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MEPHISTOPHILIS:


Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscrib’d


In one self place, but where we are is hell,


And where hell is, there we must ever be;


And, to be short, when all the world dissolves


And every creature shall be purify’d,


All places shall be hell that is not heaven.


FAUSTUS:


I think hell’s a fable.


MEPHISTOPHILIS:


Ay, think so still, till experience change thy mind.


CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE


The Tragicall History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus






PROLOGUE


ORGAN DONORS


She came out of the lift into Reception and heard there’d been another accident outside. Beyond sepia-tinted doors, a crowd gathered. People kneeled, as if pressing someone to the pavement. Heidi was phoning an ambulance. A man crouched over the fallen person, white shirt stained red, head shaking angrily. The picture was silent, a gentle whir of air conditioning like the flicker of a projector. Sally walked to the doors, calmly hugging file folders to her chest. She looked through heavy brown glass.


Without shock, she knew it was Connor. She could only see feet, still kicking in the gutter. White trainers with shrieking purple-and-yellow laces. His furry legs were bare. Tight black cycle shorts ripped up a seam, showing a thin triangle of untanned skin.


A gulp of thought came: at least their where-are-we-going? lunch was off. She choked back relief, tried to unthink it to limbo. Then craziness kicked in. She dropped her folders and waded through paper, pushing apart the doors. Outside in Soho Square, noise fell on her like a flock of pigeons. Everyone shouted, called, talked. A siren whined rhythmically.


A dozen yards away, a van was on its side, a dazed and bloody man being pulled free. The bicycle was a tangle of metal and rubber. In the broken frame, she saw, squashed, the yellow plastic drinks container she’d bought him. A satchel of video tapes lay in the gutter.


‘Connor,’ she said, ‘Connor!’


‘Don’t look, love,’ someone said, extending an arm across her chest.


People shifted out of her way, parting like stage curtains. Heat burst in her head, violet flashes dotted her vision. Her ankles and knees ceased to work. The ground shifted like a funhouse ride. Connor’s head was a lumpy smear on the pavement, tyre track of patterned blood streaking away. She was limp, held up by others. Her head lolled and she saw angry blue sky. Buildings all around were skyscrapers. She was at the bottom of a concrete canyon. Darkness poured in.


* * *


At her first interview, Tiny Chiselhurst had been chuffed by her curriculum vitae. Like everyone for the last twelve years, he didn’t expect a private investigator to look like her. She told him yes, she still had her licence, and no, she didn’t own a gun. Not any more.


Her independence was a Recession casualty. She wound up the Sally Rhodes Agency and escaped with no major debts, but there was still the mortgage. None of the big security/investigation firms were hiring, so she was forced to find another job her experience qualified her for. Being a researcher was essentially what she was used to: phoning strangers, asking questions, rushing about in heavy traffic, rummaging through microfiche. There were even seductive improvements: working in television, she could rush about in minicabs and retire her much-worn bus-train-tube pass.


On her first day, she was ushered into the open-plan Survival Kit office and given a desk behind one of the strange fluted columns that wound their way up through the Mythwrhn Building. Her work station was next to April Treece, an untidy but well-spoken redhead.


‘Don’t be surprised if you find miniature bottles in the drawers,’ April told her. ‘The previous tenant went alky.’


Sally had little to move in. No photographs, no toys, no gun. Just a large desk diary and a contacts book. Her mother had given her a Filofax once, but it was somewhere at home unused.


‘Welcome to the TV Trenches,’ April said, lighting the next cigarette from the dog-end of the last, ‘the business that chews you up and spits you out.’


‘Why work here, then?’


‘Glamour, dahling,’ she said, scattering ash over the nest of post-it notes around her terminal. The other woman was a year or so younger than Sally, in her early thirties. She wore a crushed black velvet hat with a silver arrow pin.


‘They put all the new bugs next to me. Like an initiation.’


Their desks were in a kind of recess off the main office, with no window. Sally hadn’t yet worked out the building. It seemed a fusion of post-modern neo-brutalism and art deco chintz. In Reception, there was a plaque honouring an award won by Constant Drache for the design. She suspected that, after a while, the place would make her head ache.


‘Need protection?’ April said, opening the cavernous bottom drawer of her desk. ‘We did an item last series and were deluged with samples. Have some Chums.’


She dumped a large carton of condoms on Sally’s desk. Under cellophane, Derek Leech, multi-media magnate, was on the pack, safe sex instructions in a speech balloon issuing from his grin.


‘Careful,’ she warned. ‘They rip if you get too excited. We had the brand thoroughly road-tested. The office toy boy was sore for months.’


Sally looked at the carton, unsure how to react. Naturally that was when Tiny Chiselhurst dropped by to welcome her to the team.


* * *


She woke up on a couch in Reception. She saw the painted ceiling, a graffiti nightmare of surreal squiggles and souls in torment. Then she saw April.


‘Bender tried loosening your clothes,’ she said, referring to the notorious office lech, ‘but I stopped him before he got too far.’


April’s eye-liner had run but she’d stopped crying.


Sally sat up, swallowing a spasm. Her stomach heaved but settled. April hugged her, quickly, then let her go.


‘Do you want a cab? To go home?’


She shook her head. She buttoned up her cardigan and waited for a tidal wave of grief-pain-horror. Nothing hit. She stood, April with her. She looked around Reception. Plants spilled out of the lead rhomboid arrangement that passed as a pot. Framed photographs of Tiny and the other presenters, marked with the logos of their programmes, were arranged behind Heidi’s desk.


‘Sal?’


She felt fine. The buzz of worry-irritation which usually cluttered her head was washed away. All morning, she’d been picking through viewing statistics. Her impending Connor discussion prevented concentration; she’d had to go through the stats too many times, filling her mind with useless figures.


She remembered everything but didn’t feel it. She might have had total amnesia and instantly relearned every detail about her life. Her memory was all there but didn’t necessarily have anything to do with her.


‘Connor is dead?’ She had to ask.


With a nod, April confirmed it. ‘Tiny says so long as you’re back to work tomorrow afternoon for the off-line, you’re free.’


‘I don’t need time away,’ she said.


April was startled. ‘Are you sure? You’ve had a shock, lovie, you’re entitled to be a zombie.’


Sally shook her head, certain. ‘Maybe later.’


* * *


Although April introduced Connor as the ‘office toy boy’, it was a joke. He was tall, twenty-one, and trying to earn enough as a bike messenger to go back to college. Like everyone (except Sally), he wanted a career in television. Zipping in and out of Soho gridlock biking memos, sandwiches, video-tape and mysterious parcels between production companies was his way of starting at the bottom. He was one of the lean young people in bright lycra who congregated in Soho Square, ever alert for a walkie-talkie call. He was freelance but Mythwrhn was his major employer. There were a lot like him.


Sally first slept with him on a Friday night, after a party to mark the first transmission of the series. It had been a long time for her and she was flattered by his enthusiasm. Besides he was kind of fun.


As he poked about her flat early next morning like a dog marking territory, she wondered if she’d made a mistake. She hid under the duvet as he wandered, unselfconsciously and interestingly naked, in and out of the room, chattering at her. He said he was ‘looking for clues’. April had told everyone Sally used to be a private eye, and the Philippa Marlowe jokes were wearing thin.


She checked the bedside clock and saw it was before seven. Also on the table was the carton of Chums, one corner wrenched open. They’d come in handy after all. It’d have been hard to get aroused if she’d thought of Derek Leech leering off the pack at her. She turned the pack, putting Leech’s face to the wall.


Connor jumped on her bed, eager to get to it again but she had to get up to pee. As she left the bedroom, she realised he must be looking at her as she had looked at him. Last night, it had been dark. Putting on a dressing gown would kill the moment, so she went nude into the bathroom. After relieving herself, she looked in the long mirror and wasn’t too disappointed. When she was Connor’s age, she’d been almost chubby; with the years, she’d exercised and worried away the roundness. April said she envied Sally her cheekbones.


When she got back to the bedroom, Connor had already fit another condom over his swelling penis.


‘I started without you,’ he said.


* * *


Tiny told her she didn’t have to come to that week’s production meeting, but didn’t mean it. Sally was still waiting to wake up an emotional basket case but it hadn’t happened yet. She slept through the alarm more often and had stomach troubles, as if suffering from persistent jet-lag, but her thoughts were clear. She even dealt with mental time-bombs like the travelling toothbrush left in her bathroom. Perhaps after all these years, she was used to weirdness. Maybe she couldn’t survive without a stream of the unexpected, the tragic, the grotesque.


Networked on ITV at eight on Friday evenings, Survival Kit was an aggressive consumer show, proposing that life in the late twentieth century was frighteningly random and unspeakably dangerous. Tiny Chiselhurst was at once editor and presenter, and the show, in its fifth season, was the cash-cow that kept Mythwrhn Productions, a reasonably-successful independent, listed as rising. This series, Sally had helped Tiny, whose sarky humour was what kept viewers watching, expose a crooked modelling agency run on white slavery lines. Now she was switched to something that had little to do with the show itself and so was primarily an ornament at these meetings, called upon to report privately afterwards.


