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Note on Language

This novel was produced in the UK and uses British-English language conventions (‘authorise’ instead of ‘authorize’, ‘the government are’ instead of ‘the government is’, etc.)



Chapter 1: Looking For Regime Change

Sunday night 5 October 1980. Sam Sharpe Square, Jamaica.

Michael Manley, the nation’s fourth prime minister, sat upright on a bench next to five steps leading up to a speaker’s platform and ran his hand mock-nervously across his face. He grinned at his wife, who sat beside him, cradling their month-old son in her arms. She smiled back and squeezed his hand. No one could have predicted a crowd this big. Only a day ago, the respected political analyst, Carl Stone, had put the opposition Jamaica Labour Party miles ahead. Suddenly, that seemed unbelievable. There must be a hundred thousand people out there in the brightly-lit square, maybe even more. They stretched up the side streets. And they didn’t sound like they’d come to heckle. 

At fifty-five, Manley still looked youthful. Tall and lean with swept back greying hair, a puckish face and small dark eyes, he’d cut a dash in both previous major campaigns. Beverley, seventeen years his junior, was equally photogenic, but, more importantly, he considered, just as committed and articulate - maybe more so. Together, they might just pull this one off. Victory from the jaws of defeat. Perhaps.

The police chief – a thick set man in full uniform - came in grimly from the street and exchanged a few words with the campaign crew at the entrance. They parted for him.

“Sir, you need to go up there now,” he told the Prime Minister. “The square’s full to bursting point. People are going to get hurt if we let it run on any longer.”

Without taking her eyes from her baby, Beverley stood up. “How many people do you think there are, commissioner?”  

“We estimate about a hundred and fifty thousand.”

Manley got calmly to his feet. Time to get moving then. This was even better than his wildest dreams. A hundred and fifty thousand strong can’t be wrong. His wife looked him over solicitously and nodded her approval. He turned and mounted the steps. 

Flashbulbs and a deafening cheer met his entrance. He held his arms up in acknowledgement of the acclaim, and waited for the noise to subside. He was here to announce the date of the next general election, of course, but first, the whole world had to be reminded of the People’s National Party’s achievements. The public housing programme, the literacy campaign, equal pay for women, free secondary education, free university places, the national minimum wage, workers’ bank, compulsory recognition of trade unions, maternity leave with pay, a consistent thoroughgoing support of anti-apartheid movements worldwide. Almost too much for the nearly nine years they’d been in power, but then, justice couldn’t be made to wait.

Or maybe it could. This election wasn’t going to be fought on social and political issues, everyone knew that, but on economics. On the fact that a lot of ordinary Jamaicans were regularly going hungry. The recent earthquake hadn’t helped, but the real culprit was the IMF, and if he could get people convinced of that, not even The Gleaner – Jamaica’s notoriously anti-liberal national newspaper - could stop him.

Right now, though, everything was up in the air. Even with a crowd this size. Assuming Stone was actually right and the JLP was ahead right now, there was still time for the PNP to steal a march. A week: a long time in politics; three weeks, a lifetime. The Gleaner notwithstanding.

Manley spoke for two hours. The first, he devoted to history, setting the last eight and a half years in the context of the party’s roots. At times, the crowd went completely silent, apparently brimful of anxiety. During the second hour, he focussed on the future, and at times his audience seemed to come alive again. When he announced the dates: October 14 for the nominations, and October 30 for the general election, a huge cheer went up. Music played. People danced. 

He already knew – everyone did – that the next twenty-five days would be a violent, bloody affair, and that people on both sides would die for reasons that were beyond the control and even comprehension of any politician. What could he do? An election had to take place sometime. God help everyone concerned. 

After the announcement, he thanked his supporters and paid the conventional tribute to his wife, who joined him on the platform holding her daughter’s hand, but without the baby. She hugged and kissed him, and stood back to applaud him. It all looked perfectly choreographed, which it wasn’t. They weren’t the kind of political couple to rehearse the banalities.

When they finally left the platform, huge swathes of the crowd were still dancing. 

Unbeknown to anyone actually present that night, two further, secondary, waves of excitement occurred in different corners of the earth. Phones rang, dossiers hit desks, provisional plans of action were dusted off and despatched to department heads for discussion. The first such aftershock took place in Langley, Virginia; the second in SIS command in London. Each was no less momentous for being a thousand times colder and more calculating. 

Tuesday 7 October 1980. MI6 Headquarters, Westminster Bridge Road, London.

Eight men aged between forty and sixty sat around a rectangular table in a large office overlooking the main road. Four American, four British.  Each had a selection of document wallets in front of him and wore a suit that looked like it had travelled to and from work at least as long as its owner had. Two leaned back and smoked pipes. Title of meeting: What is to be done? subtitle: Jamaica. In the chair: Derek Cosby, deputy director of Caribbean operations, US Central Intelligence Agency; a small moustachioed man with grey spiky hair, a red face and pockmarks. 

