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​Chapter 1: Dee, Dee, Dee x n.
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Forty-five-year-old Dina Oforka-Jones, known to her friends as Dee, would normally have been nervous about something like this. Desks weren’t designed to take the weight of a human, even a tall, slender human with a satisfying low BMI. Stand on one, it might well collapse and you could end up looking very silly. 

But given the amount of alcohol everyone had consumed, and that this was a huge celebration, well, if she ever had to lose a little dignity, now was the time. And sod it, England expected her to make a speech, so that’s what she was bloody well going to do. A leader’s prerogative. If you didn’t exercise it when people thought you should, tomorrow one or two of your rivals would likely crawl out of the woodwork.

So when four junior lawyers suddenly grabbed her and swung her into the air and into place between Roger’s mouse mat and his out tray, she whooped as if it was exhilarating. 

Mustn’t look out of the window, though. Twelve floors above the City of London, pretty heady at the best of times. Add a desk’s height, and you could easily start suffering from vertigo. Then you really would go on your backside.

But there were enough people crowded round her makeshift podium to catch her now. At least a twenty on each side, all adoring acolytes. 

Someone at the far end of the office turned off the music. People applauded her successful flight as if it was magic. Boy, they were drunk. Or maybe just ecstatically happy. 

All eyes fixed on her. Silence fell.

“So ... I’m not very good at making speeches,” she said. “I’d just like to thank you all for our”—She raised both fists, tensed her body gleefully and beamed—“BEST YEAR EVER!”

There was a rip-roaring “HOORAAAAAAAAY!” and everyone raised glasses to the ceiling like they didn’t care if they also threw the contents up there. She allowed the acclaim to run for a few seconds and signalled for quiet.

“Carneghan Strake may be one of the biggest legal firms in London,” she went on, “but we’re its most successful department by a considerable margin. It’s thanks to litigation—”

“HOORAAAAAAAAY!” 

“—that we’ve now entered the earnings stratosphere, the reputational stratosphere, the valuation stratosphere; turnover, eight hundred and twenty three point four million, profit FORTY-THREE PER CENT!” 

“HOORAAAAAAAAAAAAAAY!” 

“It’s thanks to litigation—”

“HOORAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAY!” Men and women of all ages, in suits and party hats, high-fiving, flinging arms round each other, pogoing, fists punching the air, furious clapping; everything high octane, manic, wonderful, wonderful!

“—that we’re now the go-to guys for everyone—but EVERYONE!—whose name has been unjustly—or justly!—dragged through the mud, and owns sufficient resources to make things right!”

“HOORAAAAAAAAY! DEE! DEE! DEE! DEE!—”

“It’s thanks to litigation—”

“HOORAAAAAAAAY!” 

“—that right now, you’re the only guys in the entire City of London who can look at your bonuses with a clear conscience and think, ‘Hey, I actually EARNED my money!’”

“HOORAAAAAAAAY!” 

She threw her arms wide, grinned and struck an incredulous pose. “How rare is THAT?”

Someone offered her a glass of champagne. She waved it away. 

“And don’t tell anyone outside this room those were my words!” she yelled. “Hey, I wouldn’t want to end up getting SUED!” 

“DEE-NA! DEE-NA! DEE-NA! DEE! DEE! DEE! DEE!” 

Boy, they were like a house on fire! And why not? This was probably the best, wittiest speech she’d ever given at an office party! 

Still, best quit while you’re ahead. She finally accepted the champagne, signalled for silence, and when she’d got it, raised her glass solemnly. “Onwards and upwards.”

Everyone repeated her words like they were a solemn oath. 

She smiled appreciatively and drained her glass. “Help me down, please, Sheila, Keith,” she said. “Have a great party, everyone!” she yelled, flicking her eyes nervously between her audience and the four hands outstretched to aid her descent. “I love you all! EVERY LAST ONE OF YOU!”

A final roar of veneration, love and animal spirits. The music resumed.

Two hours later, the celebration wound down and the office gradually emptied. The lifts strained under a succession of cargoes of greater than the usual number of occupants, and probably more than was safe. Only a few people were sober enough to notice, and of those, even fewer thought it wise to take the stairs. Eventually, the building itself cleared. Its lights went out on every floor. The doors sealed, as if hermetically. It became one with the seemingly aeons-old darkness and silence of the nub of The Square Mile, with Mansion House at its esoteric centre.

There were mysteries aplenty here, and Carneghan Strake wasn’t the least of them. Many commentators had no idea ‘where it had come from’, by which they meant, how it had risen to prominence and proven success so quickly. Why, they asked, given that its headquarters and base of operations was in a prestigious high-rise in one of the most sought-after office blocks in the world, did two of its five chief partners - Dina Oforka-Jones and Ian Batchelor – work almost entirely from two poky rooms in a nondescript grey pile five hundred yards away in Cheapside? And how did their particular department become so disproportionately successful?