Tiny sat in the best chair at the round table as researchers, assistants, producers, directors and minions found places. He seemed to be made entirely of old orange corduroy, with a shaggy seventies mop and moustache. The meeting room was a windowless inner sanctum, eternally lit by grey lights, a crossbreed of padded cell and A-Bomb shelter. After reviewing last week’s programme, doling out few compliments and making Lydia Marks cry again, Tiny asked for updates on items-in-progress. Useless Bruce, fill-in presenter and on-screen reporter, coughed up botulism stats. Tiny told him to keep on the trail. The item hadn’t yet taken shape but was promising. What that meant, Sally knew, was that no sexy case - a ten-year-old permanently disabled by fish fingers, say - had come to light. When there was a pathetic human face to go with the story, the item would go ahead.


Finally there was the slot when people were supposed to come up with ideas. This was where performance could be best monitored, since ideas were the currency of television. She’d begun to realise actual execution of an item could be completely botched; what Tiny remembered was who had the idea in the first place. Useless Bruce was well known for ideas that never quite worked.


‘I was talking to a bloke at a launch the other night,’ said April. Someone said something funny, and she stared them silent. ‘He turned out to be a corporate psychiatrist at one of the investment banks, talks people out of jumping off the top floor when they lose a couple of million quid. Anyway, he mentioned this thing, “Sick Building Syndrome”, which sounded worth a think.’


Tiny gave her the nod and April gathered notes from a folder.


‘There are companies which suffer from problems no one can explain. Lots of days lost due to illness, way above the norm. Also, a high turn-over of staff, nervous breakdowns, personal problems, sturfe like that. Even suicides, murders. Other companies in exactly the same business with exactly the same pressures breeze through with pas de hassles. It might be down to the buildings they work in, a quirk of architecture that traps ill feelings. You know, bad vibrations.’


Sally noticed Tiny was counterfeiting interest. For some reason, he was against April’s idea. But he let her speak.


‘If we found one of these places, it might make an item.’


‘It’s very visual, Ape,’ said Bender, an associate producer, enthusiasm blooming. ‘We could dress it up with Poltergeist effects. Merchant bank built over a plague pit, maybe.’


Tiny shook his head. This was the man who’d stayed up all night with a camera crew waiting for the UFOs to make corn circles.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t think that suits us.’


‘Completely over-the-top,’ Bender said, enthusiasm vanishing. ‘We’re a serious programme.’


‘Thank you, April,’ Tiny said. ‘But Bender has a point. Maybe last series, we could have done this paranormal hoo-hah...’


‘This isn’t a spook story,’ she protested. ‘It’s psychology.’


Tiny waved his hand, brushing the idea away. ‘Remember the big picture. With the franchise bid, we mustn’t do anything to make the ITC look askance. It’s up to us to demonstrate that we pass the quality threshold.’


April sat back, bundling now-useless notes. Sally was used to this: it was all down to Tiny and he could be as capricious as any Roman Emperor at the games.


Roger the Replacement, one of the directors, had noticed a dry piece in the Financial Times about a travel firm considered a bad investment, which suggested further digging might turn up something filmable. British holidaymakers sent to unbuilt hotels in war zones. Tiny gave him a thumbs-up, and, since April wasn’t doing anything, assigned her to work the idea. The meeting was wound up.


In the Ladies, Sally found April gripping a sink with both hands, staring down at the plug, muttering ‘I hate him I hate him I hate him hate hate hate hate’.


* * *


After her exercise class, they had al fresco lunch in Soho Square. In summer, it was a huge picnic area; now, in early autumn, office workers - publishing, film, television, advertising - melted away, leaving the square to tramps and runners. He had sandwiches while she dipped Kettle Chips into cottage cheese and pineapple. Connor always pushed his idea that Survival Kit do a week-in-the-life-of-a-wino item, unsubtly pressuring Sally to take it into a production meeting. She’d tried to tell him it’d been done before but his excitement always prevailed. Today he pointed out the ‘characters’ who pan-handled in Soho, explaining their fierce territoriality.


‘You don’t notice til you’re on the streets, Sal. It’s a parallel world.’


On a bench nearby sat two men of roughly the same age, a pony-tail in a Gaultier suit and a crusty with filth-locks and biro tattoos. Each pretended the other didn’t exist.


‘It’s a pyramid. At the bottom, people get crushed.’


He was right but it wasn’t Kit. Besides, she was irritated: was he interested in her mainly as a conduit to the inner circle? With one of his lightning subject-shifts, Connor made a grab, sticking his ribena-sweetened tongue down her throat. His walkie-talkie chirruped and he broke off the kiss. It was just past two and lunch hour was officially over. He frowned as a voice coughed in his ear.


‘It’s for you,’ he said.


Knowing thered be trouble, she took the receiver. Tiny had been after her to use a portable phone. She was summoned to the Penthouse. Mairi, Tiny’s PA, conveyed the message. Tiny wanted to chat. Sally assumed she was going to be fired and dutifully trudged across the square to Mythwrhn.


She stabbed the top button and the lift jerked up through the building. Tiny had a suite of offices on the top floor which she hadn’t visited since her interview. Mairi met her at the lift and offered her decaf, which she refused. She wondered if the girl disapproved of her and Connor. She had the idea it wasn’t done to dally out of your age range or income bracket. At least, not if you were a woman. All the young middle-age male production staff had permanent lusts for the fresh-from-school female secretaries, runners and receptionists.


Tiny’s all-glass office was a frozen womb. He sat behind his desk, leaning back. She noticed again the figurine on its stand: a bird-headed, winged woman, throat open in a silent screech. It was an old piece, but not as old as some.


‘Know what that is?’ Tiny asked rhetorically, prepared to explain and demonstrate his erudition.


‘It’s the Mythwrhn,’ she pre-empted. ‘An ancient bird goddess-demon, probably Ugric. Something between a harpy and an angel.’


Tiny was astonished. ‘You’re the first person who came in here knowing that...’


‘I had an interesting career.’


‘You must tell me about it sometime.’


‘I must.’


The last time she’d seen a statuette of the Mythwrhn, she’d been on a nasty case involving black magic and death. It had been one of her few exciting involvements, although the excitement was not something she wished to repeat.


Without being asked, she took a seat. Apart from Tiny’s puffily upholstered black leather egg-shape, all the chairs in the office were peculiar assemblages of chrome tubing and squeaky rubber. As Tiny made cat’s cradles with his fingers, she was certain he’d fire her.


‘I’ve been thinking about you, Sally,’ he said. ‘You’re an asset but I’m not sure how well-placed you are.’


Her three-month trial wasn’t even up, so she wasn’t on a contract yet. No redundancy payment. At least the dole office was within walking distance of the flat. The poll tax would be a problem, but she should qualify for housing benefit.


‘Your experience is unique.’


Tiny’s confrontational, foot-in-the-door interviews with dodgy characters put him in more danger in any one series of Survival Kit than she had been in all her years of tracing the heirs of intestate decedents, finding lost cats and body-guarding custody case kids. But he was still impressed by a real life private dick. April said the term was sexist and called her a private clit.


‘You know about the franchise auction?’


The independent television franchises, which granted a right to broadcast to the companies that made up the ITV network, were being renegotiated. There was currently much scurrying and scheming in the industry as everyone had to justify their existence or give way to someone else. There was controversy over the system, with criticism of the government decision that franchises be awarded to the highest bidder. The Independent Television Commission, the body with power of life and death over the network, had belatedly instituted a policy of partially assessing bids for quality of service rather than just totting up figures. In the run-up to the auction, battles raged up and down the country, with regional companies assailed by challengers. More money than anyone could believe was being poured into the franchise wars. A worry had been raised that the winners were likely to have spent so much on their bids they’d have nothing left over to spend on the actual programmes.


‘Mythwrhn is throwing in its hat,’ Tiny said.


For an independent production company, no matter how financially solid, to launch a franchise bid on its own would be like Liechtenstein declaring war on Switzerland.


‘We’ll be the most visible element of a consortium. Polymer Records have kicked in, and Mausoleum Films.’


Both were like Mythwrhn, small but successful. Polymer used to be an indie label and now had the corner on the heavier metallurgists, notably the ‘underground’ cult band Loud Shit. Mausoleum distributed French art and American splatter; they were known for the Where the Bodies Are Buried series, although Sally knew they’d funnelled some of their video profits into British film production, yielding several high profile movies she, along with vast numbers of other people, hadn’t wanted to see.


‘Deep pockets,’ she commented, ‘but not deep enough.’