“For those of you not yet in the know,” he said, “we’re calling it ‘operation werewolf two’. Version one was during the last general election in ’76. Didn’t work. This time, we’re more confident.”

Roger Parton, the head of SIS Caribbean Department, sat on Cosby’s immediate right. Forty-five years old with an aquiline nose, hooded eyes and swept back thinning hair, he looked a little like a 1940s film-star. He smiled. “You’re going to have to go back a little, Derek. Treat us like we don’t know anything. Like we’re utter nincompoops. That way, we’ll all know precisely what you’re planning, and maybe we’ll be able to offer constructive advice, however modest.”

“Haven’t you read the briefing documents?” Cosby replied.

“It’s been frantic here. Don’t forget, Jamaica’s a constitutional monarchy. We’ve got strong ties to her, and potentially a lot to lose. We’ve been concentrating on the fine detail.”

Cosby shrugged. “Very well, the bottom line is, come November, we don’t want Manley in office any more. The man’s an incompetent buffoon and a destabilising influence on the entire region. We can’t afford to have a basket case in our backyard. If he wins this election, there’s every reason to believe he’ll plunge Jamaica into a dictatorship.”

Halfway down the table, Toby Moore raised his hand. “I’m still not clear why you think that,” he said, trying to play down his Cornish accent. “He’s never given any indication of an ambition to run a one-party state.”

“That’s not the point,” Cosby replied. “I’ve no doubt the man thinks he can carry on as a perfectly respectable democrat. But he’s wrong.”

“Oh?”

“He’s lapped up a hell of a lot of undeserved credit from the IMF, but they don’t trust him – frankly, they despise him - and he’s already broken with them. That’s what this election’s all about, Toby, or hadn’t you heard? Manley wants Jamaica to ‘go its own way’. Ordinary people are going to have to make unheard-of sacrifices if his plan’s going to work, and they’re not going to make those willingly. Now in the medium to long term, he’ll either have to accept that and resign, or face up to it and get tough. And by tough, I mean tough. No more free speech, unrestricted movement and freedom of assembly human-rightsy bullshit. The niceties of civilised society will have to go, whatever he might think now. When Crunch Time comes, the Soviets will back him, of course, as will the Cubans, and in two years’ time – believe me, we’re talking that soon - we’ll maybe have a little bit more of Moscow Centre down there. We can’t let that happen. You can’t. We can’t.”

Elmer Kroll, a gruff spiky-haired American on Cosby’s left, chuckled. “They sure won’t be singing ‘God Save the Queen’ then, Toby. You can bank on that.”

“They don’t sing it now,” Cosby shot back. “Their national anthem’s ‘Jamaica, Land We Love’.” He leaned back, burst into song and conducted himself with both hands: “‘Eternal Father, bless our land, guide us with thy mighty hand’.” He lowered his hands, grinned and leaned forward. “And so on. And on. You get the picture.”

Everyone chortled and shook their heads as if this was just crazy, not at all the sort of thing an adult ought to be doing, but it nevertheless made Cosby a genius.

“‘God Save the Queen’ is their royal anthem,” someone said above the commotion. Stephen Moore, from the English side of the table, characteristically pedantic. “Just a point of information,” he added. 

“Right,” Cosby said, as if it was just the sort of a prissy statement you’d expect from a Limey. He cleared his throat. “From what we’ve been given to understand – and you don’t even have to do espionage to verify this: it’s in their national paper” – he held up a copy of The Gleaner – “there are over five thousand Cubans already in Jamaica. Five. Thousand. Ask yourselves, gentlemen: what are those commies waiting for? They can see the future better than Mike Manley, that’s for sure. But not, thank God, better than us. We’re doing this for Manley’s sake as much as anyone’s. Yeah, the guy’s a dreamer, and a bit of a jerk, but I don’t particularly want to see him strung up from a lamppost.”

“And we definitely don’t want to see him stringing other people up from lampposts,” Elmer Kroll said.

“So what exactly is the plan, sir?” Terence Kearns, one of the English pipe-smokers, asked softly. “Could I ask you to fill us in on that, please? Unless anyone has any further questions?”

It crossed a few people’s minds to ask about the threat to democracy, but only fleetingly, because it was unmanly. No one spoke.

“We aim to proceed roughly as we did in Chile in the lead up to ’73,” Cosby said. “Destabilisation of state security, scaremongering and general subversion. Things get out of hand, and apparently out of control, and people tend to blame the government. Things are already pretty bad over there. They’re about to get ten times worse. They’ll blame Mikey and come October thirty they’ll ditch him.”

“In favour of what?” an English voice said. Everyone turned to its source: a late middle-aged paunch with plastic-framed glasses. Jack Maddison, Strategic Projections. “The army, I take it.” 

