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			Surprise
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			Monday

			“Dreadful day,” observed James Cleveland, the UK’s 62nd Prime Minister. The two vertical lines on his forehead above and between his eyes were unusually deep, indication of a medium level of irritation. He was sitting in his chair in the cabinet room. He liked to work there in preference to his own office. He found it more prime ministerial, probably because his was the only chair with arms.

			“Are you referring to the weather or the news?” enquired Archie Kildare, Chief Adviser to the Prime Minister.

			

			Kildare was not a typical civil servant. Indeed, whether he was a civil servant at all remained an unresolved question. He had been recruited and appointed by the PM, circumventing all normal HR procedures, thus disconcerting the entire civil service. His reputation as a maverick did little to recommend him to the inevitably complacent top level of administrators. His substantial wealth acquired while working for five years in the City, combined with his sybaritic lifestyle, put the final touches to his image as a bête noire of a generally conservative establishment. That both he and Cleveland had studied at the same Oxford College (though not at the same time) and, according to the Daily Mail, were distantly related was for many in the chatterati the last straw.

			“I was referring to the weather,” Cleveland replied, frowning. “Why, is the news particularly dreadful?”

			“You mean apart from the unending fractious trade negotiations with the EU, the flare-up in the Middle East, the deterioration in our relations with China and the rumour that another pandemic is on its way?”

			“Yes, that’s what I mean,” Cleveland replied, a little testily.

			Archie Kildare grinned. “Well, there’s a spontaneous demonstration heading towards Number 10, even as we speak.”

			

			“What do you mean a ‘spontaneous’ demonstration? Any demonstration has to be cleared with the Met.”

			“Well this one hasn’t been,” Archie responded. “It’s an anomaly as demonstrations go, as indicated by the adjective ‘spontaneous’.”

			“How big is it? How many people?” Cleveland asked.

			“I’m told its about five thousand.”

			“What! Are you telling me that five thousand people have spontaneously gathered somewhere and decided to march on Number 10?” Cleveland was now both alarmed and angry. “What the hell do they want?”

			Archie Kildare abandoned his mildly jocular tone. Clearly the PM was not in the mood for levity. “We aren’t entirely sure,” he replied. “There’s the usual ragbag of semi-professional demonstrators but they’re in a minority. The majority don’t fit any of the usual demonstrator categories. There are well-dressed, middle-class individuals marching alongside manual workers and elderly hippies. A very odd mixture. They certainly don’t seem to be extremists of either the left or the right. As for what they want, it’s difficult to tell.”

			“You’re exceptionally ill-informed on what is clearly an unusual and possibly dangerous situation,” Cleveland rebuked his adviser. “Are they carrying any banners? Are they chanting any slogans? Banners and slogans might just give us a hint of their demands.”

			“Nothing like that,” Kildare explained. “They seem good-humoured. There’s no shouting. And certainly no anti-social behaviour. In any case, the police are on it. They’ll hold them at the entrance to Downing Street. We’ll find out more when the Head of the Met reports to you. She’s at the gates now. She’ll brief you as soon as her people have talked to the demonstrators.”

			James Cleveland grunted. “What’s happening in Palestine? Have the Israelis annexed any more land?”

			“No,” Kildare replied, relieved that the PM had changed the subject. “Apparently the allegations of corruption against the Israeli Prime Minister have thrown into doubt the survival of his coalition. He may not be in office by the end of the week.”

			“And the rumoured pandemic?”

			“It’s another virus originating in China,” said Kildare. “The Chinese government has banned wet markets, but the people are ignoring the ban. I ask you, what’s the point of having a ruthless, one-party totalitarian state if you can’t make people do what you want?”

			“Do we know the virus has come out of a wet market?”

			“No, we don’t have definitive proof of its origin. Yet again it seems to be a toss-up between a local wet market or a bat cave in Yunnan Province. As usual we have the benefit of China’s open book information policy, so getting to the truth is almost impossible.”

