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  For Lisa Baldwin, PPO extraordinaire, and ‘Maddy’




  


 





  

    

      

        We are looking for an experienced Female CPO/PPO/Driver OR an experienced Driver with a knowledge of security for our clients in North London. (The candidate gender

        restriction is due to cultural reasons.)




        You will be driving the new Rolls-Royce Ghost and MUST have previous experience driving luxury cars.


      




      




      •   SIA accreditation essential.




      •   You will be driving a young mother with one child who is schooled in London, with occasional duties for the father.




      •   Your contracted hours are Monday–Friday 0730–1800 during school term times, with alternate weekends (flexibility essential).




      •   25 days at a time during the summer may be spent in Monte Carlo with possible short trips in the winter months to St Moritz.




      •   To apply for this role you must have a London base and be flexible to adapt to the family and their needs.


    


  




  Advertisement in Personal Security magazine




  


 





  PART ONE




  


 





  ONE




  There is a man coming to hurt us. Probably more than one man. Two or three, perhaps. Not four. They won’t need four to deal with us. After all, we are

  trapped down here. There is no way out from this cold, concrete shell. We are crouched in the dark, dozens of feet below ground. The power to this level has been cut. There is no phone signal.

  Which is mostly irrelevant because my phone is almost out of battery. What I do have is two broken fingers on my left hand. The pain is making me sweat.




  I slide my good hand into my T-shirt and find the knife wound I have picked up. It is long and shallow and oozing along its length. Lucky there was some Kevlar fabric under

  there to deflect the full force of the blade. Otherwise it would have been game over. As it is, the wound is a couple of points to the opposition.




  It can’t be long now. I reach out with my right arm and stroke her warm skin, trying to reassure, but she recoils at my touch. She blames me for all this. She’s

  right. It’s my fault we ended up down here. What had I been thinking?




  In the army they told me about controlling the battle space. That firefights had to be undertaken on your own terms, not the enemy’s. I had to admit, I’d lost

  control of the battle space. I’d lost control of everything.




  SIT-REP, as we used to say, AGTOS. Situation Report: All Gone TO Shit.




  Someone once tried to explain to me why football is so endlessly fascinating to its fans. It was all to do with unpredictability and consequences, he said. If you studied any

  match closely, you could trace how one bad pass, a missed tackle, a fluffed corner, a reckless clearance or an untrapped ball could, after seven, ten, fifteen further moves, be responsible for a

  crucial goal. It was, I suppose, a version of that old trope about a butterfly flapping its wings and causing a hurricane, albeit somewhat more prosaic. But I got the drift: the most insignificant

  event can have momentous consequences down the line.




  It had some relevance to the way the dominoes had fallen in my life. At least, I have come to think of them as toppling dominoes, when in fact it was a pile-up of unrelated

  events that only in hindsight appeared to display some sort of logic. It was an attack of cystitis, of all things, that got me my dream assignment. That sent me on my way to America. Far from home.

  It was everyday female biology that brought my daughter back from her friend’s house that day.




  And it was a can of baked beans that killed my husband.




  Ocean Spray giveth, Heinz taketh away. That was the beginning of the sequence of events that led us here, to a crepuscular, subterranean garage. It’s not fair. But

  neither, so they tell me, is football.




  I can hear voices now, echoing down the enormous lift shaft that will bring the men to us. Then the whoosh of air, the ding of a bell, a muffled warning (‘Doors

  Closing’), the soft whirr of very expensive, very well-maintained machinery, with its own power supply, as the industrial-sized lift descends. They are coming.




  


 





  TWO




  Twenty months earlier




  Like most people on The Circuit – the ad-hoc and often fractious fellowship of Personal Protection Officers worldwide – I am very good at packing. I take a modular

  approach, with the commonest essentials already encased in plastic sleeves in my wardrobe to be laid into the suitcase in the appropriate order. And there is always a Ready To Go pack, too, filled

  with the tools of my trade – spare batteries, travel plug, solar charger, camera, lightweight jacket, wash kit, broad-spectrum antibiotics, a supply of various currencies, tampons and a

  first-aid kit with haemostatic packs. This time, though, the packing seemed to be getting away from me.




  When I had first tossed the Tumi suitcase on the bed and unzipped it, the inside had seemed cavernous. Now, after placing in the jeans, day and evening dresses and the one-piece Chloe jumpsuit

  (what Paul called my Mission Impossible To Get Into outfit), it seemed to be imploding like something out of Stephen Hawking’s imagination. The black hole of the

  interior was definitely shrinking.




  ‘I’m going to need a bigger suitcase,’ I shouted, looking at the pile of clothes still on the bed. I don’t usually bother with hold luggage when I’m flying and

  working, but at least two of the travelling party were putting suitcases in the belly of the beast and that removed any advantage of carry-on.




  ‘What have you got?’




  I turned to look at Paul, my husband, who was pulling on a waxed cotton jacket over a shirt and jeans.




  ‘What’s this? Dress-down Tuesday?’ I asked.




  He shrugged and smiled, his eyes crinkling. On me, those lines just looked like age. On him, they looked cute. He was more than ten years older than me – he could see the forces of fifty

  massing on the hills for an attack and his hair was now evenly balanced between dark and grey – but I couldn’t help feeling that, by some freak of nature, I was busy catching up with

  him.




  ‘How much have you got on?’ he repeated.




  ‘One reception, one lunch, two dinners,’ I recited. ‘Two cocktail parties and a fundraiser. Plus two TV shows and a radio. Dressy was the word that came down from on

  high.’




  ‘I hear they have shops in America,’ he said, snaking his arms around my waist.




  ‘I hear that too,’ I said, unwrapping his hands. ‘It’s time I won’t have.’ I gave a sigh, thinking about the next five days and the plans that had crumbled to

  dust before our very eyes when the work call came for me. ‘I can’t believe we managed to lose Jess for a whole week and Elena for five days of those and here I am packing for the

  States.’