Cosby shook his head. “Hey, I’m no fan of General Augusto Pinochet. As far as I’m concerned, he’s a jackboot creep of the first order. He wasn’t ever ideal for Chile. No, the great thing about Jamaica is we already have the perfect guy for the job in the wings. Leader of the opposition, no less. Sweet Massachusetts-born, Harvard-educated guy, name of Edward Seaga.”

“So there’s no reason Jamaica can’t continue along a democratic path,” Elmer Kroll added.

“Sheesh, Elm, it’s the only way the country’s going to keep on that road,” Cosby said. “Like I told you, a third Manley term ends in total disaster. If Steady Ed gets in, we can relax for the foreseeable.” He shook his head, as if a new thought had suddenly made itself known. 

“Assuming he doesn’t mess it up as well. If so, then God help us all, but right now he’s our best hope.”

“What are the chances of him getting in anyway?” Maddison asked. “I mean, without our help?”

“The polls all put him ahead,” Cosby said. “But as usual, complacency’s a luxury we can’t afford. When Manley announced the election date, the police put the audience at one hundred and fifty thousand. All supporters of his. Our own estimate is two-thirds that, but it’s still cause enough for concern. Look, Jamaica’s a violent enough society as it is. The PNP and the JLP are at each other’s throats pretty constantly even without us. They’re more like rival gangs than respectable political parties. All we’ve got to do is give them the means and the opportunity to keep on doing what they’re already doing, and hopefully, to turn it up a notch.”

“By ‘doing what they’re already doing’,” Maddison said, “I take it you mean, killing people.”

“Import a large consignment of small arms,” Cosby replied.

“Hey, you got a problem with that, Jack,” one of the Americans said, with a dismissive sweep of the hand, “go join the Salvation Army.”

“I didn’t say I had a problem with it,” Maddison replied. “I was just asking. I just want to be clear.”

“You can’t make an omelette without cracking a few eggs,” Cosby said, with feigned patience. “It’s regrettable, I know, but Bill’s right. If you can’t see that and live with it, you’re in the wrong job.” 

“Count us in,” Roger Parton said. “One hundred per cent, and I appreciate you keeping us in the loop.”

“The epitome of the special relationship,” Cosby replied. “Only one thing I haven’t mentioned. It’s in the briefing documents, obviously,” he added in an ‘I don’t suppose you’ve a clue what the hell I’m talking about now either’ tone.

“Go on,” Parton replied.

“No war was ever won by backroom guys acting alone. The situation in Jamaica – Kingston in particular – is close to tipping point. I mean collapsing into complete chaos. We’re putting someone in so we can monitor the situation on the ground, make sure we don’t go too far in terms of piling up future problems for ourselves. Obviously, the plan only works to the extent that Seaga’s got something left to inherit. We’d like you to assign someone too. That way, both our agents can work together, look out for each other, keep us all happy that we’re still dancing to the same tune.”  

“I’m sure we can spare a man,” Parton replied.

“I’m talking about a black guy,” Cosby said. “You’re sure you can spare one of your black guys?”

None of the Americans actually laughed, though it was obvious they’d been building up to this. 

“Are you sure he has to be black?” Parton said.

“Or she,” Cosby said sweetly.

“It would certainly make sense, Roger,” Maddison put in. “A black person could access all areas. A white person might ... well, experience predictable difficulties.”

“After all, it’s the blacks who are doing most of the shooting,” Cosby said.

Parton and Maddison exchanged glares. 

Cosby got up, looking amused. “Unless there are any other questions, gentlemen, I think we understand one another. Thank you again for your time. Let us know the name of your man – or, er, woman – at your earliest convenience, would you?”

“She’s called Ruby Parker,” Maddison said.

A brief moment of silence, as forceful as if the table had been banged by a fist. The Americans looked momentarily wrong-footed, but recovered; it was Parton who looked as if he’d received the force of the blow. He regarded Maddison as if he’d gone mad.

“Absolutely spiffing,” Cosby said, faking an English accent. 

Everyone chortled at the fresh witticism. Transatlantic handshakes were exchanged, a young female secretary was called to escort the guests out of the building and thence to their taxi. 

When the door closed, only one of the Britons sat down again. Parton went to the window to watch the Americans’ departure. The other two men did a quick sweep of the immediate vicinity – the underside of the table and chairs - for listening devices. ‘Special relationship’ it might be, but words were fluid and, nowadays, those two could mean a lot of things. Finally, they all sat down again to a new meeting.

“Are you out of your bloody mind?” Parton asked Maddison.

“So who was your preferred ‘black guy’?” Maddison replied. 

“We could have pulled someone in from Africa, or anywhere in the Caribbean.”

“Give me a name.”

“I don’t know their bloody names. I can’t even pronounce most of them. It doesn’t matter. Stop being a bloody smart arse. It doesn’t suit you.”

