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Chapter 1
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It was a cold day with a fine mist of rain starting to turn the world grey and a strong wind whipping across the pavement chasing the litter and the punters away.  All the shops, she thought, looked dull and empty so she huddled back into the doorway to find what little warmth there was.  At the far end of the street he appeared like an apparition, an old man, soaking wet, carrying the world in his hands in three supermarket 'bags for life'.  She couldn't see his face, long thin grey hair obscured his features and his head was down, studying the ground as he shuffled along to his own rhythm.  He wore heavy scuffed boots, thick trousers that had lost all shape and colour and a dirty, brown Macintosh which was ripped in a number of places, the checked gabardine lining showing through.  A thin piece of knotted string held the ensemble together.

In another time he would have been called 'a tramp' but in these enlightened days, he was a street person like her, homeless and derelict, at odds with humanity, unwashed and unloved. 

By now she had become fascinated in his movements, neither too slow or too fast, just a forward sense of purpose, one foot in front of the other, lugging the overstuffed bags until he found a place to settle. It was, she knew, badly chosen, at the widest part of the pedestrianised street allowing the punters to shy away from him, to both avoid and look the other way.  She, by contrast, sat at a spot where the street narrowed and the punters were forced to pass closely by, almost tripping over her feet and the old polystyrene coffee cup that doubled as her begging bowl.

When he stopped, he spent some time studying  the wall in front of him and examining the pavement.  What  he was looking for she had no idea but obviously satisfied at what he saw, he took a big, black plastic bin liner from his bag and laid it down on the wet pavement anchoring it with his foot so the wind didn't blow it away.  On top of this he laid a dirty green blanket, much soiled, which he quickly sat upon to keep it dry.  Finally from the last bag came a greasy blue sleeping bag which he wrapped around himself like a tent and slipped the rest of his possessions underneath.  Once settled, he took a slow look around, put out a square piece of cardboard with writing on it and a old cap before dropping his head and appearing to go to sleep.

She sat there watching as he turned into a murky blue rock built out of the wall, not a hint of movement could she see as the rain started to fall heavier, large droplets bouncing off the sleeping bag and making tiny rivers running down to the drains in the middle of the road.

She deliberated on what to do.  He was a soft target but she was as comfortable as she could be under the circumstances and didn't want to venture out into the wet.  However, she figured that The Handyman would be along any time now so she had to make her move before he arrived.  She carefully got up and wandered over to him.  On the cardboard, written in a shaky black hand, was: Homeless , ex-soldier, hungry and desperate.  Please help.  She hunkered down beside him, her body pushed up close as the rain fell.

Staring into his watery rummy eyes, she said, "What you got grandad?  You know we have to share, after all you are trying to take away my business."

"Nothing," he said in a croaky voice. 

"Let me give you something then on account," she said.  "In a few minutes The Handyman will be coming down this street collecting rent.  He wants £10 a day from all of us, if not, you get a beating or worse, so if you haven't got £10 you'd better move on.  Now surely that's got to be worth something, right?"

He looked closely at her.  He thought she was probably in her early twenties but looked forty, her ravaged face aged by drink and drugs and who knew what else.  He reached under his sleeping bag and pulled out a tin of extra strong supermarket cider and handed it over to her.

"That it?  You tight bastard!"

"It's all I got," he said pleadingly.

She was tempted to turn him over, she had a shank in her pocket and could have done him easy and God knows, she desperately needed the money, but the rain was pouring now and his smell was overpowering so she took the cider and went back to her doorway, sipping its acid contents and waited for The Handyman to come.  He'll sort the old scumbag out, she thought.  Unfortunately she realised he would also want her money and today the pickings had been slim.  With a sinking heart she knew there were other ways she could pay and still keep her place.

When the girl was settled in her doorway, the old man went back to his position, head down with the rain running down inside his collar and the cold seeping in from the wall.  He had long ago learned how to endure this, first switching off his body, then allowing his mind to wander whilst his eyes stayed alert, ignoring the discomfort, becoming one with his environment until he was sure he was invisible.

The flat he was watching directly across the way was dark, no lights at all, the stairs that led to it were small and badly lit and the shop underneath was empty.  In the midst of a normally busy street, it was a perfect position, secluded yet allowing someone to disappear into a crowd if necessary, a place where no one monitors coming and goings.  He knew across the country there were many such places, all now under observation.  They were looking for Saad Ai-Jamil, more commonly called The Bomb Maker, who was known to be working somewhere in the UK, but the net was closing.  The Anti Terrorist Squad (ATS) had found a list of safe houses and he was now looking at one of them.