  Elena was our au pair, who was heading home to Estonia to see her family. Paul turned me, stepped in close and gave me a quick darting kiss on the cheek before leaning back. I caught a hint of

  the Tom Ford I had bought him for Christmas. ‘We could always . . .’




  I knew that look. Paul was no different from every other man.




  ‘Let’s be clear, dear,’ I said quickly. ‘There’s no chance of one last fuck in case my plane goes down so you can always remember me that way. Have a wank on

  me.’ That didn’t come out quite like I intended, so I put a finger to his lips.




  Those eyes crinkled again. ‘Shields up already?’




  He was referring to my psychological barriers, which come down to block out all extraneous emotions when I’m working. Nothing, apart from the job in hand, gets through to me. I’m

  hardly alone in that. How can a nurse work with dying people all day long and still function? How do firemen face the next day after carrying an asphyxiated child from a house? What about the cops

  who have to trawl through some depraved bastard’s computer looking at . . .




  We all have shields. And Paul was right. Mine were already clicking into place.




  ‘Yup.’




  I disentangled myself with a slight reluctance and looked at the case again.




  ‘Do you really need three pairs of shoes?’ he offered.




  ‘Trainers and two flats.’ I’m lucky to be tall enough to get away with flats, even at the formal dinners. I have colleagues on The Circuit who swear by heels with scored soles

  for grip. Not me. If I have to run, I want something on my feet that won’t snap and that sticks to the floor like octopus suckers. It’s why I tend to favour floor-length clothes for

  formal events, just in case someone wonders why I’m not in needle-heeled Louboutins like everyone else. ‘And if that’s the best you’ve got, I’ll figure this out

  myself. Get going.’ I looked him up and down. ‘Where you off to anyway?’




  He wouldn’t be wearing such a casual outfit if he were heading for the Civil Nuclear Constabulary HQ near Oxford. He’d be in either a dark suit and tie or full CNC uniform, depending

  on the occasion.




  ‘A few house calls to make. And I’ve got to pop in at St John’s Wood on the way.’




  He said it matter-of-factly, but I knew what St John’s Wood meant. A weapon was to be drawn. It was my turn to step in close. ‘Is there trouble?’




  Paul shook his head. ‘Just routine, ma’am. Then I’m off for the rest of the week, remember? All on my lonesome.’ He gave me a kiss on the forehead – I might be tall

  but he was taller still. It was one of the things I liked about him straight away – no more hunched shoulders and cricked necks stooping down to be at the same level as men of average

  height.




  ‘Look, I’ll call you, let you know I got there safely, eh?’




  ‘WhatsApp me. It’s free.’ Paul was always bang on the pulse of technology, whereas I definitely dragged behind the beat.




  ‘Of course. You’ll be all right?’ I asked, feeling a wave of affection for him crash over the shields and take me by surprise.




  ‘It will be a feast of China Garden and the Tiffin Hut.’ Paul was a good cook, but he drew the line at preparing meals for one when both Jess and I were away. When I returned there

  would be a forest’s-worth of takeaway leaflets on the fridge, neat circles around the numbers of his favourites. ‘And I’ll be here when Jess gets back from her sleep-over, for

  sure,’ he added. ‘So don’t worry.’




  ‘I won’t. Love you,’ I said, hoping he knew I meant it, despite my next comment. ‘Now fuck off and leave me alone.’




  I pretended to fuss over my packing until I heard the sound of Paul’s car starting and then let out a long, slow breath. In truth, part of me didn’t like travelling, didn’t

  enjoy leaving home, hated those bloody barriers I had to put between us. But I knew it was the wrench of closing the door behind me that was the hardest part. Once I was in that car on the way to

  Heathrow, I began looking only forward, to doing my job and doing it well, the shields locked solid.




  But there was a craving to hear Jess’s voice before I put her aside for a few days. I punched in her number but it came up busy. Of course it would be. Chatting shit, as Paul put it.

  I’d already had to have words about the size of her bill. Her response? Well, apparently all her friends have unlimited-minutes contracts. What cruel, cruel parents we

  are, I thought. But I smiled inwardly at those big imploring eyes of hers and the round, as-yet-unformed face, due to change as womanhood began to exert its influence. It had started

  already. The rocky shores of adolescence were ahead, the treacherous shoals of Hormonal Bay. I hoped we wouldn’t get wrecked on them. I tried her one more time, sent a text, and let the

  shields click fully into place.




  I pulled out the trouser suit and put it to one side. I could always double up on one of the outfits. After all, it was unlikely I’d end up in Mail Online with a

  split picture: ‘Unknown Woman Wears Same Outfit Twice’. And besides, Paul was right. They did have shops over there.




  Then my mobile rang. It was Jess, panic and shame laced through her voice.




  It had begun.




  


 





  THREE




  Most people think the Concorde Lounge is the ne plus ultra of Terminal 5 hospitality, but they are wrong. There is a level above it, one where

  ‘by invitation only’ really means just that. If you have to ask, you won’t get in. My Principal – as the main client is always known on The Circuit – doesn’t

  have to ask.




  It is decorated like a gentlemen’s club in St James’s, all leather and polished wood, spacious and uncrowded to offer a degree of privacy. No windows look out onto the tarmac. The

  kind of people who use this particular lounge don’t like windows. If they can see out then there is always the chance that people can see in. When T5 was built, there was a huge piece of

  bulletproof plate glass put in. Even that left some of the V-VIPS feeling exposed to the elements. And to other people. The sort with telescopic sights or long-lens cameras. It is now a large

  square of panelled walnut.




  It is ingrained in me that clients shouldn’t travel with members of the general public. Taxis, limos, private jets, yes. Transport where any Tom, Dick or Ali could buy a ticket – not

  if you can help it. But if we had to go out with the great unwashed (or the armed and dangerous) then this lounge wasn’t a bad place to start.