			“Really?” Cleveland decided his Chief Adviser was rather too chirpy. This was, after all, 9 a.m. on a Monday morning of what promised to be an exceedingly challenging and trying week. “Really?” he repeated. “You thought the last one escaped or had been released from the Wuhan Institute of Virology. As my adviser, you really shouldn’t speculate about the cause of such important matters as pandemics. You should be keeping me up to date with the facts so that I can take informed decisions. Let’s take the impending invasion of Downing Street as an example. If you could tell me who the hell they are and what the hell they want, I’d be in a much better position to decide what the hell to do about it. Do you see what I mean?”

			Kildare didn’t reply immediately. It was clear the PM had risen from his bed on the wrong side that morning.

			“As I said, PM, the demonstration appears to be entirely spontaneous,” Kildare offered defensively. “There were no reports of plans for a demo today, so it has taken everyone by surprise. Rest assured, you will be the first to hear the Commissioner’s report.”

			There was a buzz. Cleveland answered the phone. “Send her in,” he said.
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			The very model of a modern
police commissioner
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			Juliet Money was the quintessence of the new breed of police officer. While maintaining an essential core of steel in dealing with career criminals and terrorists, she was, truth to tell, more at home in emphasising the social causes of crime – that was, poverty and lack of education – both of which obviously lay outside the responsibility of the police.

			“Hello, Juliet,” said Cleveland, and then, without giving her a chance to sit down, added, “What the hell is going on?”

			“They want to talk to you,” she said.

			

			Cleveland was not a patient man. “They want to talk to me. Hmm! Now let me see. Let’s say I give each of the five thousand demonstrators ten minutes. That would be fifty thousand minutes, so I should be able to complete the task in about twenty weeks. Let’s say five months. Just to save a bit of time, I don’t suppose you have any idea what they want to talk about? And they don’t by any chance have a leader or a small group of leaders that I might talk to – that is, if there is any conceivable reason for me to talk to any of them at all in the first place?”

			“I have ordered them to disperse,” said Juliet. She had a conflicted relationship with Cleveland. She hadn’t made it to the top of the police force without a strength of character and a determination that could easily withstand Cleveland’s sarcasm. And his discourtesy irritated her. On the other hand, he was good at his job and knew how to get things done.

			Cleveland shook his head to indicate incredulity, the furrows in his brow deepening. “Then why are we having this discussion? If they have no demands and if they are dispersing, surely we are wasting our time.”

			“I didn’t say they have no demands PM. They want to speak to you. That is a demand, if you like. And I didn’t say they were dispersing. I said I had ordered them to disperse.”

			“Are you telling me that they’re not dispersing?” Cleveland asked in a tone implying that if she answered yes, an incisive critique of the Police Commissioner’s authority would follow.

			“They say they are waiting for someone,” Juliet replied, “before they disperse.”

			Cleveland’s eyes narrowed. “And who is it they are waiting for? An audience with me, or for someone else? Their leader, perhaps? An articulate spokesperson who has some really constructive ideas on how to run the country – or some rabble-rousing moron who’s managed to inspire a few thousand idiots to march in support of his eccentric, hare-brained and completely impractical cause?”

			“They are not waiting for an audience with you. When I said they want to talk to you, I meant that they want the one they are waiting for to talk to you on their behalf.”

			“So it’s probably the rabble-rousing moron,” Kildare suggested helpfully. “We certainly don’t want an articulate spokesperson with constructive ideas on how to run the country. That’s my job.”

			Cleveland ignored his Chief Adviser’s contribution. “Who is it? Who is it they are waiting for.”

			“I don’t know,” Money said, clearly embarrassed. “No one in the crowd can give me a name but they’re all agreed someone is coming and that person is going to talk to you.”

			“Well, it’s high time you disabused them of their conviction that I’m prepared to see any Tom, Dick or Harry just because he’s managed to persuade a mob to embark on an illegal march on Downing Street.”