How long he would sit there was anyone's guess, the longest he had done this before was five days but he knew he could go longer if pushed.  He did a quick sound test into the tiny mike stuck on his chest.  "Test, test," he said and heard back in the ear piece, stuck almost directly on his ear diaphragm, "Perfect reading ten."  He was set.  Hidden around him were a squad of special forces specialists who had already scoped out the flat and could be in through the door in under thirty seconds once he gave the word.

But as was usual for these types of missions, time slipped by and nothing of note happened, so he settled in.  First the rain became heavy and then started to ease before dying off, a weak sun poking through the clouds making the temperature rise.  He pushed the sleeping bag off his shoulders and leant back against the wall.  He was tired and this was his last operation.  His name was Aiden Griffin but he hated the name Aiden so everyone called him Grif.  Today was his fiftieth birthday.  He had been in Intelligence for thirty years, a lifetime.  It was time to go.

Over to his right he could see a big man walking purposefully down the centre of the street like he owned it, bald head, tattoos on his face, green military trousers tucked into high, brown boots and a huge, dirty parka coat.  He walked up to the girl and a heated discussion took place before finally he grabbed her by the hair shoving her down and back into the corner of the dark doorway, his other hand scrabbling at the front of his trousers.  Grif looked away, another time or place and he would have stopped it but here and now he needed to stay in character, he didn't dare break cover.  Just as he was watching the flat there could be others, bad men who would be watching the street too and if there was any disturbance, they would warn The Bomb Maker off.  After a few minutes the big man was done and he stepped back adjusting his flies.  The girl just slipped back into her position, eyes staring straight ahead, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.  Grif heard the man say, "I'll be back tomorrow and you'd better have my money, bitch!" 

Then he turned and walked towards where Grif was sitting.  When he was just a few meters away he said, "So what have we here?  A squatter on my land."  Getting closer he leant over and grabbed Grif by the collar of his raincoat, pulling it back roughly and making Grif look up.

"You owe me rent, sunshine," he said.  "£10 a day.  Let's see it."

"I don't have nuffin, honest," Grif mumbled.

The big man let go of Grif and wiped his hands on his jacket.  "Fuck me, mate!  When did you last wash?" he said and dropped to his haunches and leant in putting his considerable weight on Grif's shoulder.  From his pocket he pulled a retractable DIY knife and showed it to Grif.  "Now, you might be wondering why they call me The Handyman," he said pushing the slide in the middle of the knife to release the razor sharp blade.  He pushed the flat against Grif's forehead.  "Well, you see, I like to use this blade to cut people who let me down.  Know what I mean?"

"Honest boss," pleaded Grif.  "I've only been here a few minutes, no time to work.  Look my cap is empty," and he reached over and picked it up to show him.

The Handyman backhanded it from him and it shot across the road.  Pushing his face close up to Grif's and almost spitting out the words, he said, "You got one day pal to make me my money.  If there ain't a tenner sitting in my palm tomorrow I'm going to slice you into bits.  Got it?"

Grif nodded, "Thanks boss.  Thanks, I won't let you down."

With that The Handyman stood up and without warning gave Grif a solid kick in the side making him double up.

"That's just a taste alright," he said and walked off looking for his next victim.

As soon as he was gone, Grif heard in his earpiece, "You ok, Gov?"

"No problem," said Grif.  "Just building up my credibility for the neighbours."

But in truth he hadn't seen the kick coming and could now feel the bruises starting to form.  I hope he hasn't done a rib, he thought as he crept forward to retrieve his cap.

Thankfully the rest of the day passed quietly with the sun finally peeping through the grey clouds.  The shops started to get a few customers and even a few pennies went in Grif's cap.  Then, as night fell, everything closed down, even the girl packed up and left and he was alone watching the flat.

Boredom almost overcame him as he wondered how many fruitless nights he had spent on stakeouts.  All that appeared to change from job to job was the weather, from hides in Northern Ireland to the baking sun of Afghanistan where he had waited and waited before either a washout, when he was told to pack up, or a few seconds of bowel-churning action.  No more, he thought.  Ahead of him was easy street, no more violence, no more fear.  He would become ordinary and happy and one of the countless millions he had spent his life protecting.  He couldn't wait.

The dawn brought a mercifully clear sky and even the temperature warmed up with a bright yellow sun high in the sky.  Before the shop owners opened up, he managed to relieve himself in an old beer can and pour it down the central drain and then settled down to wait.  The morning, like the day before, passed slowly.  The girl took up her position and the shoppers shopped.  He was hungry but couldn't leave his place so managed to nibble on a few biscuits he had in his coat pocket.

