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Chapter 1
Mikhail Andrei Raspopov wrapped in a soft velvet cloth an ornate replica of a key and door handle he had just made on his blacksmith bench and handed it over to a representative the from St Isaac’s Cathedral. He received in return a large white envelope sealed with the cathedral's crest. With his sharp knife, he opened it by cutting on one side so as not to break the seal as it seemed to him a perfect memento of his first ever payment in his new business. Inside the envelope were a few banknotes of 1000 rubles. He smiled to himself, proud that he had a blacksmith business in St Petersburg and that this payment from one of the largest cathedrals in Russia was an auspicious start.
Mikhail was a muscular man, with his blond hair cut very short to his scalp, with a full beard neatly trimmed, and striking blue eyes. He had come to St Petersburg from Uts-Tsilma, a village in the Komi Republic north-east of Russia. His family had a long tradition as craftsmen and blacksmiths. As a child he learned the family trade by watching his father and grandfather as they applied their craft by making both the most ordinary of things from keys, padlocks and nails to creating the most beautiful desirable gates, handles and various forms of artistic sculptures with the artistry of their tools. Mikhail had a natural talent for creating things with his hands, but in his late teens when his father died, he decided to leave the village life and head to St Petersburg. 
“They’ve paid you already!” said his wife Yelena as she put down the tray on the table with a mug of coffee and a plate of small warm pyshki, a crispy fried dough sprinkled with powdered sugar – a famous St Petersburg doughnut.
“Yes, you see we can always trust the church. This payment will be the first of many as they have promised me more work,” said Mikhail still smiling as he held the banknotes in his hands.
“This is a good start for us, Mikhail; I know from my heart it is,” replied Yelena. She was twenty-five, with long brown hair plaited to one side with a small green bow tied at the end that complemented her green eyes.
“I’ve made something for you too, my darling,” said Mikhail moving towards a shelf behind him.
“You work too hard. What is it, Mikhail?”
Mikhail picked up a candlestick holder from the shelf that he had designed and crafted with his blacksmith's tools and handed it to her. 
“It’s beautiful, Mikhail, I love it,” said Yelena putting her arms around him as they kissed.
“Look underneath it,” said Mikhail pointing to the base of the candlestick holder.
Yelena turned over the elaborately designed object and saw at the base a heart-shaped design carved with their initials – Y & M – etched on a strip of metal.
“Oh, Mikhail, I’ll treasure this for the rest of my life,” said Yelena kissing him again.
“I’m going to make this business a big success for you and our house full of children.”
“A house full of children! One child is all I can handle at the moment.”
“How is our little Marina?”
“She is sleeping; we have a good baby. We’re lucky that with all the noise you make down here it doesn’t wake her in the office.”
“She’s born to be a blacksmith’s daughter.”
“And a blacksmith’s daughter I want her to stay. I’m happy that you left the intelligence service.”
“I would have stayed with the agency for the rest of my life if things had not changed. I was proud to be of service to my country, but now all I want is to be the best blacksmith in Russia.”
“I know you would never have left, but I feared every time you went to work, and now with our new life in this workshop we are safe.”
Mikhail was about to kiss Yelena again, but stopped as he heard the workshop’s doorbell ring. Moving quickly to open the large double wooden doors for fear of not losing any much-needed customers he was disappointed to see standing before him were his old colleagues from the intelligence service – Sergei Bogdanov and Viktor Novikov. Immediately he became agitated at the sight of them.
“What are you two doing here? It can’t be something you want me to make,” said Mikhail.
“You’ve done well for yourself, Mikhail Andrei. This workshop looks very professional,” said Sergei.
“Soon he will be the richest blacksmith in St Petersburg, maybe even the whole of Russia,” said Viktor.
“Like he is the best at breaking into buildings,” replied Sergei.
Yelena, seeing that Mikhail was about to get more upset, tried to divert the discussion.
“Can I offer you both coffee and something to eat?” asked Yelena.
“No thank you, Yelena, they look delicious. We want to congratulate you both on opening this business,” said Viktor.
“Thank you, Viktor; it has taken us a good six months to set up.”
“And I’m sure it will be a success. We came to speak to Mikhail about a little private matter that we need to attend to urgently,” added Sergei.
“Excuse me; I need to check on Marina upstairs,” said Yelena. Mikhail remained silent and watched Yelena as she walked up the stairs.
Viktor and Sergei were walking around the workshop touching his blacksmith's tools; they waited until Yelena was out of sight before they spoke.
“Mikhail, life seems to be treating you well, you have everything, a beautiful wife, newborn baby and now this new business,” said Viktor.
“It is an honest living,” replied Mikhail.
“And a profitable one I hope. I see you don’t miss your old life with us,” said Sergei.
“Why are you two not busy keeping our country safe rather than coming to my humble shop for what I don’t know?”
“We are investigating something serious, that’s why we’re here,” said Sergei.
“I have no information for you whatever it is,” said Mikhail.
“We need your help tonight,” said Sergei.
“For what? I’ve retired from the intelligence service, I’m a simple blacksmith now,” said Mikhail taking a hammer out of Viktor’s hands.
“You forget, Mikhail, that this new shop and everything in it is with the help of our agency,” said Sergei.
“Who told you that? I paid for this with the money I saved.”
“And how did you imagine you could get a shop like this and a nice flat around the corner in this area?” said Sergei.
“Everything is legal I have the paperwork,” replied Mikhail.
“Really? And does your paperwork say we forced the owners to sell it cheaper than they wanted to reward you for service to our agency?” replied Sergei.
“And now you’re here for your payment. How much?” asked Mikhail.
“No money, we are here to call on your expert services,” said Sergei.
“You are the best locksmith we know, and tonight we need a locksmith. We’ll even give you money,” said Viktor.
“I don’t want your money. There are many locksmiths, get someone else,” said Mikhail finding it hard to keep calm after hearing that his new business premises were obtained by ill-gotten means.
“Our country needs you now. That is why we have trained you well,” said Sergei.
Mikhail knew these words very well as he had used them on many occasions himself to deliver a warning to other ex-intelligence agents who tried to escape when their skills were needed by the intelligence agency to do something after they had left the service. He knew this was a threat and that if he were to refuse, the consequences of not doing what they wanted would destroy any chance he had of having a new life.
“What is it you want me to do?” asked Mikhail.
“When you close tonight, we’ll go to Igor Zaslavsky’s business premises; there are some important documents we need to collect,” said Sergei.
“We’ll pick you up tonight at 7pm and drive to Moscow,” said Viktor.
“But his television station will be hard to get into, he must have armed guards there?” questioned Mikhail.
“No, this is not his main office. It’s a smaller office where he keeps the documents we need,” said Sergei.
“This is the last time I will help you both. Once, that is it,” replied Mikhail.
“Once is all we need and then you’ll be free to get back to your nice life,” said Viktor.
“We’ll see you tonight, my friend,” said Sergei.
Mikhail did not answer as his ex-colleagues walked calmly out of the workshop.
At 7pm precisely the three men drove to one of the smaller offices belonging to Igor Zaslavsky in Moscow. He was one of the wealthiest businessmen in the country; Igor owned a television station, many properties and other businesses. His success as a businessman was admired and resented in equal measure. Some thought him a charming, generous man who provided low-cost housing to the poor but others believed he could not have achieved all his wealth in the space of five years without being ruthless, stealing it at the expense of his country, or both.
“Where is the security?” asked Mikhail as they sat outside Igor’s office building.
“We told him to come to work late,” said Viktor.
“So, he’s in on this too. How much did you pay him?” said Mikhail.
“Let’s say he couldn’t refuse our offer,” replied Viktor.
“Why didn’t you ask him for the key to get in and you wouldn’t need me?”
“We are not here to discuss these things, just get us in,” said Sergei.
Within moments Mikhail broke into the office and gained entry. Viktor went straight to the filing cabinet looking for documents while Sergei took out electrical plugs from his bags, went to each electrical point and replaced all the plugs with new ones.
Mikhail stood at the door watching in silence as Sergei and Viktor moved quickly to get what they wanted.
“Let’s go now; the microphones in the plugs will pick up all the conversations.”
“Just as well as there are no documents worth taking here,” said Viktor.
“Are you sure this small office belongs to Igor? It looks cheap for a rich man,” asked Mikhail.
“We don’t make mistakes like that,” replied Sergei.
“No, just mistakes that you forget to ask the security for the key, so you don't need to break in like this.”
“This office belongs to one of Igor’s business associates, but he comes here often to meetings,” said Viktor.
Within fifteen minutes, they were out of the office leaving nothing out of place. When they got back to the car they watched as the security guard for the building arrived at the door. He looked over at the three men sitting in the car and nodded to Sergei before going into the building with his key.
“He’s a good man, he loves his country,” said Sergei as they drove off.
“Has he worked for the intelligence service as well?” asked Mikhail.
“No, but he’s hoping we can put in a word and get him in,” replied Viktor.
“Our type of work is in great demand. Many want to join the intelligence service,” said Sergei.
“Viktor, why are you driving so slowly? It’s going to take all night to get to St Petersburg the way you are driving,” said Mikhail, still annoyed that they had forced him to take part.
“We’re not finished in Moscow yet, there is one more place to go to,” said Sergei.
“One more place? I don’t have the time; I have to be up early in the morning. I have a lot of work to do at the blacksmith’s.”
“Don’t worry, Mikhail, we won’t be calling you to do this again,” said Viktor.
They drove the car to a newly built apartment block; no one had yet moved in. The whole place was in darkness except a small portable cabin at the entrance to the building with a security man sitting inside under a single light.
“You stay in the car, Mikhail Andrei. This time we have our special keys to get in,” said Sergei.
Watching through the rear-view window, Mikhail saw Sergei and Viktor remove two bags from the boot of the car and take them to the man sitting in the cabin. The three men soon disappeared as they passed a hoarding with a sign ‘Zaslavsky Homes’ and went around the back of the building.
It was another half an hour before Sergei and Viktor appeared again and walked back to the car. There was no sign of the security man. When the two intelligent officers got back into the car to drive off, they said nothing to Mikhail. Sergei took over from Viktor to drive. He asked Mikhail to get out and sit in the back seat while Viktor sat next to him in the front. Wasting no time Sergei sped off so fast out of the area that Mikhail had to hang on to the car door handle not to be thrown around in the back seat. They arrived in St Petersburg in the shortest possible time and dropped Mikhail off at his blacksmith's workshop. As he left the car, Mikhail did not look back or say anything to his old colleagues. All he had on his mind was that this would be the last time he would see them. When they had gone, he walked up the street towards his apartment, eager to get back to his wife and baby daughter.




Chapter 2
Mikhail barely slept that night; he woke at 4am and just lay in bed going over in his mind the events of the day before; from feelings of the joy of opening his new business to the lows of Serge and Viktor turning up at his workshop and their trip to Moscow. When Yelena got up at 5am he followed her into the kitchen as he had planned to go to work at 7am as usual. Mikhail drank his coffee as Yelena fed Marina at the kitchen table. They heard a news report on the radio about the apartment block he had visited the night before in Moscow.
“A new block of apartments by Zaslavsky Homes in Moscow was destroyed by fire last night. A watchman looking after the newly built apartments was found unconscious. Luckily for him the police were alerted by an anonymous caller. The watchman is in a stable condition in hospital. The apartments had no occupants at the time. Police are investigating if the fire was due to an electrical fault or arson.”
Mikhail angrily put his mug of coffee down on the kitchen table and rang Sergei, putting his phone on loudspeaker so that Yelena could hear everything.
“Sergei, what did you and Viktor do last night at the apartment buildings?” said Mikhail.
“What are you talking about?” replied Sergei.
“The apartment block we went to last night has burnt down, and the watchman is in hospital.”
“Mikhail, you have nothing to worry about, forget we ever came to you last night. It is our business, not yours.” The phone line suddenly went dead.
“Sergei, Sergei!” shouted Mikhail. He tried to get him back on the phone, but there was no answer.
“Oh, Mikhail, what have they got you involved in?” asked Yelena.
“Sergei and Viktor have been up to their old tricks.”
“Do you think they deliberately set fire to the apartment blocks?”
“Yes, they told me to stay in the car while they spoke to the watchman. I think one of them must have made the anonymous call about the fire,” said Mikhail.
“To save the watchman, and you think it was all planned?”
“Yes, this is their style.”
“But why would a watchman put his life in danger like this?”
“Yelena, I know how these men work, the watchman’s reward must have been worth the risk to him.”
“Oh Mikhail, this is horrible, hardworking people like us have lost their homes and all their money.”
“Yes, Yelena, I know the law in this country. If a property burns down, you get nothing and the land reverts to the State.”
“I wish you hadn’t opened the door to them yesterday. Now look what your intelligence people have done to us.”
“Don’t worry, Yelena. I know important people in the intelligence service who won’t accept this. I am going to report it. Sergei and Viktor were not trained to do these kinds of criminal things.”
“I thought you had left your old life behind, now it’s back to haunt us,” said Yelena.
“I promise I won’t let anything happen to you and Marina. I’m going to expose these criminals once and for all.”
“No don’t, Mikhail. Leave it to the police. We can’t go back to how it was. I want us to live a different life now,” said Yelena.
“You’re right. I’ll get no justice. Sergei and Viktor will find a way to blame it on me, and I would be the one thrown in jail. I know how this dirty system works.”
“I don’t want us to end up like that; we can’t do this to Marina. I know how much you hate all this corruption but don’t get involved,” said Yelena cuddling her baby daughter even tighter.
“You are right, my darling, I’ll leave it alone now. I’ve tried to walk on a straight road while others have not. Sergei and Viktor were good people once, highly trained, patriotic but now they only want money.”
Mikhail went to work at his blacksmith's workshop, but all day the report of the burnt-out Zaslavsky apartment building played on his mind. Trying to block out any thoughts about it he used his blacksmith tools to hammer and chisel aggressively, punching, bending, splitting metals, but even this did nothing to help him focus his mind. By late afternoon Mikhail became frustrated at not being able to do anything about the fire. He decided to shut up shop and go home early. When he was about to lock the doors he felt a tap on his shoulder, turning around, he saw it was Viktor.
“What are you doing here again, Viktor?”
“Sorry, Mikhail, but we need your skills this weekend.”
“No, I’m not coming. Sergei said this morning it was none of my business. I don’t work for the intelligence agency any more. Find somebody else.”
“I promise this is the last time, Mikhail.”
“The last time for what, burning buildings down, bugging offices?”
“We are going to Igor’s house,” said Viktor.
“No, not we, Viktor, you and Sergei. What are you planning at Igor’s house, to kill him?”
“You have to come with us, Mikhail; you have no choice.”
“I have a choice; I am a private citizen now. You can’t give me orders.”
“You took the oath. It is your duty.”
“Yes, the oath of honour. You forget I know many good and honest agents.”
“You are one of us, Mikhail; you know you can never escape it.”
“No, Viktor, I can. I am not like you or Sergei and never will be.”
“I see how you love working in this shop. You seem very happy, but happiness does not always last forever, Mikhail,” replied Viktor.
“So now you are threatening me?”
“All I’m saying is that we need to go to Igor’s house in the country this weekend. Be ready for us when we come,” said Viktor as he turned and walked away from the workshop.
Mikhail knew from Viktor’s words: ‘You took the oath. It is your duty’ that this would not be the end of their demands on him and that if he didn’t do something to stop Sergei and Viktor, he would never escape from his old life. He left a message for Igor Zaslavsky at his TV station to say that he had information about who burnt down his apartment building and feared Igor’s life might be in danger in his country house at the weekend. Within a few hours after Mikhail’s call, Igor’s assistant called him back to arrange a meeting with Igor at a local café in St Petersburg the next day.
Mikhail arrived at the precise time requested for his meeting. He was anxious to get the meeting over with so he could put the last few days behind him. Surprised that a rich man such as Igor had chosen to meet him in this small local café, Mikhail's eyes were meticulously looking all around him. As an ex-intelligence officer suspicion never left him, he only began to feel more relaxed when reassured no one had followed him. The café was unusually quiet at midday. No one else was inside except the young women making coffee at the counter. Mikhail got himself a cup of coffee and sat at a corner table with his back to the wall so he could see who was coming in.
A couple came into the café but were told by the woman at the counter that it was closed due to staff shortage and would open later in the day. They looked over at Mikhail and left without protest. The café worker quickly went to the door, locked it and turned over a closed sign. Puzzled by this, Mikhail thought that he may have been setup and got up ready to leave when there was a knock on the window of the café. The café worker went to the door and opened it to three men.
Igor Zaslavsky entered with two of his bodyguards, one in front of him and one behind. He went towards Mikhail seated at the table and shook his hand.
“Mikhail, I am pleased to meet you,” said Igor.
“How did you know what I looked like?” asked Mikhail.
“I make it my business to know who I deal with,” replied Igor.
Mikhail noticed as Igor greeted him, the initials ‘IZ’ embroidered on the cuff of his shirt and how soft his hands were unlike his own rough bruised blacksmith’s hands. Igor Zaslavsky was a stoutly built man in his late forties, immaculately dressed, making him look out of place in a local café.
“I am very grateful you came,” said Igor as he sat down at the table while his two bodyguards sat on separate tables, one near the door and the other by the counter with his back turned away from Igor’s conversation, watching the door.
“I am pleased to meet you, Mr Zaslavsky, but I’m surprised you chose such a public place for us to meet,” said Mikhail.
“Please call me Igor. We must trust like friends. This place is safe; I own this café and most of the businesses along this road,” said Igor.
“What, every business on this road?” asked Mikhail.
“Yes, I believe in working hard to the best of my ability and taking every opportunity I can,” replied Igor. One of his bodyguards brought over a coffee and with a teaspoon sipped some of the coffee before putting it down in front of Igor.
“You take no chances with the coffee,” said Mikhail.
“Many people want to destroy me.”
“You have done very well for yourself in such a short time,” said Mikhail.
“Tell me how you know about my office being bugged and who burnt down my new apartment block.”
“I was there, but I took no part in these criminal acts except to break into your small office as I had no choice.”
“I see. The men who did this threatened you?”
“Yes in their way, they are corrupt intelligent agents,” said Mikhail.
“That is the way our country is going; these wolves keep wanting more fur to keep themselves warm why everyone else freezes,” said Igor.
“Yes, all this greed has made them turn their back on the people they should be serving,” replied Mikhail.
“I know you are not like that. I hear you are a respected former intelligent agent,” said Igor.
“I must have known you would check up on me.”
“I know you are good at playing chess.”
“That is the one thing I miss the most since leaving that job. We had a lot of time to think of our chess moves. That’s how I got good at it,” said Mikhail.
“I would enjoy a game with you one day.”
“I would like that. But first I want the truth to come out about the corruption of these men working for the intelligence service. I don’t want to be controlled by criminals,” said Mikhail.
“You are a man after my own heart, Mikhail. I told myself from the age of twelve that no one will ever control my destiny. That was after being bullied at school. From that time, I planned every stage of my life.”
“And now you are a very successful and influential man,” said Mikhail.
“You too can have success. I came from the village in Ust Tsilma region and got all this because like you I’m an honest man who works hard and loves my country.”
“I too come from Ust Tsilma.”
“Ah, this is very fitting that we are both from the birthplace of the old believers.”
“I’m here to tell you, Igor, not to go to your country house this weekend. These men I talk about will go there to do you harm,” warned Mikhail.
“This is nothing new, my life is at risk every day,”
“Yes, but these men have methods that can only be stopped by those who know how.”
“If you have that knowledge, work for me. I’ll pay you well,” said Igor.
“I’m happier in my simple trade as a blacksmith."
“Then come to my TV station and expose them all.”
“I have a family to protect,” replied Mikhail.
“We can bring these corrupt people down together; our country is crying out for justice,” said Igor.
“If they know it is me who has exposed them I will never be free.”
“And if you don’t expose them, you will never be free anyway.”
“Yes, I know this. Whichever way I turn I have no choice.”
“People will want to listen to you, an honest, loyal former intelligence officer.”
“If you have the muscle to protect me I will do it,” said Mikhail.
“I know people that matter,” replied Igor.
“Then I will come on TV and expose those who want to destroy our country.”
The two men parted company with a deeper understanding of each other and the knowledge that despite their differences in power and wealth their motives were the same. Mikhail left Igor with hope in his heart that he was doing the right thing and that with Igor’s influence they could make changes to the country they both loved. Mikhail left the café assured that he saw in Igor, a man he could trust to protect him and his family, a man that was an old believer in justice like himself.