Some claimed Carneghan Strake was so big, and built on such fragile foundations, that when it came toppling down – which it could at any moment – the reverberations would be felt across the world. It was the Lehman Brothers of the legal world. 

Other, more socially minded, observers pointed out that the British criminal justice system was in meltdown. Such a thing “can happen right under our noses,” the Guardian journalist, Polly Toynbee wrote, “and none but judges, lawyers, the Crown Prosecution Service and prison staff know anything about it.” Wasn’t there something wrong, they asked, with a professional system whose most profitable sectors were those least conducive to the public good, and were sometimes actively hostile to it?   

Hardly anyone cared. In this sort of area, the market ruled. And who on earth had a high opinion of lawyers anyway? They were sharks, cop-a-pleas, dirty shirts, hapus capuses. Dickens had said everything anyone would want to know about them a hundred and fifty years ago in Bleak House. And where the public wasn’t entitled to moral expectations, its apathy was more than excusable: it was entirely reasonable.

All of which suited the lawyers of Carneghan Strake very nicely. 
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​Chapter 2: The Return of Toby
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A lot happened that summer, including Britain’s longest heatwave for decades. Grass turned the colour of sand, wildfires swept across moorland, rail tracks bowed, the temperature in London’s underground hit an astonishing 103F. Meanwhile, Brexit dragged on, trade wars were declared, the Europa league kicked off with a win for Spartak Subotica, and John Mordred and Phyllis Robinson left MI7’s Red Department. 

A catalogue of high-pressure assignments involving too personal involvements and several narrow escapes from certain death, had left John at a low ebb. ‘Clinically depressed’, Thames House’s resident psychologist told him. It didn’t feel like depression, but then, it didn’t feel like anything, unless the realisation that life was meaningless was a feeling. When, after two months, the doctor certified him unfit for further work in the field, he was offered promotion to a clerical post. He chose to make a clean break. The heat didn’t help. It facilitated impetuosity. Obviously, the next twenty years wouldn’t always involve sitting at a desk with the office fan turned full towards his face, but that was his first mental image. Once there, it was impossible to dislodge.

Phyllis accompanied him through the exit door. Her reasons for leaving were more nuanced. She’d just been turned down as a prospective Parliamentary Conservative candidate for the safe seat of Newbury, which, had she got it, would have involved her having to leave anyway. But once she’d felt the winds of change in her hair, she couldn’t stop feeling them. Although they still hadn’t scooped her up and dropped her anywhere, suddenly she had to go with them, even – especially! - into the unknown. Besides, she was in love with John, and, notwithstanding his current ‘gloominess’ (all she thought it was, really: she didn’t believe in depression as an illness like mumps or measles), without him, Thames House would no longer be fun. And she knew others who felt the same way. Not that they mattered.

Two weeks afterwards, unaccompanied by family and friends, they married in Hampstead registry office. A vicar blessed their union in St Luke’s Church, then helped them celebrate with pancakes and honey in a greasy spoon café on Archway Road. Half an hour later, on the bus back to Camden, Phyllis rang her mother. She expected a row. Weddings were meant to involve massive transfers of cash to hoteliers, caterers, luxury car-hire firms and, above all, photographers: an entire industry dedicated to ensuring that, in a world where marriage was becoming less and less of a hard threshold, those who still considered it worthwhile would begin life together in penury. So it was a battle worth fighting. And anyway, she did have photos, just not the conventional kinds full of people wearing Glorious Goodwood hats. 

But as usual, Phyllis had radically misjudged the situation. It wasn’t about her. It was about her parents. And their neighbours. More ominously, it was about ‘everyone’. What would everyone think?

John’s parents were more forgiving. They’d already been through something similar with two of their four daughters – John’s eldest sisters - both of whom blamed the ‘capitalist trappings’ of ‘traditional’ marriage (which wasn’t really ‘traditional’ at all, you understand, but solely designed to fleece the happy couple) for their opt-out. John was too apolitical to appeal to ideology, but he was on their side. 

On paper, the Mordred-Robinson nuptials already looked ill-starred: they were newly unemployed, one of them had been diagnosed with a mental illness, the other was a confirmed mental illness sceptic, and they’d combined to shut out their friends and family. 

Still, they’d saved some money. And, for the little it was worth, they were an attractive couple. Both in their early thirties, tall, and slim, she was a former Vogue model with long dark hair, a wide cheerful-looking mouth, ‘perfect’ teeth, a small nose, and eyes that didn’t just sit dumbly in her head the way most models’ supposedly did; that were capable of conveying, if she wanted them to, exactly what she was thinking and feeling. John fell well short of the fashion magazine bar. He had a shock of blond curly hair, square shoulders and a strong jawline. He was attractive to the extent that his face and gestures were honest, but not much more. 

