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History had a slow pulse; man counted in years, history in generations.


Arthur Koestler, Darkness at Noon
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London, November 1998


THE FIRST HOUR of the morning was the worst, when all the mobile phones on the shelves began to ring. Steve needed a strong cup of tea to help tune out the cacophony of ringtones: the ones that sounded like phones were supposed to; the ones that trilled; the ones with that irritating up-and-down song. But by nine o’clock the batteries started to go flat, and you heard hopeless, dying bleeps. Then it went quiet, and he could read the paper. The phones were one of the things that made the job more tiresome than it used to be.


He was surrounded by the detritus of London life, all the objects carelessly left behind in the backs of thousands of black taxis. It was late November and it had been raining for days. There were dozens of umbrellas lying furled on the shelves, smart black umbrellas with polished handles, cheap folding umbrellas with broken spokes, colourful golf umbrellas with advertising slogans. There were shelves of hats and coats and gloves, and bags of unclaimed shopping. As Christmas drew nearer there would be the remnants of shopping trips and office parties: shiny bags full of gift-wrapped presents; bunches of wilting flowers; discarded items of clothing that weren’t the kind you’d normally remove in a cab. He had to unwrap the presents, for security reasons, but it wasn’t a job he looked forward to. At first it had been a guilty pleasure to open them, as though the presents were meant for him. But doing it every day felt like perpetually spoiling surprises, ruining birthday after birthday.


Steve’s main pleasure at work now was matching the customer to the item that they’d come to look for. After seventeen years at the Lost Property Office he prided himself on his ability to take an educated guess about the person who approached the counter. Who were they, and what had they lost?


So when the second customer of the day walked in, Steve appraised him as usual. A young man, somewhere in his late twenties. He would have appeared tall if he hadn’t hunched his shoulders in so closely. He was in a fading black raincoat, and he was soaked. His fine hair was darkened by the rain to a shade of wet mouse. So either he’d come for his umbrella, or he never carried one and had got lost trying to find his way here. He wasn’t someone who could afford to take taxis everywhere. Steve could tell that from the shoes, which had soaked up the rain like school blotting paper.


His skin was pale, and he looked as if he’d had a run of sleepless nights. There were dark circles under his eyes, far too dark for someone that age. He still bit his fingernails. This wasn’t a man who spent a lot of time outdoors.


This was all normal. Young people these days were so careless, they didn’t value their stuff; everything could be replaced cheaply. Life was just one big insurance job. So the boy must be looking for something that mattered to him, something worth the journey to an unfamiliar part of north London at half past ten on a Thursday morning, in the rain, when he should probably have been at work. One of those bloody phones, then, or a computer. But the thing that Steve noticed above all else, and what he’d tell people later, was that Alex Rutherford had looked genuinely afraid.


He put down the newspaper and looked at the young man across the heavy wooden counter.


‘I’m looking for my laptop, please.’


Steve mentally chalked up another successful deduction. He was wasted on this.


‘Where did you lose it then, sir? And when?’


‘Between the City and Pimlico,’ he told Steve. The boy was shivering, and his waterlogged sleeves left damp, rainy patches on the woodwork. Steve couldn’t help but think of him as a boy, though he evidently had a job. ‘Late last night – or maybe early this morning.’


‘Where exactly in the City, mate?’


‘Somewhere near Liverpool Street. Or could have been Moorgate. Does that help?’


Steve was warming to this bloke. He looked like he needed a hot meal and a warm drink. He was obviously suffering from a killer hangover, and he could tell he wasn’t the kind of kid that usually did. And most important, he was polite and trying to be helpful, and didn’t talk to him like his time was worth money and Steve’s wasn’t.


‘I’ll have a look for you. Can’t promise it’s here, though. If the driver was working nights, he might not have brought it in yet. Might take a day or two.’


Alex had spent most of his morning so far going over and over in his head what had occurred the previous evening. He knew the sequence of events, and the gaps in it, would matter. How he was going to have just one quick, quiet drink after work, meeting James from college in a pub somewhere near Liverpool Street Station, but then James was swept up into a noisy group of colleagues from the bank, and Alex had allowed himself to be swept along with him.


Alex had been floundering out of his social and financial depth with these confident guys in their expensive suits and laundered shirts, who enjoyed the feeling of putting their new credit cards behind the bar and ordering champagne. When he had explained that he was just a junior civil servant and couldn’t really run a tab, they pitied him and offered to pay for his drinks anyway. No one was interested in what he did; he was nothing in the City and he didn’t matter. If they asked him more, he would have told them he was something to do with data analysis, that the work was mostly spreadsheets. He’d had that kind of conversation before; they would commiserate with each other about the dullness of spreadsheets and decide to talk about something more interesting. No one asked anything: that was a relief. He drank gratefully but too quickly, on an empty stomach.


He’d left the office with his laptop because he had work still to do, something that needed finishing. The laptop had been under the table in the pub, and he’d certainly taken it to the wine bar after that. He’d surfaced in the morning, late and groggy, shaved clumsily, and rushed to leave. He was putting on his coat when the thump of realisation hit him, a thump that landed in both his queasy stomach and his tender head at once. The laptop wasn’t there, next to his work bag, where it should have been.


As Alex put his keys in the pocket of his raincoat, he had found a book of matches there, with the name of the wine bar on it, something Spanish. For an instant, he wondered why he had a matchbook, although he didn’t smoke. Had he been smoking? The bar’s phone number was on the matchbook, and he turned back from the door to call them. The woman who answered the phone, just when he had been on the point of hanging up, said she hadn’t seen any computers. The pause after he’d asked her to look again wasn’t really long enough to be sure that she had checked.


When he’d left the bar, he recalled, not entirely sure where he was after following the others down narrow streets and away from the offices where the lights still burned, he’d made his way back towards a main road and hailed a cab. He’d remembered trying to stick his arm out confidently, so that he’d be noticed when he shouted ‘Taxi!’ It’s what the guys at the bar would have done. It was raining, and the orange cab light was reflected in the puddles. The taxi braked hard and came to a halt in a deep pothole, splashing him. Alex climbed in the back and hoped that he wouldn’t throw up before he got home.


