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      WHEN I GET OFF the phone to fellow friend—and assassin—AA, it’s around midnight.

      We’re going to meet in about fifteen minutes.

      The Roughed Diamond: a bar in Shepherd’s Bush.

      I stand alone in my kitchen, feeling the gentle chill of the winter draughts all around me.

      I’ve been trying as hard as possible to save money. Ever since Brian Mathewson dropped me from his assassins’ roster—dropped all his assassins, for that matter—I’ve had to instil a fresh wave of thriftiness about my person.

      Although, in all likelihood, I have more than enough saved in the bank—more than I’ll ever be able to spend—I can’t help but feel a little hypnotised watching my balance diminish a little more each day.

      What if it does reach zero?

      What then?

      Perhaps I’ll have to open shop as a cleaner, or a rubbish collector, probably the only jobs that I’d ‘officially’ qualify for.

      I glance down at the now-empty cup of tea on the kitchen counter, the simple memory of the sweet hot liquid once within already sending warm, throbbing, comforting waves through my blood.

      When I breathe in now, the pain’s almost gone. My ribs have had a chance to heal . . . one of the good aspects of not having to go through with any hits; it’s allowed my body a brief pause to recuperate. And my calf muscle which got shot through in my final ‘job’ feels in decent shape too.

      Nothing that six hours of surgery couldn’t fix.

      Outside, beyond the drawn curtains, I can hear the gentle pitter-patter of drizzle falling against the kitchen window. If I breathe in deeply, I can just about make out that clean, damp scent of the rain too.

      I roll my arms back in their sockets, hoping to ease a little of the tension out of my shoulders. I shouldn’t have any reason to feel tense. Brian cast me out. Absolved me of ever becoming involved with him again.

      Yeah, except that’s not quite the case.

      In fact, Brian Mathewson is the driving reason for my meeting with AA in fifteen minutes’ time.

      If only I could get shot of Brian for good . . .

      As I stand, half leaning my weight up against the kitchen counter, my tortoiseshell cat—Lizzie—appears in the kitchen doorway. With a diminutive brurr . . . a sound something between a purr and a miaow . . . she pads over to me, rolls her warm, fuzzy body up against the legs of my tracksuit bottoms.

      I crouch down and then lift her up in my arms, bring her up against the V-neck t-shirt I’m wearing. Lizzie closes her eyes as she purrs away to herself, her paws all gone slack, her tail dangling down in mid-air.

      I think long and hard about the meeting with AA.

      I could cancel it easily.

      I could just pick up the phone, tell him that we can choose another night for this impromptu meeting.

      Yeah . . . and a seventy-year-old man in a clown suit might just rap on my door and demand a cup of sugar.

      If AA’s anything at all, it’s inflexible. When he states a date, let alone a time, then you’re expected to stick to it religiously.

      Or prepare to face the consequences.

      And, as one myself, I well know the perils of getting on the wrong side of an assassin.

      Realising that there’s nothing else for me to do, aside from meet with AA, I gently let Lizzie down, allow her to descend to the floor.

      Then I set about making myself presentable.
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      THE TAXI DROPS ME OFF on the street corner of The Roughed Diamond.

      Feeling in a good mood—Thrifty Anna be damned—I give the driver a nice tip.

      It’s almost Christmas, after all.

      The driver thanks me with an almost antiquated gesture, tipping the rim of his baseball cap and wishing me a good evening before I let myself out into the freezing drizzle.

      The Roughed Diamond features violet lighting, which spills out onto the street. The window which looks out at me has matching curtains, and I can’t help thinking that—for a bar—the whole façade of the place is immaculately well kept.

      As I tread on past the bouncer—a rotund man dressed in a tuxedo, a silver earring dangling from his left ear, with only wispy grey hair saving him from outright baldness—I’m fairly certain that I can smell a minty odour on the air.

      That’s probably as good a clue as any to what sort of place this is.

      AA’s type of place.

      A gay bar.

