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Her name was Annie but the whole world called her The Cow, not to her face mind, she was far too important for that.  She did the jobs that none of the men had the balls to do, firing and disciplinary. It was something she quite simply enjoyed.  The hiring and promotions, the soft stuff in other words, she left to lesser people.  Not yet in charge of Human Resources, everyone including her, knew she would be one day.  It was ironic in the male-dominated world of the Secret Service, staffed with tough macho men, that she was the most feared.  

Paul Bradley had got the summons earlier that day.  It was the third time The Cow had contacted him in the last few weeks trying to set up a meeting and the third time he had ignored her.  But ten minutes later his line boss walked over, sat on the edge of his desk and told him in no uncertain terms he had better attend.  

The meeting was set for fifteen hundred hours and Paul fidgeted at his desk until the allotted time, feeling not exactly fear more a kind of apprehension, before taking the lift up to the fifth floor which Human Resources had commandeered.  He walked down the long corridor and through the frosted glass door.  On the desk was a book and he signed in before being shown, by the Receptionist, to a clean, modern office with a wooden desk and chairs either side.  He took the one facing the door just to be contrary, making it look as if this was his office and everyone coming in was just visiting.  A few minutes later and on the dot of three o'clock, in came The Cow and behind her a large, young, powerfully built burly man who looked like a night club bouncer.  There was a small piece of farce as they had to search for a chair for him finally finding it in an office at the end of the row of offices.  The Cow sat opposite Paul and the bouncer sat behind her and to the right, his chair tight up against the wall.  She had a large manila folder in front of her and a black A4 notebook which she commenced to open to a clean page and then wrote 'Paul Bradley' at the top and the date.  No words had been spoken and the atmosphere in the room was tense.  She finally looked up from her notebook and they took a second to appraise each other.  

Paul Bradley was a little smaller than he came across in the file she thought, black hair, some grey at the temples, blue suit, white open-collar shirt, looking perhaps ten years younger than his fifty four years.  Tanned and pleasant looking, he appeared far from the violent monster that shone out from the pages.  Apparently he was a wet opps specialist, a killer.  Much of what she had read was redacted but it was still enough for her to gather such an opinion.  She hated violence and everything this man stood for.  To her in the modern Secret Service world, there was no place for this kind of thug.  When she was given this assignment and had looked into Bradley's background she had asked for some protection in case the meeting became difficult.  She has seen such men before become overwrought with emotion and this man was especially dangerous.  After some reluctance and comments about her over-reacting, she was given the large man behind her from Security but when Paul Bradley's line boss had found out, he just laughed.  "If Paul wanted to hurt you, trust me, that lump of lard would be of no use," he said.  "But he won't.  Paul is the most self-controlled man I know.  You are perfectly safe, trust me."

She now perhaps could see why, looking at the man in front of her who was not at all impressive and she wished she had not made such a fuss.  All she could see was a smart, middle-aged, composed man with no hint of the so called monster that apparently lurked below.  Perhaps it was all exaggeration, she thought.  More smoke and mirrors.

Paul looked at The Cow, ugly, middle-aged and overweight, bursting out of the expensive trouser suit she was wearing which was obviously one size too small.  Vanity, vanity, all is vanity, he thought.  Her mousy hair was cut in a severe bob which did nothing to hide her plain face and double chin, complete with small, piggy eyes behind black horn-rimmed glasses.  He glanced across at her minder and dismissed him just as quick.  

The Cow opened up the manila file and started to read to herself.  Paul was getting a bit pissed off with the silent treatment.  

"Can we start?" he said.  

"We already have," said The Cow.  "I have some good news for you," she continued.  "We have decided that we will be bringing your retirement forward.  Instead of waiting until you are fifty five years old, you will be able to take your full pension entitlement from the end of this month."

"I don't want to retire," said Paul.  "Now, or next year when I'm fifty five."

"I am afraid you have no choice in the matter.  At your age, in your present occupation, you have reached your shelf life.  In fact, you have over reached your shelf life and unfortunately are not qualified for re-employment in another, let us say, less strenuous department."  She spoke in a cultured, high pitched voice and looked as if she had a bad smell under her nose.  

"But that is ridiculous," said Paul.  "I am still highly effective."

"Not according to the results of your annual testing which you completed two months ago.  The overall mark is way below what is expected of a field operative."

