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			‘If I be waspish, best beware my sting.’ 

			William Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrew
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			West Sussex, May 2019

			Entering the world is easy. Other people do all the work: a mother with a cry, a midwife with forceps, a surgeon with a scalpel; it is the leaving of it that is hard: the bitter bite of poison, the breathless leap from a clifftop, the point-blank blast of a handgun – if you know where to get one, and I most certainly do – or a high-speed crash without a seat belt. I’ve weighed them all and found them all equally repulsive. When you have steeled yourself to carry out the deed it is not the pain, though one should take that into consideration, but the indignity and inconvenience to others that rankles. I was never one to make a scene.

			A fresh breeze had sprung up and made the new green leaves of the elm tree outside my bedroom window shimmer in the sunlight. It brought promise of warmer weather and bluer skies, a hope, for some, of a new love and a new life. But not for me.

			I slipped my final letter into my faded escritoire. It was unsealed and not addressed to anyone in particular. Somebody would find it, read it and deliver it to the relevant authorities. If they chose to pass it on to my middle-aged children, well, it would be their first written communication from me in years, other than the odd Christmas card. I never sent birthday cards. The memory of carrying my twin boy and girl for nearly nine months and their subsequent birth was unwelcome, for good reason. This had led to resentment. On both sides.

			

			I forced my way through a thicket of brambles and nettles to reach the river. The last time I had scouted the area they had not been so dense. Old habits die hard: check the lay of the land, observe the angle of the sun, ensure you are not being watched. 

			Brambles slashed my bare legs. I tore myself from their grip and ploughed onwards. I slipped and slid down the muddy bank, landing hard on my bony backside. My bunioned feet in open sandals struck the water. It was colder than anticipated, even for May. I had endured far worse. All I had to do was take a few steps into deeper water. The stones weighing heavily in my pockets would do the rest. 

			At my first step the water rose to my waist. My skirt trapped air and ballooned around me. A ridiculous sight, but there was nobody to see me. In any case I did not care. I glanced up river to my right, then left, then right again, the way I had been taught as a child to cross the road. There would be no lorry bearing down to crush me here. But what about a family out in a pleasure cruiser, or a couple enjoying a romantic punt? I could not afford to risk rescue. I took another step forward and prepared for the water’s cold numbness to wash over me.

			A flash of black and white caught my eye: something caught in the reeds upstream. As I watched, it worked itself free and drifted towards me. It caught in my skirt and, in that moment, I saw it for what it was: a baby’s car seat with a handle and, strapped into it, a sleeping baby. The seat was sinking. As it passed I reached out and grabbed the handle. Its weight almost pulled me over. I had not expected so much resistance. 

			

			I kept the baby’s seat raised as I waded back to the riverbank. The stones in my pockets nearly had me over more than once. I scrambled up the bank and grazed my knee on a sharp flint. I lowered the seat between tall tussocks of grass and dropped to the ground. I checked my knee. Blood flowed freely down my shin, but when you’ve witnessed your lifeblood gushing from a bullet wound onto cold snow you know when you’ve got nothing to worry about. 

			I am more than seventy years old – I won’t tell you exactly how much more, there are limits to what a woman is willing to disclose. I can still walk a brisk few miles across country and keep pace with people half my age. But the exertion involved in holding the baby in its sodden car seat above the fast-flowing current and getting us both safely back to dry land had knocked the stuffing out of me. 

			I lay flat on my back for a full minute, counting off the seconds, catching my breath and wondering where the baby had come from, where its parents were, and why it wasn’t crying. 

			In my experience, babies spent most of their young lives wailing, puking or soiling their nappies. I rolled over and peered into the seat. The baby’s eyes were shut, but it breathed. I woke it. That is, I gave it a prod. Its eyes opened. Blue, unfocussed eyes, pupils dilated. They closed again. The child had been drugged.

			What kind of person would drug a child? An addict, breastfeeding while high on heroin? Questions swirled around my brain. I undid the straps that held it tight and felt soft, full flesh. The child was well fed, healthy. How had it come to be in the river? Why was nobody out looking for it? 

			A breeze blew up. I hugged the ground to absorb what remained of its warmth as I puzzled what to do next. Then I saw him: a man, striding swiftly along the path on the far side of the river. He was pretending he was simply out for a stroll, but his darting eyes revealed that he was searching for something, in all likelihood a missing baby. His lack of distress bothered me. That, and the meanness of his slack mouth as he chewed his gum. 

			

			At that moment he glanced in my direction. A non-professional might have ducked down, but I had had too much experience in the field. Any sudden movement would be noticed. When you’ve stalked human prey, as I have, you know these things. I simply narrowed my eyes to cut down their reflection and swayed ever so slightly with the grasses. With luck he wouldn’t have glimpsed my wisps of grey hair. A cloud came over and he turned away. He headed back the way he had come, whistling ‘The Miller of Dee’ with studied casualness as if he was off for a couple of drinks in the local pub before lunch.