      Once I pass through—yet another—violet curtain, and into the bar area proper, I feel a little less self-conscious about having gone with a fake mink fur coat for this evening.

      I look over the drinkers, the ones slouched up at the walnut counter of the bar: mostly well-dressed men, still in their work suits; it being Friday I don’t suppose there’s been much of an opportunity to get changed.

      A pair of women sit at the other end of the bar, each of them in a sequined dress, their heads bowed low over their colourful—apparently fruity—cocktails.

      I can’t help but feel that the two of them are staring long and hard at the space between my shoulder blades as I make my way across the exposed wooden floorboards of the bar, and into the gloomier section of the place.

      Where AA agreed we should meet.

      Techno music—at least I think that’s what it is—drawls out through unseen speakers, and I’m glad that it’s kept down to a tastefully low volume. And even as I catch myself thinking that thought, I realise that I’m becoming my mother . . . and, in my mid-thirties, that’s really quite damning.

      The air is kept comfortably warm, so that the icy air from outside, which nibbled away at my cheeks, becomes a distant memory. I feel a pleasant, shuddering wave pass over the surface of my skin as if my body thanks me for bringing it in from the cold.

      It takes my eyes a couple of seconds to adjust to the dim lighting in the further reaches of the bar, and another few seconds still to identify AA, sitting at a round table, drumming his fingers, impatiently, against the immaculately lacquered surface.

      AA wears a neatly cut black suit. The satin lapels give off a slight sheen in the violet lighting. In a way, the sheen of the lapels compliments his slicked-back, well-gelled hair.

      Before AA, on the table, he has either a gin and tonic or a glass of water with a slice of lime in it. As I approach him, I get a strong whiff of sandalwood. It’s almost overpowering as I shrug off my fake fur jacket and hang it over the back of the chair opposite, revealing the simple, black cocktail dress I wear underneath.

      AA continues to stare down into his glass for another few seconds before deigning to raise his glance to me. His eyes look troubled, there’re deep, dark rings about the bases of his sockets. He looks like a man who’s spent a good long while Thinking Things Over.

      Hence this impromptu meeting, I suppose.

      “Evening,” he says, reaching for his drink, bringing it to his lips and then taking a sip.

      “Actually,” I say, looking around us, and seeing that the other tables are deserted, “it’s morning now.”

      AA meets my eye for a second, making an ‘oh’ shape with his lips before returning to focus on his drink. “What’re you drinking?” he says.

      Only then do I realise that there’s a stick-thin woman—a girl really—in a pair of skinny jeans and a clean, crisp, white vest, standing over our table. She has her thumbs tucked into the back pockets of her jeans, and looks on the verge of yawning at any second as she awaits my order.

      “A fizzy water?” I say.

      The girl hovers there for a few seconds, as if she’s unable to quite believe my order—at several minutes past midnight—but she finally relinquishes.

      But not before AA gets in a freshener on his own drink.

      It turns out that he is drinking gin and tonic.

      Once the girl has gone to fetch our order, a silence engulfs the table.

      AA reaches for his drink, knocks the rest of it back, wincing a touch at the—apparently—bitter taste. When he replaces the emptied glass on the table top, he mumbles so quietly that I almost miss his words. “Did you bring it?” I just about muster from his grumbling tone.

      Of course I know what he means by ‘it’. I dig about in the inside pocket of my fur coat. I produce the memory stick from within, watch on as AA’s eyes wander back and forth in their sockets. “I’m not going to leave it lying around at home, am I? Of course I brought it along—I bring it along everywhere I go.”

      What I don’t add, because the two of us know it implicitly, is that the memory stick in my possession could—very well—bring the entire United Kingdom to its knees. It could, not to get too melodramatic about it, bring about a nationwide revolution.

      My little Death Log.

      AA gives an almost undiscernible nod, then reaches for his empty glass, apparently not having realised that it’s empty.

      I slip the memory stick back into my inside pocket and decide that this is my chance. “What’s this about, AA?” I say.