Around two in the afternoon he could see The Handyman beginning his rounds and he put his hand over his mouth.  "I might need some help," he whispered into the mike.  "A couple of uniformed plods should do it.  Are any available?"

"Not at the moment, Gov.  Will see what I can do."

Grif suddenly stiffened, two doors along from the flat he spotted that the sign on the newsagents door was being turned to 'Closed' and the shutters were being pulled.  The shop was run by two Pakistani brothers and it had long been thought they could be radicals.

"Hold.  Don't do anything," he said.  "Movement at the newsagents."

The Handyman was now in front of the girl and this time she managed to pay him in coins much to his disgust.  He put them quickly into his parka pocket and then started to walk towards Grif.

The door of the newsagent's opened and one of the brothers stepped out, scanning the street left and right.

"Standby, standby," whispered Grif.

By now The Handyman was almost in front of him and in danger of blocking his view.

"Got my money, you old bastard?" he said.

"Yeah, hold on, hold on," said Grif and did a pantomime of leaning to the right and left searching his pockets.

Then the newsagents door opened and three men quickly walked out and along the few meters to the steps to the flat.  They were obviously foreign but dressed in western garb of jeans and t-shirts and the middle one was the right age, height and weight of The Bomb Maker.

"We are a go," whispered Grif urgently.

"What did you fucking say?" said The Handyman, drawing out his knife and extending the blade.

"Nothing," said Grif.  "Honest."

By now the three man had reached the steps to the flat and were running up them.

Grif knew the teams would be moving into place covering all exits.

The Handyman had lost his patience.  "I'm going to fucking cut you," he said and his hand moved forward.

Grif's right arm shot forward grabbing the big man's wrist and pulling him down whilst the thumb on his left hand jabbed deep into his eye.  His head snapped back in pain and with the same hand Grif pulled back and snap-punched him hard in the throat watching him collapse onto the pavement gasping for breath.

In the background, the SAS had deployed.  A thunder flash had gone off in the apartment and two black Land Rovers had blocked the stairwell with heavily armed men moving at speed.

Grif twisted the wrist and the man flipped onto his back and the knife fell to the floor.  Grif picked it up and knelt on his chest.  He knew he shouldn't have done it but he couldn't resist.

"Something for the girl and to remember me by," he said and slashed both cheeks from the corner of the eye to the mouth.  They gaped open, blood pouring out.  The Handyman went into shock and instead of fighting back used both his hands to try and push the flaps back in place, the blood running down his face onto the dirty parka coat.  With the danger over, Grif stood up and stepped back.  With Grif's weight off his chest, the big man managed to scramble to his knees and then his feet before leaning against the wall.

"Hospitals that way," Grif said conversationally and pointed down the street.  The Handyman stared open eyed in disbelief before turning and stumbling away in the direction Grif had pointed.

Grif dropped the knife down the gutter.  By now the girl was on her feet looking at him with her mouth open.  He ignored her and the mayhem going on at the flat, lent down and slowly pushed all of his possessions back into the three 'bags for life' and then, to her surprise, walked normally down the street, no evidence of any shuffle.  

At the next corner, he turned left.  Waiting for him was a grey Range Rover with black privacy windows and a young man standing there who helped him put the bags into the back seats and ran round to the driver's side as Grif got into the passenger seat.

"How did we do?" said Grif once they were settled.

"Got him!" said the young man with a big smile.  "Medals all round."

"Good," said Grif and settled back in his seat.  He was cold and bone tired.

The drive back to their headquarters in Brixton took a little over two hours with Grif dozing ,not sleeping as such, just resting his eyes. The conversation was sparse as he was a senior officer and the young man knew his reputation as a disciplinarian.  Finally they turned into a yard of an old red brick building that once upon a time would have been an industrial unit, then turned left onto a parking area, each bay clearly marked by the initials of the top brass who were allowed to park there.  Grif was let out in front of a side door.

"Get those props back to the quartermaster," he said indicating the bags and the young man smiled and touched his forelock in a mock salute.  In his day, Grif thought, that would have earned him a rocket and a trip to see the officer in charge, but times change and he let it go.

Inside the building was a long corridor and a set of stairs up to another long corridor which led to his boss's office.  Commander John Earle was printed on a large brass plaque outside.  Grif gently knocked and then poked his head round the door and was motioned in.

Commander Earle stood and came round his desk offering his hand.  Grif shook it.