Chapter 3
“Are you sure you can trust this rich man, Igor?” asked Yelena as Mikhail got ready to go to Zaslavsky’s TV studios for his interview.
“Yes, he is like us, Yelena, he got out of the village life, and I like him.”
“But you’ve only known him for a short time. These rich men they don’t care about people like us.”
“I have heard many good things about him; he is a straight man, trust me, my darling.”
“I hope you’re right, Mikhail, as we are risking more than he is.”
“Yelena, I have to do this interview because Sergei and Viktor will never leave me alone. Igor is a powerful man and I have no choice but to trust him.”
Mikhail arrived at the TV studios wearing his best suit, a grey flannel jacket, grey trousers, white shirt and a red bow tie.
He sat under the studio lights with two cameras pointing towards him, clasping his hands, waiting nervously as a female interviewer asked him questions.
“Mikhail Raspopov, you’ve worked in the intelligence agency since the age of eighteen, rising through the ranks to lead a division at a young age. What made you go into this profession?” asked the interviewer.
“I came from a small village into a big city with nothing in my pocket. I joined at first because it was a matter of survival. The work gave me financial stability and the best training in the world. But I grew to love this work and most of all I wanted to serve this great country of ours.”
“If you loved it why did you leave at thirty when you had many more years to serve?”
“Things changed in the organisation. Recruits with the wrong attitude were joining not to serve our country but to further their interests.
“You mean they wanted to make themselves rich instead of serving people of this country?”
“Yes, sadly I began to see this desire in many. I went to my superiors to ask for tougher vetting because of the activities I witnessed, but no one would listen to me.”
Mikhail began sweating so much under the studio lights during the interview that the director moved the camera angle away from him and towards the journalist interviewing him while a make-up lady attended to Mikhail as the sweat poured down his face and neck wetting the collar of his shirt.
“Are you saying that the intelligence agency’s system is corrupt?” said the interviewer.
“It’s not the intelligence agency that is corrupt, it’s a few bad men who have become greedy and no longer care to serve the people but to be the rulers.”
“What sort of corrupt things have they done?” she asked.
“Stealing businesses no matter how small, burning down apartments and the attempted murder of those who stand in their way,” answered Mikhail.
“And who do you blame for things getting out of hand?”
“A fish rots from the head,” said Mikhail.
“And who do you consider to be the head?” asked the journalist.
“There are many I can name. I want the government to go after these people and end this corruption of the intelligence service.”
“Can you give us the names of these people? I am sure someone in the government is watching,” pressed the interviewer.
“They are experienced intelligence agents; one is Ser—” Mikhail’s microphone suddenly went dead, with the whole studio was plunged into darkness, with the TV monitors blank and lights out.
There was shouting coming from behind the camera.
“Everyone stay where you are; we’ve had a power cut.”
Mikhail sat anxiously waiting until the lights came back five minutes later.
“Should we continue?” asked the interviewer.
“No, we’ve still got technical problems,” said the floor manager.
“Thank you for coming to the studios, Mikhail, but we will have to resume at a later date,” said the director.
“You want me to come back to finish the interview?”
“We’ll wait for a response from the government and when we do will have you back if that is OK?” said the director.
“Yes, I will do all I can to help,” replied Mikhail.
“That’s good; it will keep the audience interested in tuning in.”
“You get these blackouts often?” asked Mikhail.
“Not for a very long time.”
“Mr Zaslavsky will be very pleased with your interview,” said the interviewer.
Mikhail left the TV studios satisfied with himself and not fearful about what he had exposed about the intelligence service. It had frustrated him for many years, and now he was relieved to have it out in the open.
As he travelled back to St Petersburg on the train, he felt hopeful that once the upper echelons of the intelligence agency had seen his interview, they could not ignore it, and would have to do something about the corruption within their ranks. He thought about his last meeting with Igor and how much he admired his achievements. Arriving back home, Yelena was eagerly waiting for him. She had prepared for him a lunch of crispy fried small fish and freshly baked bread ready for him in the kitchen.
“Why did the interview cut off?” asked Yelena.
“They had a blackout, but I am not so sure it may have been deliberate,” said Mikhail.
“Who could have done that? Sergei and Viktor?”
“No, they are just the small fish. The big fish know I have the net to catch all those that are smelling bad.”
“But are you allowed to talk about them? You signed a secrecy oath.”
“It’s too late now; I have exposed them. Sergei and Viktor signed the oath of honour, but they are corrupt.”
“I don’t want Marina’s life to be under threat,” said Yelena.
“I will never put either of you in danger; you know that.”
“Yes, but it seems we are going back to the life I thought we had left.”
“Igor is on our side. He will do the right thing, you’ll see.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Everything will be fine, we’ll be safe,” said Mikhail biting into the last fish, seeming to be enjoying every bit of his lunch.
“Are you not going to the workshop for the rest of the day?”
“No, not today. I’m going to pick up supplies for the workshop, drop it off and be back to spend the rest of the day with my two beautiful ladies,” said Mikhail.
When Mikhail had gone, Yelena cleared the kitchen and sat down to read a magazine on ballet dancing as she had been a dancer before having her daughter. She heard a frantic, loud knock at the door.
“Who is it?” she asked.
“We’ve come to see Mikhail, open the door,” said a man’s voice.
“Who are you?” asked Yelena.
“We have business with him, we arranged a meeting with him but he is not at his workshop,” came a second male voice.
“He’s gone to for supplies. I am sorry he missed your appointment. I’ll tell him to rearrange another meeting,” replied Yelena through the door.
“Open the door, we have something urgent to give him,” said one of the men.
“My hands are wet as I was about to bath my baby. Please keep it until you see him.”
Yelena was suspicious of the two men. She had been married to Mikhail for three years and had learnt from him that intelligence officers’ lives were always in danger.
She waited until she heard heavy footsteps of the two men going down the stairs before opening the door. There was a large piece of paper folded at her feet. Picking it up to unfold it, she saw on the sheet of paper photocopied photos of eight people. Seven of the faces had a red cross. The other face belonged to her husband, Mikhail. Yelena went back inside and locked the door. Shaken, she sat down at the kitchen table looking at the photos and feeling a dread that she had never felt before. Mikhail returned home to find her tearful with puffy red eyes as if she had been crying for hours.
“What is wrong, Yelena? Is Marina OK?”
“Two men left you this.” She handed over the large sheet of paper to Mikhail, he looked at it for a few moments and angrily screwed it up and threw it onto the kitchen table.
“Did you see who brought these photos?”
“No, I didn’t open the door. Who are these people in the photos?”
“They are of people known to be enemies of Russia. All the ones crossed off with the red marking are either dead or imprisoned.”
“All except your picture. This is our warning,” said Yelena.
“You need to go and stay with my mother for a while until this blows over.”
“Do you honestly believe things will blow over, because I don’t,” said Yelena.
“I know how these people work. Trust me, I am one step ahead of them. I’ll be coming with you to the country.”
“You keep saying these people; you mean Sergei and Viktor or all the people you put our lives in danger to expose?”
“I’m going to ask Igor to give me some protection for the shop and get my cousin Yuri to run the workshop until we come back, he is a good blacksmith,” said Mikhail.
“Our lives are now messed up, and you still trust in this rich man Igor. Why should he care about us?” said Yelena.
“Yelena, I want you to pack a few things now. I’m going to the workshop to lock things up. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” said Mikhail, rushing out of the apartment with the supplies he had just picked up.
Mikhail arrived at his workshop and looked around to see if anything had been disturbed. As he turned towards the back wall where he hung his tools, he saw painted in red the words ‘Enemy of the people’. Immediately he called Igor to tell him what had happened. Igor agreed without hesitation to send security to the shop the next morning.
That night Mikhail did not sleep. He sat up with a loaded hand pistol, watching his front door and prepared to do anything to keep his wife and baby daughter safe. As a former intelligence officer he was always expecting the unexpected, he was ready for anything that night. As soon as daylight came, he felt relief that they had survived the night.
“How long do you think we’ll be away? I’m not sure if I’ve packed enough for us all,” said Yelena.
“Right now, I don’t know, sweetheart, but it doesn’t matter; we’ll be helping out on the farm most of the time.”
“Back to village life. It almost sounds like bliss after the last few days, I’m almost looking forward to it,” said Yelena.
“I’m going back to the workshop to meet the security Igor sent, and Yuri is coming so I can give him the keys.”
“I don’t know what we’ll do without you,” said Yelena.
“I’ll be back quickly; I love you both,” said Mikhail, kissing her and his baby daughter Marina as he left.
A security guard was waiting outside the workshop door when Mikhail arrived.
“Thank you for coming. My cousin, Yuri, will be here soon,” said Mikhail. “He’ll be looking after my shop while I am away.”
“Don’t worry, sir. Mr Zaslavsky has briefed me on the situation. I will protect your property for as long as you need me to and I want to thank you,” said the security guard.
“Thank me? For what?” asked Mikhail.
“For being brave. I admire what you did the other day on the TV. The day has come for these criminals in the service to be exposed,” replied the security guard.
“I’m not sure I did the right thing for my family.”
“Let me tell you that you have. I too have worked in the same field as you. I saw the corruption but went along with it because I was a coward. I lost my family and my self-respect because of it. It was Mr Zaslavsky that saved me from ending my life.”
Mikhail’s cousin arrived at the workshop and interrupted them.
“Sorry I’m late, Mikhail. I know how much you hate lateness, but the train broke down,” said Yuri.
“Don’t worry, Yuri. I’m a different man today, grateful to you for coming,” said Mikhail.
“It seems like being a TV celebrity has changed you, cousin. I like this new you,” said Yuri.
“I am not a TV celebrity, Yuri, just a simple man who wants to live an honest life. Thank you both for helping me out. Yuri, here are the keys to the workshop. I have to go, but I’ll be in touch soon,” said Mikhail.
Mikhail walked away from the workshop deliberately willing himself not to look back as he found it too painful having to leave like this. Dashing up the stairs to his apartment he saw that the front door ajar so rushed in, and shouted, “Yelena! Why did you leave the door open?” There was no reply. His whole body froze when he went to the kitchen and saw Yelena lying on the floor with her head bashed and bloody. Mikhail knew instantly she was dead. Frantic, he ran into their bedroom towards his daughter’s cot and found Marina sleeping peacefully. Picking up Yelena's pillow, he fell to the floor near the bed weeping uncontrollably. The sound of his cries were muffled as he pressed his face deeper into the pillow, not wanting to wake his daughter.




Chapter 4
“We’ll send the police and ambulance straight away,” said a police operator after Mikhail reported Yelena’s death.
“Have you been physically hurt yourself in any way?” asked the operator.
“No, I have a broken heart that’s all,” replied Mikhail.
“Is there anybody else in the apartment with you apart from your wife?” said the operator.
“I’m here with my baby daughter.”
“We will be with you soon to help.”
Mikhail waited for what seemed like an eternity for the police and ambulance to arrive. Twenty-five minutes had gone by since he spoke to the police operator, but there was still no sign of them. After picking up his sleeping baby daughter and wrapping her in a warm blanket, Mikhail took a lace bedsheet from a wardrobe and carried his daughter into the kitchen with him where Yelena lay dead. Holding his wife’s hand he spoke to her.
“Forgive me, my love; we have to leave you now. I can’t trust that it will be the real police that arrive first. We’ll never forget you, I’ll make sure of that,” said Mikhail as he covered his wife’s body with the lace bedsheet.
Mikhail drove to his mother’s home in the country with his baby in a carrycot beside him in the front seat. He saw every passing car and light shining through his rear-view mirror as a threat. He drove through red lights and diverted his route many times for fear of being followed. When he was near to his mother’s farm, he saw a parked car ahead of him. Still suspicious, he swerved so fast to turn around that his daughter’s cot nearly fell to the floor. Quickly taking one hand off the wheel, he was able to save her from tumbling over.
When he arrived at his mother’s house, he called Igor to tell him about Yelena and that he was staying at his mother’s farm in the Veliky Novgorod region, south of St Petersburg.
“I am at my country house this weekend. Why don’t you come and see me? It’s not far from you. I’ll get one of my men to pick you up,” said Igor.
“No, don’t worry. I’ll drive to you myself; it won’t take me long,” said Mikhail.
“I look forward to our meeting again,” said Igor. “I am sad it is under these circumstances.”
The weekend arrived quicker than he expected. Mikhail drove to Igor’s house in the country and stopped outside elaborately designed iron gates at the entrance of his country mansion. He parked his car just outside the gates, for a moment admiring every detail at of its design and thought about his skill as a blacksmith and how this was the type of work he always aspired to do.
Driving through the gates, on a long winding road shaded by trees, it took ten minutes to arrive after passing two checkpoints manned by Igor’s security guards before he got to the mansion. He parked his old beaten-up car next to the most expensive cars he had ever seen in one place. He stepped out of his car, walked around a collection of Mercedes, a Bentley, and a Ferrari. And approached the mansion, a butler opened the door and led him into Igor’s living room. There was a massive chandelier hanging above him, a choice of several large sofas covered in gold fabric furnishing, a Persian carpet, and paintings on the wall that looked familiar that he was sure he had seen in newspapers or magazines before. All around were large windows that gave you a magnificent view of the surrounding landscaped garden. The whole place felt to Mikhail as if he was standing in the most expensive private curated museum rather than a home.
Igor walked into the room with two bodyguards who went to stand at either side of the room.
“You were right to leave your apartment in St Petersburg,” said Igor.
“I couldn’t take the risk that someone in the police would alert the people who murdered my wife.”
“I’m very sorry to hear about your wife. No young mother should die like that.”
“It’s my fault. I should have listened to my wife and not gone on TV to say those things. I’m not sure if it was my ego that made me do this.”
“There is no blood on your hands, don’t blame yourself. It is not you that murdered your wife.”
“But I lost my beautiful Yelena; I wish I could turn the clock back and still be a blacksmith.”
“You did the right thing speaking out. We had the highest ratings ever for your interview, a lot of people have written to the TV station in support of you,” said Igor.
“Being popular means nothing to me without my family.”
“I feel the same, but you have to think of your daughter now.”
“Yes, she means everything to me. When I get hold of Sergei Bogdanov and Viktor Novikov, I will kill them myself.”
“So, it is them who wanted to break into my home. Don't worry. We will find these men, they cannot hide,” said Igor.
“How they thought they could break into your country home with all this security, I do not know.” Mikhail shook his head at the thought of it.
“Mikhail, I’m grateful for warning me as you did. I know it’s cost you a lot of pain; now I need to warn you. I’ve heard from my contacts that the police in St Petersburg are planning to arrest you for the murder of your wife,” said Igor.
“I can prove I did not do it; I was at the workshop at the time.”
“They found a candlestick holder with your wife’s blood and your fingerprints on it.”
“That candlestick I crafted myself as a memento of our love until I could afford to buy Yelena a better wedding ring.”
“I will help you prove you are innocent but until I can do that you need to leave Russia as the police will soon be on their way to your mother’s house hoping to arrest you.”
“How did they know where I was?”
“Russia is a vast country, but you know some secrets are easy to find by those who know how.”
“I can’t leave my daughter in danger to murderers, and I have to arrange Yelena’s funeral.”
“Don’t worry, I will take care of the burial for you and no one will touch a baby with her grandmother.”
“No, I can’t leave my daughter and Russia. I made one mistake; I don’t want to make another,” said Mikhail.
“If the police arrest you I will be powerless to help as they may take you somewhere no one can find you. Leave Russia for a while, and when things are safe, you can come back.”
“Go where? I have never been out of Russia before,” said Mikhail.
“I have a business associate in England; you will be safe there until I am ready to call you back. My friend will look after you,” said Igor.
“I’ll do as you say, Igor, and leave Russia. When do you think I should go?” said Mikhail.
“You need to be quick as the police may ask TV stations to circulate your picture.”
“But I am not able to pay for a ticket.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it all for you.”
“Thank you, Igor, for your generosity.”
“I’m grateful to you for telling me what Sergei and Viktor were planning.”
True to his word within days of their meeting Igor arranged for Mikhail to board a plane to England. Fearing that someone would recognise him if his picture were in the newspapers or on TV, he spoke to no other passengers on the flight and instead pretended to be asleep when flight attendants came around to ask him what he wanted to eat and drink. 
When the plane arrived at Heathrow airport in London, it was a shock to him how much smaller the roads and buildings were to St Petersburg. He went straight to the office address Igor gave him of his friend and business associate Johnny Murray. Igor had told him that Johnny would give him a place to live and provide finances as a retainer until he was ready to go back home to Russia. Walking into a prestigious office building in Mayfair, Mikhail went to the receptionist and asked with the little English he knew for Johnny Murray.
“Excuse me please, madam. I come to see Johnny Murray.”
“I’m sorry, but Mr Murray is on holiday,” said the receptionist.
“How long he back?” said Mikhail.
“I don’t know, sir,” replied the receptionist.
“Please, it is very important. I have a letter for him.”
“I can take the letter from you, sir, and give it to his assistant.”
“Thank you. I be back tomorrow to find out what she say,” said Mikhail.
“It’s best you come back after the weekend, sir. Monday or Tuesday next week,” advised the receptionist.
“OK, next week I come back.” Mikhail was surprised how well he understood the English language and was able to speak it although he had never spoken English to anyone except to Russians teaching it. He thought back to his intelligence service training and how it served him well. It taught him everything needed to survive both physically and mentally. And now in a country strange to him, he was grateful to his old profession.
With the little money he had, Mikhail found a hotel to stay until he could see Johnny Murray to get the help Igor promised. He went back to the Mayfair office early on Monday to speak to the receptionist he had given the letter of introduction to but when he arrived Mikhail was told she had left the job as she was a temp for the day. Nobody knew where his letter had gone and Johnny Murray’s assistant seemed never to be available. Mikhail had been in London three weeks. Daily he would go to the Mayfair office enquiring about Johnny Murray, each time he went, there was a different receptionist. Many times Mikhail called Igor's office in Russia but was told Igor was either in a meeting or had travelled. He left countless messages for Igor with his assistant, but he received no reply from him.
Within a couple of weeks Mikhail’s money ran out, and he had to leave the hotel he was staying. He ended up on the streets of London, sleeping in doorways and looking for leftover food discarded by shoppers near bins. His hair now reached shoulder length, tied in a ponytail behind him. The once well-groomed beard became messy. He wore the same clothes as he had arrived in, a red checked shirt that was now dirty, a blue pullover, grey trousers, and a long thick grey coat which made him hot in May. He pulled a small travel case with all that he possessed.
Hoping to get to meet Johnny Murray, he kept going back to the office in Mayfair. As the weeks rolled by he began to look more and more unkempt and his clothes got dirty from sleeping on the streets. Each time he went to reception, they would turn him away saying ‘Mr Murray is in a business meeting’ or ‘He’s just left the building’. The last time he went to the Mayfair office, as usual, there was a new receptionist at the desk. When he went towards her, she stood up and said snappily, “These are offices.”
“Yes I know. I have business here with Johnny Murry,” said, Mikhail.
“We have no one of that name,” replied the receptionist.
“You lie, I come here for weeks,” shouted Mikhail.
The receptionist picked up the phone and called a security guard to remove him from the building.
“You need to leave now,’ said the security guard.
“But you know me, I come to speak to Mr Johnny Murray,” said Mikhail as the security guard led him out of the building.
“Yes, I’ve seen you around, but you’ve got to go, or I’ll have to call the police.”
“Please, you don’t understand. I need to see Mr Murray, I left letter for him weeks ago.”
“I’m just doing my job. Try and get some help for yourself,” said the security guard.
“I’m here for help. If you see Mr Murray you tell him, Igor Zaslavsky sent me. My name is Mikhail Andrei Raspopov. I give the letter to a lady at desk many weeks ago.”
“Here, take this,” said the security guard as he gave Mikhail the coins from his pocket and a five-pound note. “I shouldn’t, but you looked a decent man a few weeks ago.”
“Thank you for money. I come back in few days’ time.”
“No, don’t come back, or I’ll have to call the police to take you away.”