She already owned a flat. He moved in with her, and began to look for work as a translator. She got a job with Conservative Campaign Headquarters collating and interpreting data from local Tory call centres. Part-time, peanuts for a wage, but it was better than nothing, and gave her time to plan. Within a year at the most, she meant to set up in the fashion industry, where she’d worked before joining MI7. Whether in design, media, retail or running an agency, she didn’t yet know. She had excellent contacts, but she couldn’t afford to go wrong at the outset. Couture and its attendants were ruthless masters. Strength to strength was what they liked. Strength to stagnation was tolerable, providing you didn’t stay mired for too long. Strength to weakness, or worse still, strength to failure, was permanently unforgivable. You’d have to leave town that very day with your tail between your legs, and never, ever come back.

Anyway, John could help her. He had a gift for languages. He could be her ambassador to any country in the world. 

If he could just pull himself together. 

But that was only a matter of time, surely.

Into this sea of change and uncertainty, came Toby Mansfield, Phyllis’s ex-boyfriend, who she’d dumped three years ago.

Conservative Campaign Headquarters was situated on the ground and basement floors of 4 Matthew Parker Street, just south of St James’s Park in Central London. Phyllis’s job involved sitting at a desktop PC three mornings a week, and providing a written report on her findings each Friday ‘on one side of A4 paper only, double-spaced’. Not difficult. There were three other workers at desks adjoining hers, doing roughly the same thing: Stan, Elizabeth and Sophie. She didn’t know their surnames. They all wore chinos and had sensible hair. They didn’t talk much, only to exchange pleasantries, swap stationery and ask for the occasional piece of advice. And their shifts didn’t always overlap.

One Friday, just as Phyllis was finishing up for the morning, a man of about her age entered the office from the door behind her, walked past her workstation, and left by the far door. He was in the room for less than three seconds, and she only caught him from the corner of her eye, but the recognition was immediate and electric.

Toby Mansfield. Skilled rugby and polo player, public school educated tough guy, well-heeled businessman, city slicker, ladies’ man, one-time male model, empty headed, libidinous, vacuous tosser. What was he doing here? Nothing to do with her, hopefully. He wouldn’t have breezed through the office like that if it had been.

But yes, he would. He wouldn’t want to look too eager. 

Be reasonable. She was thinking fast and madly now. There might be any number of reasons he was here. He belonged to the party too, didn’t he? Last time she’d heard about him, yes. He might not even know she worked here. Probably didn’t.

Without even wanting to, she found herself reviewing their state of play, in case the worst came to the worst and he came over. If he was some kind of regular here, then sooner or later, he would. She might have passed under his radar today, but that probably wouldn’t and couldn’t last. 

Their last real conversation – ‘conversation’ – had been their break up one. She’d found a John, she told him as tactfully as she could, and a Toby simply wouldn’t satisfy her requirements any more. It took roughly half an hour for him to get the message, and she’d spent the rest of the ‘conversation’ acknowledging that yes, he was breaking up with her, not vice-versa. He was doing it happily, easily the best decision he’d ever made. He couldn’t imagine what he’d ever seen in her. 

In retrospect, her acquiescence – a hundred variations of, ‘Yes, you’re quite right, Toby, you’re the one who’s calling time here’ – had probably fanned the flames. He’d wanted her to become angry, maybe even cry a bit, show the appropriate good manners. 

Then, a week or two afterwards, came his futile attempts to bombard her with flowers and phone calls. Which in turn petered out after a further fortnight. They’d spoken a few times since, but nothing meaningful. He’d even blubbed once or twice. 

She didn’t know what he was doing with himself now. She didn’t want to. Her parents naturally saw him as the biggest missed opportunity of her life. 

Maybe he was. If so, it was a pretty crappy future fate had in store for her.

Perhaps she should have seen what was coming. Friday was her only shift with an official midday break. Data collection and analysis in the morning, report-writing in the afternoon until 3pm, lunch 12 till 1, usually two sandwiches and a bottle of water in the park. She would read a few fashion blogs on her phone, make one or two calls; occasionally, she would skim the Metro or last night’s Evening Standard. Lots of people always milled about, but being alone meant you were usually guaranteed somewhere to sit, providing you didn’t mind sharing with strangers.

When she crossed Birdcage Walk to enter St James’s, he was leaning against a tree. A tall man with black well-cut hair, hollow cheeks, a small chin and penetrating brown eyes.  He held a large bouquet. He pushed himself to attention, wearing an ingratiating expression, as if he hoped him discreetly blocking her path with an almighty bunch of flowers wasn’t an imposition, and would she please not be angry.

“Toby,” she said, coming to a stop in front of him. She relaxed. It was funny in a kooky kind of way. Depending on what he wanted, obviously. 