Now the man behind the Lost Property counter was telling him he might have to wait a day or two as though forty-eight hours wouldn’t matter. Two days was a long time. He was already going to be in more trouble than he had ever been in before. Alex tried to stop himself shaking as the man shuffled slowly down the aisles of belongings. He paused for a second and looked back over his shoulder.


‘Does it have your name on it? Your company?’


‘No,’ Alex replied. ‘Afraid not.’


The thickset, balding man shook his head in disbelief, and continued. He passed a shelf of walking-sticks and crutches, and turned left by the pushchairs. Alex thought that it must be harder to lose a pushchair.


One black vinyl computer case looked much like any other. The bag that the man brought back to the counter now had a brown cardboard luggage tag tied on with string, with a date and a place; he dumped it on the counter with heavy hands. Alex winced slightly at the thud, imagined delicate electronics shifting out of place. He couldn’t be sure until he opened it, but the very anonymity of the bag was promising. He unzipped the case and lifted the cover. There was no name inside, no manuals or pieces of paper shoved into the pockets. That was also good.


Alex switched it on, and the computer whirred very slowly into life. The screen didn’t give anything away at first, but soon the familiar page of warnings appeared, full of baleful threats about inappropriate access. That was what he wanted to see. He reached into his trouser pocket for a small grey plastic fob. Holding it sheltered in one hand, he waited for the string of numbers on the fob’s tiny screen to change. They had never taken so long before. He tapped in the new series of numbers. The screen lit up, and Alex’s face in the reflected blue glow shone with a certain relief.


‘It’s yours then, mate?’ the man said.


Alex nodded. ‘I need to check something else though.’


He reached to the side of the laptop and clicked open the disk drive. The tray slid out slowly. It was empty.


‘There was a disk inside,’ he whispered. ‘An important one.’


The lost property man looked sympathetic, but said they didn’t check things like that when they got something handed in.


There were forms to fill in, and details to give, far more details than Alex was comfortable with. He had broken the most basic of rules, the rules they taught you in the first week. He’d never broken the rules before, neither these nor any others. So maybe if you only did it once, maybe since he’d got the laptop back, the worst wouldn’t happen; but he couldn’t be sure of anything any more.


Alex said goodbye to the man behind the counter, and left him to his sports pages. He went out of the building and crossed the road. He kept walking, heading back in what he hoped was the direction of the office. He managed to get around the corner and onto Pentonville Road before he was sick in the gutter.
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THERE WAS A stern notice at the top of the steps leading down into Durbar Court: no red wine was to be taken onto the marble courtyard. The waiter and the waitress who flanked the broad white steps balanced silver trays, the glasses on them filled in a palette of yellow tones: pale champagne, white wine, orange juice. The champagne glasses were being clutched from the trays most quickly. Other waiters hovered in the courtyard, refilling the glasses. The hum of conversation rose from the sunken floor, floated over the balustrades surrounding it, and up to the galleries around with their polished red-granite columns.


Ian Phillips had chosen this party over the others he could have attended. This was the season of receptions and he had a poker hand of invitations to pick from. It wasn’t just the Foreign Office canapés or the surroundings; there were bound to be people here with something worth knowing, something he could use.


He looked around the courtyard for someone worth speaking to. Scanning the horizon, he was alert to the ebb and flow of the room around him. His height allowed him to spot his prey while others, shorter and less fortunate, were confronted with only shoulders and elbows. He edged towards a woman near him who was intercepting a young waiter as he walked past with a tray of bacon-wrapped sausages.


‘It’s too soon,’ Hester Bradbury began, holding the cocktail stick like a weapon.


‘Too soon for what?’ Ian Phillips wondered whether she meant too soon to be having Christmas drinks; decided instead that she meant too soon after the funeral.


‘The funeral was last week,’ he prompted, as Hester chewed the sausage and twisted the empty, pointed stick between her fingers.


Hester shook her head. ‘I don’t mean that.’


She wouldn’t be hurried. Hester had been in and around Parliament long enough to know what Ian was after. She would get there in the end, she would say just enough and no more, and it would be in her own time. As she chewed, Ian called to mind the adjectives that were customarily attached to Hester’s name: the redoubtable, strident, feisty senior MP Hester Bradbury. They were adjectives that went with women, as a rule. Men were heavyweights, big beasts. The words would have fitted her just as well, he reflected, but call Hester either of those, in print or to her face, and you’d get a punch to the jaw. She insisted that she was a chairman of her committee. ‘I am not a piece of furniture,’ she had once intoned to Ian when his newspaper’s new style guide had specified that she was a chair. Hester shifted her weight from one foot to the other and adjusted the shoulders of her orange jacket.


Ian knew that this was the game. He took another sip of his champagne. In his mind, he had a pencil hovering over a notebook. He slowed down.


‘Terrible news about Colin, of course. Such a shock.’


‘Terrible,’ Hester agreed. Ian wasn’t as shocked as he made out. Nor was she. Colin Randall had drunk too much, and everyone had known it. Still, no one ever expected a friend to be gone so suddenly. If it could happen to Colin, it could happen to many of the people now happily accepting refills to their glasses in the echoing courtyard. Colin wouldn’t have held with the champagne at the party; he would have asked loudly why there wasn’t any beer, before draining the white wine.


Hester Bradbury had given the eulogy at the cold grey stone church that looked out over the edge of the moors. Ian had sat a few rows back, listening to her resonant voice that carried easily to the last pew. She had recalled how delighted and proud Colin Randall had been to become a government minister at last, having spent decades as a mulish backbencher, and how well he often hid the pride and delight. She reminded the congregation of his stubbornness, his half-mocking complaints about the ornate buildings where he was obliged to work. Colin had enjoyed being prickly. There had been gentle acknowledging laughter from the dignitaries in the front pews; they hadn’t stayed long afterwards. The large black cars waiting outside the church had swept them back down the motorway. This was to be expected, as were the subdued discussions that had already started as to who would succeed Colin Randall in his enviably secure seat. Some of the mourners had been noticed wandering around the town later, taking a circuitous route back to the station and looking in the estate agents’ windows.