      AA continues to stare at his empty glass, and I can’t help thinking that he’s stooped in some sort of depression, though what he has to be depressed about is somewhat beyond me. AA—unlike me—has been living a pretty hedonistic lifestyle.

      If anything, he should be up where the clouds float around.

      “You think,” he says, still staring at his glass. “You think, Anna . . .”

      “What?” I say. “What’d you think?”

      He looks up at me.

      Meets my eye.

      “You think you could lend me some money?”
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      THE WAITRESS RETURNS with our orders—my fizzy water and AA’s gin and tonic.

      I also notice that she lays a folded-up receipt down in a ceramic saucer, something which, most likely, in a past life, was an ashtray.

      If AA notices the receipt then he shows no sign of it.

      I busy myself with my fizzy water, turning my attention to the bubbles rising up to the surface and popping. When I take a sip, I realise that it has a faint lemon zest to it. I suppose that a bar like this has to add something—anything—to even the simplest of items to justify the cost.

      Gourmet water, there’s nothing like it.

      I absorb what AA’s said, turn his words around in my mind, study them from all angles. “I thought you were flush,” I say.

      AA doesn’t give any answer beyond a faint grumble at the back of his throat. He stares at his newly delivered gin and tonic, apparently considering its deeper implications before he’ll take a sip.

      “You’re telling me that you spent it all?” I say. “That you spent everything you saved up working for Brian?”

      Again, another one of those grumbles at the back of the throat.

      “Christ, AA,” I say in reply, losing myself in the bubbles of my fizzy water in the same way AA loses himself in the stillness of his gin and tonic.

      Another pregnant silence looms large over the table, and I glance around, hoping that there might be some sort of other diversion to sweep me away from this marauding moroseness.

      But, no.

      Here, in this part of the bar, me and AA are all alone.

      “How much?” I say, glancing up at AA.

      He mumbles a six-figure number.

      “Fuck off!” I blurt out, unable to hold myself back.

      I compose myself, tell myself to calm down.

      I fix AA with a glance across the table, do my best to meet his eye, although he’s doing his best to avoid mine. “Are you serious?” I say. “You really need that much?”

      “. . . Yeah,” is the sound which finally escapes AA’s lips.

      I breathe in deeply and then sigh it out.

      I glance around this little, gloomy part of the bar.

      In the near distance, I can hear the sound of stool legs scraping against wooden floor. Babbling conversations of drinkers preparing to leave.

      Although this isn’t the type of place where the barman will bellow out ‘Last orders!’, I can tell by the receipt on my and AA’s table that ‘last orders’ have come and gone.

      That it’s high time for us to pay up and leave.

      I look back to AA. “Christ,” I say again, “how’d you spend it all?”

      A faint smirk pulls at the corner of AA’s lips. He gives a slight shake of his head, apparently enjoying a private joke with himself, or perhaps revisiting some great, raging excess. When he looks back up at me, his expression is stone again. “Please, Anna, there’s no one else I can turn to.”

      I meet his eye for a long while and then I puff out my cheeks.

      Although there’s no doubt I can afford the money AA’s asking from me, there’s also no doubt that it’ll make a dent in my finances. And a pretty sizeable one at that.

      I can hardly believe that I’ve made my mind up as I get out a firm, apparently unshakable, “Okay.”

      AA brightens a touch at this. Gives me the flash of an authentic smile this time—instead of a smirk. “Thanks, Anna,” he says, and I notice that he’s slurring his words a little.

      When I glance back over my shoulder, I see that the waitress is peeping into our area of the bar. I catch her eye and she gives me a cool stare, her gaze never quite reaching my eyes, but floating up and over my scalp. “We’re closing,” she says, clean and matter of fact.

      She disappears back behind the bar as quickly as she came.

      I can hear the clink and tinkle of glasses being collected; can smell the chemical stench of disinfectant being sprayed across tables; the zip of cloth moving over surfaces, wiping them down.

      I glance to AA, then look to the receipt. “Do you want me to get this?” I say.

      AA gives me a smile in return, then a shake of his head. “Please, Anna,” he says, “I invited you.”