“Just some random individual, in other words. Not someone highly trained, ruthless, dedicated to her birth country, easily as intelligent as you or I, twice as ambitious.”

“Ten times as unpredictable.”

“All the indications are she’s learned her lesson. It wasn’t like she did us any damage either. Anyway, what harm can she possibly do on this occasion?”

“I’m seriously angry, Jack. Don’t try to reason with me.”

“I stopped you from looking like a fool. They know damn well we don’t have any other ‘black guys’ in MI6. We’re still living in the 19 bloody 50s.” He sighed. “And that sort of lacuna was antiquated then. Maybe treat it as a wake-up call.”

Parton grimaced. “Oh, it’s that all right.” 

Throughout this exchange, the other two men sat in silence, looking increasingly edgy. One of them tapped his pipe out into a pouch and put it away in his jacket pocket. 

“Who exactly is this ‘Ruby Parker’?” he asked.

Parton and Maddison looked at him as if they’d forgotten he was there. Then they exchanged frowns. Shall you tell him, or shall I?

“Whose version do you want, Harry?” Maddison asked.
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Chapter 2: Woman, Interrupted
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A slim black woman in a pinafore dress sat in a restaurant on Bristol’s Gloucester Road half-facing two much older people. They had finished eating and looked to be enjoying each other’s company when the older woman made to stand up. The man and his daughter rose simultaneously, clearly to help, but the man’s offer prevailed, and the young woman found herself alone. She was about twenty-five with a small nose, intelligent-looking eyes, and smooth skin. She folded her hands in her lap and looked about herself. A waiter came and took away her plate.

From the beginning of the evening, she had noticed a man, five tables away, looking at her. About fifty-five, grey-hair, dressed in a suit, glasses, slightly overweight, he sat alone in the corner. Certain sorts of men routinely leered at her, but not usually so overtly when they were his age. He was clearly looking for an excuse to come over. Excuse me, Miss, I wonder if you’d do me the honour of accompanying me to my club/ a bar/ my flat. He didn’t look stupid, though. Surely he’d twigged that she was both out of his league and accompanying her parents.

He was drunk, that was probably it, although there was nothing to indicate the fact in front of him. Maybe he’d started before he got here. If you were, say, divorced and unhappy, then yes, you might go out half-cut. She should get her parents away from here. She couldn’t vouch for her father if she was propositioned by a drunken stranger. They did things differently in Montserrat - or that’s what he’d led her to believe. She’d never actually been there. 

She turned and gave the man a hostile glare. Or tried to. What happened instead was that she saw his face properly for the first time. Her mouth instantly dried up and she looked quickly away. She experienced a rush of contradictory emotions so intent on cancelling each other out that she barely had time to recognise them. Among the most prominent were elation and disgust.

‘Maddison’ ... assuming that was his real name. Nice cop. 

He wouldn’t be here if he didn’t want something. Glaring at him had been a mistake. Now he knew for certain she’d recognised him, which was probably as much as he required. He called the waiter over, paid his bill and got up. He didn’t look at her again. He passed her parents on his way out, standing aside politely to let them through. They thanked him and returned to their seats. 

“What’s the matter?” her mother asked anxiously. “You don’t look well all of a sudden. Has something happened?”

He would find her, of course he would. Sometime later tonight, wherever she went.

“Just too much rich food and a long day,” she replied. “I should probably be getting home to bed.”

An hour later, she climbed the stairs to her poky flat in St Andrew’s. This was where she’d lived while she was doing her honours degree, and now she was doing a postgraduate course, there didn’t seem much point in moving. Particularly as she was only half alive these days. She’d thought about it a lot, those two years abroad. They’d left their mark; including, perversely, the need for danger. Too late the realisation that MI6 was probably the life for her - though on a deep level it also repulsed her. She’d read Le Carré: work for SIS and you were the servant of complete degenerates most of the time. Still, they needed her. She was black, and they genuinely didn’t know how to relate to black people. They had a head start with her, and they knew it.

The weird thing was, she actually loathed them and all they stood for. Most of them were common or garden public school racists. Nonentities, bullies, closet fascists. She had to be out of her mind to want to work alongside them.

And yet she did. Mostly. Thoroughgoing loathing and irresistible attraction: a heady mix. The sort of thing that drove people over the edge.

She didn’t have to suck up to them. Every so often, the Russians sent someone to dazzle her with an offer-you-can’t-refuse. They’d turn up in the most unlikely places: the student union, the top level of a double-decker bus, the lift in a department store. Two men, so far, and one woman. But they didn’t stand a chance against her parents, who’d made ‘sacrifices’ to come to Britain. Ruby was British, as British as anyone else in the land, including the Queen – they’d drummed that into her from the cradle. Not up for negotiation. She wondered now, as so often before, if they were completely insane, and if so, how far they’d succeeded in transmitting that wholesale to her. Anyway, too late to change now.