‘How’s Jill bearing up? And the children?’


‘Remarkably well, from what I’ve heard. A lot of people are rallying round. The freezer’s overflowing with shepherd’s pies.’


Ian nodded again, encouraging her on.


‘I meant it’s too soon for Lucas. He isn’t ready for it. He hardly knows his way around.’


Ian Phillips was inclined to agree. He found it disconcerting to have become a veteran journalist so soon, and to find himself now surrounded by Members of Parliament who were scarcely older than his own children. His hair had gone grey early: at first he had welcomed the gravitas; now, with that and the glasses, he just felt old. He only knew Mark Lucas slightly, knew that he wasn’t quite one of the youngsters. At least Lucas had actually had a job that wasn’t just working for another politician, unlike half of them. He’d made documentaries, some of them really not bad, pretty cutting stuff. Then become one of those go-to people for a quote on modernising government, the kind of person who signed worthy letters to newspapers. But Ian still doubted whether it was wise to make someone a minister when their main qualifications seemed to be a plausible manner and the ability to greet people in a variety of foreign languages. Wasn’t that what the Foreign Office had expensively trained diplomats for?


He shrugged. ‘But that’s the way it’s going, isn’t it? What can we oldies do?’


‘Speak for yourself, Ian.’ Hester bristled, but then laughed. ‘He should have paid a few more dues, they all should. This place will eat you up if you don’t really know how it works. They think it looks easy, but they don’t realise anything worth having takes a lot more work.’ She paused for another sip of wine. ‘He’ll come a cropper.’


Ian lodged her words in his mental notebook, and prepared to make his excuses, so that he could scrawl the comments in shorthand into the real notebook he kept in his inside breast pocket. This was not anything yet, not in itself, but he never knew when it might be.


‘You couldn’t fault Colin for that,’ Hester added as a final thought. ‘He’d worked for this all his life. He drank after a hard day, sure, but they found him dead at his desk, collapsed over his red boxes.’


Ian made his excuses and started to move on, looking around for a waitress to top up his glass. He detected a shift in the pitch of the chatter, as though everyone at the party had changed the subject of their conversations at once. Ian saw that others were looking towards the entrance steps, and followed their gazes.


The perception of power caused a shift in the room; people swirled like iron filings on a sheet of paper over a magnet. The Foreign Secretary was descending the steps, smiling and shaking hands. Advisers fanned out around him, guiding him towards the people they thought he ought to speak to. Mark Lucas followed a few steps behind. He paused to accept a glass of champagne, then stood for a moment, looking around at the atrium, and down to the people below. He drew his shoulders back, breathed deeply, and took a careful sip from the glass before he stepped forward into the crowd, his hand and his face open in one greeting after another.


Ian Phillips held back slightly. He didn’t feel the need to rush forward and be one of the first to greet the new minister. In fact, it would be better if he wasn’t too keen. Ian would wait to be approached. For a while, he watched, seeing how newly acquired power had burnished Mark Lucas. Lucas seemed taller and more confident already; he held himself straighter now. His smile was broad, but in his eyes there was a faint and endearing look of disbelief, as though he too was surprised that he was here. He looked as if he, and not just his better-cut suit, had been recently dry-cleaned and was fresh from the plastic wrapper. The guests hovered in his orbit, waiting to catch his eye. As Mark met each one, he shook hands intently, and his hazel eyes held their gaze just long enough. He exchanged a few words with each and, for those few seconds, they had his full attention and left with the conviction that they mattered. Between greetings, Mark pushed back the thick lock of brown hair that flopped forward over his brow; it added to his eager, boyish look. Good-looking, without, so far as anyone knew just yet, being sleazy. That, at least, was the view of the younger women Ian had asked about him; he noticed they smiled slightly when he put the question.


Lucas caught sight of Ian on the edge of the circle that had formed around him. He broke off gently from a chat about the Christmas holidays, and held out a hand. A gap formed in the circle, and Ian stepped forward. Lucas’s handshake had a warm, dry grip. It was a good handshake, Phillips thought. Up there with the best ones.


‘Ian. Lovely to see you. I enjoyed your last column. Not sure you’re right about where our policy is going, though. But you do have a great turn of phrase.’


Lovely to see you, Ian noted. Gliding over the fact they had scarcely met beyond a brief chat in a corridor, talking as though they knew each other well. Ian was reluctantly flattered, and drawn in. The conversation turned from foreign policy to football, and Lucas moved on, with a vague promise of lunch when the diary allowed.


As he watched the back of Lucas’s navy jacket move away through the room, Ian felt the thump of a heavy hand on his shoulder. There weren’t many people the same height as him, and even fewer who greeted him like this.


‘Theo. What are you up to?’ Ian stepped back slightly, retrieving the portion of his personal space that Theo Sadler had appropriated.


‘He’s good, isn’t he?’ Theo always seemed as though he was sharing a confidence, even if he was just telling you the time.


‘Is he? Hard to tell, at this stage.’


‘Yes. Good talker, very presentable. We like him. He’ll go far.’


‘We’ meant Downing Street. Theo always seemed to be excited by the novelty of speaking on behalf of the whole institution. In particular, he left his words open to the interpretation that they stood for the innermost thoughts of the prime minister, bestowing favour way beyond his pay grade.


‘Some people think it’s come a bit quickly for him,’ Ian observed.


‘No, no. We need to bring on good people as soon as we can. There’s a lot of, well, dead wood’s not the phrase.’


‘It certainly isn’t.’ Ian grimaced, remembering Colin Randall.


‘I didn’t mean that. But Mark knows his stuff. And the stuff he doesn’t know yet, he’ll pick up.’