Tiny snapped all his fingers. ‘Very sharp, Sally. We have major financial backing, from a multi-media conglomerate who, for reasons of its own, can’t be that open about their support. I’m talking newspapers, films and satellite.’


That narrowed it down considerably. To a face the size of a condom packet, in fact.


‘We’re contesting London, which puts us up against GLT. So it’s not going to be a walk-over.’


Greater London Television was one of the keystones of the ITV net, long-established monolith with three shows in the ratings Top Ten, two quizzes and a soap. In television terms, it was, like its audience, middle-aged verging on early retirement. Mythwrhn had a younger demographic.


‘I’d like you to be part of the bid,’ Tiny said.


She was surprised. ‘I’m not a programmer or an accountant.’


‘Your special talents can be useful. We’ll need a deal of specialised research. In wrapping our package, it’d be handy to have access to certain information. We need to know GLT’s weaknesses to help us place our shots.’


This sounded very like industrial espionage. As a field, IE never appealed to Sally. Too much involved affording the client ‘plausible deniability’ and being paid off to sit out jail sentences.


‘You’ll keep your desk and your official credit on Kit but we’ll gradually divert you to the real work. Interested?’


Thinking of the Muswell Hill DSS, she nodded. Tiny grinned wide and extended a hand, but was distracted by a ringing telephone. It was a red contraption aside from his three normal phones, suggesting a hot-line to the Kremlin or the Batcave.


Tiny scooped up the receiver, and said, ‘Derek, good to hear from you...’


* * *


‘Since the franchise schmeer,’ April said, a drip of mayonnaise on her chin, ‘the whole building has gone batty.’


Sally ate her half-bap in silence. She wasn’t the only one diverted from usual duties and hustled off to secret meetings.


‘They should put valium dispensers in the loos.’


When the consortium announced their intention to contest London, GLT replied by issuing a complacent press release. Ronnie Shand, host of GLT’s ‘whacky’ girls’ bowling quiz Up Your Alley, made a joke about Tiny’s ego in his weekly monologue. High-level execs were heaping public praise on programmes made by their direst enemies. The dirty tricks had started when GLT, alone of the ITV net, pre-empted Survival Kit for a Royal Family special. As payback, Tiny had ordered Weepy Lydia to inflate a tedious offshore trust story involving several GLT board members into a majorly juicy scandal item. In the meantime, the best he could do was give five pounds to any office minion who called up the ITV duty officer and logged a complaint about a GLT show. It had the feel of a phoney war.


‘Bender’s wife chucked him out again last night,’ April said. ‘Found him writing silly letters to Pomme.’


Pomme was an eighteen-year-old PA who looked like a cross between Princess Diana and Julia Roberts. If it weren’t for her Liza Doolittle accent, shed have been easy to hate.


‘He kipped in the basement of the building, blind drunk. Must have walked into a wall by the look of his face. I hope he keeps the scars.’


Six months before Sally joined the company, when April was young and naive, she had slept with Bender. It hadn’t done either of them any good.


‘Are you all right?’


People kept asking her that. Sally nodded vigorously. April touched her cheek, as if it’d enable her to take Sally’s emotional temperature.


The funeral had been yesterday. Sally had sent a floral tribute but thought it best not to go. Connor’s friends would think she was his aunt or someone. She had never met his parents and didn’t especially want to.


From the sandwich shop, Sally saw the square. A knot of messengers hung about the gazebo, all in lycra shorts and squiggly T-shirts. Sprawled on benches, they let long legs dangle as they worked pain out of their knees. Some, unlike Connor, had helmets like plastic colanders. Staff at Charing Cross Hospital had a nickname for Central London cycle messengers: organ donors. Scrapes and spills were an inevitable part of accelerated lives. And so was human wastage. Ironically Connor had carried a donor card: he was buried without corneas and one kidney.


‘Come on,’ said April, looking at her pink plastic watch, ‘back to the front...’


* * *


If she had doubts about the identity of the consortium’s financial backer, they were dispelled by the front page of the Comet, tabloid flagship of Derek Leech’s media empire. Ronnie Shand was caught in the glare of flash-bulbs, guiltily emerging from a hotel with a girl in dark glasses. The story, two hundred words of patented Comet prose, alleged Up Your Alley was fixed. Contestants who put out for Shand (51, married with three children) were far more likely to score a strike and take home a fridge-freezer or a holiday in Barbados. An inset showed Ronnie happy with his family in an obviously posed publicity shot. Inside the paper, the girl, an aspiring model, could be seen without clothes, a sidebar giving details about ‘my sizzling nights with TV’s family man’. Shand was unavailable for comment but GLT made a statement that Up Your Alley would be replaced by repeats of Benny Hill while an internal investigation was conducted. Sally wondered whether theyd investigate the allegations or witch-hunt their staff for the traitor who’d tipped off the Comet.


Tiny was a bundle of suppressed mirth at their meeting and chuckled to himself as she reported. She’d carried out a thorough, boring check of the finances of GLT’s component parts, and discovered profits from hit shows had been severely drained by a couple of disastrous international co-productions, The Euro-Doctors and The Return of Jason King. The interruption of Up Your Alley was a severe embarrassment. GLT must be hurting far more than their bland press releases suggested.


‘If it comes to it, we can outspend the bastards,’ Tiny said. ‘We’ll have to make sacrifices. Congratulations, Sally. I judge you well.’


There was something seductive about covert work. Setting aside moral qualms about the franchise system and relegating to a deep basement any idea of serving the viewing public, she could look at the situation and see any number of moves which would be to Mythwrhn’s advantage. Taken as a game, it was compulsive. It being television, it was easy to believe no real people at all were affected by any action she might suggest or take.


‘I’ve been looking at Cowley Mansions,’ she said, referring to GLT’s long-running thrice-weekly soap set in a Brixton block of flats. It was said GLT wouldn’t lose their franchise because John Major didn’t want to go down in history as the Prime Minister who took away the Mansions.


Tiny showed interest.


‘I’ve not got paper back-up but I heard a whisper that GLT took a second mortgage to finance The Euro-Doctors and put the Mansions on the block.’


‘Explain.’


‘To sucker in the Italians and the French, GLT threw in foreign rights to the Mansions with the deal. Also a significant slice of the domestic ad revenues for a fixed period.’


Tiny whistled.


‘As you know, TéVéZé, the French co-producer, went bust at the beginning of the year and was picked up for a song by a British-based concern which turns out to be a subsidiary of Derek Leech Enterprises.’


Tiny sat up.


‘If I were, say, Derek Leech, and I wanted to gain control of the Mansions, I think I could do it by upping my holdings in an Italian cable channel by only two per cent, and by buying, through a third party, the studio and editing facilities GLT have currently put on the market to get fast cash. Years ago, in one of those grand tax write-off gestures, slices of the Mansions pie were given in name to those GLT sub-divisions and when they separate from the parent company, the slices go too. Then, all I’d have to do to get a majority ownership would be to approach the production team and the cast and offer to triple salaries in exchange for their continued attachment. I might have to change the name of the programme slightly, say by officially calling it The Mansions, to get round GLT’s underlying rights.’


Tiny pulled open a drawer and took out a neat bundle of fifty-pound notes. He tossed it across his broad desk and it slid into Sally’s lap.


‘Buy yourself a frock,’ he said.


In the lift, there was something wrong with a connection. The light-strip buzzed and flickered. Sally had a satisfaction high but also an undertone of nervous guilt. It was as if she had just taken part in a blood initiation and was now expected to serve forever the purpose of Kali the Destroyer.


* * *


As usual, there was nothing on television. She flicked through the four terrestrial channels: Noel Edmonds, tadpole documentary, Benny Hill (ha ha), putting-up-a-shelf. Like all Mythwrhn employees, she’d been fixed up with a dish gratis as a frill of the alliance with Derek Leech, so she zapped through an additional seven Cloud 9 satellite channels: bad new film, bad old film, Russian soccer, softcore in German, car ad, Chums commercial disguised as an AIDS documentary, shopping. After heating risotto, she might watch a Rockford Files from the stash she’d taped five years ago. James Garner was the only TV private eye she had time for: the fed-up expression he had whenever anyone got him in trouble was the keynote of her entire life.


The telephone rang. She scooped up the remote, pressing it between shoulder and ear as she manoeuvered around her tiny kitchen.


‘Sally Rhodes,’ she said. ‘No divorce work.’


‘Ah, um,’ said a tiny voice, ‘Miss, um, Ms, Rhodes. This is Eric Glover... Connor’s Dad.’


She paused in mid-pour and set down the packet of spicy rice.


‘Mr Glover, hello,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t make...’


There was an embarrassed (embarrassing) pause.


‘No, that’s all right. Thank you for the flowers. They were lovely. I knew you were Connor’s friend. He said things about you.’


She had no response.


‘It’s about the accident,’ Eric Glover said. ‘You were a witness?’