      Next, he reaches for the ceramic saucer, unfolds the receipt then reaches inside his jacket pocket. He lays out several twenty-pound notes. I don’t see how many, exactly, but I can tell that it’s a decent wad.

      He finds his feet somewhat clumsily, a couple of times slipping on the—to my knowledge—extremely dry and firmly grounded floor, before managing to find his balance. He gives me another one of those drunken smiles, his rosy cheeks reminding me of some sort of merry drunkard: a look which makes me glad that I never met that sort of man . . . to think that I could be dealing with that every night at home . . .

      “Anna,” AA says, coming up to me, and then, quite unexpectedly, winding his fingers about mine. “There was one other thing.”

      “What?” I say, already feeling a dawning sense of dread for asking.

      “You see, there’s a prob . . . a prob . . .”

      “ ‘A problem’ ?” I put in, trying to help him out.

      Now that he’s got the Big Ask out of the way, it seems that he can afford to let down a little of the sober act he’s been putting on.

      AA extends the index finger of the hand not currently holding mine. He waggles said finger directly at the tip of my nose. “Yes!” he says, far too loudly—loudly enough so that the waitress sends a searing glare in our direction from her position behind the bar.

      “Shh,” I say, wriggling my fingers free from his hold.

      AA sways from side to side like a sapling in a thunderstorm.

      I reach out and grab hold of his shoulder, stopping him from toppling over. “What?” I say. “What’s the problem?”

      AA presses his lips so tightly together that the blood drains from them. He looks back at me not a little solemnly. “I’ll tell you in the car.”
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      AA HAS PARKED his car around the back of the bar, down a side alley. Just from looking over AA’s car, I can begin to see where the money has gone, why he’s in such ‘urgent’ need of a loan.

      Although I know very little about cars, I can tell that this one—from its sleek, rounded curves; its lack of back seats; its ample bonnet—is an expensive model. A sports car, I suppose. It has a canary-yellow paintjob which either seems extremely well kept because of the constantly falling drizzle or because AA has it buffed up daily.

      As I look the car over, I see that it’s parked on double-yellow lines.

      When AA squeezes the zapper, makes the car’s hazard lights blink intermittently and give a pair of merry toots on its horn, I note the plastic-wrapped notice taped to his windscreen.

      Danger-red.

      A parking fine.

      I say nothing about it and AA doesn’t seem to see it at all.

      He turns his attention to the driver’s door.

      To attempting to find where he slips his key into the lock.

      As I stand back, just watching, feeling the drizzle dampen my fur coat, the sight puts me in mind of an orangutan who’s just come across a car in the middle of his enclosure, and that he’s attempting to figure it out.

      In the end, though, mostly in the hope of not contracting pneumonia, I decide to help him out. “I think it’s already unlocked,” I say. “I think that’s what you did with the zapping.”

      AA glances up at me, a touch perplexed for a moment, and then a drunken grin appears. He gives a shake of his head, as if he’s just as puzzled at his own behaviour as I am, and then—finally—he opens up the driver’s door.

      The passenger door—my door—soon pops open too.

      I clamber inside.

      Once AA has brought the driver’s door shut with a too-loud thud, I breathe in that thick, strong scent of new-car smell. And since I’m sure AA’s car is a good few months old, I’ll bet that part of his cleaning service—the same one which keeps the paintwork buffed to a shine—accounts for keeping the car smelling new.

      For the longest time, AA seems a touch perplexed by the controls. He slips me a sidelong glance as if I’m going to be able to help him out.

      I’m not about to offer to drive for him.

      For one thing, I’m not on the insurance for the car, and since I’ve just agreed to loan AA a significant amount of money—what I once might’ve considered to be something approaching a fortune—I’m not about to risk losing more, or getting sent to prison, just because AA can’t take his drink.

      It’s only five minutes from the bar back to my house, but, all the same, I know that I should ask the question.

      “Are you okay to drive?” I say, thinking about all those gin and tonics. “We can take a taxi if you want.”