  I did the usual scan of the space, moving my eyes from right to left, the opposite to how you might read a screen or a book. The cognitive theory is that the visual cortex, forced out of

  routine, is more likely to pick up anomalies or potential threats if made to move out of its comfort zone. It’s part of our ‘What’s Wrong With This Picture?’ training.




  There were four in our party including me and the other three were spread across two Chesterfields with a glass coffee table between them. It was a small number for the occasion, but Gemma, the

  Principal, liked to travel with minimal entourage. Gemma had one of the sofas to herself, glass of champagne in her hand. Opposite her was Martyn, her Parliamentary Private Secretary, and Emily,

  her P.A. They, too, had started on the fizz.




  I gave the lounge another scan. I was probably at Yellow, that is the minimum level of alertness. The threat potential in the lounge was low. Even so, it paid to stay in Yellow. Slipping back to

  White – the state you are in when reading a magazine or watching TV or just daydreaming about friends and family – was not an option. For the time being, I didn’t have any friends

  or family. It would stay that way while I was on duty.




  There was one other cluster of people in the lounge, six men – boys, really – all remarkably young, which suggested someone else was footing the bill for their travels. They were on

  Jack and Coke – and I had thought it was a little early for champagne– and sliding into a mix of raucousness and suppressed giggles. One of them sneered at me with a curled lip when he

  caught my eye. They probably thought I was being disapproving. All I was thinking was: mostly harmless.




  Gemma raised a hand, as if I hadn’t spotted her. I’d suggested we start together from her home, but her husband’s PPO had driven her to the airport. His name was Bruce, and he

  was good, very old school – ten years in The Regiment – so I had been happy to comply. ‘There you are,’ she said, as if I was a lost stray.




  I parked my Ready To Go bag and sat along from Gemma, nodding at Martyn and Emily as I did so.




  ‘Champagne?’ Gemma asked, holding up her glass, then, after a beat, she smiled. ‘Only joking.’




  We all knew I had five days without a drink ahead of me. ‘Green tea.’




  Emily organised this with one of the white-jacketed waiters. ‘Everything all right? You look flushed.’




  ‘Yes . . . no . . . just a minor hiccup with my daughter. All sorted.’ It didn’t do to admit to your Principal that your private life had breached

  the shields. Like I said, as far as they were concerned, you didn’t have anything to worry about other than their protection. It kept the contract simple.




  ‘Good.’ Gemma had got to know a little about Jess – and the travails of puberty in the instant communications age – in the past eighteen months since I had been working

  for her. But not too much. She was my Principal, not my confidante.




  Gemma took another sip of her drink. She looked well, although she had changed since our first meeting. Close to sixty, her hair was thick and shiny and her skin enviably taut. Maybe it was the

  HRT regime that she had become so evangelical about. She had lost weight, too, although not enough to make her look gaunt. She was dressed in a two-piece in a shade of red that suggested she was

  TV-ready. But then, she was always TV-ready these days. It was rumoured her husband, Grant, had coached her in becoming media-savvy, right down to choosing her working wardrobe.




  Grant had made a fortune in telecomms. He was one of those millionaires – maybe billionaires – with enough liberal guilt to try to give much of it away. His wife became passionate

  about foreign aid and its failings. Which is how, fifteen years after hubby cashed in his share options, she came to be flying out to a conference on ‘The Challenges of Immigration in the

  Developed World’ as a representative of the British government.




  ‘Emily was just telling us about some slight changes to the schedule.’




  I nodded at Emily. She was twenty-eight, Oxford-educated, with a penchant for flowery vintage-style dresses and riding a sit-up-and-beg bicycle through London traffic. Today, though, she had

  opted for an update of the classic Chanel suit and her dark hair was pulled back and bunched to show she was in full business mode.




  I pulled out my phone, ready to alter the relevant pages. I would go through the Tactical Aide Memoirs for the trip on the plane and insert any fresh protocols as required.




  ‘I just emailed you a new PDF,’ said Emily in the husky forty-fags-a-day Lauren Bacall-ish voice she affected, even though she was a non-smoker. She had once told me that she had

  heard on Radio 4 that men found deep voices both sexy and authoritative. The problem was, after a couple of drinks she forgot all about it and slipped back up a few octaves. She was trying too

  hard. The real, bike-riding, Biba-wearing her was just fine. ‘Should’ve come through by now.’




  My phone pinged. And there it was. I scanned the document. There was a meeting with the head of the US Border Force that wasn’t on the previous version. ‘Randall Nesso,’ I

  said. ‘Not a popular man with some people.’




  ‘Which is why,’ Martyn said, ‘we have Secret Service protection for that afternoon. With pistols and earpieces and everything.’ His eyes sparkled as he said it. He was

  teasing me. What good is a bodyguard without a gun? was one of the first taunts he had made when we met. I’m not a bodyguard, I had explained, nor a bullet-stopper.

  My job was to make sure things never got to the ‘taking one for the team’ stage.




  Instead of being annoyed by Martyn, I had pulled his personnel file, just to see if there was anything in there that might explain his waspishness. There were spaces between the lines you could

  bathe a hippo in. One of the jobs of a PPO is to know the nature of the people who surround the Principal. Any weakness could be used as leverage by a hostile party. Full disclosure was the guiding

  rule.




  It turned out that Martyn lived something of a double life. At weekends he was known by various names – Martha, Lauren, Chantelle – as if he was trying them on for size. What he was

  definitely trying on were women’s clothes and shoes. He was also spending a fortune on electrolysis for his beard. Most of this transitioning took place at weekends in Brighton, but a quick

  search of his desk had thrown up receipts from Maxine’s, a club in King’s Cross catering to the gender-flexible.