As she opened the front door to go inside, she half expected to find him sitting there, like in a spy film. Not with a gun trained on her, it wouldn’t be that melodramatic, but with a certain air of self-satisfaction, like a fat, bespectacled James Bond. She hadn’t realised it before, but she ought to feel a little frightened. She didn’t. 

Once she’d checked the flat was empty, she removed her shoes and went into the kitchen to make a pot of tea. It was probably going to be a long night.

As she imagined it, he’d tell her he had to be back in London tomorrow, they needed her services again. How should she play it? Hard to get? Definitely, but how much? Did she hate him? Did she hate any of them? By rights, she ought to. Of course she did.

Just as the kettle began to build to a roar, there were two knocks at the front door. Not loud, but they made her jump. She swallowed. God, this was it. She felt light-headed. A crossroads in her life, right here. Not even a fork in the road – much more complicated than that. Assuming she’d read the situation aright, whatever path she took now, her future would be completely different to all possible alternatives.

Could it be someone else, not Maddison after all? Unlikely. This was a secure lodging. You had to access a heavy external door to get inside the block, and it was code-locked. That wouldn’t prove any obstacle to someone from MI6: they probably knew her brand of tea. But it ruled out cold callers. 

Nevertheless, she left the chain on her front door as she opened it. 

Him. It was him. To his credit, he didn’t look self-satisfied. He looked agitated and sweaty. 

He began: “I, er, don’t know whether you remember me - ”

“How did you get in here?”

“I have to talk to you. I’m Jack Maddison. We met at ... er ...”

He obviously didn’t know how to say ‘the interrogation centre’, and she wasn’t prepared to hear him call it ‘debriefing’, like something completely innocuous. She undid the chain and stood aside to let him in. She affected an attitude of complete contempt, but felt exultant. She hoped she could conceal it. 

But naturally she could, because she genuinely hated him. She let him in and closed the door behind them.

“I’m just about to make us tea,” she said.

“That’s – really kind of you.” He seemed authentically touched. “‘Us’. I’m very impressed you knew I was coming. Should I take my shoes off?”

“That depends how long you’re thinking of staying.”

He gave a sheepish smile. “That’s up to you and how much persuasion you need. Of course, you can say no. You’re a free agent now, obviously. I just need you to hear me out. My, er, sales pitch.”

“I’m doing a postgraduate course. Whatever it is, I can’t afford to take time off.”

“We can put that on hold, like we did your degree course. But let’s not rush ahead. You’re right: from your point of view, it’s just a ‘whatever it is’ at the moment.” 

The kettle whistled. She made two cups of tea, and put out some biscuits on a plate. Since she detested him they were the cheapest she could find: discount-store ginger nuts, hard as fired clay. She sat down opposite him at the kitchen table.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’m taking a big risk by coming here, by the way.”

“Really.”

“Obviously, I don’t expect you to believe that. There’s no point whatsoever in being honest with one’s colleagues, superiors or contacts in this organisation. No one knows who to trust, not really.” He dunked a biscuit in his tea. “Anyway, I’m telling you the truth.” He put the whole thing in his mouth.

“What do you want?”

“Me personally? Or do you mean: what does MI6 want?” He seemed to realise he was irking her. “I personally want to warn you. MI6 wants you to go to Jamaica to spy on Michael Manley.”

“The Prime Minister.”

“That one, yes.”

“Sounds like a big undertaking. Assuming you’re telling the truth, I should be flattered. However, I take it MI6 still hasn’t realised there are other black people in this country. If you bothered to look, I’m sure you could find someone a lot better suited to the job than me.”

He chuckled. “With respect, I doubt that.”

“Explain what it involves. Hypothetically.”

“Nothing much. It’s just the situation out there is very unstable. You’ve been living, er, here for a long time. I’m sure you’ve noticed a similar thing.”

“You mean the April riots?”

He shook his head. “No, no, sorry, the situation in Saint Paul’s is nothing like that in Kingston. Ignore that. I’m not much good at beating round the bush. MI6 wants someone to monitor the unrest in Jamaica. Complete anarchy isn’t in anyone’s interests, and we’d also rather the communists didn’t take over. You’d be working alongside a CIA agent assigned to the same thing. I put your name forward, at considerable risk to my own reputation, on the grounds that I genuinely think MI6 needs you.”

Her heart leapt. “You mean it needs me to go to Kingston for this particular assignment or - ”

“More generally. Look, Ruby: cruelly, but perhaps understandably, you’ve long since been labelled as a washout, someone who may once have had potential, but who, when the chips were down, exhibited egregious loose cannon tendencies. But you were only twenty. No harm was done. And you demonstrated so many other fine qualities that I think it would be a crime for us to let things stay that way, eh? The trouble is, however, once your profile gets a certain sort of label it goes straight into a big filing cabinet at the back of a dark room, and there it stays till fate or kindness intervenes to force a review. Usually forever. This could be the break we’ve been looking for.”

