry grey hair, caressing my cranial bumps with all the concentration of an octopus flexing its suckers, left me feeling more relaxed than I had been in weeks. For a moment I even stopped pondering over the events that had brought me here. But only for a moment.

			I lay back, enjoying this special sense of closeness to another human being.

			‘Just sit there and relax,’ she said. ‘I’m going to prepare the colour.’

			‘Do I get to choose?’

			‘No. Clients choose tints they are used to. I’m here to create a totally new look.’

			‘I see,’ I replied doubtfully.

			‘Keep your eyes shut and let me get on with it.’

			She ran a comb through my hair, rubbing in a thick substance and letting it set. Then she attacked my roots, dabbing on a dark formulation that soaked through to my scalp.

			‘We don’t want to let your roots grow out white.’

			‘So that I look like a badger, or a skunk? Never bothers some people.’

			‘You’ll have ten days, two weeks max, before your roots need topping up.’ 

			

			I hoped I could get everything Matthew needed done before two weeks were up, so I kept my mouth shut.

			This became harder to do when she ran a thick comb through my hair, so viciously that it brought tears to my eyes. The relaxing effects of her scalp massage evaporated quickly.

			After what seemed an age she washed the dye and fixer out of my hair, gave it a partial blow-dry and started to cut it.

			‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

			‘You don’t want the same haircut, do you?’ 

			I had been getting the same haircut since I retired – chopp-ing it myself, ignoring the split ends – but I saw her point.

			‘What do you have in mind?’

			‘Let me surprise you.’ She worked for another few minutes and I felt the occasional tug as she hacked away. I sensed a lightness about my shoulders as my straggling, knotted mane dropped away.

			‘Keep your eyes shut. I’m going to try something.’ I felt a pair of glasses being slipped over my nose and ears. I reached up to help her. ‘Keep still, I haven’t finished.’ She dried the last strands of hair, teasing them out around my face.

			‘You can open your eyes now.’

			I stared into the mirror she held before me. 

			‘Good grief! What the…?’

			The woman whose face I saw reflected was a perfect stranger. Rich red hair – I believe they call it ‘deep 35’ – cut short and styled in a sort of bob more suited to a younger woman, over bright yellow and black striped glasses in enormous square frames. Suitably waspish, I thought.

			‘Looks nothing like me!’ I exclaimed.

			‘That was the brief, wasn’t it? I need to do your eyebrows, and then I have some clothes for you to try on.’ She removed the glasses – tinted lenses – and began to pluck away. Her actions were bearably painful in a way that made me appreciate her diligence and attention to detail. After a few minutes of tugging she applied a pencil to both eyebrows. She replaced the glasses. Over the frames I saw she had reduced my scraggly grey brows to pencil-thin orange strips. She went to work on my lips.

			

			‘Pucker up. When was the last time you kissed somebody?’

			‘A long time ago, in the way you mean.’ I didn’t count the baby kisses I showered on little Alice. I puckered my lips.

			‘Perfect, hold it right there.’ She applied a smear of lipstick and rubbed it in. ‘A little liner to enhance their shape.’

			She stepped back and studied me. ‘You know, you must have been quite beautiful when you were young.’ 

			I resisted a barbed comeback and kept my scarlet lips buttoned.

			‘Okay, we’re done here. Now stand up and follow me.’ I was beginning to enjoy myself. I hadn’t employed a disguise since I’d left the service. They had all worked well enough for their purpose. But what this young lady had done for me was quite extraordinary. She reached into a bulging shopping bag and pulled out a bright red quilted jacket. ‘This should be your size.’ 

			I tried it on. ‘I can’t go out like this,’ I said, staring at myself in the mirror. ‘I’ll stand out a mile.’  

			‘But not as yourself.
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