‘No, I was there after.’ When he was dead.


‘There’s a fuss about the insurance.’


‘Oh.’


‘They can’t seem to find the van driver. Or the van.’


‘It was overturned, a write-off. The police must have details.’


‘Seems there was a mix-up.’


‘It was just a delivery van. Sliding doors. I don’t know the make.’


She tried to rerun the picture in her mind. She could see the dazed driver crawling out of the door, helped by a young man with a shaved head.


‘I didn’t suppose you’d know, but I had to ask.’


‘Of course. If I remember...’


‘No worry.’


There had been a logo on the side of the van. On the door.


‘Good-bye now, and thanks again.’


Eric Glover hung up.


It had been a Mythwrhn logo, a prettified bird-woman. Or something similar. She was sure. The driver had been a stranger, but the van was one of the company’s small fleet.


Weird. Nobody had mentioned it.


Water boiled over in the rice pan. Sally struggled with the knob of the gas cooker, turning the flame down.


* * *


A couple of calls confirmed what Eric Glover told her. It was most likely the van driver would be taken to Charing Cross, where Connor was declared dead, but the hospital had no record of his admission. It was difficult to find one nameless patient in any day’s intake, but the nurse she spoke to remembered Connor without recalling anyone brought in at the same time. Sally had only seen the man for a moment: white male, thirties-forties, stocky-tubby, blood on his face. The production manager said none of the vans had been out that day and, yes, they were all garaged where they were supposed to be, and why are you interested? As she made more calls, checking possible hospitals and trying to find a policeman who’d filed an accident report, she fiddled with a loose strand of cardigan wool, resisting the temptation to tug hard and unravel the whole sleeve.


April had dumped her bag and coat on her chair but was not at her desk. That left Sally alone in her alcove, picking at threads when she should be following through the leads Tiny had given her. She had a stack of individual folders containing neatly-typed allegations and bundles of photocopied ‘evidence, all suggesting chinks in the Great Wall of GLT. The presenter of a holiday morning kid’s show might have a conviction under another name for ‘fondling’ little girls. A hairy-chested supporting actor on The Euro-Doctors, considered to have ‘spin-off potential’ even after the failure of the parent series, was allegedly a major player in the Madrid gay bondage scene. And, sacrilegiously, it was suggested the producer of a largely unwatched motoring programme had orchestrated a write-in campaign to save it from cancellation. In case Sally wondered where these tid-bits came from, she’d already found an overlooked sticker with the DLE logo and a ‘please return to the files of the Comet’ message; checking other files, she found dust-and-fluff-covered gluey circles that showed where similar stickers had been peeled off. So, apart from everything else, she was in charge of Tiny’s Dirty Tricks Department. She wondered if G. Gordon Liddy had got sick to his stomach. This morning, she had thrown up last night’s risotto. She should have learned to cook.


Bender popped his head into the alcove. When he saw only her, his face fell.


‘Have you seen Ape?’


‘She was here,’ Sally told him. ‘She must be in the building.’


Bender looked as if he’d pulled a couple of consecutive twenty-four hour shifts.


‘No matter,’ he said, obviously lying. ‘This is for her.’


He gave her a file, which she found room for on her desk.


‘She’s not really supposed to have this, so don’t leave it lying around. Give it to her personally.’


Bender, a tall man, never looked a woman in the face. His eyeline was always directed at her chest. In an awkward pause, Sally arranged her cardigan around her neck to cover any exposed skin. The associate producer was a balding schoolboy.


‘We were all sorry about, um, you know...’


Sally thanked him, throat suddenly warm. She didn’t know why Bender was loitering. Had April taken up with him again? Considering the vehemence of her comments, it was not likely. Or maybe it was.


‘If you see... when you see Ape, tell her...’


There was definitely something weird going down. Bender really looked bad. His usual toadying smoothness was worn away. He had an angry red mark on his ring-finger. It had probably had to be sawn free, and serve him right.


‘Tell her to return the files ASAP. It’s important.’


When he left, she decided to try work therapy. A minion named Roebuck was reputedly interested in being bribed to let Mythwrhn peek at GLT’s post-franchise proposals. He’d contacted Tiny and it was down to her to check his standing. Being suspicious, she guessed Roebuck was her opposite number in GLT’s Spook Dept trying to slip the consortium dud information. She only had a name and she wanted an employment history. There were several people she could phone and - since everyone in television had at some point worked for, or at least applied to work for, everyone else - her first obvious choice was Mythwrhn’s own personnel manager. If he had Roebuck’s CV on file, it might have clues as to his contacts or loyalties.


As she bent over in her chair to reach her internal directory from her bottom drawer, her stomach heaved. Gulping back sick, she hurried to the Ladies.


* * *


One loo was occupied but the other was free. Apart from a midmorning cup of tea, there was nothing to come up but clear fluid. It wasn’t much of a spasm and settled down almost immediately. She washed her face clean and started to rebuild her make-up. The lighting in the Ladies was subdued and the decor was ugly, walls covered in wavy lumps like an ice cave. She supposed it had been designed to prevent loitering.


Pomme came in for a pee. She greeted Sally cheerfully, and, after a quick and painless tinkle, chatted as she made a kiss-mouth and retouched her lips.


‘That bleedin’ door is stuck again,’ Pomme said, nodding at the occupied stall. ‘Or someone has been in there for a two-hour crap.’


Sally looked at the shut door. There was no gap at the bottom to show feet.


‘Have you noticed how that happens in this building?’ Pomme said. ‘Doors lock when you ain’t lookin’, or come unlocked. The lifts have lay-overs in the Twilight Zone. Even them security keys don’t work most of the time. Must be bleedin’ haunted.’


The PA left, her face requiring considerably less help than Sally’s. Finally, Sally was satisfied. She put her make-up things back in her bag. Turning to leave, she heard a muttering.


‘Hello,’ she asked the closed door.


There was a fumbling and the ‘occupied’ flag changed. The door pulled inwards.


‘April,’ she said, looking.


The woman lolled on the closed toilet, eyes fluttering. She’d had a bad nosebleed and her man’s dress shirt was bloodied. The bottom half of her face was caked with dried blood and flecked with white powder. Sally hadn’t known she did coke. Or that things could get so bad with a supposedly ‘fun’ drug. April tried to speak but could only gargle. She pinched her nose and winced, snorting blood.


Sally wondered if she should get two tampons from the dispenser and shove them up April’s nose. Instead, she wet a paper towel and tried to clean April’s face. Her friend was as compliant as an exhausted three-year-old. Most of the blood was sticky on the floor of the stall.


‘Pressure,’ April said, over and over, repeating the word like a mantra. ‘Pressure, pressure, pressure...’


Sally wondered how she was going to get April out of the building and home without anyone noticing. She told April to stay while she went and got her coat and bag. When she came back, April was standing and almost coherent.


‘Sal,’ she said, smiling as if she hadn’t seen her for days, ‘things are just fine up here. Except for...’


Sally tried to put April’s hat on her, but she wasn’t comfortable and kept tilting it different ways, examining herself in the mirror. Her shoulders heaved as if she alone could hear music and wanted to dance. Sally settled the coat around April’s shoulders and steered her out of the loo.


The lift was on the floor, so she was able to get April straight in. If she could get her down to Reception and out into the square and find a cab, she could say April was taken ill. A nasty gynaecological problem would go unquestioned. Those were mysteries men didn’t want to penetrate.


She stabbed the ground floor button and the doors closed. If they got quickly past Heidi, she could limit the damage. But the lift was going up, she realised. To the Penthouse. April was almost writhing now, and chanting ‘pressure, pressure, pressure’ until the word lost all meaning.


She slipped an arm around April’s waist and tried to hold her still. April laughed as if tickled and a half-moustache of blood dribbled from one nostril. The doors parted and Tiny got in. He was hunched over in an unfamiliar position of subservience, grinning with desperate sincerity as he looked up to his companion. The other man, a human reptile of indeterminate age and indistinct features, was someone Sally recognised from the front of a condom packet.


‘Sally, April,’ Tiny said, so overwhelmed by his master’s presence that he didn’t notice their state, ‘have you met Derek?’


Sally prayed to be teleported to Japan. The magnate, who kept going in and out of focus as if it were unwise to look at him with the naked eye, smiled a barracuda smile that seemed to fill the lift. She’d always thought of Derek Leech as a James Bond villain, with a high-tech hide-out in an extinct volcano and a missile silo concealed beneath his glass pyramid HQ in London Docklands. A human spider at the heart of a multi-media web, he sucked unimaginable monies from the millions who bought his papers, watched his television, made love with his protection, voted for his bought-and-paid-for politicians. But in person, he was just another well-groomed suit.


Leech nodded at them. Sally tried a weak smile, and April, snorting back blood and residual traces of nose powder, radiated warmth and love before fainting. She slithered through Sally’s grasp and collapsed on the floor, knees bunched up against her breasts.