"Everything ok?" he said appraising Grif's street attire with some distaste and wrinkling his nose at the smell.

"No problem," said Grif.  "Appears to have gone like clockwork."

"Then why is there a large man now in A&E with his cheeks all cut open swearing blue murder he was assaulted?"

"Bad timing," said Grif.  "He came at me with a knife and you know as well as I do, sir, in a knife fight someone always gets cut." 

"Is that so?  Mmmm, if this was not your last day we might be investigating further," said Earle.  "Now, to better things.  Is everything sorted?  Did the boys take you out?"

"First class, thank you sir.  We went out Saturday night for a few beers and a grand night was had by all but you might want to keep away from The Highlands pub for a while as we are all now a bit persona non grata."

"Oh dear, dear me.  But I suppose after thirty years a certain leniency is in order, don't you think?" and he smiled, something Grif had never seen him do before.  "I shall miss you Grif.  Best pavement artist I have ever seen and there are not many of us left."

"No sir," said Grif, certain that Earle had never worked a pavement in his life and not quite sure where this was all going.  He had worked with John Earle for five years and this was the first time he had attempted small talk.  Usually it was all business, shouting and growling and never satisfied.  If truth be told, Grif preferred him that way.

"Anyway, good luck to you.  Get washed and changed and then Major Tanner would like a final word before you are escorted off the premises," said Earle.

"Thank you, sir," said Grif and shook the Commander's hand again, turned smartly and found himself back in the corridor.

From here he went up one level to the communal showers which for once were empty.  He opened his locker, got out clothes, a shaving and washing kit, before stripping and throwing the dirty clothes into a bin.  He turned on the water and gave himself a long Hollywood shower until he was sure the dirt and smell had gone.  Then shaved, dried and dressed himself in brown deck shoes, polished to a high sheen, beige chinos, a polo shirt and a loose jacket.  Happy with the look, he jogged up to the third floor to meet Major Tanner, Head of the Human Resources department who was nicknamed Smiley as he never stopped smiling even when giving the worst of news.

He knocked on the office door and it was opened by the Major wearing ,unusually, his best Number Two dress uniform.  

"Sorry about this," he said.  "Having a do at the regiment and have to come in uniform.  Would have preferred to see you in Mufti, a bit more casual you know, but duty calls."

He spoke in an old fashioned military manner directly out of the 1930s and had an ageless air about him, though Grif thought he must be in his mid-sixties.  He had thin blonde hair with a side parting and a large moustache under ruddy red-veined cheeks and dark brown eyes.  There was something altogether nice about him and he was universally liked throughout the Organisation.

"Take a seat, take a seat,"  Smiley continued and motioned to the one in front of the desk.  "I heard the op went very well."

"Fine," said Grif sitting down.  "I don't have all the details but it looks like we got our man."

"Excellent , excellent a great way to finish." 

Smiley took the seat on the other side of the desk and took a large file out of one of the drawers.

"Well, this is nothing to worry about ," he said.  "Just a formality but it must be done so please bear with me will you?"  The big smile was there as always and Grif relaxed into his seat.

"Right, let's begin.  From today you will no longer be part of the Service even though you will be receiving a pension.  I would like you to sign to say that you understand this is the case and have no outstanding issues which you might return to at a later date."  He passed over a sheet of paper and Grif duly signed.

"Good, now just a short speech I need to give you so please listen carefully.  From today you may not contact any member of the Secret Intelligence Service.  You may not tell anyone you were a part of the Service; you may not contact anyone who you met whilst serving; you may not work or communicate with other intelligence services, domestic or international; you may not communicate in anyway your exploits whilst you were employed by the Service, be it, verbally or written, so no books and no interviews.  Got it?" and the smile widened as if he had just told a good joke.  "Any future employment must be verified by the Service.  Specific banned occupations are: security, in any position, such as bodyguard, mercenary, private detective or doorman or any kind of police work."  

"So nothing I am actually qualified for?" said Grif, dryly.

"Indeed," said Smiley still smiling.  "Any breech of these directives will mean immediate imprisonment under the Official Secrets Act for a period up to twenty five years.  Is this clear to you?"

"Perfectly," said Grif.

"Excellent, excellent.  Sorry to have to be so formal but we must get it right, mustn't we?  Lastly, if there was some old business to come up, you know a face from the past perhaps or you feel you may be in danger, you must not call the Service directly but come straight to me.  Is that understood?"

"Absolutely."

"Please sign these at the back here and here," he said pushing over a wad of papers and indicating a dotted line.  Grif signed and Smiley countersigned and dated the document.  