  Of course, all this was no concern of mine. Until it was. Over a brew one evening I told him what I knew, which I suspected was barely scratching the surface of his favourite foundation. The

  ultimatum was simple: tell Gemma or I will. He chose to break the good news to her himself and now they swapped make-up tips. Meanwhile, I knew he couldn’t be blackmailed. Well, not about

  that at least.




  My next conundrum was whether that disclosure rule applied to Emily. She was having an affair with a married man. Not only married, but someone in the Opposition, tipped for a shadow cabinet

  post in the near future. He is in his thirties, a former RAF Tornado pilot, who lost his first wife to a drunk-driver and remarried one of his interns. He wouldn’t be close to the seat of

  power in this parliament, too inexperienced, but maybe two cycles’ time. Nevertheless, despite the young bride, he was a notorious womaniser. I had to admit it was unlikely he was taking

  Emily to the Premier Inn – he didn’t even stump up for the Marriott, the cheapskate – to try to pump her for information about Gemma’s proposed budget increase in overseas

  aid. That wasn’t the sort of pumping that was going on. So I’d let that run for a while. My instinct was it would sort itself out when he got bored and moved on.




  Still, that was in the future. I had to stay in the here-and-now. ‘The Secret Service will have their own way of doing things,’ I warned them. I didn’t mention that they

  sneered down from very lofty heights on all private contractors.




  ‘I’m looking forward to it. It’ll be just like The West Wing.’ Martyn put a finger in his ear and drawled, ‘POTUS has left the

  building.’




  Emily, clearly less excited by the thought of the Secret Service, leaned over to me. ‘Have you seen who’s in the corner? Behind you?’




  I nodded. ‘Six drunks. All about twelve years old. I’m thinking of calling their parents.’




  She shook her head at my ignorance and named a band that I had heard Jess mention. Emily’s eyes were bright as she listed the various members. There were only four of them. The other two

  must be management and protection. I turned and identified the PPO. He wasn’t much older than them. And he shouldn’t be letting them drink that much, so quickly, so early. And he

  certainly shouldn’t have joined in. But it wasn’t my gig and I turned back.




  ‘Cute, huh?’ Emily asked, and shrugged when she didn’t get an answer.




  The band was probably in the V-VIP lounge for its own protection. If a grown woman – more or less, anyway – like Emily could exude such lust when just saying their names, I

  couldn’t bear to think what a group of hormonal teenagers might inflict on its members. The airport authorities would have decided it was safer for all concerned to sequester the band away

  from their adoring public.




  The lounge manager, an elegant Eurasian woman dressed in a midnight-blue uniform that she managed to make look like a million Hong Kong dollars, approached us, casting a surreptitious glance at

  the pop stars. ‘Excuse me, your flight is now ready for boarding. If you’ll just follow me.’




  When I thought about it later, I wondered whether, if I had not got on that flight, if I had pleaded family problems, then maybe things would have turned out differently. But PPOs don’t

  have family problems. Except when they do.




  


 





  FOUR




  I don’t normally like First Class. Controversial, I know, but these days First Class on a decent airline means cocoons – not so much seats as mini-cabins, complete

  with doors. Some even have double beds. The occupant is cut off from other passengers. They don’t even have to look at their fellow travellers. Which means, if my client is in that little

  upmarket shack, I can’t see them either. That makes me uncomfortable. EOP – Eyes on the Principal – is the watchword. Which is why I prefer Business. So I was perfectly happy to

  stow my Ready To Go bag above Seat 16a in the lesser cabin and watch Gemma settle into a nearby seat.




  That day, someone else also preferred Business – the band, who took up position at the rear of the cabin and began a sustained bout of braying about all the extras they were getting. A

  pair of socks from the amenity kit came spinning down the aisle. I could sense Gemma, who was sitting parallel with me, bristling, even though she was apparently reading a briefing document.




  Then the singing began. Even I recognised their hit, with its irritatingly anthemic chorus and greeting card lyrics. I stole a glance at Emily. She was smiling at this personal little

  performance. I gave her my best scowl. Don’t even think about joining in.




  I found the purser – a no-nonsense woman in her forties who exuded a quiet air of competence – and showed her my House of Commons pass. It was the closest I had to official

  documentation, apart from my Security Industry Association accreditation, but that looked a little like an IKEA loyalty card. The portcullis on the HoC laminate was much more impressive.




  I explained who Gemma was and that she was on important government business and, against my normal instincts, the purser agreed to move her up to First Class, which had only two other

  passengers, and me to the front of Business where I could at least watch her door. That kept me in control. I also suggested, as politely as I could, that they didn’t serve the four

  musketeers and their two chums any more drinks for a while. She gave a tight smile and said that such an action had already been noted. They’d be allowed one more with their meal and that was

  it.




  Gemma made a half-hearted protest about shifting up a grade then did as she was told. I moved my RTG bag up the cabin with me. I settled in. Now I was between Gemma and most of the passengers

  and she only had the pilots, the two moneybags who could shell out First-Class cash (or, more likely, their shareholders could) and some of the crew in front of her. It was what Ben, my former

  boss, called a KISS situation. Keep It Simple, Stupid.




  Still, I consciously stepped up a gear as the engines powered into a whine. Colour? Yellow, shading into Orange. No in-flight movie for me. But then, that was what Gemma paid me a 70k-a-year

  retainer plus expenses out of her own pocket for – so I didn’t complain about not catching up on The Avengers franchise or the latest instalment of

  Frozen. It’s why I always pre-ordered a vegetarian meal – less chance of food poisoning – and why I carried two passports – one for the stamps and

  visas of places such as Israel that might cause trouble down the line, the other relatively pristine with little evidence of where I might have been. Civilians aren’t meant to have such

  things, but there are so many ex-spooks from MI5 and MI6 on The Circuit, it wasn’t difficult to call on their expertise to organise duplicate passports. All it takes is money.