      AA holds a hand up to me as if he was some sort of medieval king silencing the fool in his court. He slips the plastic fob into a slot and—apparently on a roll—stabs the clearly marked ON-OFF button.

      The engine roars to life . . . and that’s no exaggeration, it really does roar.

      Leaving it in Neutral, AA revs the engine several times, and I watch on as his smile widens more and more as he savours the sound.

      I feel the vibrations passing up through my seat, sending a thrill through my stomach.

      A chilly sensation creeps up my spine and I can’t help thinking that this is a Very Bad Idea Indeed . . . that I could ask AA to let me out if I—

      AA releases the handbrake and switches the car out of Neutral. The car lurches forwards and down, off the curb AA had parked it on. He trundles us out to the opening of the side alley and, with an extremely exaggerated glance from side to side, pulls out into the main road.

      Thankfully—at this time—the streets are pretty much clear of traffic.

      Only the odd lonely drunken reveller making their sad way towards the taxi rank on the corner; their hunched, huddled-up postures made all the more miserable by the unending drizzle.

      AA opens up the throttle as we plough along the street, keeping the steering surprisingly steady. I’m fairly certain that AA’s skill of driving while drunk is one which he has perfected after years—decades?—of practice.

      Unlike most drunk drivers, AA sticks strictly to the speed limit, and he is theatrically meticulous with his signalling and looking.

      Still, it doesn’t make it any more comfortable to be his passenger.

      I decide to use humour to take my mind off things.

      “Were you a driving instructor in a previous life?” I say.

      In profile, AA gives me another of his grins, and drives onwards.

      Up ahead, I see a police car waiting to pull out from a side road. A pair of policemen sitting in the front seats, their fluorescent yellow-and-blue jackets making them seem odd—out of place—within their car.

      My heart does a tiny leap, and I look to AA.

      But he’s not paying attention to me.

      As we pass by the policemen waiting to pull out, AA gives them both a mock salute and a smile, then drives on past.

      My pulse now pounding in my throat when I turn to glance over my shoulder, and out through the rear window, I watch the police car slip out of the side alley and drive off in the opposite direction, on the other side of the road.

      I allow myself to breathe again.

      “So,” I say, now feeling a little more confident that the road ahead has opened up—and that there’re no other cars in sight. “What was this other thing?”

      AA grips the steering wheel tightly, so tightly, in fact, that I see that his knuckles have turned white while he does so. His gaze, though, remains fixed on the road ahead—again as if he was taking his driving test. He swallows hard, making his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. He flips me a side-on glance, then says, “It’s a biggie, Anna.”

      “Really?” I say, flashing my eyebrows, then looking out to the road ahead. “Bigger than the better part of a million pounds?”

      “If it’s a problem, you can feel free to say no, okay?”

      I glance at AA, see that there’s no joviality remaining in his expression. That he’s now one-hundred-percent focussed on his driving. On keeping the car straight in the road. “You don’t want me to get back involved with Brian Mathewson, do you?”

      AA gives a slight smile, then shakes his head. “No,” he says, “nothing like that.”

      I allow the tension to leave my muscles.

      Me and AA have a deal with Brian, a sort of truce.

      I have the dirt on him—in the form of the memory stick; the Death Log—and he has the dirt on us, in terms of his wide-ranging connections.

      If he wanted us dead—truly wanted us dead—he could make it happen with very little effort.

      “Anna,” he says. “I was—”

      Seeing where we are, I cut him off. “This is the turning, just here,” I say.

      Despite my swiftly delivered instructions, AA is just as meticulous as ever with his control of the vehicle. He does his mirror checks, indicates, and then turns into the road which leads towards my cul-de-sac.

      Something seems different, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      I turn back to AA, confident that he knows the way to my house well enough from here on in . . . he’s broken into it enough times . . .

      “I was wondering if I could stay with you for a while.”

      AA manages to get out that unbreakable chain of comprehension.