Then Theo too started to pick holes in Ian’s latest column. He was clumsy where Mark had been gracious; he recited lists of statistics that this was not the time or the place for, berating Ian for not having checked his facts. Ian tuned out; he started to wonder instead whether there was time for one last drink, and whether he should get the Tube home or claim for a taxi.


The Rover pulled up outside the narrow terraced house and Mark Lucas got out of the rear door. He was still getting used to this; he couldn’t quite hide his excitement at having a car and a driver to take him home. The wooden shutters in the front window were closed, but a warm reassuring light shone through the gap above them. The driver handed him two red leather ministerial boxes. They were heavy and still hardly scuffed.


As Mark opened the door, he could hear the fractious sounds that indicated Emily still hadn’t managed to get Jack to sleep. He dropped the boxes in the hallway, took off his shoes and raincoat, and went upstairs. Emily was trying to detach Jack’s pudgy, clinging fingers from her neck and hair and to put him down in his cot. His feet, encased in their blue Babygro, braced themselves against the bars.


‘No,’ Jack protested with the fierceness of having just discovered the word and its power. ‘No bed.’


Mark reached into the cot and held out a limp stuffed pig of greying pink with a damp, chewed ear.


‘Bedtime, Jack. Here’s Piggly. Piggly needs a cuddle.’


‘No Piggly. No, Daddy.’


He looked across to Emily to see what more he could do.


‘Why don’t you read to Bella?’ she said.


Bella had left her room to see what was going on. Mark bent down to scoop his daughter up in his arms and return her to bed.


‘You’re not still awake too?’ he said gently.


‘Jack was being noisy,’ Bella replied.


‘What story would you like, Bella? How about Bear Hunt?’


‘Bear Hunt is for babies. I am nearly five.’


‘Well, which story should Daddy read you, then?’


‘I don’t want stinky Daddy to read me a story, I want Mummy.’


‘Mummy is putting Jack to bed, and he’s being a bit silly. Which story shall we read?’


This was a situation where the powers of persuasion and diplomacy that he could usually muster didn’t work. Bella was her mother’s daughter; she could summon an imperious manner and a look of injured pride in the same way. Mark stroked her blonde hair where it curled in to her neck, and tried to soothe her. In the next room, Jack was howling loudly against Emily’s song. Emily finished another repetition of the lullaby and her footsteps moved towards the landing. Jack screamed again.


‘Mummy!’ Bella had heard her too. ‘I want Mummy to read me a story!’


‘Daddy’s reading the story tonight.’ Mark rummaged through the pile of books near Bella’s bed. The stuffed toys were lined up in serried ranks on the shelf. Eventually, Bella conceded that Daddy would be allowed to read one of her books, as though she were granting him the greatest of favours, far greater than that of the Queen making him a Minister of the Crown. Bella, too, could withdraw her favour just as quickly.


Goldilocks fled from the house, and the three bears contemplated their broken furniture and their cold porridge. Mark closed the book, and tucked Bella under the duvet. She allowed herself to be kissed, and curled up. Jack was screeching intermittently now. Mark wanted to open the door and see his son, but he knew it would only make matters worse. In any case, he would probably wake again in the night, and Emily would be more than happy for him to go up and try to settle the boy again.


He crept down the stairs to his and Emily’s bedroom, took off his tie and hung his suit jacket in the wardrobe. He swapped his navy trousers for the old pair of jeans that lay on the chair. The buzz of the champagne and the accolades had worn off. Earlier in the evening it had all felt effortless. Now he ached with tiredness from the work that it really required, like the legs of a swan after a day of appearing to glide on the surface of a river.


Mark was turning to leave the room when he remembered to unclip his pager from the belt of his suit trousers, to take it downstairs. A couple of days ago there had been an unfortunate moment when he’d heard a buzzing, late at night, from under a pile of laundry and wondered blearily what it was. It hadn’t been anything important, that time. The little dark-grey plastic case was a reminder for him as much as anything that he was needed, and he cradled it in his palm.


Emily stood in the basement kitchen, reheating pasta sauce. The sleeves of her old sweatshirt were pushed up to her elbows, and she stretched a pale arm out as she stirred with a wooden spoon. The street lamp outside cast its light through the railings above and towards the dining table. She turned towards Mark.


‘Are they asleep?’


‘Nearly. Bella will be. Jack’s still complaining, a bit. But he’ll go off.’


‘Wine?’


‘No, thanks. I’ve got to work.’


Water came to the boil on the hob and Emily rattled pasta into the saucepan.


‘How was your day?’


‘It was pretty good. The party was good. The rest of it was fine.’ Mark paused for a moment, remembering that this was home, and this was private. ‘It was terrifying. Still terrifying.’


‘Why?’ Emily’s response was usually to find out the facts first, and empathise later. It was partly her professional training, but it was a training that fitted the way she looked at the world. Mark hadn’t had a chance yet to stop and work out why it felt so overwhelming. He was less than a week into the job and still wondering if it had been someone’s mistake. He occasionally thought he might get a phone call, a polite word from an official saying they were terribly sorry, but there was another MP called Lucas and the call had been meant for him; that Downing Street’s switchboard was usually very reliable but regrettably, in this instance, a dreadful error had been made.


There wasn’t another MP called Lucas. He had even checked the internal directory, just to be sure.


‘It’s the place itself. I still turn the wrong corners and end up in some department to do with an obscure bit of the Middle East, and they look at me strangely and say “Can I help you, Minister?” I have to stop myself looking around to see who they’re talking to. Then I remember it’s me. It’s the pillars and the staircases and the sheer weight of all the history. I think I’d be fine if I was in some sixties block with grey walls and cubicles and I could just feel it was an ordinary job.’


‘If it’s just about the architecture, you’ll learn that. Even the prime minister probably had to ask someone where the Downing Street loos were on the first day. You won’t even notice it after a while. You’ve just got to keep playing the part: you’ll convince them.’