Chapter 5
Not knowing what he was going to do Mikhail just kept walking until he reached Hyde Park. Sitting on the grass he fell asleep under a chestnut tree and was woken up in the late afternoon by people shouting, “Me! Me! Me!” There were a group of people gathered around a man in his thirties wearing a white T-shirt, navy bomber jacket and baseball cap handing out sandwiches from a box he had in his hand.
“Who wants cheese and onion, smoked ham and mustard, prawn and mayonnaise? Only the best around here.” They were homeless people, one or two Mikhail had seen before sleeping a couple of shop doors away from him.
“And make sure you throw away your rubbish in the bins when you finish,” shouted the man as people with their sandwiches walked away. Mikhail watched as the man went to sit on a park bench opposite him, put the box beside him on the bench and took out a sandwich and opened it to eat. He looked towards Mikhail and said, “If you’re hungry, I’ve plenty to share.”
Mikhail nodded to the man and went over to sit next to him as the man took out an egg and watercress sandwich and handed it to him.
“Thank you for the food.”
“How long have you been homeless?”
“It feels long time for me,” said Mikhail.
“I’m Joshua. I have been on the streets for a year now.”
“My name is Mikhail. You don’t look homeless.”
“Well, Mick, I keep myself clean because I don’t what this to be my life,” said Joshua, as he handed Mikhail a bottle of water.
“How you become homeless?” said Mikhail.
“I lost my job as an accountant because the company I was working for wanted me to put through false transactions but I refused. They sacked me, and I couldn’t afford to pay rent.”
“I left Russia because of corruption,” said Mikhail.
“Are you here alone?”
“Yes, I don’t know anyone in England.”
“It’s not a good idea to be sleeping on the streets alone; you’ve more chance of being attacked.”
“I can look after myself,” replied Mikhail.
“That’s what I thought until one night I was sleeping and this happened to me. I nearly died," said Joshua pulling up his clothing to show a long scar from his left towards his belly button.
“They want to steal from you?” asked Mikhail
“I don’t know but if you want I can show you a safe place to sleep, where you can clean up and get food.”
“I happy to come with you,” said Mikhail.
Joshua took Mikhail to Waterloo Bridge under the arches where there was a community of people, sleeping on cardboard boxes, and wooden crates. He introduced Mikhail to his fiancée Sally. She was twenty-five and had been homeless for two years, but you would not have guessed she was homeless by the clothes she was wearing and her make-up. Sally was an interpreter, speaking four languages but not Russian, so she was glad to meet Mikhail, always asking him to teach her new words.
During the day Sally worked as an interpreter while Joshua had a job for few hours as a dishwasher for a hotel. At night Joshua took Mikhail with him to restaurants and cafeteria, other eating places and shops in central London asking for food they were throwing away or to the back of supermarkets to look in the bins. They would distribute any food they could not eat to other homeless people. Each time Joshua would insist anyone getting food from him to clean up his or her rubbish. When it was too cold and wet to sleep on the street at night, the three of them would go to Blackfriars station and ride the train to Bedford station as it was a 24-hour service. Three months after Mikhail went to Waterloo Bridge, Joshua got himself a full-time job as an accountant again, found a place to live and left with Sally. 
One autumn evening in October, Mikhail got up late and didn’t eat all day. Walking towards Paddington station to look for food thrown away in one of the supermarket bins Joshua had shown him, it was too late and the rubbish containers were empty. As he passed a pizza restaurant he couldn’t resist looking through the window at a couple sitting inside holding hands and engrossed in conversation. He put his face close up to the window watching them as the waiter put on the table a large freshly baked pizza topped with pepperoni, mushrooms, and peppers. Unable to contain his hunger any longer, Mikhail ran through the door of the restaurant towards the couple’s table and grabbed the plate of pizza.
“Get off, you tramp, it’s mine!” shouted the man at the table as he held on tight to the other side of the plate trying to keep hold of his pizza. The two men jostled back and forth with the plate of pizza each not wanting to let go.
“Don’t fight, stop it, let him have the pizza, we can get another one,” said the woman at the table.
“Call the police now!” the man shouted to a waiter who had gone back to the kitchen at the far end of the restaurant. The man loosened his grip as he called the waiter and Mikhail saw his chance. Dashing out of the door with the plate of pizza in his hands, he kept running until he came to a park in the middle of a street surrounded by expensive looking houses. Climbing over the black iron railings, he sat down on the grass enjoying the best pizza he had ever had in his life.
When he had finished eating, he looked around the park and saw at the far side of the park a small building. No lights were on, so he walked around it several times before deciding to break in. It seemed to Mikhail that his day was tuning out to be a good one for him. Inside, he found a kitchen stocked with food and drink in the fridge. At the back of the pavilion was a small bedroom, toilet and shower in an immaculate condition. Men’s clothes were in the bedroom cupboards that seemed to be Mikhail’s size. He waited till midnight; no one turned up, so he took his chances, had a shower and slept in the pavilion that night. Mikhail woke up early to leave before anyone found him in the cottage. In the daylight, he was entranced by the beauty of the park with its giant trees, some surrounded by wooden seats, well-kept flowers and foliage. In the middle was a table tennis table and near the entrance to the cottage, he saw something that he never dreamed he would see. It was a chessboard painted on the ground with oversized chess pieces. He went towards it and moved the chess pieces around before walking out of the gate past the sign ‘Pavilion Park residents only’.
Night after night Mikhail would return to the private park on Pavilion Road and sleep in the cottage, always getting up early to avoid meeting anyone. Many seasons at the park had come and gone, Mikhail enjoyed the free use of the cottage and its surroundings. He had learned that during the summer months the kitchen was used for many events held in the Pavilion Park. On these occasions Mikhail stayed away, only returning to the park after midnight when it was over.
There would often be picnics and parties held in the grounds by residents living in the surrounding houses. Outside caterers turned up to create themed events from the ‘Mad Hatters tea party’, treasure hunts, a games day. They decorated the park for the events. Mikhail loved this time, as they would leave food and drink in the kitchen for someone to pick up the leftovers the next day. When he returned at midnight, he would eat as much of this food as he could because he knew that the caterers would clear it away.
One such Saturday a party held at the park with the theme ‘Saints and Sinners’ had those attending dressed up in fancy dress of the good and the great and infamous people in history. The party went on after midnight, and when Mikhail got back too early, he stayed outside the park walking around it several times as the guests left at 2am the following morning. Mikhail went into the cottage and could not resist drinking large quantities of a fruit punch that had rum in it. Getting drunk he ended up sleeping past his usual time on the sofa in the kitchen, something that he had never done before. On Sunday morning Mikhail was woken up by a man shaking him.
“Get up, man, what are you doing here?” shouted a voice.
“I’m the caretaker here, who are you?” said Mikhail rubbing his eyes as he sat up.
“Oh you are, are you? And when did that happen?” asked the man standing over Mikhail.
“I’m here many, many, year,” replied Mikhail.
“And your name is?”
“Mikhail Andrei,” replied Mikhail.
“Well, Mikhail Andrei, you are not the caretaker because I am and have been for the last five years unless they sacked me last night.”
“Sorry, I don’t know,” said Mikhail getting up from the sofa.
“You know now. You are on private property. Get out of here, or I’ll call the police.”
“Please, I’m homeless. I have nowhere to go. Who are you?”
“I’m Jack McFadden; I see you’ve been wearing my clothes. How long have you been here?” Jack was a similar height and build to Mikhail but a few years older with light brown hair and eyes.
“It’s three years now. I leave early morning and come back late at night.”
“Well blow me down! I saw no signs,” said Jack.
“Sorry, I didn’t know this place was for you,” said Mikhail.
“I moved out three years ago when I got married.”
“But you don’t come here often?”
“I am here twice a week for a few hours as I look after two other parks much bigger than this, they take up most of my time,” said Jack.
“Please, I ask that you let me stay, I come from Russia, I have no family, no friends in England.”
“I can’t let you stay here. If anyone finds out you’ve been here three years I’ll lose my job.”
“Please, you don’t know I’m here three years. I take good care of it. I can help you do your job for you here.”
“Now you’re on to something. Have you done this type of job before?”
“I’m very good with my hands, and I can help out at the events for you, Jack.”
“I can’t pay you,” said Jack.
“I don’t want pay, just somewhere to sleep, food and warmth is enough for me,” said Mikhail.
“For a homeless person, you keep this place very clean, much better than I ever did,” Jack continued.
“Jack, I do a very good job for you here I promise.”
“You’re lucky me and the missus have not had a serious argument for me to come back here.”
“You come if you argue, I’ll sleep in the kitchen. I work hard for you.”
“It all sounds a good deal to me. No one from head office has come here for years. You can stay if you agree to do one other thing.”
“Anything,” said Mikhail, relived that Jack was getting around to the idea of letting him stay in the cottage.
“Feed the fox.”
“You mean the old fox that comes every night? I’ve been doing this for years.”
“That’s settled then, Mikhail Andrei.”
“Please, you call me Mick.”
“OK, my mate Mick, we're in business,” said Jack.
“Thank you, my mate Jack, for letting me stay,” said Mikhail, they both laughed at the way he said it in his Russian accent.
After this initial meeting, the two men became firm friends over the years. Mikhail felt relaxed enough to trust Jack and told him why he came to England. Jack tried many times to help Mikhail contact his mother and cousin Yuri in Russia. When finally Mikhail was able to get hold of his mother’s neighbour he found out that his mother died after he left Russia from a heart attack and that no one knew where his daughter was. His cousin disappeared from the blacksmith’s shop a year after. The neighbour told him the blacksmith’s shop was sold at an auction and was now a liquor store selling expensively imported alcohol.
“I have to find my daughter, Jack. I left her as a baby and now she’s a young lady. She may even be married,” said Mikhail.
“I’m sorry for you, Mick. I have three daughters and would be beside myself if I didn’t know where they were,” said Jack.
“I have been here too long, I need to find a way to get back to my country, but I’ve no money.”
“I didn’t tell you this, Mick, but my wife has not been happy with me because I didn’t pay you all these years.”
“No, Jack, you help me a lot, a home to live, you bring your wife’s good home cooking to me, I now speak better English because of you and more I have your friendship.”
“You need more help, Mick. It’s time to help you.”
“Help me out how?”
“We’ve, well it’s Mrs McFadden really; she has been putting money aside for you in a savings account.”
“For me!”
“Yes. Sorry I should have told you long ago about it. It’s quite a bit now, and it means you can afford to go back to Russia.”
“Go back to see my daughter? This is a dream come true for me, Jack. When can I go?” said Mikhail still surprised to be hear this.
“We saved your money in Ireland, so we were not tempted to spend it. I’m off there for a couple of weeks’ holiday. I’ll give you the money when I get back.”
“Jack, thank you and your wife for what you have done.”
“You deserve it, Mick. I'll need you to cover me for the weeks I’m away in Ireland as there are events coming up in the park and the bosses want me here attending.”
“You want me to be Jack McFadden?”
“Well, it's worked quite well so far with you and me. The management office has no idea what I look like; for all they know you are me, Mick.”
“No need to ask, I am Jack McFadden,” said Mikhail.
“Yeah, with a Russian accent and an Irish name, now that’s a turn for the books,” replied Jack.
“I hope after all these years I sound more Irish than Russian,” said Mikhail.
“Oh no you don’t, Mick, believe me, you don’t.”
They spent their evening playing chess in the Pavilion Park grounds, drinking beer and enjoying Jack’s wife’s home cooking. Despite everything that had happened to him since he had arrived in England Mikhail now felt hopeful that he would soon go back home and see his daughter.




Chapter 6
It was the time of the annual summer picnic for residents surrounding the park in June. A fun day of games for families was arranged by the residents’ management. Children jumped on the huge bouncy castle in the park. There were games of table tennis, chess matches, mini golf played with prizes given out to the winners. Clowns, magicians and actors dressed up in costumes of fairy tale characters to entertain all that attended the event. The caterers laid out extra seating and chairs and served drink and food including popcorn, mini burgers, ice cream and candy floss.
Mikhail perfected the art of impersonating Jack McFadden. He went around the park checking things were running smoothly, helping to pick up rubbish, serving drinks and food along with the catering staff who believed him to be the caretaker. As he went around the tables, he heard some of the guests at the event speaking Russian. It had been a long time since he had listened to a full conversation spoken in his native Russian, and he had never met another Russian when he was homeless. The sound of Russians talking was reassuring to him. It brought back the good and bad memories of his home in St Petersburg as a blacksmith, with his wife Yelena and their daughter Marina. Every chance he could get he would go back to the tables where he heard Russians speaking to clear up the glasses and plates on those tables as it made him feel closer to his country of birth. He overheard a conversation in Russian that made him linger a little longer.
"The consignment of vodka is due in tomorrow, so he better pay up,” said one of the Russian guests.
“Don’t worry; he’ll deposit 1.3 million dollars in the account. When paid he’s a dead man, and we get to keep the Russo Baltique Vodka, the old version to resell again," replied another guest on the table.
How many bottles of Russo Baltique Vodka in the consignment?”
“Just one bottle for now, but there will be other types of vodka in the container. But with high value on the market for the Russo, we don’t need many bottles.”
Mikhail got closer to the table, putting rubbish in a black bag. One of the Russian-speaking guests spoke to him in English.
“Waiter, please get us more drinks." Mikhail nodded and went off to get the drinks from the kitchen. When he returned to the table with a tray of red and white wine, the two Russian-speaking men had now been joined at the table by a third man.
“Waiter, please. Do you have vodka?” asked the third man speaking in English. Mikhail nodded. He kept looking down at the tray as he put drinks on the table trying to be careful not to spill it. The third man’s voice sounded familiar to him. As he was going back to the kitchen, he looked briefly at the man’s face that had just spoken to him; it sent a cold chill over him as he recognised the third man as Igor Zaslavsky. The last time they met was over seventeen years ago at Igor’s country mansion. He never forgot Igor’s voice. He looked more distinguished with age. Mikhail looked at his cufflinks and saw the initials IZ. Hovering around Igor were two bodyguards.
He was half hoping that Igor would recognise him, but Mikhail knew that he too had changed in looks. His blond hair was long with streaks of grey but neatly tied in a ponytail. He was no longer muscular or had a beard and his once striking blue eyes a little duller.
Each time he came to Igor’s table Mikhail found the conversation he overheard more interesting.
"If Johnny hadn’t fallen out of the window it would have put our business in danger,” said one of the men.
“Frank, you know I always suspected Johnny Murry was a traitor," said one of the men at the table.
"What does it matter now, Philip? Our portfolio of UK properties is booming and that’s all that counts,” said Igor.
Mikhail kept topping up drinks on the table for Igor and his associates. Each time he came to the table he was in two minds to let Igor know his true identity but decided, in the end, this was not the time or place for him to reveal it. As Igor and his associates were about to leave the event Mikhail plucked up the courage to say, “Sir, I hope you enjoyed your day?”
“Indeed I did, very much. Thank you. And I will be back as my daughter will have her eighteenth birthday here soon.”
At 5pm the annual summer event for the residents was over. Mikhail helped to organise the clear up of the park as usual. With tables and chairs folded and put to one side to be collected, and the bouncy castle dismantled, he helped clear the used drink glasses in crates and put rubbish in large black bags. The catering finished at 7pm leaving the park once more clean and peaceful. Mikhail sat at the kitchen table in the pavilion cottage, poured himself a cup of coffee and opened an envelope with the seal of St Isaac’s Cathedral of Russia. He took out two photographs, one of him and Yelena at their wedding and the other of his baby daughter Marina sleeping in his arms the week she was born. A loud knock at the cottage doors jolted him out of his memories. Opening the door, he saw a tall bald man of Afro-Caribbean origin that he remembered seeing as one of the guests at the picnic with a woman and a young boy enjoying themselves playing table tennis in the park.
"Can I join you for a coffee?" asked the man.
"No, sorry, sir. We don't allow anyone in here this is private. The event is over," said Mikhail.
“And who are you?” asked the man.
“I am the caretaker, sir, Jack McFadden; I was about to go home to my wife.”
"No you are not Jack McFadden. Your name is Mikhail Andrei Raspopov a Russian national. You are not going anywhere because this is your home and it's been your home for many years," said the man. He put his right foot in the door to stop Mikhail closing it.
"You are mistaken, my name is Jack McFadden, the caretaker of this place," said Mikhail.
“We believe you fled Russia after your wife died. You are a former intelligence officer and have one daughter."
“Why do you say this?” asked Mikhail, alarmed that this stranger knew so much about him.
“Don’t you think you should invite me in now?” said the stranger at the door.
Mikhail led him into the kitchen. The stranger appeared to be very comfortable inside the cottage and sat down on the sofa as if he was at home.
“Why do you think you know me?” said Mikhail.
“We've been watching you for years.”
“I have done nothing wrong.”
“There is a warrant for the murder of your wife in Russia.”
“You are the police.” Mikhail sounded resigned that after all these years he was to be arrested for something he did not do.
“I work for British intelligence. My name is Ron. I’ve been assigned to investigate you for many years.”
“Then you must know I did not murder my wife, Yelena.”
“Yes, I believe you are innocent of your wife’s murder, but your visa is out of date.”
“I had no money to go back. But I hope to soon, a friend is helping me,” replied Mikhail.
“We’ll put that matter aside for the moment. We need your help.”
“I don’t know anything to help you,” said Mikhail.
They heard a sound outside the door. Mikhail opened it to find a fox standing there looking at him. Knowing what the fox wanted he went back into the kitchen and picked up scraps of leftover food from the event and gave it to the fox.
"It looks like you have a friend in that fox,” said Ron.
“What do you want from me?” asked Mikhail.
“I am investigating illegal dealings by rich Russians.”
“I'm a poor man; I don’t know any rich Russians.”
“Many of the big houses surrounding this private park are owned by them we want you to watch them and report to us."
"Why should I help you?"
"You’ve been looking for your daughter for many years and we can help you find her in Russia.”
"You could help me find my daughter?”
“Yes, and help you get a new home, you will be paid generously for your work.”
“I don't care about the money but to see my daughter I will do anything," said Mikhail.
"One of our agents, Johnny Murray, was murdered and we need to find out who did it.”
“Johnny Murray was an agent? I tried to contact him when I came to England.”
"Yes, we know about that. You also know Igor Zaslavsky. He lives in one of the houses across from the park.”
"Yes, he helped me come to England many years ago."
"I was watching you both at the event. He didn't seem to recognise you."
“No, it’s been a long time. I know Igor as a good man.”
“We believe that one or more of his associates had something to do with Johnny’s murder and that's why we want you to watch the comings and goings.”
“Can’t you do that yourself?”
“Your Russian is better than mine and anyway you are living in one of our surveillance points.”
“So you’ve been to this cottage before. Is Jack working for you?”
“As I said, we could find your daughter for you if you want us to,” said Ron.
“You don’t tell if Jack is working for you?” Mikhail did not get a reply so continued. “If you can find my daughter for me I'll do anything," said Mikhail.
"Good to know you are on board. I’ll tell head office,” replied Ron.
“How do I contact you?”
“I’ll be in touch with instructions. I'll use your codename, Red Fox."
"How did you know I would agree with what you ask me?"
"A father’s love," said Ron.
“My daughter is all I have left.”
"We’ll do all we can to find her for you, Red Fox. By the way, a cup of some of your coffee would go down well," said Ron.
When Ron was about to leave Mikhail asked, "How long have you been watching me?"
"From the day one of our agents gave you money at the Mayfair office. You gave him your full name.”
“Ah the security man, my mistake. You British agents are good.”
“Better than Russian agents would you say?” asked Ron.
Mikhail said nothing. After all these years the profession that he most wanted to escape from was one that was going to help him get his daughter back.
After Ron left the cottage, Mikhail took the photos of Yelena and Marina in his hands and kissed each one before putting them back into the envelope. Not a day went by without him looking at their faces. After all these years he had spent away from his daughter, and in exile from his country, he hoped it would soon be over. That night in the cottage he slept the soundest he had done in years.