  I waited until the last moment to fasten my seatbelt and took out the in-flight magazine as the 777 pushed back. I’d be flicking without reading, but it gave my hands something to do.

  Gemma leaned out of her doorway and held up the eyeshade from her amenity kit, which, at the front of the bus, probably included a whole branch’s-worth of Jo Malone or Kiehl’s. It was a

  signal that she was going to sleep. Fine by me. At least I’d know where she’d be for the next ten hours or so.




  I’d met Gemma two years previously. She had been a keynote speaker at a conference at the Hilton, Manchester, on the particular problems facing female migrants. It was

  that summer when the news was filled with tales of drowning refugees, trying to cross the Med in leaky boats. But then every summer since then has been like that. The survivors all had

  extraordinary stories and those of the women were often particularly harrowing, from the FGM they had suffered as young women, the sexual price some of the smugglers extorted from them when the

  money ran out, to the makeshift brothels in some of the camps across the Channel.




  Gemma was in opposition back then, but was making a name for herself in the media as an advocate for the policy of every country in Europe, including Britain, taking their fair share of the

  dispossessed. It was not a universally popular view, especially in the wake of the mass sexual assaults by asylum seekers in Cologne. But she had put her money where her mouth was and she and her

  husband had funded medical centres and refuges for women on the Italian island of Lampedusa, and Kos and Lesbos in Greece, three very over-stretched arrival points for the diaspora. That was the

  theme of her speech that afternoon. That women, as victims many times over, needed particular care and attention.




  I wasn’t there with Gemma. I’d been hired by the organisers as a GS – General Security – because of the high percentage of female attendees. If they needed someone

  frisked or quizzed, they had to have a woman on hand, and the RST, the Resident Security Team, was – as usual – predominantly male. This lot were pretty good, but it only needs a woman

  to say she is going into the Ladies and a gap in the protection opens up. I have had whole jobs where I was employed solely to chaperone visits to the toilet by the Principal. Plus that day in

  Manchester they required additional SIA-qualified hands because there was talk of some anti-immigration groups causing trouble, although so far none had materialised.




  I was at the side of the stage, listening to a proud, beautiful woman with an eye-patch tell the story of her trek from Eritrea to Libya. She had lost the eye to bandits who preyed on the

  migrants heading north, the result of the beating they meted out when they refused to believe the few measly dollars she gave them was her entire stash. It was very hard not to feel anger, and

  there were tears in the eyes of the people in the auditorium at some points, but I couldn’t afford to lose focus. Shields were up. I stayed at Orange.




  I was aware of a disturbance and raised voices that were coming from beyond the curtain behind me. Some of the front row glanced my way, as if I were responsible for the distraction. I stepped

  backstage to see if I could defuse the situation.




  I recognised Julia, one of the organisers, who looked as if she had been trying to pull her own hair out. She tugged at the short, dark crop once again and when she spoke I realised she was

  close to crossing from strident to hysterical. She was speaking in a vitriolic whisper to an equally harassed young man, who was blushing deeply.




  ‘Look, Craig, you go up there and tell Mrs Kerr she is due on stage in an hour.’




  ‘I’m sorry, she says she can’t,’ he said, loosening his tie and pulling it away from his reddening neck.




  ‘And I am expected to rearrange the whole afternoon’s running order, am I?’




  ‘Till she feels better.’




  ‘What’s wrong with her?’ I interrupted.




  They both turned to look at me. Craig blushed deeper.




  ‘What’s wrong with Mrs Kerr?’ I repeated.




  ‘Women’s trouble, apparently,’ said Julia, in a voice that sounded as though she was chewing nettles.




  I tried to picture Mrs Kerr. In her late fifties. Probably not a bad period, then. ‘What room is she in?’




  ‘Five-ten,’ said Craig. ‘But she doesn’t want to see anyone.’




  ‘Tell her I’ll be along in five minutes.’




  ‘Who are you?’ Craig asked, looking down at the laminate swinging around my neck.




  ‘A woman,’ I said slowly, as if he were a particularly dumb ten-year-old. ‘Five minutes.’




  I went up to my room and grabbed the first-aid kit from my RTG, hoping I had something in there that might help.




  Gemma Kerr was lying on the bed, shoes off, trousers loosened at the waist and pulled down to show the top of her knickers, which were lacy and a surprisingly racy scarlet colour.




  ‘Look, I just need to bloody well rest!’ she shouted as I walked in the door. ‘Will you all just fuck off and die.’




  ‘Wait outside,’ I ordered Craig, who had got there ahead of me.




  He happily did as he was told and I crossed over to the bed. ‘Mrs Kerr, I’m a security operative here for the conference. I’m not a doctor, but I do have medical

  training.’ I put the case on the chair and unzipped it. ‘Tell me your symptoms.’




  She did so.




  I let my shields slide down somewhat. This wasn’t a job for a PPO. ‘And you’ve never had this before?’




  ‘No.’




  I shook my head in disbelief. ‘Not even on honeymoon?’




  ‘I spent my honeymoon in Hong Kong, sightseeing between my husband’s meetings with Chinese telecomms companies.’




  ‘You’ve been through the menopause?’




  ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ she snapped irritably.




  ‘It’s a danger time for this sort of thing,’ I said calmly.




  She gave a curt nod. ‘Yes.’




  ‘OK, let’s see what we can do.’ I went back to the corridor and sent Craig off for some bicarbonate of soda and cranberry juice. I ran a deep, hot bath and told Mrs Kerr to get

  in it. Before she went into the bathroom, I placed all four bottles of water from the mini-bar at one end of the tub. ‘Drink all that and pee. A lot. And take some of these.’




  She had managed to slide off the bed and was walking stiffly, as if over broken glass. I handed her two strips of tablets.




  ‘What are they?’