			I waited a few minutes. The nearest crossing was more than two miles away, so there was no risk of his coming up behind me. If he had seen me he would return, threading his way back through the trees lining the path. A pair of kingfishers nested there. He could not avoid disturbing them. When I was sure he had gone for good I took hold of the baby seat by its handle, hauled it through the brambles and strode home. In all this time, the baby had made no sound at all.
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			It was a different matter when we got back to the house. The moment I shut the back door the baby opened its eyes, took one look at me and howled. Well I wasn’t surprised. I can look a fright at the best of times. After plunging into the river and dragging myself backwards through the brambles – which is how the nuns described my appearance when they caught me scurrying down late for breakfast – my grey hair stuck out like a Halloween witch’s wig. 

			It was a long time since I had had to deal with a baby. My own had been sorely neglected. Not through any fault of mine, I liked to remind myself, but because of the demands of my work. I was often away for much longer than I would have liked; but in my day children were considered tougher, more resilient and were expected to take care of themselves at a far younger age.

			I cleared the kitchen table of the box files and envelopes which I had prepared in a neat and orderly fashion. They summed up the last years of my retirement: bank statements in one, utility bills (all paid) in another, passwords to some – but not all – of my electronic devices (those containing evidence and details of my past career had been buried in a box deep in my garden, along with my MBE medal for special services). The final envelope contained my last will and testament, together with a short list of wishes which my children would almost certainly ignore.

			

			I sat in my sodden clothes and made a list while the baby screamed. I was fortunate that my nearest neighbours were elderly and deaf, and inclined to mind their own business. In any case the walls of my house were so thick that few sounds could penetrate. Besides, the houses either side of mine are second homes. They are occupied less than six weeks a year and I hardly ever see the owners. 

			My list was short: milk, feeding bottle, nappies, baby wipes. That was as far as I got. Baby wipes were not available in the 1970s when my children were born, but they are in the news every day as a major cause of blocked drains. I considered adding some sort of sedative to my list, before deciding that such a thought was uncharitable.

			Why did I not simply call the police and report that I had rescued a baby from drowning? That had been my first instinct, but when I thought back to the man on the riverbank, searching with such little diligence for the baby, I felt that he, or whoever had sent him searching, did not deserve to have this child back. Not until I had done some research. I was going to have to find it a safe home and, until I had done that, I was perfectly capable of providing one myself. There was another reason, of course: the publicity. I knew how this might develop and I could imagine the increasingly hysterical headlines: ‘Granny Saves Baby’ could so easily morph into ‘Recluse Snatches Tot’ or worse – and this wasn’t out of the range of possibilities – ‘Old Witch Lures Innocent Babe into Gingerbread Cottage for Satanic Ritual’. The last would be once the press had talked to my neighbours. I keep to myself, but I’ve heard the rumours they spread about me. Water off a duck’s back, in normal circumstances, but when the gossip goes nationwide, one can get a lot of unwanted attention. 

			

			Mind you, it wouldn’t be the first time I would hear my house described as gingerbread. It was one of a row of five detached labourer’s cottages in Sussex Georgian vernacular. The front is of blue-grey knapped flint set in yellowing mortar in a ‘snail-creep’ pattern. Brick quoins support the corners, with jutting hand grips running all the way up to the roof, while ancient oak beams (from an earlier construction) create a frame for the flint and broken brick, or ‘bungaroosh’, as they call it in this part of Sussex. From across the street the chunks of brick look like large pieces of orange peel and the sprinkles of dark flint resemble currants, all set in a marzipan mortar. No, reporting myself to the police was out of the question.

			I warmed a little milk in a pan and scoured the pantry until I found what I was looking for. A small bottle with a yellowed teat. I had helped an old friend with lambing on his farm a few years back, and somehow this bottle had remained with me. It was dirty and the teat had stiffened and cracked with age, but I soaked it, then poured boiling water into the bottle and gave it a good scrub. A few minutes later the child was sucking contentedly at the teat. If it caught anything and died, at least it would have died content.

			It was a girl. I had checked of course, though there was something about its soft skin and ready smile that had already given it away. It was a pretty girl at that. Bright blue eyes, not so harsh or piercing as mine, and lips like little rosebuds. She gurgled merrily as she drank the warm milk. When she had had enough I hid her in the larder, still strapped into her seat, and locked the door.

			I changed out of my wet clothes, took a hot shower to get my circulation going, and put on a pair of corduroy trousers. I needed something to cover up the bramble scratches. The trousers had been meant as a present for Dennis, but I never had the chance to give them to him. I had had them shortened by a couple of inches and taken in at the waist, so they fitted well enough. 

			

			I drive a 1982 Volvo. It was only three years old when I got it, so I’ve had it a long time. It is solid and reliable and though it’s got more than 100,000 miles on the clock, it still does the job. I drove out of the village and took the bypass as I headed for the largest town, a good twenty-five minutes away. Of course, I could have got all the items I needed at the village corner shop, but that would have attracted attention. 