      No stuttering, no slurring, it’s almost as if he’s channelled the same steely nerve he possesses with his drink-driving.

      I feel my whole body revolt at the idea.

      The hair sticks up on the back of my neck, my throat suddenly dries up, and I feel a tingle pass both through my healed ribcage and my shot-through calf muscle.

      “What happened to your place?” I say.

      AA slips me another of his glances, and then faces forwards once more.

      It’s a look which tells me, Never mind.

      As AA rounds the corner of the street, turning into my cul-de-sac, I can’t shake the feeling that something is totally and completely wrong.

      And it’s only then that I see what it is.

      Smoke.

      Flames.

      Fire.

      When my eyes slink across the façades of the houses, and to my own home, I see that it’s ablaze. Fire belching from every conceivable crevice.

      If AA says something to me, I don’t hear it.

      I stab down on the Release button of my seatbelt.

      Leap out of the car.
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      MY HEART DOESN’T SEEM to hit a single beat as I limbo down under the police tape which cordons off the cul-de-sac. People are out of their homes, in their pyjamas, staring at the flames as they soar higher and higher into the night sky.

      The drizzle seems like an afterthought now, because although it continues to fall, it does nothing to quell the flames. I can hear a faint sizzle as it makes contact with the fire.

      A fire engine sits askance in the middle of the road.

      Firefighters stand in my front garden, a hose sagging between them.

      A couple of police cars bookend the scene, their blue-and-red lights swilling about, setting the whole street in almost pantomime-style lighting.

      “Madam, madam—excuse me, madam!”

      I hear the voice but I pay no attention.

      Not until I feel the firm grip on the sleeve of my fake fur coat.

      It’s then that I turn, reluctantly, away from the bellowing flames consuming my home. Consuming what’s mine.

      I see the stern, flour-white expression staring back at me. A policewoman. Her hair tucked into a business-like bun beneath her pillbox hat. Her frumpy, well-padded jacket making her seem about twice the size she truly is.

      When I try to break away from her, she holds on tight.

      “Please, madam, stay back behind the cordon.”

      Even though I know I must sound pathetic, I can’t help uttering the words. “My home,” I say, “that’s my home.”

      “I’m sorry, madam, you’re going to have to step over here. It’s not safe.”

      It’s as if everything moves in slow motion.

      I feel the thoughts and feelings pass through my brain—one by one.

      My possessions within.

      My cat Lizzie within.

      It’s the second which leads me to break away from the policewoman.

      I do it just like the kids in the movies, slipping my arms out of my coat, and rushing towards the flames, dressed now only in flat shoes and my cocktail dress. I feel the drizzle turn to rivulets and run along the surface of my smooth skin.

      As I run faster, get closer to the firemen, all of them dressed in their faded, yellow uniforms, their rugged helmets with torches strapped to the crown, I can taste the ash layering at the back of my throat. It only spurs me on.

      I hit the ground harder.

      Someone shouts out to me, but I ignore their words.

      Before anybody else can grab hold, I’m already passing through the side gate, and headed for my back garden. Once I stand in my back garden, I can’t help a dizzy smile, thinking about how easy it really was for AA to break into my house all those times.

      I never even locked the side gate.

      Smoke pumps out over the garden: thick and black, rendering my house almost impossible to see.

      It makes planning my entrance harder still.

      My gaze drops down, to the French doors before me.

      Within, beneath the level of the smoke, I can see my cat—Lizzie—pawing at the glass, her miaows silenced by the double glazing.

      I try to open the French doors, squeeze the release button on the latch.

      Nope, locked.

      I swear to myself, stamp my foot out of frustration. But then my mind flashes back to being rational. Logical thinking kicks in once more.

      I look around me, spot a discarded half brick lying in an untended flowerbed.

      I grab for it, my thoughts coming so quickly that they’re dizzying.

      I’m aware of someone else shouting out at me.

      Someone staring at me from the side alley I just passed through.

      I don’t hear them, though, as I bring the brick down—hard—against the glass.

      And then again—and again—until I manage to bust a hole large enough to slip my arms through.