Chapter 7
It had been over two weeks since Ron’s visit to the cottage to recruit Mikhail as a spy and he had yet to receive any instructions from Ron or anyone else in British intelligence. Despite having no contact with Ron, Mikhail wasted no time watching who came in and out of the houses surrounding the park. He had a photographic memory that served him well, recording in a small book every detail once he was back in the cottage, even making drawings of faces he had seen. During the day Mikhail spent his time trimming and pruning the grounds. He was mostly alone in the park as the residents hardly used it during the weekdays and only occasionally at weekends, the children living in the nearby houses would come and play accompanied by their nannies.
One of the residents living across from the Pavilion Park was Igor Zaslavsky. On the morning of the 8th July, he had arranged for outside caters to set up the park for his daughter Alena’s eighteenth birthday party. Freshly cut purple roses and white calla lilies were placed on the tables laid by catering staff for a buffet menu along with wine and champagne glasses for the guests attending. Gold napkin rings held the white napkins with a monogram of Alena’s initials AZ. Under a large tent the grass was covered with carpets to allow for five tables to seat eight guests per table. A live band played throughout the evening. Waiters hired for the forty guests served the food. Everything matched the colour scheme of purple, white and gold from the plates, tablecloth, to the candles, chairs and lighting. Igor wished his daughter’s birthday party to be one she would never forget. Arrangements made for her was an extravagant affair with no expense spared. Mikhail was up at 6am in the morning that day to help the caterers set up.
"Papa, I didn't want all this, but I love it, thank you," said Alena kissing her father.
"My dear daughter, I want you to remember this birthday. I want to you to have this with my love,” said Igor. He tapped a gold spoon on a wine glass to get everyone’s attention and took out a gold envelope, handing it to Alena.
“What is it?” said Alena, feeling the outside of the envelope.
“Open it and you’ll see, my darling,” said Igor, as everyone on the table looked at her as she eagerly ripped open the envelope and pulled out a key.
“A key? What is it for? I know it can’t be for a car as I don’t have a licence.”
“No, my darling, open it and read out loud the message,” said Igor.
“You are the owner of a fashion boutique in Carnaby Street. Papa, Carnaby Street! Really?” said Alena, excited and throwing her arms around her father. She stood up from her table and said out aloud, “Now I have my very own fashion boutique, I hope you’ll all come and buy something.” The other guests in the tent cheered and clapped.
As Mikhail walked around helping out the guests, he observed Igor and his daughter Alena. He thought about his daughter Marina’s eighteenth birthday, making him all the more determined to get information for British intelligence so they would help find her.
As the band played a combination of western and classic Russian music, Alena danced with her birthday gift key around her wrist, tied with a purple ribbon. Her father sat at the top table talking business with a collection of associates. Mikhail watched each one, taking a mental note of what they looked like, how long they spent talking to Igor and each time he came near Igor’s table to clear away cutlery or serve drinks he would linger a little longer.
Alena’s birthday party ended at midnight. Most of the guests walked home as they lived in the surrounding houses to the Pavilion Park. The last to leave was Igor. As Mikhail was removing the tablecloths Igor tapped him on the shoulder.
“Jack, I’d like to thank you for helping the party go so smoothly. I am pleased with how Alena's birthday went,” said Igor with his bodyguard beside him.
“It’s my pleasure, sir,” said Mikhail keeping his head down, trying to avoid looking directly at Igor and saying as little as possible in the hope that Igor would not recognise him.
“Well, here is a little something for you,” said Igor taking out an envelope and handing it to Mikhail.
“Thank you, sir,” said Mikhail doing his best not to sound Russian. “I’ve asked my daughter Alena to come over and thank you herself, if she doesn’t she won’t get a twenty-first birthday party here.”
Mikhail smiled and nodded while still avoiding eye contact with Igor. He watched Igor as he walked away and left the park with his bodyguards. When he could no longer see them, Mikhail opened the envelope to find fifty pounds. It was this approach of Igor that Mikhail most admired, taking the time to thank and reward an ordinary man like himself directly.
Later that morning, Alena came to the park to thank Mikhail. Had he not known that she was Russian he would have never have guessed with her British accent.
When Alena arrived home from the park across the road, she went straight into her father’s study to tell him.
“Papa, I’ve done as you wished and thanked the park caretaker.” Igor did not hear her at first as he was talking on the phone.
Alena overheard him saying, “I want you to send someone around to value the paintings. I need to sell them quickly.”
When he had ended the call, Alena asked, “Papa, why are you selling our paintings?”
“I’ve held them long enough, so I’ve asked a Russian art expert to come and value them.”
“How many paintings are you selling, Papa?”
“Don’t worry, young lady, we have a lot. Why have you not gone to your shop yet?”
“I went to thank the caretaker first as you asked.”
“I’m glad you did as I asked. I want you always to be a humble person, Alena.”
“Yes, Papa. You’ve always taught me to be good to everyone I meet.”
“It’s because you never know who will be there to help you when you need it. Now go to your shop and make it a success.”
“I promise it will be successful, Papa, you’ll see. I’ve arranged to meet my best friend Carol at my boutique.”
“The workmen will finish the shop by the weekend so you can start when you want,” said Igor.
“I can't wait, Papa. I told you I’m not going to university. I want to work for myself.”
“If you make it a success of it you don’t need to go back. I hope you don’t mind but I’ve called your boutique ‘Alena’.”
“Mind! No, I love it, Papa. I have to go; Carol must be waiting there for me at the boutique.”
“Yes, you go. I’m proud of everything you do,” said Igor.
As Alena was ready to go out of her front door she came face to face with Fred Fredrick, a business associate of Igor. Rushing to the door, sweating and breathing heavily he said,
“Sorry, Alena my dear. I need to speak to your father immediately, where is he?”
“In his study, is anything wrong?” said Alena.
“Nothing he can’t help me with, my dear,” said Fred as he headed towards Igor's study. Alena went out of the door for her chauffeur to drive her to her new boutique.
“What are you doing here so early this morning, Fred?” asked Igor.
“Philip is dead. He was found on the railway station tracks early this morning.”
“Who told you?” asked Igor.
“His wife phoned me; they told her he jumped in front of a train.”
“How could this be? He was in good spirits last night at Alena’s party,” said Igor.
“I don’t know, but he was supposed to give us the property documents this morning from his Russian trip.”
“Did he have them with him when he died? We don’t want the police looking into our private business,” said Igor.
“I don't know. I’m going around to his wife after I leave you to find out,” said Fred.
“That’s good. I want you to do that for me,” said Igor.
“First Johnny out of the window and now poor Philip under a train.”
“Forget Johnny; he could not be trusted for other reasons,” said, Igor, as the doorbell rang.
“Are you expecting anyone else?” asked Fred.
“Yes, a new security officer, my butler will see him in.”
“So, what do we do now?” asked Fred.
“Nothing, you need to get away, Fred. Philip’s death must have been an accident,” said Igor.
A man came into the study and greeted Igor in Russian. He stood by the door looking at Fred without saying anything to him.
“You’re right, Igor. I need a little break,” said Fred.
“Why don’t you go away for a few days, Fred?” said Igor.
“Yes, I think I will."
"Can I get my assistant to book a ticket?" asked Igor.
“Thank you, but I’ll do it myself. Right now I need a drink.” Igor poured him gin; Frank gulped it down quickly.
“Now go home and clean up before you see Philip’s wife,” said Igor.
“You’re right. I’ve been talking stupid this morning. I’m off home.”
When Fred had left Igor’s visitor said, “This man Fred, he’s becoming spooked and drinks too much. Can we afford someone like this in our business?”
“You may be right. Fred needs help, take care of it for me, Sergei.”
“I will do my best to help him,” said Sergei, as he left Igor’s house.
Alena stood looking up at her shop front signage with her name ‘Alena’ and smiled widely before opening her boutique door with her key still on the purple ribbon from the night before at her party.
Inside the boutique, the colour scheme was white and purple. The shop was small but looked exclusive. A comfortable sofa was in the middle. At the back, there was a little office. Alena looked around at every area of the shop with her childhood friend Carol.
“How did your father know you would like this design, Alena?” asked Carol.
“Oh, I’ve been drawing him pictures of what I want for years.”
“And you’re so good at drawing and doing things with your hands,” replied Carol.
“Papa knows I want to be a fashion designer so this is the start. This shop is so me.”
“Yeah, you’re so lucky, Alena. I wish I had a father giving me a shop like this.”
“I am, but Papa will expect me to make money out of this, or he won’t let me be a designer.”
“When are you going to open?”
“There are a few more finishing touches for the workmen to do, like the changing room. The dresses are due to be delivered in a few days, and Papa has hired two assistants so it will be soon. By next weekend, we’ll have the grand opening party.”
“You don’t waste time do you, Alena?” said Carol.
“Why should I when Papa’s made everything easy for me.” Alena’s phone rang, she picked it up and immediately threw her phone into her handbag. Looking shocked she turned to Carol and said, “I’ve got to go home now. Something has happened."
Arriving home from the boutique, Alena ran to her front door and asked the butler, “Why did you call, what has happened?”
“Sorry, Miss Alena, there’s been an accident, that’s why I called you,” replied the butler.
“Where is Papa?” shouted Alena.
"I'm sorry to tell you, miss, but your father is dead," said the butler.
“Dead! What do you mean! What do you mean?” said Alena shouting, shaking and crying.
"He was waiting for somebody to come and assess the paintings and decided to go upstairs. I heard a loud noise. His security found him drowned in his Jacuzzi. It could have been a heart attack," said the butler.
"I want to see him now," said Alena running upstairs to her father's bedroom. She got to her father’s bathroom door ready to open it when one of Igor’s security guards stopped her.
"No, miss, don't go near. I called the ambulance and the police. He wouldn’t like you to see him the like this."
Alena stood at the door looking in as the paramedics came out of the bathroom with a sheet over her father's body and took him down the stairs and out of the front door.
Alena cried uncontrollably. "Oh, Papa, why you? Why now?" She took out her mobile phone to call her mother in Switzerland.
"He's gone! Papa's gone!" she screamed.
Mikhail, hearing sirens and seeing an ambulance parked across the road from the Pavilion Park at Igor’s house, went to see what was happening. He watched as the paramedics carried a body from across the street and into the ambulance just as a police car arrived. Alena came to the door looking pale with tears streaming down her face as a policeman and policewoman went in and closed the door.




Chapter 8
The autopsy established that Igor Zaslavsky had overdosed on sleeping tablets mixed with alcohol just before he got into his Jacuzzi. With a verdict of suicide recorded, his funeral was held quickly with his wife Anna, daughter Alena, his butler and one of his security guards attending the ceremony.
For a man who knew many influential people, with an impressive portfolio of business associates and friends, he wanted a simple funeral.
“I’m flying back to Switzerland tomorrow after the will is read,” said Anna.
“That’s right, Mother, go back to Switzerland and leave me all alone. That’s what you’re good at.”
“You never wanted to come and live with me; it’s always been all about your father,” replied Anna.
“Yes, and you know why you’ve never made Papa happy,” replied Alena.
“You know nothing about our marriage; we were happy before you came along.”
“So happy that he didn’t want to live with you. If you’d been here, he wouldn’t be dead now,” shouted Alena trying to hold back her tears.
“Don’t blame me for what your father did to himself.”
“I don’t believe Papa killed himself. He would never do that, he knew how much I loved him.”
“You think you know who your father was but you don’t,” said Anna.
“What do you mean by that? Papa was a very generous and good man. Everybody knew that,” said Alena.
“After the will is read there is no need for me to come back to this house,” said Anna.
“If that’s what you want it’s fine with me,” replied Alena.
At the reading of the will, Igor left everything he owned in England, his houses, business portfolio and all the money in his UK bank accounts to Alena and nothing to his wife, Anna. Shortly after the reading of the will, Anna left for Switzerland.
Weeks had gone by since Igor’s death. Mikhail still diligently recorded everything he saw in the surrounding houses. The only activity was at Igor’s home, the comings and goings of furniture, paintings, with many crates taken out of the house. Ron still had not contacted him, but Mikhail kept his side of the bargain to record everything he witnessed. He never once worried that Ron would not keep his promise to find his daughter Marina who was in Russia.
One Saturday afternoon as he raked leaves into a bag Alena walked into the park and sat on a bench crying. He watched her in two minds, wondering if he should go over and console her. He waited to see if she would stop crying but she didn’t so he went to speak to her.
“What is the matter, Miss Alena? Is there anything I can do for you?”
“There’s nothing anybody can do for me, Papa is dead, and I’ve nothing,” she said weeping.
“Just a few months ago you were here together, enjoying your birthday.”
“They say he committed suicide; I don’t believe it.”
“Did your father have any business worries?”
“I don’t know. But Papa was not the kind of the man to kill himself.”
“There are things fathers don’t want to tell their children, to not cause pain,” said Mikhail.
“My papa loved life; he would never do anything like that. He would never leave me; it’s a lie.”
“I’m sorry to hear he’s gone. He was a very generous man to me. After your party, he came here to give me some money.”
“That’s Papa, too generous for his own good. Now I’ve found out all the things he worked for have come to nothing.”
“He was not a rich man?” asked Mikhail.
“He had no money in his UK bank account. He was bankrupt. I’ve had to let the staff go as I couldn’t afford to pay them. I don’t know about his business interests, I need to find out.”
“Your father has left you nothing? But he was one of the wealthiest men in Russia?”
“He set up a trust for me, but I can’t touch it until I’m twenty-one. Until then I could lose everything, the house and the boutique with all the death duties and who knows what else I have to pay.”
“Dry your eyes, Miss Alena, things will turn around for you.”
“You’re a stranger to me, but I have no one else to tell. I don’t want to embarrass Papa by telling people in our circle, not even my best friend, Carol,” said Alena still crying.
“Where is your mother?”
“My mother, if you can call her that, does not care. She’s gone back to Switzerland.”
“Your father would not want you to be sad like this, Miss Alena.”
“You sound like you know my father, are you Russian? You sound it.”
“I came from Russia many years ago.”
“I hope you don’t think I am mad but I believe Papa’s death is suspicious.”
“Why do you think that?” asked Mikhail.
“Because he had a lot of enemies here and in Russia. His closest business associates, first Johnny Murray died and then Philip Evans, he died strangely – a few months now. And last night Fred Fredrick, who visited my father on the day he died, is in hospital after being knocked down by a car while crossing the road.”
“It seems something is not quite right with all these deaths,” said Mikhail.
“I think that too. Someone has stolen all Papa’s money from his UK bank. I’m going to find out who.”
“Miss Alena, please leave this to the police to investigate.”
“No, I have to do something. I won’t rest until I get to the bottom of this.”
“This can be very dangerous for you. You need someone to help you. I will be glad to help you if you want me to?”
“That’s very kind of you, but you don’t even know me.”
“I owe it to your father. I met him in Russia many years ago; he did something good for me that I will never forget. I want to pay him back by helping you, his daughter.”
“But he never said he knew you.”
“It was a long time ago and he must have forgotten as it was a small thing for him but for me, it changed my life.”
“What did he do?”
“It does not matter now except he was good to me.”
“Papa loved everything about Russia, but I sometimes think I don’t belong anywhere.”
“I too love my country, but I have a lot of sad times there,” said Mikhail.
“Why? Where is your family?”
“My wife is dead but my daughter, I hope to see her soon. It is hard to say more now.” Mikhail surprised himself that he could speak so freely to Alena when he was undercover and always prided himself on being discreet and professional when he was working.
“Thank you. I’ll take any help I can get as I’m not even sure where to start myself.”
“I’ll be here for you, Miss Alena, any time you want me,” said Mikhail.
Alena got up from the park bench; the tears had long dried, she had a new determination and someone to help her.
“Call me Alena. I’m grateful for your offer of help. By the way, what’s your name?”
“Jack, my name is Jack McFadden.”
“That’s not Russian. Papa always said you never know who will be there to help you when you need it and he was right,” said Alena, as she got up from the park bench and left to go home.