			I parked at the out-of-town Sainsbury’s, positioning my car up against the large sign advertising their two-hour free parking policy which masked me from the supermarket’s CCTV cameras. I headed in and made for the pharmacy. But when I got inside I saw that they had remodelled the layout and the pharmacy, which had been tucked away in a darkish corner, was now in the heart of the building and of a brightness that Gabriel and all his Angels would have found garish. 

			My hopes of a quick ‘pop in and out’ dashed, I found it took longer than I had imagined to find the items on my list, and I had to resort to asking a young lady assistant for help. 

			‘Disposable?’ she asked. I had no idea what she was talking about. I looked at her blankly. 

			‘Disposable nappies,’ she said loudly, as if I were deaf, or stupid. ‘Single. Use. Only.’

			I hadn’t heard of these. After my time I suppose, not that I ever spent a great deal of my day changing my children’s nappies. ‘Don’t you have the other sort, the ones you wash?’

			

			She looked me up and down. ‘Yes, we do,’ and pointed out a small and neglected pile on the bottom shelf. ‘But most customers haven’t got all day to spend washing them out.’ 

			‘I can assure you that I do not have all day available either,’ I replied. ‘I shall take five packs of disposables.’

			‘Age?’

			‘What’s my age got to do with it?’

			‘The – age – of – the – baby,’ she explained in a patronising tone. ‘One year old? Two year toddler?’

			‘My grandson is one year old,’ I answered, more positively than I felt. I could have been out by a few months either way. But I was pleased with my quick-witted change of its sex. 

			‘Okay, anything else?’ 

			I reeled off my list and let her find the items for me. I followed her to the till and she rang up my purchases.

			‘Two hundred and fifty nappies,’ she said. I had not realised that each pack contained fifty. I had not intended to keep the baby more than a day or two before deciding what to do with it. 

			‘Do you have a loyalty card?’

			‘No, I don’t.’ I did, of course, but I had no wish to leave a record of my presence or my purchases.

			‘That’s a total of £87.13. Pop your card in the machine.’

			I resisted the urge to pull out my debit card and instead held out two £50 notes. The girl sighed. It took her three attempts to count out the correct change and even then she was twenty pence short. I was happy to forgo it. If I made a fuss she would remember me. 

			‘Disappear into the crowd, don’t stand out’. That’s what we were taught. 

			As I headed out I lowered my head and let a shock of grey hair fall over my face. I was wearing a faded lilac anorak that I only used for gardening and would ditch before I got home. As I passed the main bank of security cameras I sped up a little. If they ever checked, they would only have three or four frames to work from, and my face was completely obscured.

			

			I was thinking ‘they’, but who were they? Figments in my tousled head? No, not with a missing baby involved. At some stage people might be checking CCTV cameras and so I followed my training. I drove out of the car park and headed north along a minor road, away from home. About five miles out of town I glanced in my rear-view mirror to check that nobody was following then suddenly swung off onto a farmer’s track that led through a hundred metres of private woodland and out onto the A road. I followed it south, wrapped a scarf tight around my head to cover my hair and was back home in half an hour.

			As I entered the village I had to slow down – there’s a cattle grid set to rattle the frame of even the best-sprung motor. I noticed two strangers coming out of the newsagents. One was opening a packet of cigarettes, which he offered to the other. The one with the cigarettes was my friend from the riverbank. I fixed his features in my mind. He was dark-haired, with a low brow, a broken nose skewed sideways and a weak chin. His prominent teeth gave an uneven aspect to his mouth as he took one of his own cigarettes and flicked it in. There was nothing clearly defined about his face – he seemed devoid of cheekbones. Either that or they had been rearranged for him by some larger opponent. I felt I should give him a name. I settled on ‘Igor’.

			His companion, who refused the cigarette, possessed better defined features: a broad brow, intelligent brown eyes, a fine patrician nose over full lips and a heavy chin, which doubled as he lowered his head. His thick hair was sandy and he wore a Loden coat. I have always loathed those things: green shapeless sacks at the best of times. God knows I haven’t worn stylish clothes for more than twenty years, but anyone who thinks he looks good in Loden is labouring under a sad misapprehension. Unconscious of my disapproval, the man held himself straight and proud, as if he were being photographed for some magazine cover. I named him ‘Fashion-Plate’.

			

			These descriptions, based on their appearances, were what Dennis would call ‘prep-school’ nicknames. Easy to remember and, more importantly, not immediately recognised by those who earned them. 

			I carried on at a slow pace – there’s a 20 miles-an-hour limit in the village – and as I glanced in the wing mirror I saw Igor staring intently at me and my car. I knew that look. He was memorising the number plate. I was relieved I was wearing a scarf that covered my mop of hair. I could not guarantee he had not spotted me in the tall grass. If, as I suspected, he was a professional, he might easily have done so and given nothing away. Instead he turned to study the occupant of a car being driven in the opposite direction: Phyllis Price, a nosey old busybody about my age and with similar grey hair, though hers was coiffed weekly at Chez Doris, the little hairdressers at the far end of the village. How Doris makes a living in such an out-of-the-way place is a mystery. It’s probably a front for money-laundering, though a lot of ladies come in from all over the county to have her ‘do’ them, so she must be getting something right.