			Juliet Money could see that Cleveland was angry. She knew what would come next. He would question her competence. He would probably say that while she was very good at explaining the causes of crime in terms of dozens of governmental failures to address social issues, when it came to fulfilling the primary function of the police, namely ensuring the law was obeyed and order was imposed, she was rather less effective. She’d heard it all before. And if necessary, she would listen to it again. But not in front of the supercilious, unelected tosser Kildare. So she took pre-emptive action.

			“With your approval, I will order armed police to issue a warning that if the crowd does not immediately disperse, I will authorise lethal action.”

			Kildare laughed. Smart move, he thought. Evidently, I’ve misjudged her. And not at all bad-looking either, in a blue-stocking sort of way. I’ve always had a leaning towards women in uniform. “Not even a couple of warning shots?” he enquired innocently.

			“I was rather hoping you would be able to deploy the natural authority that goes with your office,” Cleveland said coldly, “before mowing down dozens of peaceful, unarmed demonstrators.”

			“With respect, PM,” said Juliet Money, uncowed by Cleveland’s rebuke, “we govern with the consent of the people in this country. I have a simple choice when dealing with an incalcitrant mob – I can beg, or I can shoot.

			“I’m sure you can find a happy medium between the two extremes – perhaps exercising the authority that goes with your role as Police Commissioner,” Cleveland suggested, his patience, never thick to begin with, wearing very thin.

			“May I respectfully suggest,” Money said, undeterred, “you are forgetting the bloody-minded attitude embedded in the English character, the antagonistic response to any orders that can be construed as an infringement of what are conceived by the masses to be their inalienable personal rights.”

			“Juliet, just get it done,” said Cleveland. “Try arresting a few. If that doesn’t work, you have my permission, not that you need it, to bang a few heads. We’ll keep the armed police out of it for now.”

			“I will try, of course, PM,” said Money, “but when you take into account recent cuts in the police budget and the totally inadequate police establishment, we have to be careful. We don’t want to start a fight we can’t win.” Money intended to elaborate, providing statistics on the reduction in budgets and manpower of the previous decade, but James Cleveland interrupted.

			“Just get it done. Now.”
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			From Cleveland’s point of view, the cabinet meeting had gone well. Fred Tyler, the Foreign Secretary, and Andrew Purdy, the Home Secretary, were, as ever, jockeying for position. If they put as much effort into running their departments as they did into knocking chunks out of each other, then the country’s domestic and foreign affairs would be in much better shape.

			Trade negotiations with the EU were as fractious as ever. “Negotiating with Brussels is like swimming through porridge,” Tony Bulmer, the Minister for Trade, and a man much given to metaphors, had complained. “They could find a nit to pick on a bald head,” he had added.

			

			The Foreign Secretary had taken time out from his jousting with the Home Secretary to report that if Israel attempted to annex any more Palestinian territory, Iran was prepared to back an unprecedented wave of terrorist attacks on Israel. He added that there was some evidence that China would not be unhappy if the Middle East tore itself apart. It would further undermine the United States, which would have to support Israel at a time when it was desperately trying to disengage from the region, and it would take the pressure off China, whose record of abuses of human rights was becoming a serious obstacle to its ambitions to achieve pre-eminence on the world’s stage. “Then there’s the issue of water rights,” Tyler had added. “I predict that competition for water will prove to be a more contentious and intractable problem than the Arab/Israeli conflict.”

			“How did it go?” Kildare asked when Cleveland returned to his office. Although he was the PM’s Chief Adviser, he was not permitted to attend cabinet meetings.

			“As usual,” said Cleveland. “The Middle East situation is worrying. If there is a major conflict, apart from the human suffering, the oil price will go through the roof and the global economy will take a battering. But if you’re right about the Israeli PM going down for corruption, there might be a window of opportunity for diplomacy. According to Fred, we should be at least as worried about water. He reckons that’s even more likely to cause trouble in the region in future.”

			“In that event, we can count on Fred to pour oil on it,” Kildare quipped.