Chapter 9
“How much would you value this painting by Natalia Goncharova? It was one of my father’s favourite paintings,” asked Alena as she showed the art expert to value her father’s art collection.
“We’ve seen this painting before. The last time we looked at this we told your father that in our opinion it is a fake.”
“Are you sure? Papa was very careful and got everything checked by experts before buying.”
“There are those who are the experts and those who call themselves that and know nothing. Had this painting been authentic it would fetch millions, she is a much sought-after Russian artist.”
“But Papa only dealt with Russian art experts; they were always recommended to him by associates he trusted.”
“I’m afraid we hear this a lot. Russian paintings have been turning up with no credible provenance. I must say the forgers are getting very good and taking us longer to detect.”
“But my father paid millions for this one.”
“That is unfortunate.” 
“What about the other paintings? Look at this one. Papa told me that the Louvre wanted to buy it, but he was not ready to sell at the time,” said Alena, pointing to a painting hanging up on the wall in the hallway.
“May I suggest they registered an interest in seeing it but had not examined it? Your father knew that most of his collection were replicas because we told him this a few years ago," said the expert.
“Why did you come then?"
"When he called us before his death, we thought he had something new.”
“Are you sure about the painting? What about these other paintings on the wall?” Alena led the art expert along the corridor leading up to the front door. He shook his head at each one he passed.
“I have examined these before; none are worth much. Someone may be happy with these copies and willing to pay a few hundred for them if you are lucky. There is now a good market for replicas.”
“I’m sorry to have wasted your time, I don't wish my father’s situation embarrassed,’ said Alena, looking embarrassed herself.
“You can trust our discretion. Everything we do for our clients is in complete confidence,” said the expert. As he got ready to leave he stopped to look at a candlestick holder that caught his eye on the mantelpiece near the door. He picked it up gently so as not to loosen the white candle inside and said, “Now this is an interesting piece, handmade I suspect and beautifully done. Where did it come from?”
“Oh it’s from Russia, it’s been around for as long as I can remember. My father took it with him to every house he moved to.”
“His lucky charm maybe?” said the art expert.
“Maybe?” said Alena.
When the expert left, she went to each painting and shouted, “Worthless, worthless, worthless!” She turned each painting over to reveal the blank back of the canvas. When she reached the final painting, there was a knock at the front door. Opening it, her voice shrieked with joy at seeing her visitor.
“Oh, Uncle Sergei!” she cried.
“My dear Alena, I’m sorry to hear about Igor’s death. I couldn’t come earlier because I was in Russia doing business. Is there something wrong with the paintings?” said her uncle looking at the backs of the paintings on the wall.
“No, I’m just packing things away, Uncle.”
“I see. Igor is gone, I can’t believe this.”
“Nor can I, Uncle. All his hard work has come to nothing. I have to sell everything and find work to survive,” said Alena.
“Your father helped everybody who crossed his path. I’ve come to tell you that I will do everything in my power to help you.”
“Thank you, Uncle. Papa always had your support.”
“I had known Igor a long time, Alena. Now, why do you say you have to sell up? Do you have to sell this house?”
“No, that’s one thing I have. It is all paid for and in my name. But I have no cash, well not until I’m twenty-one.”
“What about the shop he gave you for your birthday?” asked her uncle.
“How did you know about the boutique? You didn’t come to my birthday party.”
“I helped Igor to arrange it for you.”
“Then you know the shop does not belong to me. Papa didn’t buy it outright as I thought. I have no money to pay for the stock, so I have to close it before it’s even got started.”
“Don’t worry, Alena; I will give you the money. You don’t need to pay me back until it's a success,” said Sergei.
“Thank you, that is very kind of you. I can’t believe that you will loan me this money. I promise I will make a success of it,” said Alena.
“You’re Igor’s daughter. I believe in you.”
“It means a lot that you have faith in me.”
“I have to go but I’ll be in touch soon,” said Sergei.
Alena wanted to tell someone about all that had happened and walked across the road to the park and saw Mikhail kneeling and tending to the flower beds.
“Jack, I wanted to thank you for the support the other day. I shouldn’t have bothered you with my problems,” she said.
“No, Alena, I was glad you came. I wish that if my daughter needs help, there will be someone for her,” said Mikhail.
“Well, I have some good news at last,” said Alena. “I’ve been offered help from my uncle. Well, he’s more a business associate of Papa's, but I call him uncle.”
“He’s going to help you find out why your father died like that?” asked Mikhail.
“No, he’s going to help me financially, but I still need to find out what happened to Papa. Maybe my uncle can find out for me why my father died broke.”
“I could help you,” said Mikhail.
“I don’t mean to be rude, Jack, but you’re a caretaker of this park, and I don’t want to take up any more of your time.”
“I have plenty of time on my hands to help you. I have not been a caretaker all my life, Miss Alena. I have the skills to find out anything for you,” said Mikhail, trying to reassure her.
“Somehow I believe you, Jack, and anyway my uncle would think I was foolish not accepting how papa died.”
“You come here for help anytime, whenever you need me.”
“Thank you, Jack, I feel safer knowing that. I’ll be back,” said Alena.
That evening Ron turned up at the cottage.
“I have a lot of information for you,” said Mikhail handing Ron two small pocket notebooks full of notes and drawings.
“We knew you would step up to the mark,” said Ron flicking through the book.
“Ah, so this was my test?” replied Mikhail.
“Sorry it’s taken me long to get back in touch, but we needed to know if you still had it in you,” said Ron.
“Have you found out anything about my daughter?”
“We have someone very good in Russia working on it,” said Ron.
“I can do a lot more undercover work for you as Jack called from Ireland to say he has to stay little longer.”
“Yes, I know what Jack is doing.”
“Igor Zaslavsky’s daughter wants me to help her investigate his death.”
“Things don't add up about his death. Another one of Igor’s business partners, Fred Fredrick, died in hospital last night from a hit and run accident,” said Ron.
“Alena told me about the car hitting this man as he crossed the road.”
“That will be four dead within four years including Igor himself, and all the others associated with him. One of which was our agent Johnny Murray.”
“Johnny Murray worked for you? Did Igor know?”
“This is what we need to find out,” said Ron.
“You think all three were murdered?”
“Likely. Johnny was working undercover for many years. You seem to have Alena’s trust.”
“Yes, she trusts me. She is an honest and clever girl.”
“This is the breakthrough we’ve wanted. Alena is right in the circle of the people we are investigating.”
“Nobody knows me here; not even Igor recognised me so it will be easier for me to investigate.”
“Does she know anything about your past?” asked Ron.
“Only what she needs to know, to trust me.”
“I see you’ve not forgotten any of your old skills,” said Ron impressed with the detailed descriptions in the notebooks as he flicked through again.
“An artist does not forget how to paint if they’ve not done so for a while so why should I?”
“Ah, I’d not thought about it in that way.”
“You want me to recruit her?”
“If you think you can. We need you to get into Igor’s house without breaking in. Now, how about we have a game of chess before I go?” said Ron.
“You think you can beat me?” asked Mikhail as they went outside. Observing the oversized chess board with its chess pieces scattered all over. Mikhail was carefully thinking his next move.




Chapter 10
Alena received a large sum of money from her Uncle Sergei a few days after they had spoken. She wasted no time in opening her boutique in Carnaby Street.
There were two assistants to help her and with the shop stocked she had a steady stream of customers coming in. Mikhail saw her rushing out of her house and into a taxi in the early mornings. She would smile and wave but never stopped to talk to him and had not visited the park for several weeks.
He was desperate that he was not getting the information he needed for Ron and feared this would hold up finding his daughter in Russia. Mikhail dressed up early one morning in his best suit and knocked on Alena’s door before she left for work.
“Sorry, Alena, if I came here too early,” he said as she opened the door. “But I need your help.”
“I was about to get ready to go to the boutique, but yes, of course, I’ll help you in any way I can.”
“Thank you. It will soon be my daughter’s birthday and I want to get her something special, and I see you have good taste.”
“So you want me to get her something from the shop?”
“Yes, I would be very grateful if you can.”
“What does she like?”
“Please, you choose for me. I don’t know fashion. How much will it be?” asked Mikhail.
“Nothing, it’s a gift from me for all the support you’ve given me.”
“Thank you, that is good of you,” said Mikhail.
“Look, why don’t you come for lunch this Sunday, and I will have the gift for your daughter.”
“Sunday it is,” said Mikhail, pleased with himself that he was, at last, making some progress. He walked back to the park and saw Alena leave in a black taxi.
Shortly after Alena opened her shop in the morning customers immediately started arriving to buy dresses, bags and other fashion accessories. By midday, she and her two shop assistants were so busy with customers that they did not notice a man standing by the door observing what was going on. When Alena had finished serving a customer, she looked over briefly at the door.
“Oh, Uncle Sergei, how long have you been standing there?” said Alena when she noticed him.
“Long enough to see you doing very well, Alena. Igor will be very proud of you.”
“I so wish Papa was here now,” said Alena with her eyes becoming moist with tears. “It’s thanks to you with the loan; I’m very grateful to you, Uncle.”
“Don’t mention it. Can I speak to you somewhere privately, Alena?”
“Yes, but now is not a good time.”
Why don’t I visit you at the house this evening, and we can talk.”
“This evening will be fine; I don’t go out much now,” said Alena.
“It’s not good for you to stay in, you are young. You must go to the Russian Ball this year, Igor would want this.”
“Yes, Papa bought me a debutante dress for the Russian Ball. I don’t know if I want to go or not.”
“Well, you must. I’ll see you tonight.”
Later that evening when Alena arrived home from work her Uncle Sergei came to her door with a bunch of purple roses. Alena put the flowers in a vase on the mantelpiece near the front door and lit a white candle next to it.
“I see you still have this candleholder,” said Sergei.
“Yes, Papa loved it, so I light a candle in it every evening for him.”
“Igor, he was always larger than life, and when he walked into a room, you could not ignore him.”
“Please, don’t make me cry. People will think my eyes are red instead of the hazel.”
“Where are your staff?”
“I had to let them all go. I cannot afford staff,” replied Alena.
“But you need a bodyguard.”
“Papa needed a bodyguard, I don’t.”
“Your father, a few weeks before he died, he talked more about how he wanted to go back to Russia.”
“He never told me that. I thought he couldn’t go back because of politics.”
“Igor was working on it; he had hoped the authorities would see he still had a lot to give.”
“But why has he forced out, Uncle? He never told me the full reason.”
“You don’t worry yourself about this now. I am very pleased with your business.”
“Yes, the shop is doing well, and we’ve only been open a short time. I think my birthday party helped as Papa’s contacts have been sending people.”
“That is good. If you need any more money, you only need to ask, and I’ll fund whatever you want.”
“It’s very generous, but no, I don’t want to borrow any more money. I’ll pay you back as quickly as I can and the rate it is going it may be quicker than we both thought.”
“I know you will, but, Alena, I’d like you to do something for me.”
“I’ll do what I can, what is it?”
“I’m setting up a new business abroad, and I need to transfer some money to that business but have some problems with my bank abroad. I would like to put the money in your business bank account until I sort it all out.”
“But why don’t you open another account here and put the money in it until you are ready.”
“You are a clever girl, but right now this will make things complicated. I don’t want my wife to find out yet, so your account will be easier for me.”
“Well OK but how much will this be for?”
“It could come to several million but it depends.”
“But Uncle, I only have a small business, what if I get audited? How will I explain millions?”
“Don’t worry, they know your father is dead we can say this is inheritance money he left for you.”
“But I don’t get the money in the trust until I am twenty-one.”
“See it as my loan to you.”
“How long do you want to use my bank account?”
“Just for a few months. I’ll tell you when I need the money transferred.”
“I need to get back to you about all this,” said Alena sounding anxious about what her uncle had asked her to do.
“Believe me your father will approve, it is good business. You will not regret it I promise,” said Sergei as he left. The next day Mikhail arrived at Alena’s door on Sunday holding a bunch of yellow and white daffodils from the park.
“This is for you, sorry I don't have purple,” he said as he handed flowers to her.
“No, this is perfect, purple was Papa’s favourite colour, I just went along with it to please him.”
She took Mikhail into a large kitchen with marble countertops and a double range cooker. The kitchen cupboards and walls were all in white. On a centre island, plates and cutlery were laid out for a three-course meal.
“I’ve had to let the chef go so I’ve had to order it in because I can’t cook,” said Alena serving him the first course of lobster soup.
“You shouldn’t have gone to this trouble for me,” said Mikhail, as he tasted the creamy soup with bread.
“I like to give my guests the best. Here is a bracelet I got for your daughter,” said Alena, giving Mikhail a velvet jewellery case. He opened it and was surprised to see how expensive it looked.
“Thank you; it is beautiful for her, please let me pay you.”
“No, I won’t hear of it. I’m glad you came, Jack, because I need advice about something,” said Alena putting in front of him a plate of honey glazed lamb, mixed grilled vegetables of carrots, swede and roasted potatoes with rosemary. 
“I’ll help you with anything. Just ask me.”
“My uncle wants me to put a lot of money into my account that I don’t feel right about but I don’t know how to put him off.”
“How much is he talking about?”
“It could be thousands, or it may end up being millions of pounds but for a small boutique like mine that’s just started trading it’s too much. I don’t know what to do.”
“It looks like he wants you to hide where the money came from?”
“Well yes, he wants me to keep it quiet so I suppose he is hiding the money in my account.”
“It does not smell right. Your uncle wants to use your business to launder dirty money,” said Mikhail eagerly looking at the apple crumble and cream waiting for him to eat as he finished the main course.
“Dirty money? No, you are wrong he would never do that.”
“Alena, I risk my life to tell you this, but I am not just a caretaker. I am doing an investigation about money laundering.”
“For who?” asked Alena, she was intrigued to hear more but also at the same time uneasy that she had let Mikhail into her house when she knew very little about him.
“I work for the intelligence service,” said Mikhail feeling that he had no choice but to blow his cover enough to gain her trust.
“So, you’re a spy! I would never have guessed it. Is your name really Jack McFadden?”
“I am Jack now. And your uncle’s name?”
“He is Sergei Bogdanov," said Alena.
Hearing this name Mikhail felt a hollow pain in the pit of his stomach. It was not from fear but anger that he had not spotted Sergei in his surveillance and that he had somehow failed. Flashbacks of Yelena’s dead body on the kitchen floor came rushing through his mind's eye only to disappear quickly. His mind filled with questions about what Igor was doing with Sergei. A master at hiding his feelings, Mikhail turned to Alena and said in a matter-of-fact way, “Is Sergei a good friend of your father?”
“Oh no, I wouldn’t say that. Papa didn’t have any real friends.”
“I can check out your uncle to see if you can trust him. But I need to be close by you to see who he meets up with.”
“I do need to know who I can trust. You can act as my chauffeur sometimes and use Papa’s car.”
“Yes, this role will suit me very well. When do you want me to start?” said Mikhail eager to find out the truth about the relationship between Igor and Sergei.
“That’s settled then; your first job is to take me to the annual Russian Ball next week.”
“There are Russian balls in England?”
“Oh yes, every year, this time it is my turn to be a debutante.”
“It’s like a Little Russia here,” said Mikhail.
“Yes, I’m afraid so. I’m only going because Papa wanted me to go to the ball as he thought it would benefit me; old fashioned, I know.”
“Then off to the ball we will go,” said Mikhail.