			I carried on along the road, going way past my house, then checked in the rear-view mirror. There was no sign of either Igor or Fashion-Plate. I took a left, then turned into the track that ran around the back of the cottages. I parked on the gravel stand and carried my purchases in through the back door.

			

			I found the baby just as I had left her, asleep. To my shock I realised that the baby seat was damp from its immersion in the river and the baby was quite cold. Water must have soaked up from the base. I boiled the electric kettle and half-filled a hot-water bottle. I topped it up with lukewarm water from a tap. I laid it on the kitchen table and covered it with a towel. 

			I unstrapped the baby and laid her on the warm towel. She woke drowsily and gurgled happily as I changed her nappy, wiped her down and wrapped her in a new disposable one. It was easier than I had expected. I had bought several items of baby food, some of which could be served straight from their jars and others which had to be mixed with water or milk. I tested a few sample batches and was gratified that the baby took to them all without complaint. This was the most delightful child I had ever encountered and, now that I felt we were safe, I was able to take the time to study her.

			At a rough estimate she was around nine to eleven months old. Up until then I had thought she might be younger, because she was so small, but now that I looked into her bright eyes and felt her grasping hands, I saw she was older than I had imagined and more alert. I don’t think I had ever seen such a beautiful child. If she had been drugged, as I suspected she had, the effects had now worn off and her true, cheerful nature surfaced. I decided that I could not keep calling her The Baby, even in my own mind, and decided on a name for her: ‘Alice’.

			She soon fell asleep again and I realised I had made one major omission in my purchases. I needed a cot for her to sleep in. I placed the baby seat on a radiator for it to dry out overnight. Then I went down the concrete steps to the cellar, unlocked the heavy oak door, and brought up a large wicker trug which I used for flower cuttings from the garden. I lined it with a soft blanket then took it up to the spare bedroom. I placed Alice gently inside it, the full bottle within easy reach, and switched off the light. I could honestly say I had never known such a peaceful baby.

			

			I felt differently at two in the morning. Alice had been crying for half an hour and I was worried the neighbours might finally hear her. Her cheeks were flushed and she was drooling. She was teething and I had nothing to ease her discomfort. I never take analgesics and have none of the usual paraphernalia in my bathroom cupboard: no aspirins, no paracetamol and no codeine. If I feel pain I treat it with contempt until it goes away. For a while I was at a loss what to do. Little Alice needed something to chew on. Then I had an idea.

			I went into the garden with a sharp pair of secateurs. A brook runs through the rear gardens of the cottages and a young willow grows there. I cut three whip-like branches where I had pollarded the tree a couple of years ago. One branch was considerably thicker than the other two. I cut these into short lengths – around nine inches each – and headed back into the house. As I walked I heard a scream and a dull thump. We are forever plagued by foxes mating and knocking over rubbish bins and I thought no more of it at the time.

			Willow bark contains the source of salicin, the natural analgesic used in aspirin. I held three cuttings out to Alice. She grasped the thickest one, rammed it into her mouth and started chewing. It was too big for her to swallow and in a few minutes she had relaxed. I went to bed and slept soundly.

			

			At three in the morning I was suddenly awake, convinced that I had been stupidly reckless and that Alice had choked on her twig. I found her fast asleep with the willow cutting beside her. I had been worried over nothing. Just to be sure I removed it from her reach and returned to bed. It took me forever to get off to sleep. 

		

	
		
			

			3

			When I awoke I gave Alice a second willow twig and ran the shower. It takes a couple of minutes for the water to warm up. In that time I boiled the kettle and opened a fresh jar of baby food. While I was feeding Alice I heard a police siren approach. For a second my heart jumped but the siren passed. I relaxed. Nobody knew I had Alice and I intended to keep it that way.

			I showered, dressed and then changed Alice’s nappy. By now I had got the hang of doing it in under a minute. I gave her some warm milk and left her to her own devices as I went down to the corner shop. It’s supposed to open at eight, but as it sells papers and the Indian owner, Bas, has to be there to receive delivery, he’s often open before 7.30.

			There were more people hanging around in the street than usual for that time of day. They were in groups of two or three, all deep in gossip. I was not a member of their cliques and seldom spoke to any of them. As I passed one trio a woman whom I only knew by sight turned to me and asked, loudly, ‘Have you heard?’ Before I could answer, her male companion had hauled her back. ‘She’ll have heard about it soon enough,’ he grunted, and all three turned away from me.

			I carried on to the corner shop. Beyond it, as the village high street ran out and just before the cattle grid, I saw a police car parked on the verge, its blue light flashing, and another car and a police van parked up on the other side of the road. I entered the shop, collected more milk, organic carrots, onions, four courgettes and a copy of The Times and went over to the till. A man buying milk and newspapers had paid and gone out, leaving me alone with Bas.