  ‘Trimethoprim. Antibiotics. But once you start make sure you take the full course. Three days.’ I pulled out another blister pack from the first-aid kit and broke out two codeine.

  ‘For the pain. Once Craig is back I’ll mix some bicarb. Then I’ll get some sodium citrate sachets from the chemist.’




  She dragged herself into the bathroom and half-closed the door. I heard her undress and test the water temperature in the bath.




  ‘Don’t put any bubbles or salts in,’ I warned her.




  There came tentative splashes of entry. After a few moments she admitted a sigh of what sounded like relief. How could a woman her age not have suffered cystitis before? I used to get it about

  every six months. And I certainly did on my honeymoon with Paul, which we spent in Jamaica. Although admittedly we didn’t talk telecomms much.




  ‘Drink. Piss,’ I reminded her. ‘That’s two separate instructions, by the way, with a full stop between them.’




  She gave a little laugh. ‘What’s your name?’




  I have a lot of names to choose from. I gave her the one I was born with.




  ‘And you do what again?’




  ‘Today, general security. But also PPO, although mostly the soft kind.’




  ‘PPO?’




  ‘Personal Protection Officer.’




  ‘A bodyguard?’ she asked.




  ‘Technically. But you’d be surprised how often you end up giving advice on how to stop a cystitis attack or ameliorate a hangover or helping buy underwear for the wife. Or the

  mistress. Or sometimes both.’




  Craig came back and I asked Gemma’s permission to come into the bathroom and mix up a bicarb drink for her. ‘It will alleviate the symptoms, but it’s not a cure,’ I

  warned her. ‘You still need to take the antibiotics.’




  I handed over the glass of alkaline solution and also one of the cranberry juices. She had placed a flannel over her breasts to cover them, although it wasn’t quite up to the job. But

  I’d seen clients in every state of undress and distress and I’d learned not to stare.




  ‘Who do you work for?’ she asked after she’d taken a slug of bicarb and pulled a face. ‘The hotel?’




  ‘No, an outfit called Creative Security Resolutions. Based in London.’




  ‘Full time?’




  ‘Contract by contract.’




  ‘Married?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Children?’




  ‘One. Girl. Jessica. Jess.’ It was good to say her name after spending the day with a metaphorical stick up my arse. I relaxed a little and regretted it. I suddenly felt like a drink

  and my day wasn’t done yet. I made the effort to refocus.




  ‘Which is why you do contract by contract?’




  I nodded. She wasn’t my Principal, so the rule about over-sharing did not apply. ‘Up to now. She’s getting big enough not to need her mum all the time.’




  ‘Who looks after her when you are doing something like this?’




  ‘We manage.’ I didn’t want to go into the pros and cons of au pairs.




  She switched to drinking the cranberry. ‘On my bed there is a letter. It was pushed under the door. Could you read it for me?’




  I went back out into the bedroom, where Craig was busy staring at his watch as if he could will time to stop. ‘How is she?’




  ‘We’ll see. How long till she’s on?’ I asked him.




  Another look at his wrist. ‘Twenty minutes.’




  ‘Tell Julia she’ll be down in thirty. And tell her to fill if she has to. Maybe she knows some jokes.’




  His face squashed like a rubber ball. ‘I doubt that.’




  ‘Well, maybe she can juggle. But Mrs Kerr will be there in half an hour,’ I repeated, just in case there was any doubt.




  After he had left I extracted a pair of latex-free gloves from my first-aid kit, pulled them on and picked up the single sheet of paper. It wasn’t written in green ink, but it might as

  well have been for all the bile in there. The guy didn’t like Mrs Kerr or her black – although that wasn’t the word he used – friends or the Muslim terrorists she encouraged

  to come to this country and destroy our way of . . . blah de blah. It finished with a warning not to walk down any dark alleys while in Manchester.




  ‘Have you read it?’ she shouted.




  ‘Are you drinking and weeing?’




  ‘Not at the same time. What do you make of it?’




  I scanned it again. ‘Unpleasant, to say the least. But probably harmless.’




  ‘Probably?’




  Yes, probably. But how did the guy – a guess, but the odds were I was right – know which door to push it under? A hotel employee was the most obvious answer. I decided I’d tell

  the head of the RST my suspicion, just in case. But there was no need to worry the shadow minister unduly, not while I was there. ‘You can never say for sure, not from one letter.’




  ‘If you were my PPI what would you do?’




  ‘PPO. I’d take us to Orange status while you were in the city. Make a strict plan of what you are doing, where you are doing it, with whom you are doing it and stick to it. I’d

  make sure you had a PPO at all times and I’d change whatever method you are planning to go back to London by – preferably switching to a car, rather than train or plane. Public

  transport is never good.’




  My more colourful colleagues on The Circuit call going out in public ‘wading through cunt soup’. I’m not that misanthropic. Not yet.




  ‘And I’d also show this to the police. And I’d take the advice and avoid any tours of dark alleys. And I’d switch hotels if you’re staying over.’




  ‘God, I feel better. What a relief. You’re a genius.’ I’d heard that tone a million times, nearly always when I have used nothing but common sense.




  ‘Good.’ I pulled out my phone. ‘I’d better tell my supervisor where I am.’ I walked to the window and looked out. It was one of those that only opens about four

  inches. There was no balcony, no fire escape, no way of entry into the room. The letter-writer wouldn’t be coming in there. ‘I’ll be in the corridor outside if you need

  me.’




  ‘I was just wondering . . .’




  ‘Yes, ma’am?’




  ‘Would you like a job?’




  


 





  FIVE




  Colour: Yellow. The cabins of the plane had slipped into the soporific routine of a long-haul flight. A meal had been served, champagne, G&Ts and wine consumed, the

  in-flight entertainment service had begun and the young men to the rear of me were suffering the effects of the early-morning booze. They’d be dehydrated by now, exacerbated by the altitude,

  and doubtless their mouths were feeling like they’d been sucking up sand and some cracking headaches were beginning their preliminary drumrolls. By the time we landed, they would feel like

  shit. I can’t say that upset me too much.