“Phyllie.” He leant forward and kissed her on each cheek. “I heard you were working at Conservative Campaign HQ. Thought I’d surprise you.” He proffered the bouquet. “I hoped to take you to lunch as well, if that’s not too presumptuous. I hear you’re married now, so no ulterior motives, just old times’ sake. Having said that, you look pretty damn hot. And don’t say something lame like, ‘it’s the weather’. You know exactly what I mean. John, is it? I mean, your husband? We never did talk about John. Not properly. I hardly know a thing about him. Before you ask, I’m just passing through.”

“How lovely to see you again.” She couldn’t be angry. Not really. They’d been teenage sweethearts. Why sow discord? “As for lunch, I’ve got sandwiches. You’re welcome to join me. We can even share them, if you like.”

He laughed. “Sandwiches?”

“Yup.”

“Let’s at least go to the park’s coffee shop. By ‘buy you lunch’ I didn’t necessarily mean at the Ritz, although you’re welcome to eat anywhere you like, any time, with me. I’ve got you the afternoon off, incidentally. I’m a friend of Brandon’s.”

“The Conservative Party chairman?”

“That Brandon, yes.”

“Wowee. Don’t take this the wrong way, Toby,” she said, trying to put as little confrontation into her voice as possible, “but don’t you think you should have cleared that with me first? I’ve a report to write.”

“This is me clearing it with you. You don’t have to take the afternoon off. It’s just there if you want it. Courtesy of me and my buddy, Brandon. Anyway, no one ever reads reports. Or you can write it later, if you really, really want to. You can feed your sandwiches to the ducks.” 

“What do you want? Why are you here?”  

“Aha,” he said. “Good question.”

“What’s the answer?” 

“I’m a messenger.”

“That normally means you’re acting on behalf of someone not yourself.”

“Which I am.”

She sighed. As usual, he was determined to string it out. “Okay, let’s go to the café. Then you’ve got to tell me. And you can carry the bouquet, if you don’t mind. I don’t want John seeing me with my ex-boyfriend and an expensive bunch of flowers.” 

They began to walk. “Is he the jealous type?” Toby asked. “He doesn’t spy on you, does he?”

“Of course he doesn’t spy on me!”

“Your parents are pretty cut up about your marriage, you know. I’ve been to see them. At their invitation, before you explode. I didn’t initiate it. They don’t believe you and John will last. He’s got ‘mental problems’, apparently. I’m just going by what they told me here. I’m not saying it’s true. I’m sure it isn’t. But they give your marriage forty days at the outside. This isn’t me talking, promise. In fact, I can help. I want to help. These are their words. I’m just repeating them.”

She shrugged. No point in appearing riled. “They’re entitled to their opinion.”  

“I’ll continue to plead your case - ”

Okay, now she was riled. She stopped and turned to face him. “I beg your pardon? Plead my case?”

He showed her his palms. “Sorry, I went too far. None of my business. I’m a complete idiot actually. You know me. Look, I’ll get to the point, shall I?”

“Yes, please.”

“How would you and John like a week’s holiday in Malta, all expenses paid, full approval of Tory HQ, paid leave, all that, job still waiting for you when you get back?”

“Right.”

“What do you mean, ‘right’?”

“All expenses paid by who? You?”

He laughed. “What makes you think I could afford something like that? No, no, actually, you’re right. I could. Several times over. Hardly even notice it. Sorry, I’m boasting.”

“You’re a complete arsehole. Have you actually listened to yourself lately?”

“I don’t need to. Because I’m perfect. Joke – I’m joking! For God sake, Phyllie, I’m not that bad. I just love winding you up, that’s all. Look, watch this.” They’d reached the café now. By some miracle, there wasn’t a queue. “One meat pie, please,” he told the serving woman. “Preferably in its own little tinfoil tray. Phyllie, you’re having?”  

She scanned the board. “A mini asparagus quiche, please,” she muttered.

“Two bottles of Pepsi Cola, a bag of chips, one meat pie, one mini asparagus quiche, and a sachet of good old tomato ketchup to go, please,” he declared. “That concludes our order, my good lady. Keep the change.” He handed over three ten pound notes.

“Thank you, sir,” the serving woman said, making Phyllis despise her.

They took their food to a bench next to the lake. They had to squeeze up at one end because it was already occupied by a middle-aged couple who’d taken up residence at the seat’s centre, obviously to deter others from joining them. Toby took out his phone and talked loudly about stocks and shares. After a few sour expressions, the middle-aged couple left.

Toby stopped mid-sentence and thrust his phone into his pocket. “Quick, Phyllie! To the centre! Before anyone else gets here!” He sprang to the middle and spread himself out, putting his pie and drink on his right, and patting the empty space on his left where he wanted her to sit. “Winners take all.”

She laughed. She couldn’t help it. He was awful, but then, so were the middle-aged couple. They’d also wanted the bench to themselves. The only difference was, they hadn’t been as ruthless.

“Paradise,” he said, taking a large bite of his pie. “Bloody gristly bloody British paradise. Wait till the ketchup goes on. Rapture plus one. What’s your quiche like, chica?”