She finished her tea and nodded to herself. Then sighed. “A joint CIA-MI6 operation to find out whether Jamaica’s on the precipice doesn’t sound very plausible. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

He smiled. “Correct.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. 

“You don’t happen to have any vodka, by any chance, do you?” he asked. “Not a terribly patriotic drink, admittedly, but I developed a taste for it when I was in Moscow in ’73. Even though I was captured and tortured, by Jove. Still love the stuff.” 

“I’ve got half a bottle of single malt, but only because my father likes it. I don’t touch it myself.”

“Maybe tonight you should.”

“Perhaps. But first I’d like you to answer my question: what’s the catch? What’s really going on in Jamaica?”

“I can’t tell you, and not simply because I’m still unsure whether you’re going to take the job. MI6 doesn’t work like that. Agents get assigned roles, and for obvious reasons they’re told no more than they need to know. Hardly anyone sees the big picture. If you want to come and work for us again, you’ll probably have to work your way up the ranks, and that means starting at the bottom.”

She shrugged. Fair enough. 

“So what’s your answer?” he asked. “Yes, or no?”

“Yes.”

He clapped his hands. “Bravo! Now, let’s have that drink. And make it a big one. I’ll give you the money for a new bottle of whatever it is.”

“Glenfiddich.”

“Means ‘valley of the deer’ in Scottish Gaelic. Your father’s a very discerning man.”

She poured two large measures into lemonade glasses and put them on the table. “He didn’t choose it. I did.” She sat down opposite him again. “There is one question you still haven’t answered.”

“We’ve established there are probably quite a few. I take it this is one you think you’re entitled to ask.”

“What are you here to ‘warn’ me about?”

He took a sip of his drink. “Tomorrow morning, out of the blue, you’ll receive a letter from Westminster Bridge Road informing you that you’ve been offered ‘the’ job, and it’ll state the ‘salary’. It’ll indicate that you need to attend a ‘finalising’ interview the next day. To anyone else who reads it, it’ll simply look as if you’ve applied for a position, been interviewed, and passed. Even had I not come tonight, however, you’d have known what it was, and you’d probably have gone out of curiosity if nothing else.”

“Granted.”

“Parton and his team at the Caribbean desk don’t want you in the field again. They’re furious that I proposed you. They’ll do everything they can to put you off, and I don’t just mean once you arrive in London. Parton’s sister married into one of the biggest planter families in Jamaica. He’s got long tentacles.”

“Surely I’m unlikely to achieve anything much if the senior executives are against me in principle.”

“That’s where the CIA comes in. Parton may not like you, but his opposite number at Langley has no reason to put obstacles in your way, and working alongside one of their agents, you might find your path unexpectedly smoothed. Parton will think twice about getting in their way, even at that humble a level.”

“So I’m to stick close to my minder.”

“He’s not your ‘minder’, but I wouldn’t knock it. There’s safety in numbers. What I’m trying to say is that this may look like a routine mission, but it could be very dangerous. It’s not just Peanut and Jelly that could do for you, there’s also the problem of ‘friendly’ fire.”

“What’s Peanut and Jelly?”

“Nicknames. The PNP and the JLP. The election contenders. It’ll probably help if you try not to think of them as political parties. Think more Montagues and Capulets, or Jets and Sharks.”

“Rival gangs.”

“On paper, this is a straightforward mission. All you have to do is keep your nose clean and come back alive. Once you’ve proved your value to MI6, we can add a new chapter to your file, and, on the basis of that and my recommendation, I’ll make sure you’re recruited to a department Parton can’t touch. South America or Asia, perhaps. You’ll be on your way.”

She took a deep breath. It sounded like what she’d been awaiting for years. She wanted so much for it to be true. Which was dangerous.

“This is really a battle between me and Parton for your future,” he went on, “and, dare I say, it, for that of MI6. Parton’s a typical British xenophobe. Racism by omission. Of course, he feels threatened personally by you. I’m not saying that particular desk should be headed by a black person, but there should certainly be more Afro-Caribbean-descended personnel in the department, at all levels. More than, well, nil, at any rate.”

“I hardly think I’m a threat to him.”  

“Not you, but what you represent. Listen, we haven’t much time. I’ve got to catch the night train back to London before they realise I’ve gone. Yes, that’s right. They’ve been watching me.”

“Probably me too then.”

He smiled and shook his head. “I’d have noticed. The point is, they don’t think they need to keep tabs on you, because, in two days’ time, you’re not going to get much further inside than half a foot in the front door. I’m the subversive one. Who knows what I’ll do? Or what I may be up to? Especially given my preference for vodka. I should really leave now.”

“Thank you for coming to see me. Are you sure you’ll be safe, walking across the city at this time of night?”