  I was re-reading the arrival protocols – Gemma and the rest of us would be met by limo airside, which was reassuring – when I heard a slight commotion from behind me. A call signal

  bonged and the purser walked back from First Class. I undid my seatbelt and stepped to the curtain that separated the pampered from the merely privileged and checked on Gemma in her pod. She still

  had the mask in place and was asleep. Only then did I look down the aisle to see what was happening.




  Most of it was taking place at the second curtained intersection, between Business and Economy, and on the far side of it at that, so all I could see were ripples in the blue drape. But I could

  hear the voices, some strained.




  I looked down at Martyn, who mouthed: ‘What’s going on?’




  I pointed over my shoulder, back towards First. ‘Tell the attendant to ask the captain to put on the fasten seatbelt signs.’




  That would have the effect of winnowing out those who instinctively obeyed rules.




  ‘Tell him there might be a disturbance.’




  ‘What kind of disturbance?’




  If I knew that, I’d have had a better idea of what to take out of my RTG bag. As it was, I went for the MLA fast-strap restraints. ‘Now, please.’




  Emily the P.A. had headphones on – her own, expensive, noise-cancelling ones, I noted – and was blissfully immersed in some movie. She didn’t so much as glance up as I

  passed.




  There was a band member standing in the aisle and I gently moved him aside. There was another electronic bong. At that moment the stewardess came over the address system. ‘Ladies and

  gentlemen, as you can see the captain has switched on . . .’




  I took a deep breath, pulled the curtain aside and stepped through into Economy.




  There were two of them and I wasn’t going to wonder how the staff had allowed them to get so drunk. My guess would be they smuggled their own alcohol – in bottles of 100ml or less

  – on board to supplement what the airline was serving. I gave myself a bird’s-eye view of the area in my brain, as if plotting all this out on paper, which we PPOs do a lot. Scribble on

  paper, I mean. Those who know such things claim it is like football coaches writing out potential match-plays – except instead of players, it’s car here, Principal there, bad guy here,

  PPO there. It keeps you sharp.




  I had moved to Red, even though there was no direct threat to my Principal. But, given that you shouldn’t be wielding a selfie stick like a rapier, there was a more general concern about

  safety on board. This came under Hostile Environment Assessment.




  Cramped into the space next to the galley was the pair causing the disturbance, both well into their thirties, their faces flushed from the booze. The one with the selfie stick was the taller:

  thickset, face folded into a hateful scowl.




  Her partner in insobriety had no weapon, but I clocked her nails. They explained the stripes down the face of the male steward, who was to my right, his eyes wide with shock. Blood was seeping

  into his collar.




  Another attendant was in the aisle, gripping the seat backs, holding in check a couple of passengers who had either come to assist or gawp. She was doing the right thing. This confined space did

  not need any more bodies in it. Or blood.




  The purser was slightly to the left of me, and she swayed back as the stick arced in front of her face. Finally, I had the band’s PPO standing directly in front of me. His contribution was

  to tell the two women to fuck off. Repeatedly.




  There are lots of good guys on The Circuit, exmilitary, police, the various security services, but I suspected this wasn’t one of them. He had the feel of a lad who had been doing doors

  six months ago and got lucky.




  I grasped his shoulders and swivelled him to encourage a return to Business. He struggled a bit so I kneed him in the back of the thigh. Hard. He crumpled to one side and then he was gone. I

  turned back to the fracas.




  ‘We only wanted a fuckin’ photograph with the lads,’ said Ms Selfie Stick. ‘Just a photo.’




  She held up a Samsung in her left hand to make the point. ‘And that twat –’ I assumed she meant the numb-legged PPO ‘– he assaulted us. I’m going to sue his

  fuckin’ arse. I’ll get one of those lawyers off the telly. No free, no win.’




  Close, I thought, but no cigar.




  ‘We just want a quick selfie,’ echoed the smaller of the two, as if this were still on the cards. She had a rodent-like face with nicotine-stained teeth and was wearing a pink velour

  tracksuit. But I could ignore her as long as I stayed away from the nails. She was a tailgater. Her chum was the more dangerous of the pair.




  I returned to watching the end of the stick pendulum back and forth in front of the purser. ‘If you will just return to your seats, we’ll see what we can do,’ she said.




  The duo simply gave a torrent of highly imaginative abuse back. I moved to take a position behind the purser.




  ‘Just fuckin’ let us take the pictures and then we’ll go back to our seats.’




  ‘When I say the word,’ I said softly in the purser’s ear, ‘I want you to duck. Go straight down, as if crouching. OK?’




  A nod.




  I could feel bodies pressing against my back through the curtain. Either the PPO or his charges. Neither would improve the situation.




  ‘Now.’




  The purser dropped and I used my height to lean over her. I grabbed the selfie stick and pulled. The woman lost her balance. I yanked her to one side and down and, as subtly as I could manage,

  with the purser’s body blocking most people’s view, I hit her with a short, sharp jab to the temple. Not hard, but accurately. Enough to traumatise one of the arteries to the brain. It

  can be dangerous, and it can lead to all sorts of lawsuits from the no-win, no-fee bottom-feeders she was so keen on, but sometimes you take that chance. Sometimes, you enjoy taking that chance. I

  let her go and she crumpled to the floor.




  Her friend screamed loud enough to bruise eardrums and, as if there really were an option to flee off a plane at 38,000 feet, began scrambling down the aisle, lashing out with her nails and

  spittle whenever anyone blocked her path.




  I barged past the attendant and the passengers. I managed to grab the woman’s right arm, get it up her back, then snagged the left – the screaming was really hurting my ears now

  – and wrapped the fast-straps around her wrists. They were thick and a lot less damaging than the thin plastic ties some use. When you are a civilian PPO, bruises and abrasions from

  restraints are never a good idea. Lawyers love them, mind.