“Pass the tomato sauce,” she told him.

He laughed. He raised a clenched fist. “Up the workers!”

She held her quiche aloft. “Long live the revolution!”

“I love you,” he told her.

She swallowed a weary sigh. They sat in silence for five minutes and ate. He was nice, in a stupid, objectionable kind of way, but nothing like John. She should probably have met his ‘I love you’ with an ‘It’s not reciprocated’, but what did it matter? He knew where he stood. He must do. Otherwise, he was beyond saving. And she certainly didn’t need to tell herself. Yes, they were having fun, of a kind, but she’d far rather it was her husband sitting next to her right now.

“So who’s the messenger?” she asked when they’d both finished eating.

“Aisling Baxter.”

“Aisling - ?” For a surreal moment, her mind went blank.

“Baxter. Your parents told me all about it. Not that they needed to. It’s common knowledge. Yes, Phyllie: Aisling Baxter, the woman who pipped you to the post as the next MP for Newbury. Having said that, I hear you cut quite a dash in the interview. One in the eye for Cynthia ‘the crook’ Cartwright. You should have got it. I’d have voted for you. But I’d also have given you a priceless piece of advice before you went in. Be boring. Start off boring, continue boring, and end boring. Question: how do you see yourself fitting into the constituency, Phyllis? Answer: I’ll attend all the agricultural shows, Cynthia, and raise lots of money for the Rotary Club.”

She clicked her tongue. “Back a bit. You’re trying to tell me Aisling Baxter’s prepared to pay for John and I to go on holiday? Sorry, Toby, you need to explain why that’s funny. I’m not kidding. It’s such a feeble stab at humour, I’m not even annoyed. I just feel vaguely sorry for you.”

He scoffed. “Bitchy, bitchy!”

“Yes, keep saying stupid things. Remember, you don’t have an audience. It’s just me.” 

“I’m not - ”

“If you want to raise the matter of the Newbury interview where, in fact, the best woman won – and it wasn’t me – just do it. On the other hand, if you want to make fun of me, just do that. But don’t try to combine the two things. You don’t have the necessary brainpower for that level of multi-tasking. And it may have slipped your attention, but I don’t have to take it. Unlike you, I’m an adult, and there’s nothing whatsoever to tie me to you.”  

“Bitchy, bitchy again.”

She stood up. “Bye.”

“Sorry!” he yelled, making everyone around turn and look. “Please, honestly, I’m sorry. Sit down. I’ll explain everything. Sorry, I was just annoyed because you didn’t believe me. It’s true. It really is Aisling Baxter. Look, get your phone out. Put it to stopwatch. Give me one minute. I’ll explain everything, and if you’re still not convinced, you can go. But you’ll find out it’s true later, because if I don’t pass the message on, she’ll do it in person. Then you’ll see this conversation in a different light, and you’ll feel sorry for me. I mean, given how utterly pathetic I am. And always was. I’m sorry.” 

He was apparently hyperventilating. She experienced a moment of indecision then sat down. “Go on, then,” she said. “You’ve got a minute.”

“Taylor’s the travel agent in Newbury town centre. It’s also got branches in Basingstoke, Wokingham and Reading. The owner, Ted Taylor, recently made a hefty donation to the Conservative Party. He’s part of a consortium hoping the government will clamp down a bit more on the Trivagos and the Expedias of this world. Lost cause, if you ask me; too late in the day. Part of it’s in the form of fifteen tickets for a week’s holiday in Malta. Officially, it’s for a fact-finding mission about internet holiday provision. But you know how these things are. Officially, they’re worthy investigations. In reality, they’re jollies. Of course, you’ve got to go through the motions to a certain extent, especially when the taxpayer’s footing the bill. But that’s the beauty of this one. The taxpayer isn’t footing the bill. Ted Taylor of Taylor’s Travel Agent is.”

“Is Aisling Baxter going?”

“Definitely. Although, in her defence, she’s actually taking it seriously. So is her husband. So am I. And so is my beautiful French girlfriend, Sabine. That leaves eleven spare tickets left. Nine, when we’ve factored you and John in.”

“Sabine, eh?”

“She’s magnifique.”

“Great. And it’s all expenses paid?”

“Flight, hotel, meals, everything.”

“So why am I hearing this from you? Why not Aisling Baxter?”

“Long story. Aisling says you and she talked before the interview. She rather likes you, and she’s wise enough to recognise that, potentially, if not actually, you’re a big noise in a small constituency. In theory, you could be very useful to her. But even if you’re totally embittered by what happened, and determined to block her every step of the way, you know the old saying: keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Anyway, she’ll be very difficult to block. I mean, just how do you block the attending of agricultural shows and the raising of money for the Rotarians?”

“Let’s not disparage her, please.”

“No.” He folded his arms. “Okay.” 

“And you still haven’t answered my question.”