He ignored the question. “A few last pointers. They’ll try hard to put you off in London. Once you’re over there, you gain the semi-protection of the CIA, and that makes things more difficult for them. Don’t be late for their ‘interview’. Bend over backwards to look accommodating, and don’t let them trip you up. I’ll try and get in on the process if I can. They owe me that much. Once you get out to Jamaica, they’ll probably put you in a flashy hotel and try to keep you prisoner there. You may need to be firm with the proprietors. They’ll probably have reached some agreement with Parton to keep you from achieving anything. Expect lots of cross-wires and canards. Don’t necessarily believe what you’re told at any stage, even by the Americans. Remember, they may be closer to the angels than Parton, but they’re still our rivals on the global stage. If for perceived reasons of US foreign policy they need to sideline you, they’ll do so without blinking, and you’ll probably never know why.”

“Okay.”

“I notice you’re not looking fazed. You’re not having second thoughts? I would be in your position.”

“I’d be a fool not to feel a little wary, but I know myself well enough to be clear about what I want for my future. This may not be ideal, but if you’re right – and I’ve no reason to think otherwise right now – this may be my only chance of a toehold.”

He turned and left in typical spy fashion, without saying goodbye or looking back. She closed the door, put the chain back on and poured herself another whisky. She was alive again. There was no chance of her sleeping now, she was far too excited.

The letter, she was supposed to expect a letter. What would she do if it didn’t arrive? There were such things as delays in the post. They would know that. If they didn’t want her, surely someone would ‘miss’ the last collection time. She wouldn’t get it till the day after tomorrow at the earliest. It’d be the best possible pretext for them not to employ her. They could simply claim she was late. 

Cross-wires and canards. It began before the starting line. What could she do?

If that was their strategy, nothing. Suddenly, she didn’t feel like celebrating. She had to get after Maddison, explain. He’d know what to do, wouldn’t he?

She was almost crying now, and she was the woman who never cried. She put her shoes on, grabbed her front door key and ran out of the block into the road. She looked both ways.

Nothing. At least, no Maddison. Just the steady rush of cars and vans, and the sickly neon lighting. Bloody hell. That was it, then. At least she hadn’t had time to build her hopes up.

But God damn it, yes, she had! They were built up! She felt nauseous.

She trudged back upstairs and let herself in again. As she was pouring what remained of her whisky back into the bottle, she noticed something on the cooker. 

She snatched it up. An envelope, sealed, stamped, postmarked and addressed to her. And an accompanying note.


A surreptitious photocopy of the original, just in case Parton accidentally ‘missed’ the last collection. Open it now, if you like, but if the real one fails to materialise tomorrow, don’t forget to bring it with you. M.



She tore it open as if she was in a fever.

Dear Miss Parker,


Further to your interview for the post of Technician Grade 1 at our head office, 100 Westminster Bridge Road, Lambeth, on Friday 3 October, we are pleased to offer you a contract of full-time employment, beginning next week, Monday 13 October. Your starting salary will be £9,500, rising to £13,500 after three years, and conditional on you satisfactorily completing a probationary year. 

If you wish to accept this offer, you should attend a finalising interview tomorrow, Friday 10 October at 2pm, in order for us to outline your specific responsibilities and answer any further questions you may have. You should note that this date and time is non-negotiable and cannot be revised or rescheduled. We will of course reimburse your travel expenses in full on production of all relevant receipts.

Please feel free to contact us if you have any queries, otherwise we look forward to seeing you at the stated time.



Yours sincerely,

Roger Parton (Head of Recruitment)

She laughed. Cannot be revised or rescheduled. In the real world, it’d look like a breathtaking liberty. She took a swig of whisky from the bottle and suddenly felt dead beat. She could go in the shower tomorrow morning. She removed her clothes, crawled into bed and fell into a deep sleep. When she awoke at eight the next morning, she listened to a Spanish languages cassette, bathed, then read pages 35 to 57 of La Guaracha Del Macho Camacho as part of her postgraduate schedule. At ten, she looked down into the street, and saw the postman arrive and let himself in. 

Ten minutes later, four letters fell through her front door. Brightly coloured junk mail. She didn’t even need to pick them up to know that Parton’s ‘real’ one wasn’t among them. 

On one level, that was good. It meant she could steal a march on him. On another, it was bad. What if Maddison was up to something, toying with her for reasons completely beyond her ken? 

Half past ten. Twenty-seven and a half hours till she walked across the threshold of 100 Westminster Bridge Road and announced her arrival. And found ... what?

It was set to be a long day and night.
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Chapter 3: A Smooth Interview
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Friday 10 October, 1.50pm, 100 Westminster Bridge Road.

Jack Maddison and Roger Parton, each in a newish dark suit, sat on low padded chairs in Parton’s spacious office. A third, empty chair was positioned half-facing theirs. They examined copies of the letter to Ruby Parker which Parton had just released for scrutiny. Behind them, a landscape window gave a dull view of the street below. Portraits of past SIS chiefs hung from all four walls, the most prominent of which were Mansfield Smith-Cumming, just above Parton’s desk, and Major General Menzies, directly above the drinks cabinet. Both dead men glowered.