‘That’s happened before,’ Leech said. ‘Embarrassing, really.’


* * *


Three days into April’s ‘leave’, Bender went up to the Penthouse while Tiny was out recording an interview about the franchise bid. After voiding his bowels on Tiny’s granite-slab desk-top and hurling the Mythwrhn statuette through the picture window, he crawled out through shattered glass and stood on the narrow sill while a crowd gathered below. Then, flapping his arms like the failed Wright Brother, he tried to fly over Soho Square. Ten yards from the persistent smear that marked the site of Connor’s death, Bender fell to asphalt, neck broken.


It had not been unexpected, somehow. Sally noticed people were marginally less shocked and surprised by Bender than they’d been by Connor. The office had a wartime feel; the troops kept their heads down and tried not to know too much about their comrades. Everyone secretly looked for jobs somewhere else.


Roger the Replacement went into hospital after a severe angina attack. He was thirty-eight. While he was away, his wife came to clear out his things and told Sally that he now planned to take a year off to consider his career options.


‘What’s the point,’ the woman said. ‘If he’s dead, he can’t spend it.’


‘True,’ she conceded.


Tiny took to wandering around chewing his moustache, checking and double-checking everyone’s work. Still wrapped up 101 per cent in the franchise bid, he suddenly became acutely aware that Mythwrhn’s current product would influence the ITC decision. The consequences of being blamed for failure would be unthinkable. Off to one side on ‘other projects, she was spared the worst but the Survival Kit team suffered badly from the sudden attack of caution. Items toiled on for months were suddenly dropped, wasting hundreds of hours; others, rejected out of hand, were re-activated, forcing researchers to redo work that had been binned. In one case, the company was brought very close to Lawsuit County as a hastily slapped-together exposé of dangerous toys named a blatantly innocent designer rather than the shoddy manufacturer.


‘I blame Derek Leech,’ Useless Bruce said out loud in the meeting room as they waited for an unconscionably late Tiny.


‘Shush,’ Lydia Marks said, ‘this place is probably bugged.’


‘Tiny’s completely hung up on the bid and Kit is suffering. Plus Leech has this Mephistopheles effect, you know. I swear reality bends wherever he stands.’


There were mumbles of agreement, including Sally’s. There was something else she blamed Derek Leech for, considering the reputation of his products. She thought she was pregnant.


* * *


First, her doctor congratulated her in the spirit of female solidarity; then, interpreting her blank expression, she dug out a leaflet and said that at Sally’s advanced age, she could probably justify an abortion on health grounds. So it was official: thirty-five was ‘advanced’. Also, Sally was unmistakably ‘with child’. She wondered if her mother would be pleased. And whether she could stand another upheaval.


There wasn’t time to talk with Dr Frazier, since she had to rush from the Women’s Clinic to a meet with the GLT Deep Throat. Miraculously, Nick Roebuck seemed to be a genuine defector. He wanted old-fashioned money and a shot at a position with the consortium if and when they took over the franchise. Someone reputedly sharp who knew GLT from the inside was convinced enough the consortium were going to win to gamble his career on it. That should be good news for Mythwrhn.


In the cab, Sally held her belly as if she had a stomach ache, trying to feel the alien lodged in her. A tiny Connor, perhaps, dribbled through a ruptured Chum? Or a little Sally, wormshaped but an incipient woman? Half the time she thought her body had betrayed her; then she was almost won round by the possibilities. All her contemporaries who were going to have babies had already done so. Shed be the last of her generation to give in.


Roebuck had arranged to meet her at a sawdust-on-the-floor pub in Islington, well off the media beat. The cab cruised Upper Street, looking for the sign.


Sally had seen hard-edged women turn mushy-gooey upon producing a baby. She wondered if she’d ever even met a child she liked, let alone whether she was a fit mother. She corrected herself: fit single mother. Christ, should she even tell Connor’s parents? There was some of their son left after all. Did she want to invite those strangers into her life, give them a part of her baby?


The cab drew up outside the pub and she paid the driver. Inside, a few glum men were absorbed in their pints. It was midafternoon and beer was half-price to the unwaged. She supposed they called it ‘the miserable hour’. A country and western song on the juke-box proclaimed ‘If They Didn’t Have Pussy, There’d Be a Bounty on Their Pelts’.


She spotted Roebuck at once, at a corner table. Shiny of suit and face, scalp red and glistening under thin strands of crosscombed blond hair. Apart from the barmaid, Sally was the only woman in the pub. She let Roebuck buy her a Perrier (until she decided what to do about the baby, she was off the gin) and listened to him gibber inconsequentially as he fiddled with the satchel he’d brought the papers in. He was nervous to the point of terror, as if he expected GLT shock troops in black balaclavas to burst in and execute him.


‘May I?’ she said, reaching for the goods. ‘Just a taste.’


Roebuck looked appalled.


‘It could be old copies of the Independent,’ she explained.


Reluctantly, he handed over. The satchel was almost a schoolkid’s accessory, not at all like the slimly imposing briefcases common in the business.


‘I trust this’ll go in my favour,’ Roebuck said.


‘I’m sure the consortium will do well by you.’


She looked at a few sheets. There were authentic audience figures, with alarmed notes scrawled in the margins. A couple of thick documents marked ‘HIGHLY CONFIDENTIAL’ outlined proposed changes in GLT production and transmission schedules. Without a close examination, she guessed the purpose was to cut short term production costs to cover the losses GLT would sustain ponying up for a winning bid. She was almost satisfied to find a confidential memo from the board, insisting the company try to buy back its squandered percentages of Cowley Mansions before a raider took over completely.


‘This seems to be in order,’ she said.


Roebuck nodded, face burning. Palpable desperation sweated off the man. He gripped the table to prevent his hands shaking. Sally wondered how low the consortium’s unseen campaign would get. Roebuck had looked around throughout the meeting, as if searching for a familiar face.


‘It’ll stop now,’ he said. ‘Won’t it?’


‘I don’t know what you mean.’


Disgust bulged through fear for a moment and he got up, barging out of the pub, leaving her with the satchel. A couple of others left almost immediately.


She gathered the papers. She’d win untold brownie points for this coup, but didn’t know how much of it was her doing. As she left, she noticed an almost-full pint abandoned on a table by the door. The man who’d sat there had struck her as familiar. Broad, undistinguished, in overalls. With a spine-scrape of fear, she wondered if he might be the van driver.


Out in the street, she couldn’t see Roebuck or the nondescript drinker who could have been following him. So much to think about. She looked for another cab.


* * *


A man in a suit was dismantling April’s desk, sorting through every scrap of paper and odd object in its tardis drawers. April had a system whereby every unwanted freebie and done-with document was shoved into a drawer until it disappeared. Tiny was either overseeing the job or ordered to be present at the dissection. The suit worked like a callous surgeon, calmly incising closed envelopes and packets. Sally wondered if he were from the drug squad.


‘This is Mr Quilbert,’ Tiny said, ‘our new security manager.’


Quilbert smiled and shook her hand limply. She instantly pegged him as a cuckoo slipped into the Mythwrhn nest by Derek Leech. He had one of those close-to-the-skull haircuts that disguise premature baldness with designer style.


‘We’ve lost an important file,’ Tiny said. ‘Bender might have given it to April.’


‘I didn’t think they were talking,’ she said. ‘Well, not recently.’


‘Nothing scary,’ Quilbert said, ‘just stats about the building. There was a security survey in there.’


‘We can get a copy from the consultants,’ Tiny said, ‘but it’d be embarrassing.’


Quilbert slit open a packet and slid out a pornographic magazine in Hungarian.


‘That’s from one of last year’s items,’ Tiny said. Quilbert smiled tightly and dumped it on the pile.


‘Have you tried asking April?’ she suggested.


‘A bit tricky,’ Tiny said. ‘She’s had a relapse. They’ve had to put her under restraint.’


* * *


She took the file, which she’d sincerely forgotten about, home, hoping it might help her understand the tangle of mysteries. Besides, an evening poring through arcane security lore seemed more comfortable than an evening phoning her mother and announcing a compromised ‘blessed event’.


There was a new security guard, in a black one-piece bodysuit, installed in Reception, presumably on Quilbert’s orders. She was sure his X-Ray vision would perceive the documents she was smuggling out but he was too busy trying to cosy up to Heidi. That hardly suggested fearsome efficiency.


She made herself tea and sat on her sofa, television on but with the sound down. The file Bender had given her for April was tied with red ribbon. She let it lie a moment and drank her tea. On the screen, an interracial couple argued their way to a cliffhanging climax on Cowley Mansions. The soap’s storylines had become increasingly bizarre: Peter, the gay yuppie, was discovered to be ‘pregnant’, a long-unborn twin developing inside his abdomen; Joko, the cool black wastrel, was revealed to be a white boy with permanently dyed skin, hiding out; and Ell Crenshaw, the cockney matriarch who ruled the top floor, spontaneously combusted the week the actress demanded a vast salary hike. Either the writers saw a Leech take-over as inevitable and were devaluing the property before the new landlord arrived, or GLT had ordered audience-grabbing sensationalism in the run-up to the auction.