Chapter 11
Mikhail was in Igor’s black Mercedes waiting to take her to the Russian Ball. Wearing his chauffer’s uniform and hat that fitted him perfectly he looked the part. Alena got into the car wearing a long white laced ball gown and pearls around her neck. She held a white beaded bag and long white gloves. A tiara on her head prettily framed her red hair which she tied in one long plait. Mikhail looked at her through his rear-view window. He wanted to tell her how beautiful she looked but held himself back from saying anything. He kept glancing at her in the back seat as he drove her with thoughts about his daughter Marina and wishing he was taking her to her first dance.
They arrived near the river in Billingsgate Hall in London. Alena got out without a word to Mikhail and headed towards the entrance where other young women were waiting for her, all dressed in long white ball gowns and gloves. Mikhail watched as she hugged her friend Carol and went inside. He parked his car, got out and walked in the warm evening to the entrance to watch who was going to the event. The young men attending the ball came in long jackets with tails, white gloves and white bow ties. Older guests were less formally dressed with the women wearing colourful ball gowns. The orchestra played a compilation of popular classical waltz music by Strauss, Tchaikovsky, Eugen Doga, and Shostakovich as the guests took their seats at the tables in the hall.
For the first time since her father’s death, Alena relaxed at the ball and enjoyed meeting up with her best friend, Carol. At this debutante’s ball, it was easy to forget and be frivolous.
“Alena my dear, I didn’t think you would come tonight, but I am glad you did,” said Lady Montagu as Alena and Carol, along with the other debutantes, were handed small bouquets of flowers to hold.
“Nor did I, but Papa had been planning this for me for a long time, and I wanted to respect his wishes, and I did not want to let Carol’s brother down, he’s my escort for the dances. We spent a long time practising the waltz and polka,” said Alena.
“You are right, my dear. I am sure that is what Igor would have wanted. He is sadly missed tonight.”
“Thank you, Lady Montagu, I will remember that.”
“Look, Sasha has just come in. He’s been asking where you’ve been,” said Carol.
“I’m not interested in talking to him.”
“Well you tell him that because he’s heading our way,” said Carol.
Sasha walked towards them; he was in his twenties, dark hair, handsome, confident with a presence about him that got him noticed by everybody in the room and he knew it. He went to Alena and Carol, kissing them on both cheeks.
“Ladies, good to see you both. Alena, where have you been? Why do never answer any of my calls or messages?”
“I’ve got my father’s estate to sort out and I’m very busy with a new business,” said Alena.
“I’m off to dance,” said Carol, as she joined the other debutantes to take their places for the waltz.
“Do you want to dance, Alena?” asked Sasha.
“No, I am waiting for Carol’s brother; he is my escort for the night.”
“Sorry about your father. He was a great mentor to me. I can’t believe he’s gone.”
“I will never get over his death,” said Alena.
“If you ever need to talk to someone I’m here.”
“Thanks, but I don’t want too many people in my life right now.”
“I understand. I know it’s not a good time, but I wanted to tell you I’m getting married,” said Sasha.
“Oh, you are? Is your fiancée here?”
“No, my fiancée is in Russia at the moment.”
“When is the wedding?”
“Next month in Russia, I hope you can come,” said Sasha.
“Congratulations to you both but I can’t travel anywhere, I have my new boutique to run.”
“There is something I need to get from you urgently, Alena.”
“What’s that?” asked Alena.
“It is the title deeds to some properties. I had a business deal with your father and he was holding these deeds for me that I must have now.”
“I’m still sorting out Papa’s papers. Tell me what the name is and when I find it I’ll contact you.”
“No, Alena, I need it tonight. I know where he put them. It’s in his safe,” said Sasha.
“I’ll see how I feel at the end of the evening."
“Listen, Alena, I have no choice. I need those papers tonight,” insisted Sasha.
Carol’s brother interrupted them to escort her to the dance floor and to present her as a new debutante at the ball. When all the new debutantes were announced, they took their places on the dance floor. The orchestra played music from classics including ‘Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Swan Lake’, ‘Second Waltz’, and ‘Voices of Spring’. The dance floor was full of debutants, their escorts and the other guests dancing to each one played.
Alena danced the waltz, Viennese polka, and other dances as Sasha sat at his table drinking and watching Alena’s every dance step making sure she did not leave the ballroom without him.
Once the ball ended, everyone made their way home with good cheer. As she made her way toward her car, Sasha followed closely behind.
“Alena, I need those deeds tonight.”
“No, I told you, Sasha, I’ll be in touch,” replied Alena. As she was about to get into the back of the car, Sasha pushed closer to her to stop her from closing the door.
“I’m coming home with you,” he shouted.
Mikhail quickly jumped out of his seat, got hold of Sasha and pulling him away from the car with an angry look on his face pinned him down on the back of the boot.
“You don’t ever touch her,” said Mikhail, grabbing one side of Sasha’s jacket with one fist clenched as if ready to hit him.
Alena shouted, “No, don’t hit him. It’s OK.”
Mikhail loosened his grip and Sasha fell to the floor.
“Sasha, I’ll have a look for your papers. Come tomorrow night,” said Alena, as they drove off leaving Sasha on his knees.
“Who is that young man and what does he want from you?” asked Mikhail.
“Sasha, he runs his father’s construction company. He’s desperate to get hold of some property deeds he says Papa kept for him.
“I think I should be with you in the house when he comes. He looks like he could be a problem.”
“Sasha is harmless really but if you are worried I suppose it’s no harm you being in the house but maybe in the next room, so he doesn’t know you are there,” said Alena.
“I’ll be at your door before he arrives tomorrow night,” said Mikhail glad that this was another opportunity to get more information.
The next evening Mikhail arrived at Alena’s door, he knocked many times before Alena opened the door to him in her tracksuit and looking sweaty.
“Sorry I was on my exercise bike, I didn’t hear you knocking, have you been here long?”
“It’s OK. How long before Sasha will be here?” asked Mikhail.
“About an hour, but I’ve not had a chance to go into my papa's safe to look for his paperwork as I was tired from the ball last night.”
“Did you enjoy the ball?"
"I didn't think I would, but yes, I was glad to meet up with friends," replied Alena.
“Is there somewhere I can hide but be close when he comes?” asked Mikhail.
Alena led him into to Igor’s office and pointed to a door at the far end.
“Use the toilet. You’ll be able to listen in there. Papa used to record business conversations from the microphones, don’t ask me why.”
“Please show me now,” said, Mikhail. Alena took him into a small toilet. It had gold taps, marble flooring, fresh flowers and soft handmade towels with Igor’s initials on it.
Mikhail sat on the toilet seat and could hear everything Sasha said to Alena when he arrived.
“Have you found my deeds?” asked Sasha.
“No, there is so much paper in his safe I don’t know which one is for you.”
“I need it now, Alena, or things will be very bad for me.”
“What kind of trouble are you in, Sasha?”
“You know I took over my father’s construction business.”
“Yes, and Papa always praised you for doing so well.”
“I got into some financial trouble a few years ago. I borrowed a lot of money, and now these people want their money back.”
“And you haven't got it?” said Alena, as she opened her father’s safe and took out large brown envelopes with documents inside.
“The name on the deeds is ‘Maxim Property Services’ on it, have you seen it yet?” asked Sasha as they opened several envelopes each.
“Nothing, I don’t see anything with that name,” said Alena. Sasha picked up more envelopes and began to frantically open them, throwing the documents he did not want on the floor.
“It’s got to be here, I saw him put it in the safe myself,” said Sasha.
“Please don’t make a mess. Maybe Papa gave it to his lawyer.”
“No, Igor wouldn’t do that. He knew these deeds could be a matter of life or death.”
“What do you mean?”
“If we don’t find it I could be a dead man,” said Sasha.
Alena, seeing the desperation on his face, helped him open more envelopes in quick succession without finding what they were looking for. 
“Sasha, these people, how did you get involved with them?” said Alena.
“I needed a lot of money to cover the building of properties both in the UK and in Russia and got a loan for that from some wealthy businessmen. I checked my bank account and saw they had given me a loan of five million instead of the two million I asked for. I told them about the mistake, but they insisted I keep the money safe for them until they needed it back.”
“You spent their money?” asked Alena.
“One of my constructions projects overspent but I hoped to get the money from the sale of another to balance things back but things went wrong and contracts fell through.”
“So now you owe them five million plus interest on that as well?”
“No interest; that was what was so attractive about the loan in the first place. I went to them rather than the bank because your father recommended them.”
“And now you need the deeds to get the money.”
“Yes, the deeds for Maxim are worth more than ten million. It was payment for a deal I did with your father."
"How much was Papa’s share of this deal? I could do with some money myself,” said Alena.
“It was a lot, but he took his money. I own Maxim Property Services. Your father was safeguarding the deeds for me. I think he thought we would marry one day and he’d keep it in the family.”
“Can’t you just tell them to give you more time to find the deeds?”
“Alena, you don’t know these people. They don’t play games with this kind of money.”
“This is not Russia. They are not above the law here.”
“You don’t understand; men like Sergei Bogdanov and his associates, they have no boundaries.”
“Uncle Sergei! OK, don’t worry. I’ll talk to him for you, he’s always been very kind to me. He's already helped me with my business.”
“No, Alena, I don’t want him to know we’ve talked and don’t tell him what I’m looking for.”
“What will you do now?”
“There is one more place I can check for the deeds.”
“Where is that?”
“Russia, at your father’s country house.”
“But my father has not been there for years since he was exiled.”
“Igor still has powerful friends in Russia. Alena, I have to go and find the deeds or borrow money from my fiancée’s father. He is wealthy, but I don’t know how wealthy.”
“And if you don’t get the money?”
“Then this is the last time you will see me. Be careful of Sergei. Don’t let him help you any more in your business or let him into your life.”
“You’ll find a way out, Sasha, I know you will. I hope to meet your fiancée one day.”
“I hope so too, or there’ll be no wedding,” said Sasha. He kissed Alena on the cheek and left in a hurry.
When he had left Mikhail came out.
“Poor Sasha. I’ve never seen him is such a state, he’s always been a happy-go-lucky person.”
“Sergei Bogdanov, he is not a good man,” said Mikhail.
“No, I see it now. I don’t know why Papa associated with him.”
“That we need to find out.”
“Now we are working together in this investigation, I guess I’m a spy too,” said Alena, as she led Mikhail along the corridor to the front door.
“We will make a good team,” said Mikhail. He suddenly stopped speaking, stunned by what he saw on the mantelpiece by the door. It shook him to his core.
“What’s the matter, you seem to have seen a ghost.”
“This candlestick, how did you get it?” Mikhail picked it up and looked underneath; it had a heart shape with the initials of M & Y entwined. The very candlestick he had crafted with his own hands at his blacksmith's workshop in St Petersburg. 
“Everyone who sees it is interested in it. It shows real craftsmanship,” said Alena.
“I did not see it the last time I visited.”
“No, my cleaner comes on Sundays and moves things around to clean.”
“How long have you had it?” asked Mikhail.
“It’s been around as long as I can remember. I use it now to light a candle for Papa every night,” said Alena, as she lit a white candle.
Mikhail watched as the candle flame flickered and then began to grow stronger and brighter as he went out of the front door. He said nothing more to Alena as she closed the door behind him. All he could think of was why his gift to his beloved Yelena should be on Igor’s mantelpiece.




Chapter 12
Once again Sergei surprised Alena at her boutique the next morning as she had just put in the float in the till. It was early, and the other assistants had not arrived at work.
“Uncle, I did not expect you so early this morning, is there something wrong?” 
“It could not be better, Alena. I have deposited five thousand into your bank account,” Sergei announced.
“But Uncle, I’ve not agreed for your money going into my account. I was going to call you to say I don’t want to do this.”
“This is very foolish of you, Alena. We will do good business together.”
“But I am not in business with you, Uncle. You just loaned me money for which I am very grateful and will pay you every penny back as soon as I can.”
“Your father would want me to teach you how to do business.”
“You seem to know a lot about what Papa wanted for me more than I do. Thank you for the advice, but I want to be independent.”
“Give me some receipts for couture dress worth five thousand.”
Alena, rattled by the abruptness in which he spoke, was in two minds how to react to this demand. She smiled at him and said, “My clients cannot afford couture dresses.”
“You start selling couture dresses today. I know lots of ladies who would like these expensive dresses. I will tell them about this shop.”
“Uncle, I don’t mean to be rude, but this is my business. I make decisions on what I want to sell.”
“Alena, I didn’t want to embarrass Igor, but I own the deeds to this shop,” said Sergei.
“How is that?”
“Igor ran into financial trouble and asked me to buy the shop until he could pay me back, but his death changed everything.”
“So, I’m working for you? None of this belongs to me?”
“We will work well together, and I’ll give you the deeds of this property when you are twenty-one; that is what I agreed with Igor if he was not able to pay me back.”
“It’s very generous of you, but I don’t want to owe you any more money. I’ll go and find a cheaper shop.”
“Not generous. I keep my promise to Igor to give the shop back.”
“But you want me to run it the way you want.”
“Igor, he had many enemies, I want to protect you from these dangerous people who what to take everything he had.”
“I have nothing for them to take. All Papa worked for is worthless.”
“They will want payment for all Igor’s debts. They will make you homeless if you don't pay. A few years working with me and you will pay off all Igor’s debts.”
“So I have no choice. I need to pay Papa’s debts to keep a roof over my head, that’s what you mean.”
“You are a clever girl, Alena.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Go and buy a few couture items. I’ll deposit money every few weeks. You will see, Alena, we will do good business and be very successful together.”
“What would I do without your kindness, Uncle?”
“Trust me, Alena, I’ll keep you safe.”
“I have no one else looking out for me. Thank you, Uncle.”
As soon as Sergei left, Alena went into her office to check her bank account. She saw £5000 had been transferred into her account from Switzerland. She had also received an email from a lady she had never heard of called Gertrude Finch thanking her for supplying such beautiful dresses that I will wear with great pleasure and keep well so that one day my daughter should feel such happiness wearing them as I do now.
Alena could not wait to tell Mikhail what had happened that day. When her day ended at the boutique, she asked the taxi to drop her off at the entrance to the park. She walked in, looked around but did not see Mikhail, so she went to the cottage and knocked at the door. Mikhail came out immediately when he heard the knock.
“Alena, is there something wrong?”
“No, I’ve got something to show you.”
Mikhail showed her into the kitchen and offered her a seat at a small table at the centre.
“I’ve never been here before. I must say you keep it very neat and tidy, Jack.”
“I’m grateful for it; many have nothing, they are on the streets.”
“Yes, Papa always wanted to help those less fortunate and so do I.”
“Your father taught you well.”
She took out her bank printout and the email form Gertrude Finch to show him.
“I thought I had better not protest too much when he told me he had the deeds to the shop,” said Alena, as she gave Mikhail an account of her day.
“You did well; he believes you more. You need to play along with him. I don’t think Sergei is the mastermind of this.”
“No? You sound like you know Uncle Sergei.”
“I know many men like him. It’s best if I come with you everywhere now as your chauffeur.”
“Are you sure?”
“It will be safer for you, and there is very little to do at the park when there are no events.”
“Yes, I would like that. Thank you for taking me to the Russian Ball.”
“We need to find out as much as we can about what Sergei is up to. Tell him you want to have a small party in memory of your father and…” said Mikhail.
“And he can bring some of his associates. See, I’m thinking like a spy already,” said Alena. 
“Please, don’t use that word. I am just helping the government.”
“Oh, you mean the three-letter word. I understand.”
The next morning Mikhail put on his chauffer uniform and took Alena to her boutique and waited in a nearby street as there was no space for him to park outside the shop. Alena arrived at her shop door to find a man in a security uniform waiting for her.
"Are you the owner?" he asked.
“Yes, what can I do for you?” said Alena.
“I’ve been hired by Mr Bogdanov as security to stay with you until the shop closes and to take you home.”
“Please wait outside until I talk to him. He didn’t tell me about you.”
Alena picked up the phone to talk to Sergei.
“I don’t need security in this small boutique and I have just hired a chauffeur to take me home, Uncle.”
“I want to make sure you are safe. And to protect our interests,” replied Sergei.
“OK, he can only be in the shop. But I am not like Papa needing bodyguards with me everywhere.”
The security guard came inside and tried to stand discreetly in the corner, but he looked so out of place in the small boutique that Alena asked him to act as a doorman so it seemed more natural to the shoppers coming in and out of the boutique.
The shop had been busier than usual, and Alena enjoyed every moment in the boutique so that the time flew. Half an hour before the shop was due to close a fashionably dressed blond woman in her thirties came in and asked one of the assistants if she could speak to Alena. 
“What can I do for you?” asked Alena as she approached the woman.
“I’m going to a wedding, and I need something suitable for the occasion, but it must be haute couture,” said the woman in a Russian accent.
“We don’t have a collection yet but will order something in a few weeks,” said Alena.
“Show me your most expensive items,” said the woman.
“I have these pieces,” said Alena, directing the woman to a small collection of her most expensive dresses and accessories.
“I’ll have three of these dresses,” said the customer, pointing to a rack of dresses in front of her.
“What sizes do you want?” asked Alena.
“It’s not a problem; these will fit. Please wrap them up,” said the customer without looking at the sizes.
Alena had one of her assistants carefully fold them up and put them in a bag while the customer continued to look around the boutique.
“I’ll have this blue leather bag. How much is that?” the customer asked.
“The total is £949 please, madam,” said the assistant at the counter.
“Please call the owner,” instructed the customer.
When Alena came to the counter, she was half suspecting that the woman had changed her mind and was preparing herself.
“I wish to speak to you privately,” said the woman.
“Yes of course what is the problem?” asked Alena.
“No problem; Mr Bogdanov said you would put this on my account and give me an invoice today and send the items to my address,” said the customer as she handed over a business card. Alena saw that the name on it was Gertrude Finch and the address on it was a Mayfair hotel.
“Yes, we can do that for you, Mrs Finch. Your items will be delivered soon after payment,” said Alena.
“Thank you. £10,000 will be paid into your account this afternoon.”
“No, the cost of the items is £949,” said Alena.
“£10,000 will be in your bank. Mr Bogdanov assured me I could buy items in my price range here. Thank you! I will be back and tell my friends about this beautiful store.”
Alena said nothing; she smiled tight-lipped as the customer made her way out of the shop. Every day after that different women would turn up at the store, requesting similar items. At first invoices were made out to Gertrude Finch at a Mayfair hotel address and after a while other names and addresses were requested.
They would only deal with Alena for an invoice for thousands of pounds more than the original cost. By the end of the month hundreds of thousands had gone into Alena’s bank account from these women. Alena recorded every transaction giving the full report to Mikhail at the end of each day with the names, addresses of the women, the bank accounts used and details of items they purchased. Impressed by her attention to detail, Mikhail turned over all the information he received from her to Ron who now visited him weekly in the cottage.
Alena had arranged a small memorial gathering for her father and invited Sergei and a few of Igor’s friends that had asked to attend his funeral. She hired a catering company to provide canapés and two assistants to serve the food. Mikhail was there to help out as a waiter. Hoping Sergei would not recognise him, he wore a waiter’s uniform of a black waistcoat, white shirt, black bow tie and black trousers to serve the drinks at the event.
At 7pm the guests started arriving. They were a few business associates, friends and neighbours of Igor’s.
Sergei arrived an hour late and seemed to have been drinking. He stood at the entrance of the door to the drawing room and gazed at the large framed picture of Igor placed in the middle of the room and said, “My dear friends. Igor was a great man. It is hard to believe that he is no longer with us. Such a man was full of life. He always knew how to make the best of it. Tonight we celebrate his life and to give comfort to his beautiful daughter Alena.”
“Thank you, Uncle, and to all of you for coming tonight,” said Alena.
“Waiter, please give me vodka,” said Sergei to Mikhail. Taking his tray full of drinks, he lowered it to Sergei sitting on the sofa. For a moment Mikhail wanted to grab Sergei by the throat and inflict pain but instead held the tray tighter deciding that this was not the time or place. He moved gently away from Sergei and went to serve the other guests.
“Alena, please tell the waiter to keep the drinks coming,” said Sergei getting more drunk as he sat with three other men speaking Russian. Mikhail brought out another tray of drinks put it on a small table in front of the men. Turning, he bumped into Viktor Novikov; their eyes met. Mikhail quickly walked away hoping Viktor had not recognised him. After that, he stayed in the kitchen until everyone had left.
At the end of the evening when the other guests had left, and Alena was with Sergei and Viktor in the drawing room, Sergei said, “Alena, I would like to have a private word.”
“Yes, Uncle, we can talk here,” said Alena.
“You have done very well at the shop. I want you to sign the deeds of a property we just bought. I want you to keep it in your name until we are ready.”
Viktor took out an envelope from his pocket and handed it to her.
“If that is what you wish, Uncle, I’ll be glad to help.”
“Sign here,” said Sergei pointing to the piece of paper in front of her.
“Uncle, this is the last page where are the other pages?”
“There’s no need to worry yourself about the details, please sign it now,” said Sergei sternly.
“Dear Papa gave me an expensive education in a British boarding school. You don’t want me to ignore everything I’ve learnt. Please give me all the documents,” said Alena firmly and with such confidence that Sergei felt powerless to refuse her. Sergei nodded to Viktor who proceeded to take out another envelope with the rest of the documents, handing it to Alena.
She briefly flicked through the paperwork and saw that the deeds had the name Maxim Property Services, the documents Sasha had wanted.
“Thank you, I’ll give it back to you tomorrow.”
As soon as the two men left, she went into the kitchen to see Mikhail still clearing up.
“Look what I have here,” said Alena handing it to Mikhail.
He looked at it and said, “It says the owner of the deeds is you, Alena.”
“Yes, but it is the documents Sasha was looking for.”
“I’ll need a copy of these documents,” said Mikhail.
“I’ll scan it for you.”
“The other man with Sergei, how long do you know him?” said Mikhail.
“I’ve only seen him once before when Papa was alive. I’ve never really spoken to him as I have forgotten most of my Russian,” said Alena.
“I can tell you that this man and Sergei are very dangerous men. They have done many bad things.”
“Do you think they had something to do with Papa’s death?”
“I am going to find out for you,” said Mikhail.