“You should really have run this by me and Doug,” Maddison said.

“I assume you’re going to pick fault with it,” Parton replied wearily.

“Why is there no return phone number?” 

“It says the date and time are non-negotiable. What would be the point?”

“She could at least have let us know she couldn’t come. Or doesn’t want to.”

“If she doesn’t want to, she’s hardly the kind of person to inform us. It’d be part of her ‘revenge’.”

Maddison scoffed. “You assume that’s what she wants?”

“Wouldn’t you, in her position? We refused to dance at her little party. That must have come as quite a shock.”

“You really don’t like her, do you?”

Parton sighed. “Can I ask you a direct question, Jack?”

“I take it you’re going to anyway.”

“Do you fancy her?”

Maddison took a deep breath. “She’s young enough to be my daughter. No. No, of course I don’t. What the hell kind of a question is that?”

“Sorry, I’ve got to find some way of accounting for your perverse devotion to the girl.”

“Well done then, for hitting on the lowest common denominator. Let’s get back to this missive of yours. Have you considered it may have been delayed in the post?”

“Highly unlikely. It was a first class stamp and Royal Mail’s the most reliable such service in the world. I’m not saying it’s perfect, but statistically, a delay’s fairly unlikely. If she doesn’t turn up, I’m afraid the most likely explanation is she simply doesn’t like us any more. Probably never did.”

“Why didn’t you send it recorded delivery?”

“Because statistics show the person’s usually out when you do that. It takes them an average of two days to pick it up, and it could easily fall into the wrong hands.”

“Twenty-four hours is pretty short notice.”

Parton was becoming visibly annoyed. “Bristol to London by train is a two hour journey. We’ve got a Jamaican general election in exactly twenty days’ time. How long would you like me to give her?”

“If she doesn’t turn up, I should contact her. Find out why.”

“Absolutely not. Getting back to your original question, that’s precisely why I didn’t put a return phone number in. I do not want her ringing here and begging for a second chance on the fabricated pretext that she didn’t get our letter in time. You know what these people are like, for God’s sake.”

“By ‘these people’, do you by any chance mean black people?”

It was Parton’s turn to take a deep breath. “You’re on very thin ice, Jack. I’m warning you.”

“How’s your brother-in-law getting on in the Koevoet?”

“My brother-in-law isn’t me. And how he’s ‘getting on’ in South Africa is none of your business. Stick to your narrow field of expertise, eh? – failed missions, a weakness for vodka and a predilection for out-of-control black girls - otherwise you’re likely to turn into an insufferable prig.” He looked at his watch. “Sixty seconds to go.”

“Indeed.”

The phone on the desk rang. The two men looked at each other. Maddison smiled thinly. Parton got up and answered it. When he put down the receiver, it almost missed its cradle. He looked thunderstruck.

“I don’t ...” he said, as if to himself.

“You forgot to tell your secretary to send her in,” Maddison told him.

Friday 10 October, 10.30am, Paddington Station.

Ruby told her parents she was going to Portugal for a while as part of her studies. If she didn’t pass the MI6 interview, she could come back that evening and give them an excuse, and they’d have forgotten everything within an hour. She said nothing to her landlord; MI6 would cover her rent if need be. Ditto her MA supervisor. The degree course was time-flexible anyway: she’d done most of the taught units. She packed two sets of clothes, pyjamas, a toilet bag and her passport. She drew fifty pounds out of her bank account to cover a return ticket to London – it didn’t pay to take chances – and sundry expenses. She didn’t feel at all hungry, but she probably would on the way back, assuming she didn’t get the job - which, given how much most of them there hated her, was fairly much a given. She hoped Maddison would be in the interview room to hold her metaphorical hand.

Strictly speaking, she had no idea what was going on, how straight he’d been with her, whether she was walking into a trap, and what sort of a trap that might be. His words kept coming back to haunt her. There’s no point whatsoever in being honest with one’s colleagues, superiors or contacts in this organisation. No one knows who to trust, not really. Maybe he’d been trying to tell her something, or his conscience had. 

The trouble with dwelling on this was that it got her nowhere. In a world with no fixed points whatsoever, meaningful action of any sort was impossible, because you had no way of deducing a possible outcome. Anything could happen, whatever you did. So sometimes, in order to act, you had to go with the most likely hypothesis: make fixed points, just to save yourself from being stymied. Besides, she was a believer in human nature. Most people might be self-seeking and mildly contrary, but there were always a few people in whom the natural goodness hadn’t been poisoned. She thought Jack Maddison was one. Or rather, she didn’t. By an effort of will, she made him her provisional fixed point. On the return journey to Bristol, assuming it came to that, she could repent at leisure.
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