“She likes you, she needs you, yet she’s a bit scared of you. But I’m not. And I’m Newbury born and bred too. A good many local people, truly wonderful people actually, remember the item that was you and I with affection, and, touchingly, they think I’ve still got a lot of influence with you. Damn my aching heart, I’ve done nothing to discourage that notion. So I was their natural choice for goodwill ambassador to Phyllis – Mordred, is it now?”

“That’s how I’m writing it now, yes. It’s way, way more interesting than Robinson. So what if I accept? When will this holiday be?”

“No time like the present.”

“Meaning?”

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

“And I’ve been given a week off work?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Phyllie, but your work’s not very important. You’re hugely talented. You should be doing something more with yourself.”

“Yes or no?”

“I’ve spoken to Brandon. He says yes, absolutely, go for it. If you want to.”

“So... what’s the catch?”

“Nada.” 

“Really?” She laughed. “Sorry if that sounds cynical.”

He frowned. “What sort of ‘catch’ do you have in mind? Spell out your worst fears.”

“Okay, are my parents coming?”

“Not if you don’t want them to. Consider them barred.”

“Will John and I be left alone?”

“You don’t have to spend any time with anyone else in the party if you don’t want to. Look, here are some other catches you may not have considered. Let’s cross them off the list. Will John and you be sharing a room with anyone? No. Have Toby and Sabine got the room directly above yours and will you hear the bedsprings going all night? No. Do you have to eat at the same table as everyone else? No. Is it a one, two, three or four star hotel? None of the above. It’s a five star hotel. What’s the weather forecast like? Sunny. All week? Yes. Is it the real Malta, or just a pretend version, located in an industrial estate just outside Milton Keynes? It’s the real one. Are buckets and spades provided? I don’t know and I don’t care. Will you be travelling first class? Yes. Will Toby take the slightest interest in your beach body? No, I’ve got Sabine. Okay, scratch that. Yes, I’m only human. Will Toby make a nuisance of himself, like he has in the park today? No. Will Toby belittle John, or interfere with John’s marriage in any way, shape or form? No. Toby will be invisible, except, hopefully, to Sabine.”

“Er, what does Toby get out of inviting John and Phyllis then?”

“This conversation, today. And the knowledge that I’ve done something nice for you. And that when the forty days are over and you’re alone again, naturally, you might need a big, manly shoulder to cry on.”

“I see, yes. So much the worse for poor Sabine then.”

“She’ll survive. It’s a gamble, in other words. That your parents are right. I hope they’re not, but they might be. And remember: this is for you and John. As a couple. From me. I’ll keep one hundred per cent out of the way. I both hope you make it and hope you don’t. I’m a psychological mess.”

“I must say, a holiday sounds very appealing. I’ll talk to John about it when I get in. Supposing he says yes, though? Where do we pick up the tickets?”

“Do you think he will say yes? I mean, your parents said ‘mentally ill’. I don’t mean to pry, but there’s no smoke without fire. I don’t want you building your hopes up.”

She laughed. “Oh yes you do. Our entire conversation has been you building my hopes up. And no, he’s not ‘mentally ill’. He’s a bit depressed, that’s all.”

“Text me either way. If it’s a yes, I’ll get in touch with Aisling and she’ll call you. Then Ted’ll call you. Then it’s full steam ahead. You can pick up the tickets at the airport tomorrow. That simple. Don’t forget your flowers, by the way.” 

“I’ll use them to brighten up the office a bit. I’d better be getting back to work now. I know it’s not much of a job, but I don’t like leaving loose ends.”

They stood up. “Till the next time, then,” he said.

“Toby?” she said, turning back to him as she was walking away.

He shot her an inquiring look. 

“Thank you. John and I could do with a holiday.”

She immediately regretted her words. She should at least have said, ‘honeymoon’. 

He smiled and nodded knowingly, as if discerning an underlying meaning.
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​Chapter 3: The Magic Cure
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John Mordred sat at a table with a Hungarian novel in front of him and an unopened Angol-Magyar Szotar in two volumes. Dictionaries were a bit like condiments. You always thought you wouldn’t really need one, but as soon as you put one out, it demanded to be used.

Phyllis’s living room – he hadn’t yet begun thinking of it as theirs – was twice as long as it was wide, with a dining table next to a window that looked out onto a well-tended communal garden. The sofa and armchairs were minimalist, discreet and compact in muted colours. On the windowsill, and dotted on flat surfaces all around the room, were twenty-three cards from family and friends congratulating them on their wedding. All well-intentioned but meaningless.

He looked at the clock. 3.30pm. Phyllis would be in soon. He looked into his head. How depressed was he, on a scale of one to ten? Would she notice? How could he stop her noticing? Did it matter?

Of course it did. They loved each other.

He put his elbows on the table and his palms over his eyes. What was even making him ‘depressed’, really? The lethargy - was that a cause or an effect?