			

			‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

			Bas is particular about those to whom he speaks. Some he can’t wait to see leave his shop, others he likes to joke with, recount anecdotes, or discuss politics. I am among the latter. He seems to appreciate me because we both have degrees. Mine, in Greats, is from Oxford, and I also have a Masters and a PhD in Economics from Cambridge. Bas is Gujarati and his degrees are in Pharmacology and Mathematics. Unfortunately for him they are from an Indian university and count for nothing in the UK, which is why he has to stand behind his counter all day long, even when he’s eating, hoping to earn enough to keep his two children at university at Cambridge and Bristol.

			He came out from behind his counter and locked the door before approaching me with a whisper.

			‘Someone found a body in the road this morning. A car accident they think.’ He corrected himself. ‘They thought. Now they’re not so sure.’

			‘Is it someone from the village?’

			‘Mrs Price. A bit racist, but a prompt payer. Not like people who demand credit all the time.’

			My heart was racing, but I gave nothing away. ‘When was this?’

			‘Sometime late in the night. Milkman found her, phoned the police.’

			

			‘So what happened to her, exactly?’ I managed to keep my voice even.

			‘Someone tried to make it look like a hit-and-run, but they say the fingernails on her right hand were torn out. The whole house is a mess, a disaster. She was rich, so maybe she kept money or jewellery there.’

			Or maybe Igor and Fashion-Plate went too far. 

			‘How dreadful.’

			I was rooted to the spot, a rictus smile freezing the muscles of my face, but my instincts were to get out of the village fast.

			When I got home I strapped Alice into the back seat of the car. I felt a great sense of gratitude that she had come pre-wrapped in the baby seat, which was now fully dry. I had fed and watered her and changed her nappy one more time – what is it about children that they have to soil their nappies the moment you’ve changed them? I had also packed a small case of things she might need, such as fresh nappies and wipes. I had given her another feed of warm milk which got her off to sleep. Before I slid into the front seat I gently draped a square Hermès scarf to hide her and rammed a heavy-duty bin liner filled with bubble-wrap and crumpled newspapers between her and the dashboard. She still had plenty of air. If anyone saw me, they would think I was heading off to the rubbish dump. If they reported me for fly-tipping, so what. I put on a pair of rubber wellington boots. They would make driving a little difficult, but I would need them soon enough.

			I drove out west, took the bypass and headed onto the A road travelling north before turning east. I had briefly considered going through the woods, but I could imagine someone waiting there in the lay-by, faking a breakdown and waiting for a little old lady with a baby to drive past. Why make it easy for them?

			

			I removed the scarf from Alice without waking her and checked the rear-view mirror as often as I could, but there appeared to be nobody following. As I approached Forest Row I took a sharp right which led me through Ashdown Forest. Two miles later I took another sharp right and this led me onto what was no more than a track. It stopped dead at a shallow stream. I reversed, turned the car around and drove back the way I had come for about ten yards. Then I reversed into the stream and turned the wheel, backing into the water so that I ended up facing upstream.

			I drove along the stream’s gravel bed for fifty feet or so and stopped. I put on the hand brake, got out and waded back to where the car had left the track. I scrubbed out the tyre marks with my heel and redistributed the gravel. Anyone following me would conclude that I had come to a dead end at the stream, turned around and retraced my journey. 

			As I strode back to the car water splashed up into my boots. I had no time to empty them. I got in and drove on another twenty yards to where the bank consisted of impacted gravel and led to another track. I turned onto it gently, so that I would leave few marks, then continued along my way, joining a B road a few hundred yards further on. Fifteen minutes later I turned off the road and carried on along a driveway, well concealed by overgrown laurels, and stopped outside an early Victorian vicarage.

			As I got out of the car the front door opened and Ambrose Flynn came out to greet me. He still had that awkward boyish way of walking, leaning forward with his hands clasped behind his back, even now in his late seventies.

			‘Felicity, my dear.’ (This was the name by which he had known me all through our professional lives together.) ‘I had a feeling I was due a visit. It’s been far too long.’

			

			‘Can’t stop, Ambrose, I’m on a mission.’

			‘A mission? Intriguing.’ He scratched his nose. ‘I thought you retired a year after I did.’

			I gave him a look. ‘Come off it, Ambrose. They may have retired me, but they still call on you whenever they’re in a fix.’

			Ambrose deftly changed the subject. ‘What may I offer you? Amontillado?’ 

			‘I need your help.’

			‘I don’t know that I’m much good at helping anybody these days.’

			‘How are your parenting skills?’

			‘Non-existent.’

			‘Well, you’ll have to do.’ I unbuckled Alice and handed her, still strapped in her carrier, over to him.

			‘What am I supposed to do with this?’

			‘Feed her regularly and change her nappies whenever she needs it.’ We were now inside the house. I shut the door behind us.

			‘I have never changed a nappy in my life.’

			‘Then it’s about time you learnt.’ I unbuckled Alice, who gurgled happily. I laid her out on his desk and pushed aside Ambrose’s papers.

			‘Careful, some of that is highly… highly…’

			‘Yes, I’m sure it is. Now undo the nappy and give her a wipe. It’s easy. I taught myself yesterday and it barely took five minutes.’

			Ambrose hesitated a moment, shifted his feet sheepishly then leant forward and pulled open the nappy.