Emily extracted a tube of pasta from the salty water and bit into it, to test whether it was ready. She pushed a wavy strand of blonde hair away from her face, and efficiently lifted the saucepan towards the sink to drain it. Mark envied her equanimity, the way she was always so grounded. He watched from his chair as she moved athletically across the room; her frame was as taut and wiry as it had ever been. She ran: she said it cleared her head of the huge binders full of intellectual property contracts to be negotiated and the minutiae of the lives of small children. Long muscles showed on her arms as she poured the cloudy water away. She tasted the sauce one last time, and mixed it with the pasta.


‘Do you think I can do it?’ he asked, wanting to be reassured.


‘Of course you can. It’s not a question of not understanding it, or not being up to the job. They couldn’t have picked a better person for it than you. And my day was fine, thank you,’ she observed with an eyebrow raised as she brought the bowls to the table.


After supper, Mark took the boxes laden with documents up to the small room at the back of the house that they had made into a study. There were Emily’s law tomes on one side of the shelving; his eclectic collection of history, politics and French novels on the other. On the windowsill, behind the computer monitor, a cube of perspex with a metal shape inside reminded him that he had once won an award for a documentary he’d made. He told himself that this was why he was putting himself through it all: it was fine to make searing pieces of television that would make people sob for a few minutes and then change the channel, even if the work did get a few headlines and a prize awarded at a smart dinner, but that was just observing. Now he could make decisions, now he could change things. A few initials and comments on the papers inside the box and something would happen.


He thought of his father’s first response when he’d phoned him last week to tell him that he’d been promoted: ‘Heaven help us.’ Mark had to remind himself that the brusqueness was only the top layer, a conditioned reflex. It would have been his mother who would have told him at once how proud she was. For all his mother’s Englishness, her reverence for manners and correctness, she had usually been the one to express her emotions. His father sometimes had to be reminded to say the right thing and now there was no one to remind him. He lived quietly with his books and his routine at the college, disappearing so far from the modern world that he was startled when the phone rang at home. He could go for days without talking to anyone if he didn’t feel like taking dinner in hall: that feeling occurred often, when the weight of small talk seemed oppressive. His pride in his son ran deep but had to be dowsed for, like an underground stream. Only once had Mark seen it break the surface dramatically and in public: when Mark had sworn his affirmation as a Member of Parliament, Anthony Lucas had stood in Central Lobby and sobbed huge tears into a red spotted handkerchief.


Mark heaved the first lead-lined box onto the desk, took a deep breath as he saw again the gold lettering that read ‘Minister of State, Foreign and Commonwealth Office’ above the keyhole, and unlocked it.
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THEY WERE SUPPOSED to be meeting her at the station. Anna looked up at the clock on the platform whose bright yellow numerals flipped over, showing her that the train had arrived on time. It had been two hours since it had left the grimy arches of St Pancras, two hours she should have spent on research, on thinking about the questions she needed to ask, but she had instead divided her time between reading the less serious stories in the papers, attempting the crossword and staring out of the window. Two hours in the wrong direction, away from everyone rushing towards London, accompanied only by a group of lawyers whose heavy cases of documents blocked the aisle, discussing with a worrying lack of discretion the case they were about to argue in court. The station was a low, modern building that felt as though it was away from the centre of town. A multi-storey car park stood opposite; warehouses near it were being hollowed out for redevelopment. New places never revealed themselves at their best from the railway station. It was always the back end of town, the tradesman’s entrance. Anna was looking at the map on the outside wall of the station building, trying to get her bearings, when she heard the car horn behind her.


A young man unfolded himself from a small red car that had just pulled up. She recognised him from the newspaper cuttings: he was the candidate. They’d asked her who they should be looking out for. Look for a woman with shoulder-length brown hair, medium height, about five foot six, wearing a dark-red coat, she’d told them. She hadn’t said to look for the scruffy woman, the one with newsprint and the ink from a leaky biro on her fingers, the one with a stain on her coat where her coffee had spilled as she rushed to catch the train. All of that would have been more accurate, though less concise.


‘You must be Anna Travers.’ The candidate bounded over to her with a loping step. Anna realised that a description had hardly been necessary: she was the only woman standing outside the station looking as though she wasn’t quite sure where she was, certainly the only one carrying an overstuffed bag with newspapers and photocopied cuttings protruding from it. ‘John Lander. Good to meet you.’


He had a bony handshake and a slightly forced grin. John Lander was the ideal candidate for the seat, the one who would make everyone happy as long as he didn’t screw up in some unforeseeable way. He was someone who had only just slipped through the net at the last election, missing his chance out of modesty and the feeling that he wasn’t ready for it. Later, as people had taken their seats in Westminster, who had surprised even their own parents, let alone their agents and their future whips, by being elected, others had determined that he shouldn’t miss that chance again. He had the perfect Westminster credentials: a job in a think tank and good connections, combined with a legitimate claim to come from the constituency he wanted to represent.


Anna had seen the reports in the local paper about his selection; she knew that the first stop for all visiting journalists was likely to be the butcher’s shop that had been founded by John’s grandfather, with ‘Lander and Sons, Family Butcher’ above the door. Bad puns that she knew the subeditors would take out were already running through her mind. Local boy makes mincemeat of the opposition … no, stop it. It may have been a colour piece, but she wasn’t a sketch writer. This wasn’t one of those stories that was going to make a big splash: John Lander would have to have fathered and abandoned illegitimate triplets with the woman who ran the sweetshop next door to the butcher’s to lose the seat. Colin Randall had bequeathed him a healthy majority, and his campaign’s only worry seemed to be the low turnout that a frosty February by-election would bring. Her editor had said that this was about taking the political temperature – how was the government doing? Had the novelty worn off? When she wrinkled her nose in response, he reminded her forcefully that this was how democracy worked, and that if you didn’t care about the small stories in the small places, there was barely any point in covering politics at all.


John Lander held the rear door of the car open for her.