			“What’s happening with the mob?” Cleveland asked. “Has Juliet got rid of them?”

			“Not exactly,” Kildare replied. “The one they were waiting for has arrived, and she’s told them to go home.”

			“It’s a woman?” said Cleveland.

			“So it seems”

			“And has she been told to go home?” Cleveland asked. “Has she been told that she can’t just walk into Number 10 and demand an audience?”

			“Probably best if the Commissioner explains,” suggested Kildare. “She’s waiting for your call.”

			“Then get her in.”
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			Juliet Money entered the PM’s office and sat down.

			“I’m delighted to hear the crowd has been dispersed,” Cleveland began. “I understand the leader of the mob is a woman. Who is she, what does she want and what have you done with her?”

			Juliet seemed a little dazed. “She arrived on a horse,” she said.

			“She arrived on a horse?” Cleveland repeated.

			“Yes, she rode up Horse Guards Road on a magnificent white stallion, dismounted and marched up to the gates of Downing Street,” Juliet added.

			“And was arrested,” Cleveland suggested. “She was arrested?”

			“Not exactly,” said the Commissioner. “She ordered the crowd to disperse.”

			“I thought you ordered the crowd to disperse.”

			“I did,” said Juliet. “But they didn’t go. Then she told them to leave … and they did. And when they left and the situation was resolved, it seemed churlish to arrest the woman. After all, she had been very helpful.”

			“Am I missing something?” enquired Cleveland. “A woman on a horse encourages a mob to march on Number 10. Having made her point, she orders her followers to depart. And we’re grateful?”

			Juliet paused. “She said she hadn’t asked anyone to march on Downing Street. Indeed, she seemed almost irritated by their presence.”

			“You’re not making much sense,” Cleveland responded. “Why did they march if not at this woman’s bidding? You said they were waiting for her to arrive, so they knew she was coming. Doesn’t that suggest to your incisive, investigative brain some kind of arrangement between the leader and her followers?”

			Cleveland waited for a full half minute. Then he said; “Please tell me she’s been charged with something – disturbing the peace, organising an illegal demonstration, riding a horse through the city, anything – and placed under arrest.”

			“It’s not illegal to ride a horse through London,” Kildare offered helpfully.

			“Well?” Cleveland said to Juliet Money.

			“I will arrest her, if that’s what you want,” said Juliet. “But I think you should see her.”

			Cleveland shook his head. He was angry and incredulous. He had a full schedule for the week, from 7 a.m. to midnight, all seven days. A host of domestic issues required his attention, and on the international front, there were troubles in every direction. On top of that, Emma, his wife, was about to start the second stage of chemotherapy. “I don’t think so,” he said quietly. “I will not see her. Have her arrested and charged. Ensure she has adequate legal representation. And then make sure Crown Prosecution hits her in the face with the heaviest book in their law library.”

			The meeting was over.
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			Unarrestable
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			James Cleveland had no time for a proper lunch. Instead, he took ten minutes out to sit in his office and eat a prawn cocktail sandwich. He put in a call to Emma to check on her medical treatment. He knew how draining chemo could be.

			“I’m fine,” Emma said. “No, really, I’m fine. You don’t need to worry. I haven’t started the second stage treatment yet. The doctors are discussing my case. They say it’s purely precautionary.” Typical of Emma, Cleveland thought, Emma telling him not to worry. Not telling him how much she must dread another round of chemo. No, not a word of self-pity. Simply reassurance for him: “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

			

			Cleveland had made quite a few mistakes in his life, but marrying Emma wasn’t one of them. Whatever life threw at him, Emma had his back. And quite often she was out in front, dealing with threats and problems before they reached him. He owed a great deal to Emma. They hadn’t had any children. That was his one regret, not so much for himself, but for her. She had always wanted a child but it just hadn’t happened. They’d both been checked out. There was no physiological problem. There had been some speculation about a possible mismatch of blood types but nothing definitive and it just hadn’t happened.