			‘Oh dear,’ he groaned. ‘It’s a long time since I’ve seen a young lady in the altogether, and she was a great deal more grown-up than this one.’

			

			‘You’ll get used to it. I’ll be back this evening. You’ll find instructions on her care in here,’ and I thrust an envelope into his hands and left the small case I had packed for Alice.

			‘I look forward to getting acquainted with the young lady,’ he sighed. ‘Am I permitted to know whose she is?’

			‘All will be revealed,’ I said and walked back to the car.

			I got back onto the A22, briefly joined the M25 and turned off towards Epsom. I joined the A3 and eventually took a right turn past Roehampton to Putney, passing the tree where Marc Bolan crashed the night he died. A bit of a deviation, admittedly, but the slower road past Barnes Common made it easier to spot a pursuer. There wasn’t one. 

			Humming those bits of T-Rex’s greatest hits that I could still remember, I made it to Westminster in twenty-five minutes flat and drove up to the Ministry of Defence parking lot. There was a uniformed guard on the gate.

			‘I’m sorry, madam, this parking’s not for members of the public.’

			I held up the high-level security pass I had removed from Ambrose’s desk while he had been busy changing Alice’s nappy.

			‘Ah, I’m sorry, ma’am,’ the man said. He pressed a button, the barrier rose and I drove down into the bowels of the building.

			Once I’d found a space to park I headed for the lift and held Ambrose’s pass to the lift scanner. The door opened, I stepped inside and pressed the button for the third floor. When it opened I knew exactly where to go. I turned right and marched down the corridor until I reached the door marked Permanent Secretary. I knocked once, entered and found myself in an outer office manned by a startled young woman seated behind a desk. 

			

			‘Can I help you?’

			‘I’m here to see the Permanent Under Secretary of State for Defence.’

			‘I’m afraid he’s busy at the moment.’ She had reached under her desk. For a gun? More likely an alarm to summon help to deal with this mad woman in muddy wellington boots.

			‘I want to see him now,’ I said, firmly. I stepped around her desk. She stood to block me.

			‘He does not see anyone without an appointment.’ 

			I pushed straight past her.

			‘He’ll bloody well see me. I’m his fucking mother.’ 
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			‘Well, that was fun,’ Bernard said in that supercilious, sarcastic way of his which meant that it was anything but fun, for him at least. It was the tone he favoured at Christmas – when we usually met for less than half an hour. He always had family or matters of state to attend to. 

			He had calmed the situation and sent away the two armed Ministry of Defence policemen and the three naval officers who had swooped in to arrest me. ‘Next time you want to get yourself shot, let me know in advance and I’ll happily do it myself.’ He shuffled through some papers on his desk, as if putting the whole episode to bed. ‘Would you like tea? I can only give you a few minutes. I have an appointment with the PM in half an hour.’

			‘Then I shall speak fast, so listen and take notes, though you probably won’t need them.’ Bernard, like me, had an excellent memory and even as a child would recite entire school debates from memory. No surprise that he had few friends.

			I told him about finding Alice, the two strangers – Igor and Fashion-Plate – and the murder of Phyllis Price. It all came out as one long, rushed sentence and he stayed silent, his elbows on his desk, his fingers pressed together, until I finished, a little breathless.

			

			‘I shall have to get back to you on this,’ he said. Then, realising he was talking to me, his mother, and not some MP or journalist, added, ‘I shall make enquiries, starting with Scotland Yard.’

			‘If somebody is out there murdering old ladies I should have thought speed was of the essence.’

			Bernard stifled a sigh and picked up his phone. ‘Mary, get me Sir Harold Ellice, will you please? Yes, I’ll hold.’

			Harold Ellice had been Chief Police Commissioner for the past two years. A government appointee, he and Bernard were not on the best of terms following a recent police cock-up relating to the early release of terrorists. I was impressed Bernard had obliged me by calling the Commissioner and even more so when his call was answered.

			‘Harold? Bernard here. I wonder if you know anything about the death of an old lady in—’ he turned to me. I was not thrilled by the idea of telling him where I was living, not that he would ever bother to visit.

			‘West Sussex,’ I said, and gave him the name of our village.

			He repeated the name and waited a moment. ‘Today I believe, that’s right, isn’t it?’ These last words were addressed to me.

			‘Around two in the morning,’ I answered, ‘the local police are investigating.’ I was fidgeting. The water in my wellingtons was making my toes itch. 

			Bernard repeated the information and waited. ‘I see, thank you.’ He replaced the handset and glanced up at me. ‘A simple case of hit-and-run.’

			‘That’s not what I believe.’

			‘The Sussex police have investigated all leads and there will, of course, be a coroner’s inquiry. Open to all.’ He gave me a tight smile. ‘Now I really must go. I have a white paper revision to present.’

			

			‘To the Prime Minister?’ He had already told me so, but it gave him a chance to preen.

			He straightened up, unable to conceal his self-importance. ‘Yes, the Prime Minister.’ Then, to get rid of me, ‘Must get on.’