  I had her pinned to the carpet when I became aware of the applause around me and, worse than that, the flash of phone cameras. I had a feeling that was going to be all over Instagram, Vine,

  Tumblr, Twitter and Snapchat. Which is not where any PPO wants to be.




  I stood and indicated that one of the stewardesses should take over. My job was done. And for about thirty seconds it was. Then the woman on the floor, the one with my straps around her wrists,

  went into cardiac arrest.




  I listened at the intercom while the captain called MediLink, the outfit that advises on airborne crises. As instructed, he asked if there was a doctor on board. There

  wasn’t. The MediLink specialist, somewhere in Toronto, recommended an immediate divert. I could almost hear the pilot’s brain computing his options. It isn’t something you do

  lightly; diverting a 777 can cost up to half a million dollars. The airlines are never best pleased. But then the captain declared a medical emergency to air traffic control and requested an

  alternate destination airport with an ambulance on the tarmac. I felt the pressure change almost immediately. We were going down.




  For the most part, you only end up at Gander International Airport if something has gone wrong. Badly wrong. Once, most transatlantic flights stopped at this Canadian boondocks

  to refuel, and it was a base for hunting U-boats in the Second World War, but these days the little town of 10,000 people doesn’t see much action. Apart from the aftermath of 9/11, of course,

  when thirty-eight flights landed in a matter of hours as the skies over North America were cleared. It was the biggest day in Gander for forty years.




  There was no such fuss when we arrived. The captain’s medical emergency was one of the two main reasons planes land at Gander, the other being something going ‘tech’ on board.

  Like an engine catching fire. The Canadians took off the cardiac-arrested passenger – a Mrs Tanya Carlton – and her friend, Miss Sharon Allerton, for hospital treatment. Between us we

  had made both of them comfortable on board and Sharon, shocked into sobriety and remorse, had confessed they had been doing cocaine in the lavatories. Hence, probably, the little pink

  rodent’s heart attack.




  I gave a statement to the local police, as did the purser and cabin crew, and all backed up my story. As did the phone footage. No excessive force (not on the second one anyway) and a release of

  the restraints once I realised she was in trouble. Prompt, correct and smooth medical treatment for the cardiac episode had been available from both crew and myself.




  Nobody mentioned – or had caught on film – my surreptitious punch to Sharon’s temple, which was just as well. It’s not like in the movies. Incapacitating someone

  isn’t easy and it always has risks. I knew of one PPO who ruptured the aorta of one hostile with a punch to the solar plexus. No matter that the man had a congenital condition, it was

  manslaughter. All my girl got was a bad headache, which, I was fairly certain, she would have trouble telling apart from the damage caused by her cocktail of drink and drugs.




  I asked Gemma if she wanted me to get a VistaJet for the rest of the journey, but as we would probably be on our way before that could be expedited, she deemed it not worth the expense.




  The purser told me there were local journalists out on the tarmac, but that the captain had denied them permission to board. The official line was: medical emergency caused diversion. The rest,

  he said, could wait until we were all back home.




  I was beginning to tell myself that I had been very lucky and the captain had just announced we were ready to take off once more, when my phone rang. I took the call. As I listened I felt a

  numbness course through my veins, as if I had been injected with anaesthetic. The words didn’t make any kind of sense. And then, three of them did, with a shocking clarity. The shields

  didn’t just come down, they shattered like glass under a tack hammer.




  Paul was dead. My husband was dead.




  


 





  SIX




  Imagine a scream that goes on and on, building and building, until you think your brain might explode. Except nobody else can hear it. The sound is in your head and your head

  alone. And you only get a respite, and then just for a few seconds, a minute at most, when you wake up and you’ve forgotten all that went before, or imagine it wasn’t real. And then it

  kicks in, your constant companion until – maybe helped along by a bottle of wine and a glass of scotch – you silence it with sleep.




  I don’t really remember the immediate aftermath of Paul’s death. Bits of it come to me, the memories like fragments of a shipwreck thrown onto a beach, forlorn and bleached by the

  sun. At Gander there was a strange – to me, at least – role reversal, where I became the Principal and Gemma and Emily and Martyn looked after me. There was a VistaJet booked all right,

  but it was to take me home, back across the Atlantic. Gemma and Grant picked up the tab.




  The media frenzy was intense but short-lived. ‘Heartbreak of Have-A-Go Air Hero’ sums up most of the headlines. They were there till the funeral – which, thanks to my old boss

  Ben and Paul’s colleagues, had security to rival a G-20 summit – but after that the interest tailed off. Gemma kept in touch, sporadically, but politics doesn’t favour those left

  behind.




  Gemma had said, during our last conversation, that she had never figured me for one of those who would crack. She thought I’d shrug it off and come back to work. It was, she said, the best

  tonic. I couldn’t explain about the shattered shields, about how I couldn’t operate when my personal life mixed into my professional one. They should be like acid and oil, two separate

  layers. Not one swirl of intermingled colours, like petrol spilled on water.




  Which left Jess and me. After a while we settled into a routine of lots of hugs and long nights watching TV in pyjamas while she drank hot chocolate and I demolished a bottle of red. After Jess

  went to bed I would play some David Sylvian from Paul’s collection, and wallow in his seductive melancholia. And some more wine.




  I only really argued with Jess when I decided we had to move house. I had lived in Chiswick with Paul for almost a decade and everything was marked with his name. His favourite restaurant, La

  Trompette, our pub, The Hole in The Wall, High Road House, where we’d had his fortieth . . . the butcher, the baker, and the bloody candlestick maker. They all shouted one

  thing: Paul was here, and he’s not any longer. He’d gone into that Long Dark where, let’s face it, there is no light at the end of the tunnel.
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