‘Sorry about all the mess. Just move the leaflets onto the floor.’ The hatchback was easily ten years old; there were huge red posters in the boot with ‘Lander’ on them in large yellow letters. Some were on boards attached to long wooden stakes. There were Vote Lander stickers in the rear window and the side windows. Bundles of leaflets lay on the rear seat: hundreds of John Landers smiled out from them, each with the same eager grimace; John with his wife and baby; John in front of the butcher’s shop, pointing up at the sign; John visiting a local school. In the car’s footwells there were discarded crisp packets and empty chocolate wrappers. By-elections ran on junk food and nervous energy.


Anna heaped the leaflets on top of some clipboards and moved them to the side, easing herself into the back seat. As Lander climbed back into the driver’s seat and pulled the car’s tinny door shut, Anna noticed the other passenger in front. She leant one elbow on the back of the passenger seat and stuck her arm through the gap between the seats to introduce herself and shake hands. As she did so, Mark Lucas turned around to look at her and their heads clashed. They both sat back again with awkward laughter.


‘Oh, hello. Sorry,’ Anna began. ‘I’m Anna Travers.’


‘Mark Lucas. Are you just up from London for the day?’


Anna mumbled something apologetically about how she didn’t have long, that she had to see as much as she could in a short time.


‘That’s fine. We’ll show you around. It’s all going very well.’


‘I’m doing sort of the view from the ground, you know.’


‘Ah yes. In the best traditions, of course.’ Mark looked towards her again as Lander made a second attempt to start the car. The ageing engine wasn’t dealing very well with the cold and the ignition sputtered. ‘But we might have a bit more for you than that, if you don’t get too early a train back.’


He now had Anna’s full interest. For her, meeting one rising star was already a bonus for the day. As it did too often, her imagination began to dance away with her. Mark Lucas would be her best source, she would be his confidante. He was going places, and with him as her best contact, she would follow in his wake. And he would now introduce her … to whom? He could only mean that someone important was coming up for a visit. By the time the car pulled up outside the butcher’s shop, Anna had promoted herself by several job titles and was writing imaginary exclusive splashes, all based on her acquaintance of only seconds. She was easily charmed.


She was jolted back from her reverie by the phone buzzing in her pocket. She still wasn’t quite used to having a mobile phone and often missed calls. It was Andy, the photographer, who was driving up and already complaining about the town’s bloody useless and incomprehensible one-way system. She passed him over to John Lander, who gave him directions towards the butcher’s. So he really was a local boy.


In the meantime, before the glory, she would have to do her real job. She dutifully went into the shop. It was pristine, with rosy pink chops lined up precisely on display in the window. Generous, glistening strings of sausages, flecked with green herbs, were coiled around each other. The walls still had the same white tiles they would have had in John’s grandfather’s day. There were obliging, grandmotherly customers who were happy to chat to Anna about how they remembered John as a boy, coming in on a Saturday morning to help in the shop. They were less forthcoming about his politics, though. She struggled to get them to talk about the government; they would vote how they had always voted, which was great if you were John, less great if you were trying to find a pithy insight into grass-roots democracy.


Anna looked up from her shorthand notes about the cost of bacon and the disappearance of beef on the bone to find that Mark Lucas was having to mediate in a burgeoning dispute between Andy the snapper and Edward, the master butcher. Edward was the epitome of a traditional butcher. He was solid, dressed in his white overalls and a blue apron, and his hands were enormous and as fleshy as the meat he hacked into with his cleaver. Andy had become marginally less grumpy when he arrived at the butcher’s and saw that there were some shots that might work. He’d stepped behind the counter with his camera and started shooting over Edward’s shoulder, the motor-drive whirring. Andy directed the candidate to lean over and talk to the butcher. John adjusted his rosette, leant in, and turned to look down the barrel of the camera, smiling the nervous smile.


‘Not like that,’ Andy snapped. ‘This isn’t the local paper now. Look at him. Talk to him. Ask about a good roast for Sunday.’ Edward had taken this in good part, pointing towards a large leg of lamb, but he’d drawn the line at Andy resting his lens on the display counter and trying to shoot arty views through the curved glass vitrine.


‘Get that camera off my meat!’ he boomed. ‘I don’t know where it’s been. And you’re bothering my customers.’ There was only one customer left in the shop, as Andy was just pointing out when Mark stepped in.


‘Maybe if you didn’t put the lens on the counter? I’m sure you won’t get camera shake. And best not to argue with the man with the meat cleaver.’ Andy pulled his camera in protectively towards his chest. Mark turned to the butcher. ‘He’ll only be a couple of minutes. I think we’ve nearly got everything we need. I might be back later for some of that lamb. It looks wonderful.’


Anna wasn’t certain whether this was the former television producer in him speaking or the current diplomat, but either way it seemed to work. Professional honours were satisfied. They went back to the car.


Their next stop was a windswept housing estate on the outskirts of the town. The sun still hung low over the horizon. A couple of local volunteers met them at the entrance to a cul-de-sac. They’d been waiting for a while and were starting to shiver. The clipboards and the leaflets were retrieved from the back of the car, and the volunteers were pointed in the direction of the right doors to knock on. John and Mark conferred with them in low voices over the clipboards. Anna was sure they were explaining who she was, and pointing out a few door numbers to avoid so that she didn’t overhear aggrieved and unhelpful rants about local politics and the state of the potholes.


As they set off past low walls and up front garden paths, Anna trotted to keep up with Mark. Her hands were cold, and as she delved into her bag she realised that she’d lost her gloves somewhere on the way. Still, you couldn’t write with gloves on. They reached the doorstep of a house where the doorbell played a long tune and where a large dog barked far inside, but there was nobody home. Mark pushed a leaflet through the letterbox and they heard the rumble of heavy paws down the hallway, followed by a ripping and a chewing.


‘They’re not one of ours, anyway,’ Mark shrugged. ‘If the dog hadn’t ripped it up, the owner would have.’ It was the first time he’d said anything that wasn’t entirely predictable since Anna had got off the train.


‘How’s it really going?’ Anna asked, sensing a chance to find out a bit more that wasn’t in the script. Although she was new to this kind of story, she already had a weary sense of having heard it all before: that all was to play for, that we can’t take anything for granted, that every vote counts and nothing’s decided until polling day. John Lander had been pleasant enough, when she interviewed him outside the butcher’s, but she didn’t get anything from him except how proud he was of his hometown and the usual platitudes about local schools and hospitals.