			‘I’m sure you must.’ I cannot resist having the last word.

			He showed me to the door, where the two Ministry of Defence policemen were waiting.

			‘Please escort my mother out.’

			They marched either side of me all the way to the lift and followed me inside. One of them pressed a button for the ground floor. I pressed the button for the garage.

			‘How did you get in the car park, love?’ he asked.

			‘Gate was unattended,’ I answered with a shrug. They looked at each other, not believing me for a moment, but decided not to take the matter further.
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			I drove back the way I had come – such a nuisance that Hammersmith Bridge was still closed – and headed back to Forest Row. The sun was high in the sky and the light bounced off the fresh blossoms of wild apple and hawthorn. Ponds and lakes flashed their brightness through the trees to raise my spirits. I might have felt that all was well with the world, but I knew it was not. Something bothered me: not the nearly drowned child, nor the murder of the old lady, but something else. Thirty years ago I might have found the answer immediately. But now, pushing into my mid seventies, it was a different matter. My senses were jaded, dulled by lack of use. It was time to sharpen up.

			It was only 3 o’clock when I got back, but Ambrose was already at his wits’ end. Alice had not stopped crying since her lunch, which he had taken it upon himself to give her at 11 o’clock in the hope of quietening her down. He had fed her again at 1 o’clock and then again at 2.15, which was more often than instructed. Alice had eaten everything he had given her, and had drunk her warmed milk, which he had prepared at exact body temperature, 37 degrees Celsius, as per my orders. She had then projectile vomited the lot straight into his face. By the time I arrived he had cleaned up the worst of the mess and was sitting in a chair facing the child with a look of despair on his face.

			

			‘Never again, I’m never doing this again, you understand?’

			I glanced over at his hob. It was covered in dried puddles of congealed milk. I wondered how many times he had let the milk boil over while trying to get the temperature exact. Typical Ambrose, taking everything literally. The encrusted milk would be hard to shift.

			‘Of course, Ambrose. Goes without saying.’ I picked up Alice who stopped crying immediately and began gurgling happily in my arms. ‘Have you got any milk left?’

			‘Here,’ snapped Ambrose, holding out the bottle at arm’s length. ‘And I’ll have my security pass back, if you’ve finished with it.’

			‘You don’t miss a thing, do you?’ 

			‘I should hope not. Did it get you what you wanted?’

			‘I got to see Bernard, if that’s what you mean. He was no help.’

			Ambrose softened. ‘Do you want to tell me what this is all about?’

			I went over what I knew so far and Ambrose listened with his eyes closed and his fingertips touching, much as Bernard had done. He asked two questions. Were there any other witnesses to Phyllis Price’s death? He meant apart from my hearing the late-night scream and the dull thump. It was perfectly possible, he pointed out, for someone to be dragged along the road in a hit-and-run and to get their nails ripped out as they tried to save themselves. And was I sure Bernard had been speaking to Sir Harold?

			‘Are you suggesting that Bernard was lying to me?’ I asked.

			‘Sons lie to their mothers all the time. That’s what sons do. Why should Bernard be any different?’

			I had no answer for that. Bernard had always excelled at deception and manipulation, which I supposed was what had earned him his position. But a child is the product of its parents, and I couldn’t blame him if his genetically inherited abilities came to the fore.

			

			Ambrose was right to plant the question in my head. True, I hadn’t heard the voice at the other end of the phone, but I did believe Bernard had been speaking to Sir Harold: I had caught him in plenty of lies as a child and, unless I’d lost my skills completely, I was certain that on this occasion he was telling me the truth. What convinced me was the stiffness he had adopted during the call. As I said before, he and Harold Ellice disliked each other profoundly. Even Bernard would not have been able to conceal his loathing completely.

			‘I can help you, of course.’ Ambrose still had a stain of curdled milk on his shirt, but this was not the moment to point it out. ‘But I shall need more. I suggest you go home and furnish me with whatever further information you can glean. If you get into trouble, let me know, any time of day or night. You could be in danger.’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘I rather suspect you’re enjoying this. My advice is: play safe.’

			He was glad to see the back of us. He waved through the window as we left, but he did not come to the door. It was basic operational practice. If I had been followed he would have been foolish to allow himself to be seen.
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			I took a simpler route back home. To be prudent, I approached the village after 5.30, when the tea rooms and bric-a-brac shops would be closed. I laid the silk scarf over Alice, skirted round the village and took the lane running along the back of the houses. There is a World War Two concrete pillbox that stands near the edge of the paddock. It was built for a machine gun and a couple of snipers to repel German invaders in the war, but never saw use. It was erected by public subscription. Even back then the locals considered their homes to be exceptionally desirable. 

			As I passed the pillbox I caught a glimpse of movement and slowed down. I saw nothing more, but I was on edge. I put the car out of gear, cruised to a silent stop and turned off the engine. I waited a while and finally a head peered out from behind the pillbox. The head belonged to Jamie Cullen, a fifteen-year-old who had built himself a reputation as a bit of a tearaway. He had been brought up on the small council estate at the far end of the village. When he was younger I used to give him a few pounds for mowing the lawn and doing odd jobs around the garden. Then one day I caught him stealing from my purse. I came up behind him and put him in a half-nelson lock, forcing his arm up hard and painfully behind his back.