Chapter 13
After the memorial evening, Mikhail went home to the cottage and sat at the kitchen table looking at his family pictures.
“I promise you, my darling Yelena, I will get our daughter back. I’ve seen Sergei and Viktor, they will pay for what they did to us.” His thoughts were interrupted by a sound outside the door. Thinking it was Ron or the park fox he went to the door to open it but there was no one there.
He went back inside, took a notebook to write in. Within moments he felt a rope tightening around his neck. Coughing frantically he pushed his hands back to grab it, trying to stop it getting tighter. With the full force of his body, he managed to push his body sideways out of the chair and onto the floor. The person trying to strangle him with the rope fell to the floor, losing their grip.
Taking his chance, Mikhail quickly rolled over and landed on top of the man's back. He managed to get the rope and tie the man's wrists.
“So it’s you, Viktor,” said Mikhail as the two men came face to face.
“Let me free, Mikhail. I won't let Sergei know you are here,” said Viktor.
Mikhail leaned harder on Viktor's back causing Viktor to gasp for breath.
“You and Sergei murdered Yelena, I’ll kill you for that,” said Mikhail turning him over.
Viktor wiggled left and right trying to get loose.
"No, it was not me. I found out after she had died what happened,” said Viktor.
“You lie.”
“I am telling you the truth, Mikhail; you let me free and I’ll tell you everything,” said Viktor.
Mikhail stopped pressing down hard on Viktor and pulled him up in a sitting position, but as he did so all the lights in the cottage went off. There was a pop sound like a car backfiring as Viktor slumped back on to the floor bleeding from a wound to his head. Mikhail quickly dived under the kitchen table. He watched and waited for what seemed a long time before seeing a touch light and hearing a familiar voice inside the cottage.
“Red Fox, it’s OK, it’s me,” said Ron holding a touch as he went towards Viktor lying on the floor to check and said, "He is dead.”
“You killed him?” asked Mikhail.
“No, it was one of my recruits. Our mistake, he's been too hasty.”
“You’ve had me watched?”
“I can’t afford to lose anyone else on my team after Johnny, and you’re on my team,” said Ron as all the lights came back on in the cottage.
“You know who your recruit killed?” said Mikhail.
“Yes, Viktor Novikov, we’ve been watching him since he came to this country but now I’m going to have to face a lot of questions and paperwork about his death,” said Ron.
“My only regret is that Viktor was killed before he told me who murdered my wife,” said Mikhail.
“Sorry about that. Sergei will know by now who you are if Viktor was here. It’s best we send you somewhere safe for a while,” said Ron.
“I can’t go anywhere. Alena will be in danger. She has to hand over some property papers tomorrow to him.”
“What documents?”
Mikhail grabbed the copies of the property documents and handed them to Ron.
“I’ll persuade Alena to go and stay with her mother in Switzerland until you’ve dealt with things,” said Mikhail.
“Ah you mean her stepmother; we’re also investigating her. Igor’s wife in Switzerland is his second wife and not Alena’s mother, so we found out,” said Ron.
“Alena did not say this,” said Mikhail.
“She must have been very young when Igor married his second wife.”
“His first wife died in childbirth.”
“Igor had a complex life. I need to know why he associated with Sergei and Viktor. I think they blackmail him. They are expert at that.”
“We’ve been suspicious of how Maxim Property Services changed hands so many times in such a short period, and now we have this,” said Ron, as he flicked through the documents.
“Sasha owned it last before they put Alena’s name on it.”
“Igor was Sasha’s mentor. We need to get into the Mayfair offices. Do you think Alena can help us?”
“I’ll ask her. Have you any more news about my daughter?”
“Yes, shortly after you left Russia, your mother died of natural causes, and your daughter Marina went into an orphanage. We are looking into where.”
“I can’t wait for the day I see my daughter.”
“We’ll get you a happy ending, Red Fox.”
“Now Viktor is gone it’s left with Sergei.”
“We need to get Viktor’s body out of here. And sort out further training for that recruit,” said Ron.
“Tomorrow I’ll ask Alena to let me stay in the house. If you are right, Sergei knows about me.”
“Well, I’ll give you protection until the morning in case you get another visit tonight,” replied Ron.
Viktor’s body was removed from the Pavilion Park cottage before daylight. Early the next morning Mikhail went to Alena and told her what had happened. Without hesitation, she agreed that he could use the butler's room in the house for as long as he wanted. She gave him a tour around the house before leaving for work.
Each room was kept immaculately, decorated in a luxurious style as expected of the wealthy, it was tastefully done in creams, white, gold and light brown coffee colours with expensive handmade furniture, some chairs and cushions covered in elaborately designed fabric. There was a lot of gold and marble similar to the kind of ostentation Mikhail had seen only once before when he visited Igor’s country house in Russia all those years ago.
“So this is how the oligarchs live in this country,” said Mikhail.
“Please don’t use that word oligarch. Papa was not one of them. It has been said of him many times, but he was an honest, hard-working man who made a great success of his life I see nothing wrong with that.”
“I can see for a man from a humble background he wanted to enjoy the best of life.”
“Yes, he did.” She led him upstairs and stood looking at a door. “This room is Papa's bedroom, everything is as it was the day he died. I don't go in; only the cleaner goes in once a week," said Alena as they stood at the door.
“Can we go in?” Mikhail asked.
“I would prefer we don’t,” said Alena.
“Was Igor alone in the house when he died?” asked Mikhail.
“No, his butler and two of his bodyguards were with him in the house. I’ve known them since I was a child. They all keep in touch with me except one.”
“It seems your father had loyal workers.”
“They loved him and would do anything for him. I wish you had known Papa,” replied Alena.
“The little I know of him, you are right.”
“Poor Papa, I wish he was here now.”
Mikhail, not wishing to upset her further, said in a matter-of-fact way, “Where did Igor keep the recordings of conversations?”
“In the storeroom; would you like to listen to his tapes?” said Alena.
"Yes, it will help," said Mikhail.
Alena led Mikhail into a storage room in the basement. It was full of shelves of videos, cassettes, and CDs on the shelves labelled with the dates, some going back over twenty years. It was a plain room compared to the rest of the house. There was a large television and one chair and no windows.
“Your father kept a lot of recordings,” said Mikhail looking at the shelves.
“Yes, he documented so much of his life in these tapes. But there is a lot here from our surveillance cameras,” said Alena.
“Do you mind if I look at them, it may have a clue to his death?” asked Mikhail.
“Be my guest since you can’t go out for a while.”
When Alena had gone to work, Mikhail went into Igor’s bedroom and opened his wardrobe. He looked inside the clothes hanging up and saw they were all handmade suits and shirts with the IZ monogram. Going into the bathroom where Igor died, he found it was spotlessly clean, towels neatly folded and bath oils put out. Nothing was out of place; everything laid out as if ready for Igor to return at any moment.
Mikhail spent the rest of the day in the basement looking through the videotapes. Each video he played showed him a different aspect of Igor’s life and some parts of his own. There were recordings of parties at the house with Igor enjoying himself, many meetings in his study with business associates. There were a lot with Alena from the age of ten up until her eighteenth birthday party. Mikhail saw a tape of his younger self at the television station in Moscow when he gave that fatal interview that destroyed his life. He still had many more tapes to look at when Alena arrived home.
“Did you see Sergei today?” asked Mikhail.
“No, I thought he would come to pick up the documents first thing. He is still sending women to purchase expensive gowns.”
“He must be busy with other criminal things.”
“Did you find anything useful in the videos?”
“I see your father loved you dearly. There are a lot of videos of you two together.”
“It’s been mostly him and me. Papa recorded everything because he was orphaned at the age of eight so keeping memories were important to him," said Alena.
"Can I pass on some of the videos for others to check for me as it will it take too long to get through them all.”
“That fine, they can look at them as long as I get it all back.”
“I’d like to see what we can find at the Mayfair office,” said Mikhail.
“We can go now if you like,” said Alena.
"Yes, I would like that. I want to know more about your father's life."




Chapter 14
When they arrived at the entrance to the Mayfair office building and walked through the glass-fronted doors, Mikhail took a deep breath as he entered. It was a building he had never forgotten, one that he went to many times when he first arrived in England all those years ago. Standing behind Alena as she went towards the reception to the security guard, Mikhail stood looking around. The décor had changed, it was sleek and modern, and the reception desk he desperately gave his letter for Johnny Murray now had a security guard sitting behind it.
“Hello, Fred, I’m just popping up to leave some documents,” said Alena as she approached the security man. He turned his gaze to directly looking at Mikhail.
“Sorry to hear about your father, Miss Alena. Will you and the gentleman sign in,” asked the security.
“Thank you, Fred. There’s no need for us to sign in is there as it's only the three of us in this building and we’re not going to be long,” said Alena.
“If that’s what you want, Miss Alena. That’s fine.”
When they reached the fifteenth floor of the building, Mikhail watched as Alena pressed her right palm on an entry panel on the wall near the double glass doors. As she did so the doors opened automatically into a large office with windows surrounding three sides. Mikhail went towards the window to admire the prime view of the London skyline.
“This building, who owns it?” he asked.
“It’s all Papa’s. He was in partnership with Johnny Murray, but when he died Papa got full ownership, so I guess I own these offices now.”
“I see,” said Mikhail looking around at the office. “Where does your father keep his documents?”
“It’s all kept in the computer. Papa was always scared someone would break into this office, so he shredded all important papers quickly.”
“Are you able to get the information on the computer for me?” asked Mikhail.
“Not everything. I only know the password to one of his bank accounts because I saw it when I looked over his shoulder one day.”
“You know his account details? That is good; can we get into it now?”
“Yes if it would help.”
“It would help greatly.”
“OK I’ll do it,” said Alena as she turned on the computer at the desk and went into one of her father’s bank accounts. Mikhail saw that she had a concerned look in her eyes.
“What is wrong?”
“How is that possible? This account has transactions going in and out in the last week.”
“What type of transactions?”
“Some are small things in shops, grocery, oh and a few meals at restaurants.” Alena scrolled up and down the bank statement with her face transfixed to the computer screen.
“Where are the transactions from?” asked Mikhail.
“Let me see; it looks like from Russia. It goes back to the day after Papa's funeral.” Alena was looking paler each time as she scrolled up and down the bank statements on the computer screen.
“Somebody’s using your father’s account as if he were still alive.”
“Yes, but who? It can’t be my stepmother. He kept her ignorant of his business dealings, I don't think she is in Russia, and there is no way she knows how to get into his bank account,” said Alena.
Suddenly they heard the lift door and two men speaking in Russian coming towards the office. Alena rushed out of her seat went towards the door. When the voices got clearer, they heard it was Sergei's voice.
“Uncle Sergei, I was not expecting you,” Alena said out loud as the doors opened. Mikhail quickly hid under the large oak desk, bending his knees tightly so his legs did not stick out.
“And what are you doing here, Alena?” asked Sergei, standing with the security man from her shop.
“I felt like coming to Papa's office. But how did you get in here, Uncle? This is not your office.”
“I have worked from this office for a while now. Igor and I we had business dealings and I need to clear up.”
“I didn’t know this,” said Alena, as she went to sit at the desk.
“No, you know nothing about this business. Why is the computer on? What were you doing?”
“I was going to order something to eat before you came in,” said Alena, turning off the computer quickly.
“Have you signed the documents I gave you?”
“Yes they are back at the house. I was going to contact you to pick them up this evening.”
“I’ll come and pick it up tomorrow from the shop, but now I have to kick you out as I have work to do.”
“I’ll leave but only one condition, Uncle.”
“And what is that?”
“Can you take me to Hakkasan restaurant to eat? I am hungry because I get little chance to eat anything at the shop with all those women you send,” said Alena.
“OK, I do it for you. After that I’ll drop you home and pick up the documents.”
“Yes, thank you that will be perfect.”
“There’s one thing I need to ask you, Alena,” said Sergei, as they headed out of the door followed by the security guard.
“Go ahead.”
“The waiter serving at your father’s memorial, he’s the same man that looks after the Pavilion Park, do you know where he is?”
“Ah yes, the waiter. I have not seen him for a while. Why do you ask?”
“He’s good at his job. I wanted to get permission to hold an event at the park.”
“No need to ask him. The residents own the park. I can allow you to hold a party there.”
“So I have your permission to use the park?”
“Yes, of course you can use the park, Uncle. Now, I’m getting hungry; let’s go and eat,” said Alena as they left.
Mikhail waited until he could no longer hear them. Stretching his legs from under the desk, he was relieved, the pain in his legs was a reminder of the bad times when he was homeless and slept in uncomfortable positions in shop doorways. 
After standing up, he made his way to the door to find his way out of the office. But the doors were locked; he tried putting his hand on the security scanner at the door. It did not open the doors.
Desperate, he looked all around to find a way out, but there seemed to be none. His old skills of breaking in were obsolete on the fifteenth floor of an office building.
Picking up the phone and pressing the button labelled ‘reception’ there was no answer. Finally, he stood looking through the double doors hoping Alena would come back. Within moments he saw it open and someone dashing to one side, and saw the security guard come out of the lift. Mikhail banged on the door and shouted to get his attention.
“Please, let me out.” The security guard put his hand on the scanner and opened the door.
“I thought you had gone with Miss Alena,” said the guard.
“I was in the bathroom when they left; they must have forgotten that I don’t have a hand scan. I called reception, but no one answered,” said Mikhail.
“Sorry, sir, I was doing my rounds, this is my last floor to check," said the security guard letting Mikhail out of the office.
“Thank you for rescuing me. Please don’t mention that you let me out. I don’t want to embarrass anyone,” said Mikhail.
“No, sir, but I do need to take you downstairs in the lift, or you won’t be able to get out without the lift security number,” said the guard.
“Thank you,” said Mikhail. As he left, he smiled to himself; how things changed, before they wouldn’t let him into the Mayfair office building now he almost couldn’t get out of it.
“Have a nice evening’s, sir,” said the security guard as he let Mikhail out of the front door.
Alena rushed into the house, picked up the property documents she’d signed for Sergei and took them back to him in the waiting car. When she got back into the house she saw the light on in the kitchen. Walking into the kitchen, she was surprised to see Mikhail was at the table drinking coffee.
“How did you get out of the office? I was so worried. I was going to go back for you.”
“With a bit of charm,” said Mikhail.
“By charm do mean with Fred?” asked Alena.
“Yes, where there’s a human there is always a way,” said Mikhail.
“I suppose, but how did you get back into this house without a key?”
“I use to be a blacksmith; I have ways.”
“A craftsman and a spy, now that’s a combination. I know little about you, Jack. Like how a Russian named Jack came to spy for British intelligence.”
“I have not seen my daughter for a long time and they are helping me find her.”
“Why did you ask me to get her a birthday present if you don't know where she is?"
“I know they will find Marina; I wanted to get her a gift for all the birthdays I missed." Mikhail did not want Alena to work out that the real reason was to find some way of getting into her house for information to pass onto Ron.
“It seems we have both lost someone we love. I hope you find Marina.”
“Yes, I want that to happen.”
“I would like to meet her.”
“I hope you can be friends with her.”
“If she is anything like you, Jack, I know we will be.”