"Do I get a copy?" asked Grif.

"Sadly, no," said Smiley.  "We will keep all this safe and hope we never have to use it.  Now, may I have your security pass?"

"Anything else?" said Grif, passing it over.  

"No, no.  I don't think so, only to wish you well," and they both stood and shook hands.  "I just need to walk you out.  I assume your desk is all clear?"

Grif nodded and the two men walked side by side along corridor after corridor, down a long set of steps and into the reception at the front entrance, a place Grif had never used before, he'd always entered and left through the back in case anyone was watching.  Smiley opened the door and Grif stepped out onto the pavement.  Smiley kept his foot in the jamb to keep it open so he was half in half out and thrust out his hand again.  Grif shook it and then Smiley said,

"Oh bother.  I forgot to tell you, a Mr Jones of Department K will be contacting you shortly."

"Department K?" said Grif.  "Never heard of it.  What do they do?"

The smile appeared again.  "Oh, medical and life insurance, shall we say."

Smiley still had the door half open.

"No need, all that is sorted," said Grif.  

"You misunderstand," said Smiley.  "They are not selling, they are buying ," and with that he disappeared back into the building leaving Grif standing there perplexed.

Typical, he thought.  Will they ever stop playing games?

With that he turned and walked towards the Tube station taking the Tube into London and then the train down to Brighton before calling an Uber which took him to his flat some two hours later.
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A few days later in London, some fifty miles away from Brighton but only a couple of miles from the factory where Grif had operated, a huge, fat young man woke up in a bad mood.  It was eleven o'clock in the morning and he was hung over.  Another couple of hours of sleep would have been perfect, he thought but he had a big deal on today and needed to be there on time.  He leant across the bed and grabbed a small clear plastic bag which was on the side table.  He emptied some of the contents onto the table, careful not to pour too much, spread it into a line with a gold razor blade specially made for the job and then rolled up a twenty pound note before sniffing the powder up his nose.  Almost immediately he felt a jolt and was wide awake.   

He smiled.  Nothing like a quick blast in the morning to get everything working, he said to himself, not for the first time. He showered with difficulty in the tiny shower cubicle and then looked around for some clothes to wear. The flat was small and filthy and the clothes were everywhere, screwed up on the floor, on the bed and in the tiny kitchen which he had never used.  He had got the flat from a guy he met in prison and by rights should be paying the man's wife rent but couldn't be bothered.  He's a weak useless slag, he thought.  When he gets out what's he going to do?  Nothing.  And anyway, by then if everything comes together, I'll have moved on to somewhere better, so no harm done. 

After looking around for a while, he selected his least worn expensive baggy jeans, found some white trainers, a white vest and then slipped a colourful shirt over the top.  He picked up the gold razor blade which was attached to a heavy gold rope chain and placed it over his head settling it on the vest then put a selection of gold sovereign rings on each finger.  Finally a huge Rolex watch went on his right wrist.  It was snide, a counterfeit, but no one would know and it looked the part. 

He loved to dress like the American drug dealers he saw on the TV, no matter that the weather was a bit different in the UK compared to the heat of Los Angeles.  Looking in the full length mirror he was happy with what he saw.  Standing six foot five and well over 300 pounds he glared at his reflection, then said, "Gangsta!  Yeah man," in a mock American accent.  Then he posed a few times.  He was a geezer, an East End villain, one of the chaps, or so he thought.

To be fair, he was an experienced criminal having run various street gangs for the past five years, in between bouts of prison time.  On the street he was called Tony the Greek but his name was not Tony and he had never been to Greece, he just liked the moniker, felt it made him sound like an old time hard man.  Though barely twenty five years old, he knew enough to survive.  Very few messed with him or his crew due to his size and reputation and the viciousness of the young team he ran with.

Today was special.  He knew it was going to be a good day.  Everything was going to change, he would take it to the next level, a meeting with The Man and finally the big time.  No more wheeling and dealing for pennies, he was going to earn big money. 

Happy with his look, he picked up his phone and made a call, "Hey, Number Two, pick me up now.  We got time for a bit of breakfast and then we got a meet."

Number Two was his second in command, real name Trevor Smith but now he only answered to Number Two.  Thirty seconds later he turned up in his bright yellow Renault Clio turbo, the custom exhaust noise reverberating down the street as he skidded to a halt. Tony was outside waiting for him and had to shoe horn himself into the passenger seat of the small car, holding the seat belt in front of him as it was not long enough to go over his bulk and into the clasp.  This would have been comical for any other person, but in this street, Tony's reputation kept
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