			

			‘Take whatever you want,’ I told him. ‘Go on. There’s more than a hundred pounds in there. Take it all. But if you do, don’t ever come back here again.’

			‘You’re hurting me!’ he bleated.

			‘Or you can put it all back except twenty pounds. That’s ten pounds for the work you’ve done today and ten on account. You can come back next week and earn your money honestly. It’s the same to me either way. I won’t tell anybody. You’ll only have your own conscience to consider.’

			He tried to struggle free but he couldn’t break my grip.

			‘Well, which is it to be?’

			He let go of the money, scattering notes over my kitchen tiles.

			‘You can keep your money! I’m out of here, you old bag!’ He made another attempt to escape, but I held him tight: something I had learnt to do at boarding school, and which had proved more useful in my later career.

			‘I’m letting you go now. Stand there, don’t move.’ I relaxed my grip and as I took a step back he shrugged me off angrily, his pride hurt. I watched him carefully. He was large enough to do me an injury if he wished.

			‘Why don’t you go and sit in the garden and I’ll bring you a beer. You like beer, don’t you?’

			He looked at me in surprise. I don’t suppose any employer had ever offered the poor lad a beer before.

			‘Any preference?’  

			He hesitated a moment, struggling to name a brand. ‘Nah.’ 

			‘Go on, you’ve worked hard. You deserve it.’

			He gathered up the bank notes, placed them back on the table and, unsure whether I really meant what I said, stepped out into my garden. I brought him out a Carlsberg I had cooling in the fridge. I offered him a glass, but he popped the tab and drank from the can. 

			

			‘I think I’ll join you.’ I went back into the house and emerged with another can which I also popped open and drank from the top.

			‘Hits the spot,’ I said. Jamie nodded in agreement. We sat there in silence. Neither of us looked the other in the eye. He needed a few minutes to calm his injured pride. 

			At last Jamie downed the remains of his lager and stood up. ‘You mean what you said? I can take ten pounds on account for next week?’

			‘The ten pounds I owe you and ten pounds for next week.’

			He went back into the house and returned carrying my purse. ‘I’ve taken the twenty pounds like you said. You can check.’

			‘No need. I’ll see you next week, Jamie.’

			He left my purse on the garden table and sloped off. Since then we’ve had an understanding, as if we have a shared secret between us, which, in a way, we have.

			*

			A moment after I saw Jamie’s head peer around the concrete pillbox another head appeared. It belonged to Beth Langdon, the daughter of the local landowner. Things seemed to be looking up for Jamie. Beth dropped a lit cigarette on the dry grass and ground it under her heel. Jamie, realising they had been spotted, stepped out and gave me a wave. I nodded back and drove on, parking up on the gravel stand. I waited until the youngsters had headed back into the village before unbuckling Alice and taking her into the house.

			

			I had just fed her in the kitchen when there was a knock on the back door. I moved round to the window to see who it was. At the same time the person moved to the window and peered in, their shadow darkening the room. My heart leapt. Alice was on the kitchen table in full view. But it was only Jamie. He gave me a shy smile. I opened the door to him, my body blocking his view of Alice.

			‘Jamie, how can I help you?’

			He shuffled a bit, and dropped his head shyly. ‘Well, it’s like… you saw me with Beth, right?’

			‘Beth Langdon? Is that who it was?’ I replied. I knew very well it was her.

			Jamie shuffled his feet. ‘You see, her dad doesn’t like her seeing me, since he’s… who he is, and I’m… well, you know where I come from…’ He flushed. ‘I was hoping you wouldn’t tell him, that’s all.’

			‘I don’t even know Robert Langdon, and your business is your business as far as I’m concerned.’ Alice let out a loud gurgle and Jamie peered around me.

			‘You got a baby! Can I see?’ He stepped past me and stood over Alice, chucking her under the chin and gurgling back at her.

			‘Reminds me of my little sister. Our Sally was just as cute at that age.’ A grin spread over his big-boned face. ‘Look at that little button nose.’ The change in his demeanour, usually sullen at best, was illuminating.

			‘I didn’t know you had a sister,’ I said, hoping to get him out of the house.

			‘Sis was lucky. She went to live with Mum. I had to stay with Dad.’

			‘Jamie,’ I said, ‘I have a favour to ask you.’

			‘Huh?’

			

			‘You asked me not to mention your relationship with Beth. I assure you that I wouldn’t anyway. But this little girl is the daughter of my niece Rachel who has left her abusive partner and is in fear of her life. That’s why I’ve taken little Alice in. But if her partner, Richard, gets to hear where she is, he may try to take her away. He’s a violent man.’



OEBPS/image/Image16671.png





OEBPS/image/9781835012444.jpg





OEBPS/image/ASTINGINHERTALETITLEPAGE.png
STING
«TALE

NO EXIT PRESS