Breaking out of the mire was about getting a purpose. Yet how could you when you knew that all purposes were phoney? That nothing was worth the effort? All the world’s books and music and TV and people and places and food and drink and days, weeks, months, years – they were all the same. Nothing to get excited about anywhere. He certainly wasn’t making a difference. Because he couldn’t. No one could.  

He was probably dragging Phyllis down. Ideally, he’d crawl away somewhere and lie prone, and do nothing for the rest of his life. 

The strange thing was, while he definitely didn’t feel happy, neither did he feel particularly unhappy. He certainly didn’t feel sorry for himself. He had no thoughts of suicide. He simply felt jaded. Like he’d seen everything a thousand times too often, and there was nothing more the world could offer him. 

Looked at disinterestedly, it was a mood, that’s all. It would pass. He just had to give it time. In the interim, no medication. Just a healthy lifestyle. A walk in the morning, meditation after lunch, a bit of translation, shopping, cooking in the evening, a routine. It was just unfortunate that he’d become ‘ill’ now. Right at the beginning of his married life.

Mind you, Phyllis might not have proposed otherwise. There was definitely a sense in which she felt sorry for him, even with her 1900s approach to the problem: cold showers, regular bedtimes and cod liver oil. She’d cancelled his subscription to Private Eye, assuring him, plausibly, that any effective treatment for depression had to involve not continually reading about the hideousness of the world on their doorstep. Hopefully, she wouldn’t leave him when / if he got better.

And anyway, wasn’t everyone depressed right now? The world had gone to pieces. The internet had created an army of trolls. For a while they’d contented themselves with merely making nasty comments online, but then they’d somehow combined, and now they’d grabbed power just about everywhere. Once the genie was out of the bottle, there was no putting it back. The future didn’t look great anywhere at all. Even the world’s oceans were full of rubbish.

He wished he’d been a physicist instead of a spy. Humankind’s only hope, when you thought about it: colonising the solar system. Putting intelligent, sensitive people up there, and leaving all the trolls behind on Earth, which they’d probably proceed to blow up. 

But that wouldn’t happen in his lifetime. 

Still, it might one day. The thought cheered him up a bit. Not the world being blown up. Just the extra-terrestrial colonies.

And there was God, that was a source of comfort. Although what God was doing was a complete mystery. Actually, a lot of the trolls were die-hard God-fans.

At least everyone was going to die in the end. That was a good thing. Maybe orthodox Christianity was right and you’d have to account for your behaviour. That would also be good. Unless you had to account for something stupid, like why you hadn’t been a Roman Catholic or a Mormon. If you had to explain why you’d been a venomous ball of scum, making the world worse for everyone else to live in, that’d be just super.

He realised, not for the first time since leaving MI7, that he was talking aloud to himself. He could hear Doctor Chakladar saying, ‘That’s right, John, let it out. It’s called the talking cure. It’ll do you good. Don’t bottle it up. You’re angry.’ 

He sighed.

He heard the door open. Phyllis. She came into the living room. They put their arms round each other and kissed.

She laughed. “Were you talking to yourself again? And don’t deny it. I overheard.” 

“I’m afraid so.”

“Saying what? Come on, sharing’s part of the cure.”

“I don’t know. But I did have one clear thought. About how, what I’d like more than anything else is for us to get in a rocket, right now, both of us, and leave this planet behind for ever and join a colony of nice fellow earthlings – people like William Shatner, Louis Theroux and Nadiya Hussein, maybe – at the far reaches of the solar system. In a purpose-built space station.”  

For some reason, his eyes got wet while he was speaking. His voice became wobbly.

“What about our parents?” she said.

“Yes, I suppose they’d have to come. And Ruby Parker, and Annabel, Alec and Edna, and all the other people at MI7 who we’ll probably never see again. You’re right. When you start to think about it, it’s unworkable.”

They sat down on the sofa. 

“No it isn’t,” she said. “Not in principle. It’s just a bit more complex than you thought. Anyway, you’ll never guess who I saw at work today.”

“Theresa May.”

“No one from the Conservative Party. Well, that’s not strictly true, but no one famous.”

“Someone I know?”

“You’ve never met him. I don’t know what I’m even asking you for. You’ll never get it. Toby. Toby Mansfield. My ex-boyfriend. He was waiting for me outside St James’s Park with a big bouquet of flowers. We had lunch together. Sorry, I realise this isn’t sounding good, but I haven’t finished. He’s under absolutely no illusions about us: I love you, you love me, and that’s the end of it. But he’d been sent on an errand by Aisling Baxter – the next Conservative MP for Newbury, the woman who slew me in the interview that day – and Aisling’s got fifteen tickets to an all-expenses paid holiday in Malta. We’re invited. Toby’s going, but we won’t see him. We can spend all day, every day in the hotel room, if you like.”  

“Where did Aisling Baxter get fifteen tickets for Malta from?”