After the soap came a commercial for the serialisation of Josef Mengele’s Auschwitz diaries in the Argus, Leech’s heavy paper. Then a caring, sensitive ad for Chums.


Sally undid the ribbon and didn’t find a security survey. The first item was familiar: a glossy Mythwrhn press release, dated three years ago, about the redesign of their Soho Square premises. She paged through and found quotes from critics praising the features of the building that now drove people mad. The brochure also profiled Constant Drache, the award-winning architect entrusted with the commission. He’d been an unknown until Derek Leech chose him to construct the DLE pyramid, the black glass creation that now dominated Docklands. In a broody shot, Drache posed in black like the lead singer of a Goth group. A wedge of gibberish about his intentions with the building was printed white on black. It was silly, considering that a lot of Drache’s ‘severe edges’ were now best known for ripping the clothes of passing people, but hardly worth Quilbert’s search-and-destroy mission. Drache referred to buildings as ‘devices’, insisting each have its own purpose and be designed to concentrate ‘human energies’ towards the fulfilment of that purpose. Cathedrals, for instance, were designed to concentrate prayer upwards. Sally wondered what low ceilings and floor-level lighting were supposed to concentrate you towards, and, before she could stop herself, guessed Bender had probably worked it out.


She zapped to the Leech channel and found a scary scene from one of the Where the Bodies Are Buried sequels. A teenager screamed silently as Hackwill, the monster, slashed him with a cake-slice.


Under the brochure was a clipped-together batch of articles from a psychology journal. April hadn’t abandoned her ‘sick building syndrome’ idea, or at least had got Bender to retrieve materials from the files before Tiny pulled the plug. Sally skimmed until her head hurt with jargon. Respectable psychology segued into the Fortean Times and even weirder quarters. She found pieces, with significant passages underlined in violet, on ‘curses’ and ‘hauntings’.


The television monster laughed loud enough to be heard even with the sound down. The camera pulled back from a graveyard through which a girl was running to reveal that the tilted tombstones constituted a giant face.


The last items were thin strips of word-processed news copy. A fine print tag at the bottom of each page identified the copy as having been generated for the Comet. Sally guessed that for a tabloid these pieces would constitute a heavyweight Sunday section article. She read them through, recognising the style and concerns of the Leech press. Dated a year ago, the article celebrated a major police infiltration of a nest of Satanic Child-Abusers. Naming a few names, the piece was about decadent high society types turning to black magic to advance themselves. A 23-year-old stockbroker was purported to have made a million on Market Tips From Hell. A top model, whod doubtless have posed nude for the illo, claimed drinking goat blood landed her international assignments.


It was typical Comet drivel but had never appeared in the paper. Each strip of prose was individually stamped in red with a large ‘NO’ design that contained, in tiny letters, the initials ‘DL’. She supposed this was Leech’s personal veto. Why hadn’t the piece appeared? It seemed a natural for the Comet. So, most likely, Leech had an interest in its suppression. She read everything through again and found it. The reference in the copy was to the ‘£3.5 million modern home’ which was the gathering point for the cult. In the margin, in faded pencil that looked as if it had been almost rubbed out, were the words ‘Drache Retreat’.


* * *


‘Where’s the goon?’ Sally asked Heidi. The security man wasn’t at his post.


‘Caught his hand in the lift,’ the receptionist said. ‘Dozens of little bones broken.’


Sally raised an eyebrow. A workman was examining the lift door, screwdrivers laid out on a dustcloth like surgical instruments.


‘There was blood all over the floor. Disgusting.’


Carefully, she climbed the stairs, trying to keep her elbows away from Drache’s ‘severe edges’. If the architect had chosen to inset razor-blades into all the walls, the effect might have been more obvious.


The Survival Kit offices were depopulated. Pomme told her everyone was off with a bout of the flu. Pomme’s perfect complexion was marred by eruptions.


‘Bleedin’ worry, I reckon,’ she said, scratching her blood-dotted chin.


April’s desk had been put together again but was stripped clean. There was a padded envelope on Sally’s desk, with her name printed on it. She opened it and found a bundle of £20 notes. There was no ‘compliments’ slip.


She took a giant-size bag of Kettle Chips out of her case and, after a furtive glance-around, ate them rapidly, one by one. She was eating for two. The cash was for Roebuck’s papers, she understood. A bonus, blood money.


She had just scrunched up the crisp packet and buried it in her waste-bin when Pomme slid her head into the alcove.


‘Remember Streaky?’ she said, referring to the office cat who’d disappeared three months ago.


Sally nodded.


‘The lift-repair man just found the bones at the bottom of the shaft. Ugh.’


* * *


All the black magicians she knew were dead, which was not something she usually found upsetting. She couldn’t ask anyone to explain things to her. Nevertheless, she thought she’d worked it out.


It was possible to climb past the Penthouse and get onto the roof. The original idea had been to make it a party area but Drache insisted on a rubbery-leathery species of covering that made the slight slope dangerously slippery.


Sally sat carefully and looked out at Soho Square, thinking. Her hair was riffled by the slight breeze. She wished she had more crisps. Down in the world, the organ donors were waiting to be sent out. Today, things had ground to a halt in the business. It was an Armistice, a pause before the putsch of the franchise auction. Thousands would go under the mud in that armageddon, leaving the map of Media London dotted with crushed corpses.


It was almost peaceful. Above the building, she felt a calm which was elusive inside it. The knot of worry which she’d got used to eased away.


‘Chim-chim-a-nee,’ she hummed. ‘Chim-chim-a-nee, chim-chim-cha-roo...’


She decided she’d have her baby. And she’d leave Mythwrhn. There, two decisions and her life was solved.


Hours might have passed. The sun came out from behind a cloud and the roof heated. Should she give her blood bonus away? She’d been taking tainted money so long, she might as well keep this too. Soon she’d have to buy cribs and baby clothes and nappies. Leech’s money was no worse than anyone else’s.


A few of the rubberised tiles nearby had been dislodged, and a dull metal was exposed. Beneath was a thick layer of lead, its surface covered in apparently functionless runes. She assumed they were symbolic. She picked free a few further tiles, disclosing more and more lead plates, all etched with hieroglyphs, incantations, invocations.


It confirmed what she had guessed. A cathedral was designed to direct upwards; the Mythwrhn Building was designed to capture and contain. In psychic terms, it was earthed. She hoped she wasn’t succumbing to the New Age now life was developing inside her. But for the past few months, she had worked among enough negative energy to blacken anybody’s crystal.


No wonder everyone in Mythwrhn was miserable. They were supposed to be. Misery was the cake, she supposed; all the blood was icing. Drache’s Design must extend under the pavement into the street, to catch the drippings from Connor. If Bender had jumped from the roof rather than the Penthouse, would he have escaped?


The Device worked like a scale. All the misery weighed one pan down, thrusting the other upwards. She could guess who would be sitting on the other pan. And what the uplift was for.


Under her crossed legs, the building thrummed with pent-up unhappiness. She was above it all. At once, she was centred. In her condition, she had power.


* * *


Over the years, shed collected a library, mainly by ordering from the Amok Bookstore in Los Angeles, which was dedicated to ‘extremes of information in print’. She skipped past William B. Moran’s Covert Surveillance and Electronic Penetration, G.B. Clark’s How to Get Lost and Start All Over Again and Colonel Rex Applegate’s Kill or Get Killed: For Police and the Military, Last Word on Mob Control, paused for an amused flick through one of John Minner’s seven-volume How to Kill series, then selected Kurt Saxon’s The Poor Man’s James Bond.


Saxon, an extreme right-winger and authority on explosives, had authored a guide for the defence of the USA in the event of a Russian invasion, compiling information on sabotage, home-made weaponry and sundry guerilla tactics. Although Saxon declared himself ‘very pro-establishment and pro-law enforcement’ and that he would ‘not knowingly sell his more sensitive books to any left-wing group or individual’, given the ever-decreasing likelihood of a Soviet invasion, the only conceivable purpose of his work was as a manual for the criminal.


Along with more conservative texts - Seymour Lecker’s Deadly Brew: Advanced Improvised Explosives, the CIA’s Field Expedient Methods for Explosives Preparations - Saxon’s book gave Sally a wide variety of recipes to consider. She made a shopping list and went out to the chemist’s, a DIY shop, a tobacconist’s, Sainsbury’s and Rumbelow’s to buy the easily available ingredients she now knew how to convert into a functioning infernal device. The most hard-to-obtain items were the steel buckets in which she wanted to place her home-made bombs, to direct the blasts upwards. Everyone had plastic these days.