			Archie Kildare sauntered into the PM’s office.

			“It’s the oddest thing,” he began.

			“What is?” Cleveland asked, mildly interested.

			“They haven’t arrested her. They haven’t arrested her because they can’t arrest her,” Archie explained. “She seems to be unarrestable.”

			“No one is unarrestable. That’s why there isn’t a word for it. What do you mean?”

			“I went out with Juliet to watch her exercise her authority,” said Archie. “When we stepped out of Number 10, there she was, the horsewoman. The police had let her through the barrier – without her horse, of course. Juliet seemed flummoxed and I could see why. The woman is …” Kildare was never usually at a loss for words.

			“The woman is what?” Cleveland prompted. “Come on, man. Spit it out.”

			“The woman is … unusual,” was all Archie could manage.

			“In what way?”

			“It’s difficult to explain,” Archie said, clearly struggling to answer. “It was clear to Juliet that she couldn’t arrest her. It was clear to me that Juliet couldn’t arrest her.”

			“You’re not making any sense,” said Cleveland. Given the start that morning, he was beginning to wonder whether he was going to make it through the week. “Why couldn’t anyone arrest her? What happened?”

			“She introduced herself,” said Archie. “She has a beautiful voice – soft, low and melodious.”

			“For God’s sake, get to the point,” Cleveland exploded. There was something wrong with Archie. The Chief Adviser had the best brain of anyone Cleveland had ever met. He was astute, analytical and intellectually ruthless. Yet here he was, mooning over the voice of a woman who was disrupting governmental business, making a fool of the police and humiliating the Commissioner.”

			“Her name is Jess. And she said she’s here to see you,”

			“And I assume you told her I don’t see people just because they want to see me. You told her that I’m a busy man, that as PM, I have quite a few important matters to deal with. You told her that?”

			“She said that you would see her. She said that your meeting with her would be the most important meeting of your life. She said she hoped, she very much hoped, that you would not disappoint.”

			Cleveland laughed. “Is she insanely arrogant or merely insane? This is ridiculous. Why haven’t you had her taken away. Or are you smitten? She has a beautiful soft voice. Has she by any chance got a beautiful face and body to go with it? I’ve always seen you as a cynical and ruthless seducer of innocent, naïve women. Surely you haven’t finally met your match.”

			“No,” Archie exclaimed. “It’s not that. It’s nothing like that. She is, she is …” 

			Cleveland waited.

			Eventually, Archie managed to finish the sentence. “She is very sure of herself”.

			

			6.

			Jess
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			When the woman walked into his office, Cleveland immediately understood why Archie Kildare had found it difficult to describe her. Indeed, he was so struck by her presence that he failed to question how she had passed through Security and into his office without anyone informing him of her impending arrival.

			“I have no name,” said the woman standing before him, “but I understand you will feel more comfortable if I adopt one. I have chosen Jess.”

			“Please sit down,” was all Cleveland could manage.

			“You must be wondering why I am here in your office in London, rather than in the White House in Washington, or in the Kremlin in Russia or in the Great Hall of the People in Beijing,” Jess said calmly as she settled into a chair opposite Cleveland.

			Cleveland had not been wondering anything of the sort. He was in fact struggling to accommodate this compelling woman in his mind. On his way to the top of the greasy pole in British politics, he had acquired and honed an ability to determine very quickly what people were, the key components of their nature and what they most wanted. He would judge one person to be ruthlessly ambitious, unencumbered by any moral sense; another to be wholly motivated by money; yet another, altruistic but entirely impractical. Although these were snap judgements based on a few minutes’ conversation, most of which were taken up with introductions and polite formalities, his instinctive assessments had never been proved wrong.