      Lizzie leaps into my arms and, as I draw her back out, I’m only dimly aware of the dull pain in my right hand as it scrapes along the broken glass.

      And then someone else’s arms are around me.

      Drawing me away.
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      FOR THE LONGEST TIME, I lose myself in Lizzie’s contented purr as I hold her in my arms. I stand back from my house, outside the taped-off area, playing by fire department and police rules.

      “Madam?”

      I glance up, see that the same policewoman from before, the one who tried to take me away from the scene, is standing before me. “Yes?” I say.

      “Do you think you could answer a few questions?”

      I look into her eyes, see the underlying sternness there. Although I try my best not to make snap judgements about people—those tend to get you into all sorts of trouble—I get the impression from her short hair, the dark circles beneath her eyes, a grey hair or two, all those indicators of premature ageing, that she’s a single mother; two, maybe three, kids at home.

      “What’d you need to know?” I say, looking back at my house, to the fire fighters now trawling through the wreckage, smoke smouldering up into the night-time sky.

      The ash still hangs thick in the air. I believe that I can feel it actually clogging my pores as I stand on the street. But I tell myself that’s impossible.

      That surely I’m not that sensitive.

      The policewoman meets my eye, and follows my gaze back to my now-decrepit looking home. “I’m sorry about your house,” she says, then looks back at me with her lips pressed tightly together, a slight frown embedded in her forehead. “I take it you have insurance?”

      I feel my heart thrum in my throat, and then lurch about at this woman’s less-than-sympathetic manner. But I hold myself back, give Lizzie a little squeeze to calm me down, telling myself that I’m in a highly sensitised state.

      I’m not seeing things as well as I might.

      I nod in reply to the policewoman’s question about insurance, but then I feel something nagging at the back of my brain. I meet the policewoman’s eye and say, “The documentation—it was in a filing cabinet, back in the . . .”

      “It’s okay,” the policewoman says, cutting me off, “your company will have their own records, it shouldn’t be a problem to work out.” From the top pocket of her uniform jacket, the policewoman produces a notepad.

      I feel myself dizzily wondering if it’s still standard practice—in the twenty-first century—for all bobbies to carry notepads.

      Apparently it is, at least with this bobby.

      “Mrs Harris?” the policewoman says.

      Just hearing my own name sends a tingling sensation through my ribcage, and then through my shot-up calf muscle. Actually, it’s more the tone of how the policewoman says it than the fact of hearing my name itself.

      “That’s your name?” the policewoman repeats.

      “Ms Harris, yes,” I reply, and then, “Where am I going to sleep tonight?”

      The policewoman gives a slight smirk—or what I take to be a smirk—and then she turns her attention back down to her notepad. “Ms Harris,” she says, this time emphasising the Ms part, “do you have any enemies you’re aware of?”

      I knit my eyebrows together.

      Look back at the policewoman.

      “ ‘Enemies’ ?” I say. “What’d you mean?”

      The policewoman flips over a few pages of her notepad, apparently searching for a clean one. She produces a pencil from somewhere—I don’t get a chance to see exactly where. “Yes,” the policewoman says, “anybody who you think might wish to harm you?”

      I scowl in response, look back to my house. “You think this was arson?”

      The policewoman shakes her head. “No, Mrs Harris,” she says, and then glances around, perhaps looking for nervous neighbours watching on . . . most of them, though, are concentrating on the firemen doing their work to dampen down my home. “The Bomb Squad have just got through with the scene.”

      “The Bomb Squad?” I say, hardly having the air to get out the words.

      Lizzie squirms in my arms, sticks me with a claw. I realise that I’m squeezing her as tightly as I might squeeze a soft toy. I let up with my squeezing and Lizzie rewards me with another few rounds of purrs . . . I guess my heroic act of saving her from a burning building has earned me some Good Will credit.

      “Yes,” the policewoman says, her eyes lingering over Lizzie, in my arms, “an explosive device was the cause of the fire.”

      I look
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