She was in her kitchen, attempting to distil a quantity of picric acid from ten bottles of aspirin, when her mother telephoned to see how she was getting on.


‘I’m cooking, Mum.’


‘That’s nice, dear. Having a guest for dinner?’


‘No, just practising.’


* * *


‘What’s in the buckets?’ Heidi asked.


‘Live crabs,’ she claimed. ‘We’re doing an item on the crooked pet racket.’


‘Ugh.’


‘You’re telling me.’


The security guard was back at his post, hand mittened with plaster. Sally held up a bucket and he avoided looking into it.


‘Careful,’ she warned, ‘the little bastards don’t half nip.’


She was nodded through. On her lunch-hour she went back to Muswell Hill to fetch the other two buckets from her flat and went through the whole thing again.


That afternoon, there was enough blast-power under her desk to raise the roof. She hoped.


* * *


There was a confab going on up in the Penthouse, a long-term post-franchise planning session. Sally would have to wait until everyone left. The idea of detonating some of the consortium along with the building was tempting, but she was more likely to get away with what she intended if no one was hurt. If the roof was blown off the Device, the energy should dissipate. She couldn’t bring Connor or Bender back or restore April’s mind or Pomme’s complexion but she could spoil the nasty little scheme.


As the afternoon dragged on, she pretended to work. She ate three packets of Kettle Chips, shuffled papers around on the desk, phoned people back. She guessed this would be her last day. It’d be a shame to do without the leaving party and the whip-round present. She’d probably have qualified for paid maternity leave, too. Actually, she’d be lucky to stay out of jail.


She had the idea, however, that Leech would not want her talking too much about the motive for her terrorist atrocity. A Comet think piece about how pregnancy drives women up the walls wouldn’t serve to explain away her loud resignation notice.


The few Kit staff around drifted off about tea-time. Pomme invited her out for a drink but Sally said she wanted to get something finished before leaving.


‘You look a bit peaky, Sal,’ Pomme said. ‘You should get a good night’s kip.’


Sally agreed.


‘You’ve been driven to smoking?’


There was a packet of cigarettes on her desk. Sally coughed and smiled.


‘Your face looks better, Pomme.’


‘Fuckin’ tell me about it, Sal.’


The girl shrugged and left. Sally realised she’d miss some of the others. Even Useless Bruce. She’d never worked much with people before, and there were nice things about it. From now on, she’d be alone again. Perhaps she would re-start the Agency.


Alone in the office as it got dark outside, she ate more crisps, made herself tea and sat at her desk with a new-bought occult paperback. She gathered the building was a magical pressure cooker and the accumulation of ‘melancholy humours’ was a species of sacrifice, a way of getting someone else to pay your infernal dues. It was capitalist black magic, getting minions to pay for the spell in suffering while the conjurers got ahead on other people’s sweat. Obviously, some people would do anything to get a television franchise. Since catching on, she had been noticing more and more things about the Mythwrhn Building: symbols worked into the design like the hidden cows and lions in a ‘How Many Animals Can You See in This Picture?’ puzzle; spikes and hooks deliberately placed to be hostile to living inhabitants; numerical patterns in steps, windows and corners.


Sally divided the cigarettes into five sets of three. Pinching off the filters, she connected each of the sets into six-inch-long tubes, securing the joins with extra layers of roll-up paper. Then she dripped lighter fluid, letting the flammable liquid seep through the tobacco cores. One test fuse she stood up in a lump of blu-tak and lit. It took over five minutes to burn down completely. Long enough.


At eight o’clock, she put an internal call up to the Penthouse and let it ring. After an age, Tiny’s answering machine cut in asking her to leave a message. She double-checked by opening a window in the office and leaning out as far as possible into the well, looking up. No light spilled out of the Penthouse.


The lift was still out of order, so she had to take the works up the stairs. First she went up and circumvented the suite’s personal alarm. With some deft fiddling and her electronic key, she got the doors open. The Penthouse was dark and empty. It took three quick trips to get everything into Tiny’s office and she arranged it all on his desk, working by the streetlight.


She felt ill. Since realising what was going on, she’d been more sensitive to the gloom trapped within the walls of the Mythwrhn Building. It was a miasma. The water in the pipes smelled like blood.


Had Bender been trying to break the Device when he smashed the windows? If so, he’d made a mistake.


There was a hatch directly above the desk, just where it was indicated on the plans she’d borrowed. Above would be a crawlspace under the lead shield. She put a chair and the now-untenanted statuette stand on the desk, making a rough arrangement of steps, and climbed up to the ceiling. A good thump dislodged the hatch and she stuck her head into smelly dark.


She’d assumed this was where all the energies would gather. The cavity didn’t feel any worse than the rest of the building and she had a moment of doubt. Was this really crazy?


After ferrying up the four buckets and the other stuff, she jammed through into the crawlspace. Here she could turn on the bicycle lamp Connor had left in her flat. She shone the beam around. She almost expected to find screaming skeletons and the remains of blood sacrifices, but the cavity was surprisingly clean. Meccano struts shored up the lead shield and criss-crossed the plastered ceiling. There was a slope to the roof, so the crawlspace grew from a two-foot height at the street edge of the building to four feet at the rear. If she placed her buckets near the rear end, the blast should neatly slide off the lead shield and dump it into the square. With luck, not on the heads of innocent passersby.


She crawled carefully but still opened her palm on a protruding nail. The floor was studded with spikes, either one of Drache’s devilish frills or a defensive feature. Crouching at the rear of the building, she pushed up, testing the shield. It was unresisting. Prominent bolts were spaced around the walls. With a monkey-wrench, she loosened as many as she could reach. She banged her elbows constantly and skinned her right knuckles. Her hair was stuck to her face by sweat. This was not usually prescribed for expectant mothers.


With enough bolts loosened, she tried to push the shield again. It creaked alarmingly and shifted. Sally found she was shaking. She thought she could almost dislodge the lead without the bombs. But it was best to be safe.


She’d hoped the joists would be wooden, so she could screw in hooks to hang the buckets from. However, the metal struts came equipped with handy holes, so she was able to rig up the hanging bombs with stout wire. In each bucket of packed-down goo, she’d used Sexton’s recommended dosage for disabling a Russian tank. She stuck the long cigarettes in each bucket and flicked a flame from her disposable lighter.


Once the fuses were burning, she intended to get down to her desk and alert the skeleton overnight staff. She’d say she’d seen smoke pouring down the stairs. With five minutes, she should be able to evacuate the building.


She lit the four cigarettes and wriggled back towards the hatch. Down in the Penthouse, lights came on and voices exclaimed surprise. Knowing she was dead, she dangled her legs through the hatch and dropped into the office.


* * *


‘What, no Leech?’ she said.


Tiny was between the others, shaking and pale. The Device had been eating at him as much as his employees. Sally guessed he was only in the consortium as a judas goat.


Quilbert was in charge, Drache was along for the ride, and the non-descript man holding Tiny up was the muscle. He was also the van driver who’d knocked down Connor and the balls-squeezer who’d pressured Roebuck. He looked more like a plumber than Satan’s Hit Man.


‘Ms Rhodes, what are you doing?’ Quilbert asked.


‘Raising the roof.’


Tiny shook his head and sagged into his chair. Drache strode around the office, examining his handiwork. He had a black leather trenchcoat and showy wings of hair like horns.


‘The stand should be here,’ he said, pointing to the dust-free spot where it had stood. ‘For the proper balance. Everything is supposed to be exact. How often have I told you, the patterns are all-important?’


Quilbert nodded to the muscle, who clambered onto the desk and stuck his head into the crawlspace.


‘Smells like she’s been smoking,’ he said.


‘It’s a secret,’ she said. ‘I quit but backslid. I have to take extreme measures to cover up.’


‘I think I can see... buckets?’


Quilbert looked at Sally as if trying to read her mind. ‘What have you done?’


‘I’ve forestalled the Device,’ she said. ‘It was all wasted.’


Quilbert’s clear blue eyes were unreadable.


‘Only an innocent can intervene,’ Drache said pompously. ‘You’ve taken blooded coin.’


‘He’s right,’ Quilbert said. ‘You don’t understand at all. Everything has been pre-arranged.’


‘Not everything,’ she said. ‘I’m going to have a baby.’


Drache looked stricken but Quilbert and Tiny didn’t get it. She supposed they found it all as hard to believe as she did.


‘There’s something burning,’ a voice mumbled from above. ‘In the buckets...’


Drache flew around in a cold rage.


‘If she’s carrying a child, she’s washed clean,’ he said, urgently. ‘It’ll upset the balances.’


‘What have you done?’ Quilbert asked.


Sally smiled. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’


‘Put out the fires,’ Quilbert shouted up, ‘at once!’


She should tell them not to tamper with the buckets in case the burning fuses fell. For the sake of her child, she couldn’t die.