"Not in everything," said Paul defensively.  "In the disciplines that matter, I still pass muster."

The Cow turned some pages.  "Yes," she said.  "In shooting and self-defence, which I believe you also teach, your marks are quite high but your general fitness, even though exemplary for a man of your age, is just not good enough for what we are looking for.  We have younger men that we want to bring through and I am afraid you are standing in their way.  Normally we would find some other department that you would be useful in but according to your psychometric evaluation, you have spent too long in the field and are not at all suited to any kind of administration work and are far too much of a lone wolf for management.  Hence this decision."

"No, that is unacceptable!  I don't agree with you...." Paul protested.

"Look," she said, interrupting him, sighing deeply and leaning forward.  "Let's not make this any worse than it already is, OK?  In fact, let's do the opposite.  Let me make everything absolutely crystal clear.  There is no place anywhere in this organisation for you.  Do you understand?"

There was a pause where they both just stared at each other.  The Cow wore a poker face but underneath she was enjoying herself immensely.  

"You must have known this day was coming," she continued in a more reasonable tone.  "Stop now before you become an embarrassment trying to compete with men half your age and with twice your abilities.  I suggest you swallow whatever emotions are bubbling up inside of you, accept this very generous offer and come to terms with the inevitable.  We both know you are not poor and with your resources, life could be easy.  Thirty four years is after all, a long time to be in harness.  Time to find a bit of peace for yourself."

"And what do you suggest I do?" he said sarcastically.  "There is not a lot of opportunities in the outside world for men with my skill set."

"And any that are there, we would not like you to take up," she said.  "I suggest you take some time to read your Terms of Service again."

He sat there feeling drained.  She was right.  He had known that his days were numbered since he had been on the Appraisal Course.  The fitness part had been a joke, he had trained hard for months to be in top physical shape but age makes fools of us all and he had failed in many parts of it. 

"When do you want me to go?" he said.

"Now," she replied.  "This minute.  You will leave your security pass with me and,"  indicating the burly man behind her, "You will be escorted from the building by my colleague here."  

"So after thirty four years, no big goodbye, no party, no gold watch?" 

"I am afraid not.  Nor will you be allowed back to your desk.  All your personal belongings will be sent on to you."

Pulling out a letter from the back of the folder she said, "I want you to read, sign and return to me."

The letter was a standard format.  It reminded him that he was bound by the Official Secrets Act and any breach of this would be met by the most serious consequences.  He was told to return any equipment, including, but not limited to, weaponry, computer/IT equipment, phones, false passports and documentation and to declare any bank accounts or credit cards in false names.  

He read and signed the letter and passed it back to The Cow who briefly shook his hand holding just the finger tips.  "Thank you for your service," she said turning and walking out leaving Paul with the burly man.  Five minutes later he was standing outside the MI6 building looking across The Thames not sure what to do, not sure what any man in his position would do.  It has begun, he thought.  In the end, even though he realised it was a bit of a cliché, he walked to the nearest pub and ordered himself a large whiskey which he downed in one.  For the first time in his life, he was unemployed and no longer part of the Secret Service he had grown to love.  He felt bereft like he was attending a funeral for an old friend.  Depression hit him like a cloud.  He looked across at the friendly barman and ordered another.  
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Somehow, later that evening, he found his way to his flat across London and collapsed on the sofa where he slept fully clothed until mid-morning the following day, then showered and dressed before sitting back on the sofa with a large mug of coffee trying to work out some sort of plan.  He looked around the small flat bought some twenty five years ago in the centre of London to be close to the office.  At that time it had cost him a small fortune which he thought he would never get back but surprisingly it was now worth four or five times what he had paid for it.  Sparsely furnished and more functional than aesthetic, there was no reason to make it look smart as he rarely brought anyone back.  In his line of business, secrecy was the rule and it did not help to have anyone close.  He suddenly realised he had no affection for it at all, it was just a place to sleep that had been close to work.  Just convenient.  He reluctantly came to the conclusion he no longer needed that convenience.  On impulse he went to a drawer and pulled out one of the many mobile phones laying there and dialled a number in Lewes, East Sussex asking for the Manager.  

After a while a cultured voice said, "John Sturgess.  Can I help?"

"It's Paul Bradley," he said.  "You have one of my properties that you are letting out for me."