“A big Tory donor. And yes, I know it sounds very Private Eye-ish, but look at it like this: you and I can have no conceivable impact on government policy, and if we go, we’re stopping somebody else going, who maybe could. Probably some trough-snuffler.”

“So the taxpayer’s not paying?”

“No, that’s the great thing!”

“Okay, when do we leave?”

She turned to look at him. “What? You’re okay with it?” 

“Unless you’re going to run off with Toby. But if that was going to happen, it’d have happened today. Has Toby got a girlfriend?”

“Sabine, she’s called. French. I haven’t met her.”

“Repeat: when do we leave?”

She threw her arms round him. “I love you, John. I’m so glad you’re not the stupid, jealous type. We depart tomorrow afternoon.”

“What did you do with the bouquet? Just out of interest?”

“I used it to embellish the office. Sorry, I draw the line at bringing Toby’s flowers into our flat in any case. But it would be pointless bringing any bouquet home, even one from you, if we’re going away. Imagine coming back to a roomful of dead flowers.”

“Well, I would, but the doctor advised me against it.”

She held him at arm’s length. “Hang on, did you just crack a joke?”

“I – I think so.”

“OH MY GOD! YOU’RE CURED!” Her phone began to ring. “That’ll be Ted or Toby or Aisling. Sorry, I’ve got to answer. You’re out of the woods now. Look after yourself.”
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​Chapter 4: Angelo’s Party
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Fomm ir-Riħ, Malta

In a spacious first floor lounge dotted with antiques on display stands and hung with abstract paintings, twenty men and women, Maltese, Azerbaijani, British and Russian, all dressed in formal evening wear, mingled amiably, drank sparkling wine and ate canapes. A pair of French doors leading onto a broad patio framed a perfect Mediterranean sunset. Chamber music played. Four waiters slalomed discreetly between conversational groups, attempting the impossible: remaining invisible whilst fielding queries about where the toilets were, or asking, ‘Can I offer you a refill?’ or ‘Would you like a savoury profiterole?’, and occasionally saying, ‘Allow me’, in a cheerful, indulgent tone, when anyone spilled or mislaid anything. The waiters were all in their early twenties: two women, two men. The guests were also equally divided by sex, but, with the exception of four elderly men huddled in a conspiratorial group outside, they were middle-aged, expensively attired and vaguely attractive in the peculiar, easily detectable way that only significant wealth, with its known capacity to rectify physical defects, can achieve.

The host, Angelo Bonnici, was seventy-six. Bald, perpetually smiling, straight-backed and unusually tall and thin for his age, he wore an old-fashioned smoking jacket and carried a silver-tipped cane. Like the waiters, but not so obviously or ingratiatingly, he moved from guest to guest on a seemingly everlasting quest to discover if everything was satisfactory. 

The answer: it both was and wasn’t. In one sense, there was nothing he could do to make it any better: the company, the setting, the outstanding ocean view, the food and the drink were all perfect. What wasn’t perfect was the Sword of Damocles hanging over everyone’s head.

He’d invited them here to assuage their anxieties in the general way he alone knew how. They, in turn, had faith in his ability to ‘fix matters’. Over the course of his life, he’d proved an expert at standing on a stepladder and cutting Swords of Damocles down with stainless steel shears. He probably had a whole collection in his basement, all long forgotten and gathering dust. No one needed to know the details of what he intended, and certainly not that, in a moment, he’d repair to his study for an interview with a hired thug called Marchus Grubfeld. They simply needed reassuring that he took the matter seriously.

Eventually, he stopped to talk to two of his oldest friends, the London solicitors, Dina Oforka-Jones and Ian Batchelor. A slim ex-fashion model with straightened hair, cut into a bob, and a grey-haired man with a long face.

“I’ve been talking to a few acquaintances,” Dina said. “I thought we had nothing to worry about. Until now.”

“Before the unexpected addition to the ‘landing party’,” Ian said ominously.

Angelo smiled. “We’re already ahead of them. I’m not sure what they’re looking for, but the British government must think it’s worth the effort. You don’t add a couple of top spies to your jolly little ‘fact-finding’ excursion unless you’re fairly confident of bringing home some sort of major prize.”

Dina shuddered. She looked past Angelo and out to the sea.

Angelo beckoned one of the waiters over. “Miriam, could you ask Claudette to close the French doors a little? It’s beginning to get chilly.” He turned back to Dina. “You’re worried.”

“I love my life here,” she replied emotionally. “Everything about it. I couldn’t bear for it all to come tumbling down.”

Angelo laughed. “They’re looking in entirely the wrong place. The mere fact that they’ve sent spies in shows they know they can’t get what they want through the normal channels. And what are spies going to find? Unless they can access written records, which they can’t, or they’re prepared to engage in a spot of burglary, which they won’t be - ”

“How do you know they won’t be?” Ian asked. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that to sound brusque.”
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