‘Well, we can’t take anything for granted.’ Mark must have seen her roll her eyes and he laughed graciously. ‘Are we off the record?’


‘If you like.’


‘We can’t take anything for granted, but we sometimes do. We were taking this place a bit for granted, because Colin was so well loved. They didn’t have to do anything here. There were no up-to-date canvass lists or anything until a couple of weeks ago. John’s good, of course, he’ll make a great, hard-working MP, but he needs to plug away at it.’ They moved on to the next house, where an elderly lady shuffled slowly to the door away from her television. She was hard of hearing, as they could tell from the way the volume blasted out of the front room. She was not pleased to have her favourite quiz show interrupted, but she said John Lander could count on her vote. She took a leaflet and went back to the TV.


‘The others have moved in over the last couple of weeks. You hardly saw them at all, at first, but the last few days they’ve sent more people up. They had a minibus-load of MPs here on Tuesday. In fact, I think they can fit all their MPs in a minibus these days.’


Anna laughed, and scribbled the line down. ‘Go on, you can have that last bit,’ said Mark, amused at his own joke. ‘From me.’


Mark continued, ‘Which is why we’ve got the boss coming up later. It’s supposed to be local media only, so John can get a handshake and a picture or ten with the big man. But I’m sure they won’t mind if you drop by. Give me your number and I’ll call you when I know exactly where.’


This made the prospect of spending the rest of the afternoon with the candidates who had little chance of winning more palatable for Anna. She even had to go round to meet the man who was standing to save the local open-air swimming pool. Percy Gainsborough was a local character, who swam in the pool every day that it was open, from March to October, and she’d had to make many phone calls to arrange to meet him outside the pool, even though it was closed for the winter. She only hoped he wouldn’t arrive in his trunks and swimming hat.


Mark rejoined the canvassers, and Anna went over to talk to Andy, who was leaning against the bonnet of his car, bored now of taking pictures of activists silhouetted against the low sun, and looking like he wanted nothing more than a cup of tea and a bacon sandwich.


‘Can you stay? There’s a big visit. The prime minister. I’m not really supposed to know about it.’


‘I know about it. I’m already doing it.’


‘What do you mean?’ Anna was instantly deflated.


‘Ian Phillips is on his way up. He’s got a big sit-down interview with the PM and I’m shooting it. Moody portraits of the PM, Phillips looking even more pompous and self-important than usual. Moving the furniture and the plastic flowers round in the banqueting suite of the hotel. You know the sort of thing.’


The light was already fading when Anna said goodbye to Percy Gainsborough outside the shuttered swimming pool and started to walk back towards the town square. Despite her misgivings, she had found him quite an endearing man, someone with a genuine belief who was fighting something everyone else knew was inevitable. Under the light from a shop window, she took her phone from her pocket with numb fingers. There was a missed call, from the number she’d saved as ‘Mark L mob’. When Anna rang him back, she could barely hear his voice. He was whispering in a crowded room.


‘Can’t talk. He’s just arrived. The Crown Hotel. It’ll be easy to find us.’


‘I don’t think I’m supposed to be there. One of my colleagues has come and he’s invited, not me.’


‘I’m sure no one will mind. Got to go.’


Two police motorbikes had pulled up, one on either side of the Georgian portico of the Crown. The police officers stamped their heavy black motorcycle boots to avoid losing the feeling in their toes. Anna pulled her shoulders back and marched through the front door, knowing that the more you looked like you were supposed to be somewhere, the less likely anyone was to stop you. Hotel staff hovered in the lobby, looking nervous.


‘Are you for the function room?’ a manager asked helpfully. ‘Just that way. Most of them are already there.’ Anna nodded and hurried along the corridor.


John Lander’s name was pegged out in white plastic letters on a red velvet board at the door of the suite. Anna made to walk into the room, but her way was blocked by a blonde woman in a black suit and a blue shirt, carrying a clipboard. Behind her, Anna could see local dignitaries milling about between gilt-framed chairs.


‘Are you accredited?’ the clipboard woman snarled. Anna announced the name of her paper, expecting it to be an automatic entry ticket.


‘No.’ She was implacable. ‘This is local press only. It’s not for you.’


‘But I was talking to Mark Lucas earlier, and he said I should come.’ The name-dropping didn’t work either. Anna looked into the room, to see if she could catch Mark’s eye, but his attention was focused entirely on the prime minister, who was posing for smiles and handshakes with John Lander for the local photographers.


The woman glowered even more fiercely.


‘And surely your editor should have told you that one of your far more senior colleagues is covering this. It’s his story.’


‘Yes, of course I know that. I’m doing a feature. We’re working together,’ Anna bluffed. She caught sight of Ian Phillips, deep in conversation with another equally tall, dark-haired man. They were laughing conspiratorially. The other man looked across to the doorway, as though he had sensed the presence of someone unwanted. The blonde woman looked back at him for help and he wandered over. She turned her back on Anna and stretched up on her high black shoes to whisper to him. The man looked Anna up and down. She thought she recognised him, but he made no show of recognition in return. Clipboard girl, who was even younger than Anna, turned back.


‘Definitely no. Sorry.’ She wasn’t in the slightest bit sorry. She was enjoying wielding the power of excluding people.


Anna wasn’t going to fight her way in. She tried not to show the humiliation she felt as she walked back along the hotel’s patterned carpets, and held her phone to her ear with a concerned expression as though she’d been summoned away urgently. As she wandered around the square, looking for somewhere to eat, she consoled herself that she wouldn’t have got much, that the most she could have hoped for was another formulaic line about what a great MP John Lander would be, which Ian Phillips would get anyway. But there was no denying that staying in the room and getting the quote would have been better than eating greasy chips in a dingy cafe, and coming home without it.
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ALEX HAD BEEN invited to attend the meeting, at an address he didn’t recognise near Whitehall. That it was an invitation was a polite euphemism: there was no option to decline it. He walked there, on a blustery December day, the plane trees along Millbank shedding the last of their leaves. The low sunlight caught the Houses of Parliament, and he noticed how the clean sandy stone made it brighter now than when he’d passed the sooty buildings as a child.