"Oh, yes," said Sturgess.  "We are working hard to find you a new tenant.  It has only been a couple of months and it is a big house.  Not that many people can afford to rent it."

"I'd like it taken off the market," said Paul.  

"May I ask why?" said Sturgess a little tersely.

"Because I know longer want to rent it out," replied Paul.

"But we have been renting this house out for over twenty years.  Are you sure?"

Paul was starting to get a bit annoyed.  "Yes, I am sure.  It's my house and I no longer want to rent it out.  Hopefully I am being clear."

"Well," said Sturgess.  "In that case, there are some papers to sign and keys to collect not to mention our fee."

"That's not a problem," said Paul.  "I will be in later today."

"I am only available at four o'clock," said Sturgess.  

"Look," said Paul.  "You have had a nice living off this rental for twenty years doing as far as I can see, very little for your money.  I will be at your place this afternoon when I am good and ready and everything better bloody well be in order.  OK?"

The phone went dead and Paul took some deep breaths to cool down.  Just what I need, he thought.  Another arse.

The house in Lewes was his family home and he had been born in the back bedroom as many were in those days.  As an only child, he had found it somewhat lonely but in the main, it was a happy home and he had faint but fond memories of his early childhood, long hot summers outside in the fields and cold winters inside the old house with the open fires blazing.  But most of all, he could remember feeling that he was loved.  Over the years the memories had become just that, more of a warm feeling than any clear specific events for at the age of six, like most boys of his class, he was shipped off to boarding school and home became just a place for sporadic visits.  

When he got older and went out into the world, he would visit as often as possible until the house became more than a home, it became the centre point of the family.  Then tragedy struck.  Some twenty odd years ago his mother had become seriously ill with a kidney disease.  They had tried everything to cure her but she had not been strong and had died soon after the diagnosis.  His father could not handle the loss and within a few years, had drunk himself to death.  At the time, Paul had thought him a weak man for not being able to cope but in later years he had come to realise how much he had loved her to have been so bereft.  Everything they owned had been left to him and Paul, grieving for both parents, could not bring himself to sell the house so had rented it out.  The income and monies they left him were substantial but like many children brought up by wealthy parents, money meant little to Paul.  Even though he had not lived in the house himself for nearly forty five years, he knew he would never sell it.  

On a roll, he then phoned up a local estate agent in London and organised for him to visit his flat later that morning.  Places like Paul's in Central London were constantly sought after and the estate agent rushed round.  He was young, smartly dressed in an expensive dark pinstriped suit and loud, brown brogue shoes.  He spoke with an upper crust accent and had a flop of brown hair that kept falling over his eyes.  He gave Paul his business card explaining as he walked round the flat that he only dealt with higher end properties such as Paul's flat.  He said his name was Bernard but everyone called him Binky, something Paul decided he could not bring himself to do.  Binky spent about thirty minutes looking the flat over and then came and joined Paul on the sofa. 

"Lovely, lovely," he gushed.  "When do you want to sell?"

"As soon as possible.  It will be vacant with no ongoing chain," said Paul.

"Excellent, excellent," said Binky and Paul realised he liked to use two words when one would be good enough.  

They spent the next ten minutes going through the details.  Binky would have keys to the flat which Paul would drop in after he had moved to Lewes which should be in the next few days he explained, if he could get a removal company on such short notice.  Binky felt sure he could help with that as he had some "really, really good contacts".  He took Paul's mobile number down in what looked like a 1980's filofax.  

When it got to the selling fee, Paul realised he should have negotiated better as Binky's smile was almost wall to wall when Paul finally agreed the percentage of the sale.  But Paul hoped that might make Binky greedy to get top dollar or at the very least, sell it quickly.  

"How much do you think I can get for it?" asked Paul.  

"Quick sale," said Binky.  "One point one or one point two.  If you wanted to hold out for the right buyer, say one point four."

"Is that millions?" said Paul.

And Binky just smiled.  "Of course, of course," he said.  "This is lovely, just lovely."

"Unbelievable," said Paul looking round at the pokey, two bedroom flat.  "Well done if you can.  It would be the first bit of good news I have had in a while," he said as they shook hands.  