‘Careful,’ she said...


The ceiling burst and a billow of flame shot into the office, flattening everyone. A dead human shape thumped onto the desk, covered in burning jelly. Sally’s ears were hammered by the blast. The stench of evaporating goo was incredible. Metal wrenched and complained. Hot rivets rained onto the fitted carpet. She heard screaming. A raft of steel and plaster bore down on Quilbert and Tiny. The windows had blown out, and the air was full of flying shards, glinting and scratching. She felt a growing power deep inside her and knew she would survive.


The cloud of flame burned away almost instantly, leaving little fires all around. Drache stumbled, a bloody hand stuck to half his face, and sank to his knees, shrieking. Sally was flat on her back, looking up at the ceiling. She saw night sky and felt the updraught as the accumulated misery of months escaped to the Heavens like prayers.


* * *


They kept her in hospital for weeks. Not the same one as Drache and Quilbert, who were private, and certainly not in the department that had received the still officially unidentified van driver. She only had superficial injuries, but in her condition the doctors wanted to be careful with her.


She read the media pages every day, following the ripples. In the week before the auction, the consortium fell apart. Mausoleum Pictures, wildly over-extended, went bust, bringing down yet another fifth of the British Film Industry. Tiny promised Survival Kit would be back as soon as he was walking, but he’d have to recruit a substantially new staff since almost everyone who had worked in the now-roofless Mythwrhn Building was seeking employment elsewhere. Most wanted to escape from television altogether and find honest work.


The police had interviewed her extensively but she pleaded amnesia, pretending to be confused about what had happened just before the ‘accident’. No charges against her were even suggested. Mythwrhn even continued to pay her salary even though she’d given notice. After the baby, she would not be returning.


Derek Leech, never officially involved in the consortium, said nothing and his media juggernaut rolled on unhindered by its lack of a controlling interest in a franchise. GLT, somewhat surprised, scaled down their bid and fought off a feeble challenge at auction time, promising to deliver to the British Public the same tried-and-tested programme formulae in ever-increasing doses. On Cowley Mansions, Peter the gay yuppie had a son-brother and, salary dispute over, the ghost of Ell Crenshaw possessed her long-lost sister.


Apart from the van driver and Drache, who lost an eye, nobody had really been punished. But none of them benefited from the Device either. All the gathered misery was loose in the world.


The day before she was due out, April and Pomme visited. April was taking it ‘one day at a time’ and Pomme had discovered a miracle cure. They brought a card signed by everybody on Survival Kit except Tiny.


The women cooed over Sally’s swollen stomach and she managed not to be sickened. She felt like a balloon with a head and legs and nothing she owned, except her nightie, fit any more.


She told them she’d have to sell the flat and get a bigger one or a small house. She’d need more living space. That, she had learned, was important.






LEECH


ISLE OF DOGS, 1961


Born of filth, he stood on the river-bed, feet anchored, completely submerged. A lily of hair floated on the surface. His buoyant arms rose like angel wings. Though weak, standing by the dock current streamed at his back. The river worked to uproot him.


He opened his eyes; his first image was green murk, shadows filtering down. Before the murk, there was nothing. He was new-formed. Yet his mind was full: he had language, knowledge, purpose. He had a name: Leech.


For a moment, he hesitated, suspended. The water was warm. It was all he had ever known. To leave would be a peril, an adventure.


A newspaper passed by, sliming his face like a heavy eel. Experimenting with his face, he constructed a tight-lipped smile that grew to be a skull-wide grin.


The adventure began.


He took his first steps, lifting his feet and wading through scratchy silt. His head slowly broke the surface. He blinked away water. A rush of noise poured in: the backwash by the dock, gulls, distant traffic. Nose and mouth clear; he filled his lungs and began, evenly and deliberately, to breathe. He did not gulp or choke.


The Thames coughed him up. Covered in an oily film, he walked. The tug of water passed down his body, pulling at his chest, his groin, his shins. It was the work of minutes to get ashore.


Emerging from the dock’s shadow, he stood on a stretch of mudflat at the foot of a grey wall inset with rusty giant rings. Water-smoothed chunks of glass and snapped lengths of clay pipestem pricked the soft soles of his feet.


He wiped sludge from his face. Carefully, before muck could dry on him, he washed. Naked and clean, he squatted by the river. He considered his wavering white reflection a moment, then scattered it with a swirling dip of his fingertips.


The flat was littered with gifts. He collected a pair of empty spectacle frames, a bottleneck with a blade of sharp glass, a stub of pencil, a cellophane crisp packet and a squeaking rubber teddy bear.


A gull alighted on the dock and watched him with disinterest. It beat its wings once. He imitated the movement, shaking his head, straining his shoulder-blades. The bird reached up and flapped into the air. Unblinking, he watched it spiral to the sun.


A ropey twist of cloth, stiff with sewage, unwound into a long overcoat, its pockets exploded, its buttons a memory. He did his best to wring out the dirt and covered his nakedness. He found a length of material, once a school tie, and used it as a belt.


His first meal was a soggy breadcrust with a stone-hard core and a ripe dog turd. He had no taste or smell, but knew his current appearance and habits would give general offence. Soon, he must moderate them. He tore an arm off the bear and chewed it, mouth filling with saliva, sharp teeth grinding. He needed to keep his jaws working, lest his teeth outgrow his mouth.


On top of the wall, something tiny fluttered. It was a pound note, paperweighted with an egg-shaped stone. Using a ring as a foothold, he eased himself up and claimed the prize.


He held up the note and looked through it at the sun. Green light shone through a young woman’s face.


POPLAR, 1961


His first spoken words were ‘I want to bet.’


‘You got no shoes, mate,’ said the man behind the window.


‘I want to bet,’ Leech repeated, smoothing the note on the formica counter.


‘It’s your money.’


‘Dog Number Six.’


‘Twenty to one, mate.’


‘Dog Number Six.’


The man shrugged and took the note. He scribbled a ticket and slid it under the grille.


A man in a cap, slouching by the steam radiator pointed and laughed, low-hanging belly shaking. Leech took out his spectacle frames and put them on. Receiving a quick glance, the man stopped laughing.


While he waited for the result, he chewed the severed bear arm. He ignored people who stared at him.


Dog Number Six came in at twenty to one.


‘Lucky Jim,’ someone said.


Leech told the clerk to let his winnings ride and picked Dog Number Four in the next race.


By closing time, he had nearly £400. Outside, men waited to take his money from him. He put the banknotes into the surviving inside pocket of his coat and took out his treasure trove. In one hand, covered by the long sleeve, he held the bottleneck. In the other, concealed by his palm, the stub of pencil. He left the betting shop and protected his winnings.


SOHO, 1963


He insisted on sprinkling his own cappuccino. Without the distraction of taste, he was able to create a perfect image of chocolate-spotted froth.


‘You’re a connoisseur signor,’ Mama Gina said. She brought him his pastry. He would crumble it and eat slowly, making it last. He kept food in his mouth to have something to chew.


Leech did business from the rear table in Mama Gina’s on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. His suit had no lapels, his shoes were shined to black mirrors. His hair just grew down over his ears. He wore midnight-black sunglasses and, a distinctive touch, a wide-brimmed hat. They called him ‘pilgrim’.


‘You’re No Good’ by the Swinging Blue Jeans came tinnily from the pink plastic radio.


Two girls ventured in and asked for him at the counter: Mama Gina nodded them towards him.


About fourteen: Jackie bands in their hair, white-cream dresses with cassata swirls of colour. Too close in age to be sisters. Best friends.


He took out his wallet.


‘We were told,’ the more intrepid girl began.


He opened his wallet. It was stuffed with tickets. The Searchers, Gerry & the Pacemakers, The Animals, Dusty Springfield.


‘Sold out for weeks, they said at the hall,’ the girl lamented.


The Beatles. This year, everyone wanted the Beatles.


‘Nothing is ever sold out.’


Nervous smiles.


He named a price. One girl gulped but the other opened a tiny handbag and took out a tinier purse. She unfolded notes and emptied small change on to the table.


‘Jan, where d’you get all that?’ her friend asked.


‘Mum.’


‘She know?’


Leech put two tickets on the table.


‘My pleasure, girls,’ he said.


CHELSEA, 1967


‘You live over the shop?’ Tamsin said. ‘It’s just a box.’


It was a room with a bed. Leech rarely slept.


The bass player and the drummer sat on the bed. Denny Wolfe, the lead guitarist, crouched by the cold grate. Leech and Tamsin stood by the open window. She was the singer.


‘Thought you’d have a flash pad,’ the drummer said. ‘You must be rakin’ it in downstairs.’


Downstairs was the original Derek’s. Leech started in the King’s Road selling militaria, then rented rack-space to local designers. This year, old curtains with armholes would sell as swinging London fashions. There were five Derek’s now, dotted over London.
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