He took the back route, away from Parliament Square, that led him through a stone archway into the precincts of Westminster Abbey. He wanted to hold on to any moment of tranquillity he could grasp before what was coming next. In the quiet offices, the church buildings, the classrooms he passed, the morning routine went on as usual. It was too early, and the wrong time of year, for the tourists. Alex did not have time to stop and take it in; soon the clock chimes made him realise he had to hurry, and the rush of traffic as he emerged onto Victoria Street startled him.


The building was one of those you hardly noticed. It backed onto the park, and passers-by naturally looked instead towards the cultivated view: at the neatly tended flowerbeds; at the pelicans and the geese on the lake, and behind them the fountain, and Buckingham Palace. Normally, Alex would have been fascinated to discover another of the buildings that belonged to the days when his world was really secret, but this was not the moment for historical curiosity either.


They were expecting him. Graham sat in a windowless room below ground level, behind a desk that looked as though it had been retrieved from storage; it was old and wooden with a green leather blotter, edged in gilt patterns, sunk into the top. There was no computer, no phone. In the corner, an electric heater blew out intermittent gusts of dusty air. On the wall was an insipid watercolour of a rural landscape. Next to Graham sat a grey-haired woman who Alex thought he recognised, but couldn’t quite place.


This was Graham as Alex had never seen him before. He was no longer genial and languorous but terse and impassive. Graham gestured to Alex to sit. Alex hung his coat on the back of the chair and complied. Graham shook his head slightly, as if to say he was disappointed in him. He looked down at the buff cardboard folder that lay open on the desk, then slowly poured himself a glass of water from the jug on the desk. There were only two glasses. Neither was intended for Alex. He’d heard of ‘meetings without coffee’ – a phrase people at work knew denoted a bollocking. This was a meeting without even water.


They began with the moment that he’d left the office on that Wednesday evening. He did know, didn’t he, that it was a breach of the conditions of his employment to remove material from the office without authorisation? Alex nodded. He was prepared to concede that without argument. And had he sought any prior authorisation from his line managers? No. Were there any extenuating circumstances that meant he felt his actions could have been justified? Alex said something that didn’t come out very clearly about wanting to do some extra work, put in some extra hours on the research he needed to finish, a problem that was troubling him.


Graham raised one eyebrow. For a moment Alex could see again the charm of the man he dealt with every day, and felt briefly hopeful.


‘Under other circumstances, Mr Rutherford, your diligence might be laudable.’ Graham wrote a note in the file with his fountain pen; but then the dark look returned. Alex had another insight into the old world that he could have done without. This is what Graham must have been like when things were really serious; this was how he’d been in the Cold War, when there was a clear enemy. This was why he’d been so good at his job, and why people talked in the canteen in lowered voices about Graham Fletcher’s reputation.


‘I feel obliged to warn you, though I am sure you are already aware of this, that you are potentially in breach of the Official Secrets Act, which you of course signed as a condition of your employment. We obviously take any such breach with the utmost seriousness, and there is of course the possibility of bringing a prosecution under the Act.’


Alex shuddered. He had run through many of the possibilities in his mind: losing his job was the most obvious one, but there was also the chance of a trial, of prison. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but he needed to prepare himself. Graham’s careful, legal language reminded him of what he might face. He was still horrified by the prospect of being made public, a furtive, blurry picture on the front of the newspaper, the shot snatched as he arrived at court and tried to hide his face in his raincoat collar.


Graham moved on to what had happened on the Wednesday evening. He made Alex retrace his steps precisely from the moment he left the office. How had he got from Vauxhall to Liverpool Street? Where was the first pub? The bar? Who had he been with? As Alex answered as best he could, Graham drew a series of cubes in blue-black ink on the sheet of paper in the file in front of him. In each cube he drew a word in capital letters. Alex strained to see what they said, but couldn’t quite make them out. He saw Graham link the cubes with arrows, some with question marks over them. Alex had rehearsed his story many times by now, each time with more details of the evening in place. Graham picked those memories apart again, finding holes where Alex had woven things together, making him unsure.


Then it was the woman’s turn. She had a soft voice but her questions were, for Alex, even harder. She wanted to know about him and his feelings, him and his friends. Graham had started pulling at the threads of his story to unravel them; she seemed to want to unravel the threads of his own identity. She latched on to one small observation that Alex had made; that the bar was expensive, that the others were drinking champagne and offered to pay. How did he feel about that, she wanted to know?


‘I felt a bit small,’ Alex admitted. ‘As if they were worth more than me, because they earned more than me.’ She nodded, and wrote something down.


‘And did you think they were?’


‘No. I am – I was – proud of my job.’


Graham flicked his head up slightly at this. Though he’d given a good impression of being slightly elsewhere, buried in his documents, he wasn’t letting any word escape him.


‘So proud that you told them what you do – what you did?’ Alex felt Graham’s echo of his own shift to the past tense was ominous.


‘No. I told them I was a civil servant, a junior civil servant. They really weren’t interested at all. Didn’t even ask which department. If it wasn’t a bank they didn’t want to know.’


‘Do you have any money problems at all?’ The woman returned to her questions.


Alex thought about this: no, he was in many ways very lucky. His parents had inherited the flat in Pimlico two years earlier and kept it, as an investment. Although he’d offered to pay them rent, they refused to accept it. So, unlike many of his friends, he could live in the centre of London, almost free, and walk to work. It was a place that he took small pleasures in; it was the top half of a white stucco terrace, and once he was past the fraying carpets and the pizza delivery leaflets in the shared hallway, it was his sanctuary. It was small, calm and orderly. It was enough for him for now, and for as far ahead as he could see. In five minutes, if he needed some space, he could be at the Tate Gallery, looking at the Turners.
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