After the forms had been signed, Binky left and Paul walked down the stairs and across the road to the lock up garage he rented.  Inside was a five year old Volvo Estate, a car he was not fond of at all.  It was function over form, a car that blended in and blending in was a pre-requisite of the job whose rules he realised he no longer needed to follow.  He vowed to get rid of it as soon as it was convenient.  He got in and started the drive down to Lewes, some sixty miles away.  It took him nearly two hours to get through the Central London traffic and then another hour and a half to travel down the M23 and along the M27 until he reached Lewes.  

Lewes is a beautiful place dating back to Roman times.  A large old brewery dominates the bottom of the town and at the top is a ruined castle with the central Law Courts almost in between.  The shops are expensive and the town is full of cafes and boutiques.  It is a moneyed area with a Sixties vibe, slightly bohemian with a shabby chic style. In fact, everything nearby Brighton was supposed to be but never was.  Of all the places in the world, Paul called this home.  He parked in the large Tesco car park and walked by the side of the river along by the old brewery and up in the old cobbled high street.  The estate agent was off a small alley half way up the steep hill just before you reach the imposing Law Courts.  In the window of the estate agents were a number of high end properties all showing various views of seven figure plus houses and the interior was full of smart suits and middle English accents.  He went through the door and a small bell gave a 'ding' but everyone was too busy to look at him intent on their computer screens before finally a young man came over.  Obviously he was a junior and he introduced himself as James.  Paul explained who he was and why he was there and James went off to a back room to get instructions, Paul assumed.  He came back a few minutes later apologising.  He explained he was new but was sure he could help, would Paul mind signing a few forms he asked.  Paul did not mind and within ten minutes he had signed and was out the door with the estate agent's spare keys to his house.  So much for customer service and a twenty year relationship, he thought.  

He retrieved his car and drove around the edge of Lewes main town with its small winding streets, up past the station and down a long road full of stately buildings until he reached his own on the left.  A large square white building, Georgian in style, built in the late 1830's, stone steps led up to a large front door with three sets of bay windows either side and a slate roof.  To the left was a small garage with a heavy wooden door, now in need of some paint.  He pulled onto the gravel drive and parked facing the garage.  He had not been inside the house for some years and a strange feeling of apprehension came over him as if the ghost of his parents would be waiting.  He walked up the steps, fumbled for the keys and let himself in.  The air was stuffy and gloom hung over the place.  He tried the light and the power was still on and the hall lit up.  He had left his parents' furniture and rented the house as furnished.  As he walked from room to room, opening the windows and curtains to let the air and light in, everything looked old, faded and worn out.  Much as I feel, he mused.  Some of the original pieces were broken, some missing, obviously stolen by previous tenants and there were a few new bits which he could dimly remember being charged for.  A sad feeling swept through him of parents he missed dearly and a life he never had.  

The place was clean and tide which spoke well of the last inhabitants or perhaps the cleaning company who had been sent in by the estate agent.  He walked up the stairs to the bedrooms and past under the loft hatch which he had padlocked so many years ago and placed a sticker 'Private.  Do not enter.'

On a whim, he jumped onto the banisters, balancing precariously and grabbed hold of the large padlock.  He spun the wheels until they hit the magic numbers and it clicked open.  He slid if from the hasp and dropped the hatch down on its hinge, hooking out the ladder which he pulled down to the landing.  He deftly stepped on it and climbed up.  There was a pull string which operated a large, fluorescent strip light covered in dust.  He pulled it and somehow after all these years, it still worked and illuminated the interior.  As he moved around, he stirred up a lot of dust.  It was like a time capsule up there.  He had set this up so many years ago when he had just joined the Secret Service and had spent many happy hours working here when he visited on weekends.  The last time he had been here was just after his dad had died.  

Along one wall was his work bench and the other held various precision equipment, instrument lathes and a small milling machine.  At the time, he remembered, he had been heavily into modifying the weapons he used and this had been an ideal place with both parents respecting his privacy.  On the walls were various rifles and weapon parts and in the corner was a large black, metal box with another padlock.  This had a different number and it took him some while to remember it, before that too sprung open.  Inside was one of his first escape sets.  Over the years he had set up a number of these around the world as all field agents are liable to do, half a dozen passports of different nationalities with what looked to be his school photograph in them as he looked so young.  They were all now, of course, out of date but he supposed, easily renewable.  There was also significant amounts of cash, in French Francs, Deutschmarks and other obsolete European currency,  the bulk of the money being in dollars and pounds, the international currencies.  Stacked neatly was some out-of-date credit cards and driving licences in various names, two glock 9mm pistols and ammunition.  Why he had put two in, he had no idea.  Also there were some still boxed, unused mobile phones circa 1999.  Probably worth a fortune now, he thought.  He locked the whole lot back up and retraced his steps back into the living room where he sat on the old sofa.  All in all, the house felt good, full of history but somehow part of a new beginning.  Maybe The Cow has done me a favour, he thought.  