			And his instinctive assessment of Jess would be no exception – because he hadn’t been able to make one. She was a good height for a woman, attractive in an imperious way, and she was black-skinned, with the fine chiselled features of some Somali women. Her most striking feature was her eyes, a brilliant green which seemed as though they were backlit. She had a good figure, strong but womanly. Dressed in a white trouser suit, she could have been a successful BAME businesswoman. Cleveland had no problem in taking in her physical appearance. What he couldn’t assess – or as he would put it, “accommodate” – was her presence. As Kildare had observed, she seemed to radiate confidence.

			“Well?” Jess said, inviting him to affirm his curiosity about her decision to prefer him over the leaders of the USA, Russia and China.

			“I’m sorry,” said Cleveland. “I’m afraid I didn’t register what you said, but before I say anything, I have to ask, why are you here?” He then added, as he forced himself back to normality, “and how you managed to pass through at least three layers of security.”

			“How I am here is a question you should address to your own people,” Jess answered quietly. “You seem to be obsessed with security. I’ve no doubt I am going to be a difficulty for your forces of law and order but that is inevitable. I am here to question your laws and surely challenge your concepts of order.”

			Cleveland looked at her quizzically. “Is that why you are here?” he asked slowly. He had assumed that the woman who had organised an illegal march on No. 10, was a political extremist of some sort, a single-issue individual on a crusade to impose her limited and intolerant view on others. Now he seriously considered the possibility that she was mentally unstable.

			

			“That is not my purpose, but it is almost certainly an inevitable corollary,” Jess replied.

			“Then why are you here? What is your purpose?” he asked.

			“It’s not that simple,” Jess replied. “I have come to ask for your help.”

			“My help in doing what?” Cleveland persisted. She was being evasive and he had a jam-packed schedule. He really didn’t have time for this.

			“That’s the bit that’s complicated,” Jess replied.

			“I see,” said Cleveland. Then in a calm, controlled, prime-ministerial voice, he continued: “I’m going to send for my Chief Adviser. His name is Archie Kildare. I’m going to ask him to listen to you, find out who you are, what you want and then tell me. When he’s finished cross-examining you, I’m afraid you will have to face criminal charges. You have organised an illegal demonstration and breached security here. I’m sorry but I’m extremely busy and you have already disrupted the smooth running of my office for long enough.”

			“I’m happy to talk to Archie Kildare,” said Jess. “He’s an intelligent, if rather frivolous, man and one on whom you rely for advice. I intended to enlist his support in persuading you to help me and I’m pleased you wish to facilitate the briefing I need to give him. As for your suggestion that I shall face criminal charges, in the fullness of time you will come to appreciate the irony of such a prediction.”

			As Cleveland pressed the buzzer to summon Archie, a number of questions were circulating in his mind. Was she mad, or at the very least delusional? Was she foreign? Although she had impeccable English, there was something odd in the way she used words and the cadences of her speech. Was she dangerous? She hadn’t shown any signs of violence, nor had she made any threats, but she seemed coldly determined to have her own way, even when it was obviously impossible. How had she reached his office? Why hadn’t the police arrested her? Why hadn’t Security in No. 10 stopped her? Why hadn’t his secretary called Security to have her removed?

			No one answered the buzzer, but it didn’t matter because as Cleveland buzzed for the third time, Kildare knocked on the door and entered. “Sorry for bursting in but your secretary isn’t in the office.”

			“No problem, Archie,” said Cleveland. “As you will see, Jess has managed to have her audience with me. I’m not entirely sure how she succeeded in circumventing all the obstacles that should have prevented her from reaching me, but no matter, at least for now. Jess and I have had an interesting conversation. It seems she wants my help. I’d like you to take her to your office and talk with her to find out who she is and exactly what she wants. When you have found out, I want you to report to me. I have warned her that when your conversation with her is over, she will have to face criminal charges. She seems unconvinced but we will deal with any misunderstanding when the time comes. Is that clear?”

			Cleveland had delivered his account and his instructions in a matter-of-fact tone to keep Jess calm. At the same time, he hoped he had clearly indicated to Kildare that they were dealing with someone who was mentally challenged and, quite possibly, dangerous.
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