Chapter 15
Alena arrived at her Carnaby Street boutique to find that Jake & Sons, a small bespoke tailor shop, a few doors down from her which made uniquely British custom-made shirts and suits for men had a sign in their window.
Jake and Sons family have decided move on to pastures new.
The new owners have kindly agreed to continue trading with our name and promised to provide the kind of service you have all been accustomed to from us.
Thank you to all our customers past and present for your support in our family business over the last 100 years.’
Shocked to see the sign in the window that they were selling up, Alena immediately went into the shop to talk to one of the great-grandsons of Jake & Sons.
“Fredrick, I’ve just seen your sign, I can’t believe you are selling up,” said Alena.
“It will be hard to leave, but we had no choice but to sell.”
“Has your business not been going well?”
“No, quite the contrary, we have a full list of clients on our waiting list with many abroad.”
“I’ve known this shop since I was eleven years old. My father always said he got the best fitting here.”
“Yes, he was one of our best customers. We have been making custom-made shirts and suits for him with his initials from the time he lived in Russia all those years ago.”
“So why sell now if you are doing so well?”
“We couldn’t refuse the silly amount of money the new owner offered us.”
“Who are the new owners?”
“I thought you would know, Alena. It is a wealthy Russian. I’ve seen him visiting you at your boutique, Sergei Bogdanov. And we are very grateful to your father for introducing us to many of our Russian customers.”
“Uncle Sergei owns your business?” said Alena sounding astounded by what she was hearing.
“Yes, we are not the only shop he is buying on the street. Others are also selling up.”
“You mean they will run all these different businesses on this street?” asked Alena.
“No, not exactly. Mr Bogdanov wants the existing business to stay the same.”
“I see, so no one needs to know ownership has changed hands.”
“Yes, they didn’t even want us to announce that it was no longer in family hands but we’ve been on this street so long we felt it was the right thing to do.”
“And you feel it is worth it?”
“Oh yes, my dear, I’ve got the money. I will be coming in once a week to oversee things and train new management for a while which is a great deal for me.”
“So they’ve paid you already.”
“That’s the best thing; they moved very fast with the payment. We can enjoy the money right away.”
“I hope it all turns out for you, Frederick,” said Alena, as she went towards the front door.
“Look on the bright side, Alena, they could offer you a deal to sell up.”
“I don’t think I want to sell to anyone; I’m enjoying running the boutique,” said Alena, as she headed out of the front door.
As the weeks went by Alena would hear about more shops on the street being bought by Sergei and another wealthy Russian he was in partnership with, but no one knew his name.
She would record every bit of information she heard about the sale of the businesses. They were mostly small shops selling bespoke items with a uniquely British style such as hat shops, a tie shop, handmade plates and cups, as well as Jake & Sons. Every night she went home she would provide Mikhail with information about the shops.
Mikhail had by now got into a routine, during the days he spent time watching videos and listening to tapes of Igor’s life. At night he would photocopy all the receipts so that Alena could return the originals the next morning to her boutique so as not to arouse any suspicions from Sergei and the security man at the shop who watched everything that she did. Every midnight Mikhail crossed the road to the cottage in the Pavilion Park to feed his old friend the fox and meet Ron to give him video recordings and to update him on what they had found out that day.
One such meeting at midnight, Ron arrived in a good mood and announced, “We’re making a lot of progress from these,” said Ron as Mikhail handed him another batch of recordings, receipts and notes.
“I am glad it is useful to you. Alena is working very hard.”
“Come on, you deserve a break yourself. Let’s get out of here for a while,” said Ron.
“Where are we going?”
“For a bite to eat,” said Ron. He led Mikhail into a black London taxi parked a street away from the Pavilion Park and drove them around the streets of London.
“All these years I’ve in London I have never been in a black taxi,” said Mikhail.
“Well this is your chance. We're going on a tour,” said Ron. They drove past Oxford Street, where Mikhail slept on the pavements in a doorway when he was first homeless. Then they went on to Park Lane towards Hyde Park Corner, along Constitution Hill to Buckingham Palace. Throughout the tour, Mikhail remained silent in the back of the taxi. Finally, Ron stopped at Russell Square parking outside a small green wooden cabin at 4am in the morning.
“Now for the best breakfast in town,” Ron announced to Mikhail. They got out of the taxi and went into the cabin.
The cabin had long tables in the middle with equally long benches at either side. At the far end, a woman was cooking on a small stove. No one else was in the cabin apart from the three of them. They sat down on the bench nearest to the door of the cabin. On the tables were small condiments of brown sauce, mustard, tomato sauce and salt, pepper and sugar. The day’s newspapers already out, neatly piled on the table.
“I enjoyed seeing London tonight, Ron,” said Mikhail as they sat down.
“I was glad to show you. Good, we are the first for breakfast.”
“What is this place?” asked Mikhail.
“It’s for taxi drivers to stop off and get a bite to eat,” replied Ron. “You’ve got to try a special breakfast.”
“No, only a drink.’
“You sure? You’re missing out the best full English around.”
“What is Full English?” asked Mikhail.
“You’ll soon find out. Mary, just one plate of full English and two cups of tea please,” said Ron.
“It will be with you soon, dear,” replied Mary frying at the far end of the cabin on the stove.
Within moments she put a plate with two eggs, two rashers of bacon, one sausage, baked beans, fried bread and tomatoes in front of Ron.
“Ah Mary, you’re the best,” said Ron.
“I’ll fill up your mugs for tea now, come and get it, dear,” said Mary as Ron followed her to the far end of the cabin and brought back the mugs of tea.
“You come here often for full English?” asked Mikhail.
“Not as often as I’d like. It was my regular stop when I was a taxi driver,” said Ron. Mikhail watched him pile the baked beans on his fried bread, followed by the eggs, and then poured the tomato sauce on everything on the plate and ate it in quick succession.
“Now that was tasty,” said Ron, as he finished his breakfast with a mug of tea.
“This place, is it for your agency?” asked Mikhail suspecting there was more to this cabin.
“You know better than to ask these questions. I must say the information from you is first class,” said Ron.
“It is as I thought. Sergei is up to his criminal activities, buying a legitimate business to money launder,” said Mikhail.
“We are moving fast to stop this.”
“If you don’t, it will get out of control as it has in Russia and before long they will go after any business no matter how small,” said Mikhail.
“Sasha is dead. Last night he jumped off a bridge. The police found a suicide note at his penthouse apartment overlooking the Thames asking his parents and fiancée to forgive him,” said Ron.
“You believe Sasha killed himself? Sergei murdered him for his property.”
“If only it were that simple. I’m afraid Sasha owed a lot of money to some very nasty people in both Russia and Europe. Most of his contacts were made through Igor.
“There are a lot of questions about Igor I still need answers,” said Mikhail.
“Yes, we need to know. He applied for political asylum after he spoke out against corruption.”
“Igor fights corruption, so why was he associated with Sergei and Viktor?”
“That’s what we need to find out, when and why they got involved together,” replied Ron.
“Ron, what about my daughter?” asked Mikhail.
“Sorry, Red Fox, it’s a bit slow, but our contacts in Russia are trying to speed up, but you know how things are over there,” said Ron taking his empty plate and the mugs to Mary as the cabin began to fill up with taxi drivers.
Ron dropped Mikhail at Alena’s house. He waited until she had had breakfast before telling her about Sasha’s suicide, her reaction surprised him. She burst into tears and screamed so loudly at the news that he feared she would faint from all the crying. He put his arms around until she calmed down.
Still tearful she said, “I can’t believe it, not Sasha, why did he do it, oh why.”
“Maybe you need to get away. Why don’t you go and spend time with your mother?”
“My stepmother and I don’t get on. I want to stay here and get to the bottom of all this,” said Alena.
“You are strong.”
“I’ve only just turned eighteen; I don’t want to hear of any more deaths of people I love.”
“You loved Sasha?”
“No, I mean yes; he was more like a brother to me, and now he’s gone.”
“I don’t want you to have any more sadness.”
“You won’t leave me, will you, Jack?” said Alena.
“No, I’ll be here as long as you need me to be,” said Mikhail.
A week after she heard of Sasha’s death, Alena seemed more determined. Checking her father’s bank account from her home computer, she saw vast amounts of money transferred from various international banks. She gave everything she had found to Mikhail each night. Ron would take Mikhail for their nightly taxi tours, each time discovering a different part of the city and ending up eating a full English breakfast in the early hours of the morning at taxi cabins dotted around London.
“I now enjoy this full English,” Mikhail announced to Ron as he took another mouthful of fried bread and sausages smothered in brown sauce.
“So I see, you’ll soon become British,” said Ron.
“No, I stay Russian. Alena has been learning how to cook Russian food to make me feel at home.”
“You still want to go back to Russia?”
“Yes, I love your country; it brings me peace but I want to see St Petersburg again and my daughter.”
“You may get your wish to go back sooner than you think. Now we can track where all the money is going there will soon be arrests,” said Ron.
“I want to see Sergei punished for the murder of my wife, Yelena,” said Mikhail.
“We’ll do our best to find airtight evidence to put him away for a very long time.”
“And when he comes out, I’ll be ready for him, but first I want to see my daughter before I die.”
“We’re getting very close; you’ll soon see her, Red Fox,” Ron reassured him.
When Mikhail walked away from the taxi after Ron dropped him off, his mind was full of the words he would say to his daughter when they met. Getting near Alena’s door, he saw a Mercedes parked outside with Sergei’s security guard standing near the parked car. Mikhail began to sway to the side and as if he was drunk as he passed Alena’s door. The security watched as Mikhail, with his head down, stumbled away from the house.




Chapter 16
Alena was not quite awake when she opened to a loud knock at her door. Standing before her was Sergei. It was early on a Sunday morning, her weekend off from the boutique, and she wanted to have a lie-in at least until noon that day.
In her pyjamas and yawing, she said, “Oh it’s you, Uncle. Is there anything wrong?”
“No, I was passing, and my wife wanted me to give you her homemade soup,” said Sergei with two soup containers in a big yellow Selfridge’s bag.
“That’s kind of her; please thank her,” replied Alena.
“And I have this for you,” said, Sergei handing her a bunch of purple and white roses.
“These are lovely; just what I need to brighten my day. Thank you,” said Alena. Wanting him to leave so she could go back to bed, she kept glancing at the clock in the hallway every few seconds hoping he would get the hint.
“I also want to ask you about the man who runs the Pavilion Park,” asked Sergei edging his way into the hallway.
“Why do you ask me, Uncle?”
“I thought you might know as he’s been your waiter and taken you to the Russian Ball.”
“Yes he has helped me, but I think he’s on holiday now.” Alena was hoping Mikhail wasn’t going to come upstairs while Sergei was there.
“Do you know who pays him as I want to find out when he is back so I can book an event at the Park.”
“But, Uncle, you forget I told you the other day that I’ll be happy to sort any event out for you."
“There is another thing I came to tell you.”
“What?"
"It’s time for you to visit Russia,” said Sergei. He was now inside the house and making his way along the hallway into the sitting room where they had held the memorial.
“Russia? Why?” said Alena following behind him.
“To see your relatives,” Sergei said, looking around as if searching for someone.
“What relatives in Russia? You know I don’t have anyone. Papa was an orphan, and I don’t know anything about my mother’s family."
“I found a distant relative your father and my business associates in Russia want you to meet.”
“Go to Russia? I didn’t expect that,” said Alena.
“I am impressed with how you run the boutique, Alena. I want you to have a holiday so I’ve got you a ticket. You go in a few days,” replied Sergei. He went in the bag with the soup containers and pulled out a white envelope and handed it to Alena.
Opening the envelope, Alena looked at a first class ticket to Russia.
"Thank you, but why is this a one-way ticket?"
“I want to give you time to be with your relatives. I will get you a return ticket when you are ready to come back.”
“Who will run the shop while I am away?”
“Don’t worry about that. I have somebody to run it for you.”
“It seems you have thought of everything.”
“For your father, I’ll do anything. Igor, he is still alive for both of us,” said Sergei. He went towards Alena to kiss her on the cheek, but she pulled back and held out her hand instead. He took her hand and kissed it. Alena smiled her sweetest smile as he made his way out to the front door.
Mikhail came back to the house soon after seeing Sergei leave with his security man in his car. He went into the kitchen and saw Alena pouring two containers of soup into a pan.
“Thank goodness you were not here; we just had a visit from Sergei. I think he suspects something about you,” said Alena covering the soup pan with a lid.
“I saw him leave in the car. Have you cooked already?”
“Not likely this early. Sergei’s wife made me this soup; I thought you might like it as I’m allergic to beetroot.” Mikhail went over to the stove, opened the lid and sighed as he smelt the vegetable soup.
“This reminds me of home. Borscht soup is good with sour cream,” he said.
“Well, you can have it all. I’m going to spend the day with Carol. I won’t be back tonight.”
“It’s good you’re going to see your friend. What did Sergei want?”
“Would you believe he wants me to go to Russia?” Alena took out the envelope with the ticket to show him.
“Why does he want you to go?”
“To meet my long lost relatives and his business associates.”
“You can’t go. Sergei will find a way to stop you coming back. They’ll steal your business and this house.”
“He’s already arranged to put someone in the shop while I’m away. And he keeps asking where you are.”
“Sergei knows something. I’ll contact Ron. Go and stay with your friend for a few days. We’ll call you back when it’s safe,” said Mikhail.
“But aren’t you in danger as well?”
“Don’t worry about me. I have four eyes.”
“Four eyes? What do you mean?”
“Any good intelligence officer is taught to have two eyes at the back and two in the front.”
“Then I’ve grown four eyes as well with all I’ve learnt from you,” said Alena. She went upstairs to pack a small bag.
Mikhail picked up the phone in the office to call Ron to tell him about Sergei’s visit to Alena’s house.
“Yes, it’s a good idea to let her go away for a few days. We’ve just seen CCTV images of Sergei Bogdanov and another man with Sasha on the bridge just before he died,” said Ron.
“I knew Sergei murdered Sasha all along,” replied Mikhail.
“We will make an arrest soon; I’ll see you later tonight at the cottage,” said Ron.
Just as he put down the phone to Ron, Alena came into the office holding a small bag ready to make her way to spend time with her friend.
“Well, that’s it. Hope I’ve packed enough. How long do you think I should stay away for?” Mikhail, suddenly lost for words, stood looking at her and said nothing. The way she said it brought back memories of Yelena all those years ago when they tried to escape from St Petersburg.
“Jack, are you alright? You look like you’ve had a shock.”
“Sorry, for a moment I lost my mind.”
“Please don’t lose your mind. Anyway, here’s Carol’s number. Call me when you think I should come back.”
“Yes, I will. Now I’ll call a taxi to take you.”
“Thank you, Jack. You don’t know how much you’ve helped me,” said Alena.




Chapter 17
When Alena left, Mikhail decided to go back to the park taking with him a container with the borscht and sour cream from the stove. When he got back to the cottage, he warmed up the soup.
Pouring the soup into a bowl he dropped in a spoon of sour cream. Every spoon full Mikhail took was a reminder of happier times.
Finishing his soup Mikhail put some of the vegetables from the soup into another bowl and took it out to feed the fox. As he stepped out of the cottage and put the bowl of soup down at the door, he saw two men coming towards him. One of them he recognised as Sergei and the other the security guard driver that was sitting outside Alena’s house.
“Mikhail Andrei, at last we meet again,” said Sergei speaking to him in Russian.
“And I’ve been waiting a long time for this,” replied Mikhail. The security guard moved towards him pushing Mikhail back inside the cottage. Sergei followed and closed the door.
“So, this is where you’ve been hiding as Jack McFadden,” said Sergei as the three men stood inside the cottage facing each other.
“You forced me out of Russia,” said Mikhail.
“What have you done with Viktor?”
“He’s dead. And you, Sergei, will pay for Yelena.”
“Don’t worry, I’m going to put you out of your misery so you can join her,” said Sergei.
“I knew it was you all the time.”
“Since you are about to die, I will grant you the truth for old time’s sake.”
“What is the truth?”
“It’s about your big saviour Igor. I’ll grant you the last wish and tell you that Igor planned everything.”
“You mean Igor did this?”
“Igor was a clever man. He loved money and influence. He asked Viktor and me to destroy his apartments.”
“But why? And why did you and involve me?”
“To blame it on his competition, and as for you, Viktor the fool, he remembered how you saved him once from bullies in our organisation and thought you could do with the money with a new baby and business.”
“Igor must have paid you a lot of money.”
“I am a wealthy man now. I own a lot of businesses, including your blacksmith’s shop. It is a liquor store now that we use to export expensive vodka. You should have joined us.”
“So everything about Igor was a lie,” said Mikhail.
“Why did you go to him? It gave him the idea of how he could win people over and gain political power.”
“But he didn’t win; he’s now dead. I suppose you and Viktor killed him to gain his power and influence.”
“Mikhail, you too are a fool. Do you believe that Igor is a man you can kill easily?”
“What do you mean?”
“Igor got homesick; he is in Russia and is very happy there.”
“He is alive! And they let him back home. So why did he ask for asylum here?”
“It was a way to confuse his enemies, and he wanted to further his business interests. He’s asked me to run his operations in England,” said Sergei.
“And you do his dirty business to destroy the country as men like you have done in Russia. It seems Igor now has everything he wants.”
“Not everything, he wants his daughter with him in Russia.”
“Ah Alena,” said Mikhail.
“Yes, that’s what he says. You know now. Don’t worry, Mikhail, I’ll get someone to call the police tomorrow so they can find your body,” said Sergei.
“Like you did to Yelena,” said Mikhail.
“Believe me, I did not want to hurt her.”
“How did you get her to open the door to you?”
“I told her I just wanted to warn you. That’s why I sent two men to your apartment. But she kept screaming at me that I was a traitor to our country. I had no choice but to stop her.”
Sergei nodded to the security guard who had moved to stand behind Mikhail. Feeling a sharp pain like an electrical current at the back of his knee, Mikhail fell to the floor. Lying face down he kicked backwards. The security guard fell and dropped a taser from his hands. Mikhail and the security man started scuffling on the floor and punching each other as Sergei moved around them like a referee trying to work out who was winning. Mikhail grabbed hold of the man, punching him hard and causing him to fall, hitting his head on the kitchen table and knocking himself out.
Sergei took out a gun and pointed it at Mikhail’s head. “Now you force me to kill you,” said Sergei ready to pull the trigger. Mikhail, seeing the taser on the floor beside him, grabbed it and pressed it toward Sergei, causing him to fall. The gun went off hitting Sergei in the chest and killing him. Mikhail got up from the floor and stood over the two men but began to feel dizzy and collapsed.
When he woke, he heard a voice say, “You’re going to be all right, Red Fox, the medication has been a success.”
Looking around he saw he was in a hospital bed with Ron standing over him.
“How did I get here, what has happened to me?” asked Mikhail.
“I found you unconscious in the cottage. It was poison,” said Ron.
“How?” asked Mikhail.
“There was fentanyl in the soup which is up to a hundred times more powerful than morphine. The doctors were able to identify it quickly because the park fox died from eating the vegetables in the soup.”
“The soup Sergei gave Alena, so he meant to kill her too.”
“We don’t believe so; he knew she was allergic to beetroot because Igor told him.”
“How do you know this, Ron?”
“From all the information you gave us, my surveillance of Sergei, and our agents in Russia have given us evidence that Igor is still alive. He and Sergei planned to fake his death,” replied Ron
“But why did Igor do that? He was a success here,” asked Mikhail.
“No, it was all a lie. His property business in Europe was in trouble, and he was under threat from people more ruthless he owed money to. So he decided to go back to Russia as he still had a lot of property and the media business there.”
“Sergei told me Igor lied about needing asylum.”
“Yes, you got it. Igor put all the assets in Alena’s name to stop anyone getting at it. It makes her very rich.”
“That’s why Sergei wanted her to go to Russia.”
"Yes, they needed her signature to get the money out."
"Who was in Igor’s coffin?" asked Mikhail.
“One of his security guards. When the guard had a heart attack, Igor and Sergei got their chance and pretended the guard was Igor."
"I was a fool about Igor; he didn’t even care for his daughter."
"Sergei and Viktor killed Johnny when Igor suspected he was a British agent. And Philip, Fred and Sasha were all killed to gain a bigger slice of the pie, all for Igor's benefit.”
“And Sergei and Viktor murdered Yelena.”
“No, it was Sergei. Viktor was not in St Petersburg on that day.”
“How do I tell Alena that her father did all this?”
“You don’t need to, I’ve told her.”
“And she’s all right that her father is alive and living in Russia?”
“That’s not the case, Red Fox. Her father is not in Russia. Her father’s right here in England, and I’m looking at him.”
Mikhail put his hands over his face in shock at this revelation.
“You mean Alena is my daughter Marina!”
“Our agent passed over this information yesterday. I didn’t know if you would survive this and she was the next of kin, so I had to tell her.”
“What does she feel about this?”
“That’s best left to you, Red Fox, to ask. I’ll tell her to come in.”
“Ron, how did Igor get my daughter?”
“When your mother died, your daughter was put in an orphanage. Igor’s wife couldn’t have children, so he decided to adopt your Marina as his own and changed her name to Alena.”
“Igor took everything from me,” said Mikhail to himself when Ron had left the hospital room.
He was deep in thought about why Igor did all these things to him when Alena walked in towards his bed. For the first the time he saw things about her that he had never noticed before, her red hair was similar to his mother, her eyes though hazel and his blue were as striking as his once were. And the way she walked into the room with the elegance of a dancer the same way Yelena had walked, as she had once been a dancer. When Alena came closer to his bed, he could see that she couldn’t have been anybody else’s daughter but his.
“I’ve been so worried about you. How could Sergei be so evil?”
“Ron told you something else.”
“Yes, he did. I am still in shock. I need you to give me time to get used to this,” said Alena.
Weeks had passed since Mikhail recovered from the poisoning. He had not seen Alena since her hospital visit. Jack McFadden had called him to say he was going to stay in Ireland and that Mikhail could keep the job and use the cottage as long as he wanted. Mikhail went back to the Pavilion Park cottage and carried on with the upkeep of the park, helping out with events held there. Ron contacted him to say he wanted to give him time to recover before getting in touch again.
One Sunday afternoon as Mikhail sat on the park bench looking at the family photos he had treasured for so long. Alena walked over to the park and sat beside him on the bench.
“This is your mother Yelena, she loved life.”
“I want you to tell me everything about her,” said Alena.
“Yes, I would like to do that,” said Mikhail.
“I want you to come and live with me in the house,” said Alena.
“To be your chauffeur?”
“No, to be my father. It’s not finished yet. There is so much more to do. Ron wants us to continue working with him. He says we make a good team.”
“And you want to do this?”
“Yes, I am my father’s daughter, after all. I hate corruption,” said Alena putting her hand in his. Mikhail held it tightly.
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