Just then, his phone rang.  "Binky here.  Got some really, really good news.  Pulled in a couple of favours from some old friends and a removal company can be with you tomorrow morning.  They are dropping round some boxes at your place this afters.  OK?"

"That's great," said Paul.  

"Bit expensive, mind.  On short notice, cash only," said Binky.  "But super, super guys!  OK?"

"No problem," said Paul.

"Also, having a viewing on Sunday.  Top, top people.  Think this is going to go really well," said Binky.

"That's great," said Paul and rung off.

Right that settles everything, he thought.  No going back now.  Onward to a new life.  

He stayed for a while longer and then locked up and drove back to London through the heavy traffic with his mind rolling round the events of the past few days.  He realised now the sacrifices he had made for the job; no family, very few friends and the ones he had were in the Service so currently out of bounds.  At the time it had not been a problem and he had embraced the life.  He had always been a solitary sort of fellow and the job had been, for so many years, all consuming and somehow satisfying, a world outside the real one of offices, shops and factories.  There had also been a feeling that he was doing something worthwhile, saving the public from the wicked men who lived amongst them, a hawk among doves.  Now he wondered, how do you become a dove?  

His skills were many but apart from languages, useless in the real world and whilst he had no monetary need for work, he was not an idle man.  Hobbies, he had never had the time or inclination for, not understanding the reason why you would hit a golf ball or the madness of watching twenty millionaires running around a football stadium on a Saturday afternoon kicking a ball.  Sport was meant to keep you fit, food was just there for fuel.  Time to relearn, he thought.  Find out what it means to be Joe Public.

Once back at his flat he found a number of flat-packed boxes outside the door left by Binky's removal men and he took them into the living room and stacked them against the wall.  

The first step, he thought, was to remove all the surveillance equipment he had installed over the years.  This he did quickly and efficiently, having had much practice.  Then he went to the false floor in his wardrobe and removed his current escape kit, a mirror of the one in the Lewes house, except in this one everything in it, passports, credit cards and driving licenses were up-to-date.  Inside the central heating duct in the main bedroom he removed a long sniper rifle and a glock pistol with boxes of the relevant ammunition.  Both of these weapons were untraceable as he had stolen them years before.  He stripped the rifle and then packed the escape kit and weapons into one of the flat-packed boxes.  It was now late and he used the cover of darkness to put the box into the back of the Volvo covering it with an old tartan blanket and securely locking the garage.  Upstairs again, he started to box up everything he owned starting with the most valuable.  It was quite pitiful really, a few pictures, a family album, his father's watch and some of his mother's jewellery.  He put these into his travel bag.  His clothes, mostly work suits, went into one box and shoes and assorted other bits, into another.  The kitchen had a few electrical gadgets including an expensive coffee maker and a lot of tin food which he packed into another box.  The fridge and freezer were almost empty.  Aside from the computer, mobile phones, a cabinet and a small table and a newish sofa, the rest could be junked.  Hardly worth the expense of the removal company.  Not a lot to show for his life's work, he thought.  

Sleep did not come easy that night.  In the morning he got up, showered and went to make some coffee, then realised he had packed the machine the day before so he walked down to the Costa on the corner where he bought a large, black Americana.  He walked back to the flat and waited for the removal men to arrive.  At around 9 am, two over-weight, middle-aged men turned up.  The bigger of the two introduced himself as 'Ted' and said he was in charge.  He wore old overalls and had a flat cap on.  Paul thought, Central Casting could not have done better for a removal man caricature.  The other man was called Cliff and was Ted's younger brother.  He stayed in the background and let Ted do the talking.  

Paul showed him what he wanted moved to Lewes and said, "The rest you can leave or keep, it's up to you." 

"Lovely," said Ted.  "The bed might earn us an extra quid and so might the pictures.  We will take them as a sort of bonus if that's OK?"

"No problem
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