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Chapter 1: A Formal Retirement Meeting
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MI7 MEETINGS: SOMETIMES the only way to survive them was to max up on coffee. Thankfully, today’s would be different. They were going to talk about – ta dah! - Constantius Sopa. An hour’s conflab about the craziest notion ever devised, bar one. But House of Fools had only been around since 2014, whereas Constantius Sopa, or Constantine Slope, or Constance Maria Soap Bar, or whatever he - or she - was called, had been around since the Crusades. Allegedly. 

And Gina would be there. After debating the significance of this, Mordred ducked into the gents’ toilet on the fourth floor of Thames House and raked his fingers through his blond curls to comb them. No effect. He stood a little over six feet, and had to stoop slightly to look directly at himself in the mirror. Twenty-eight, he was, that’s right, and damn good looking. No stubble, suit looking fresh from Saville Row, tie immaculate, knot as perfect as an M&S samosa. 

No, really, who was he fooling? He looked like a farmer defending a lawsuit. Anyway, he wasn’t interested in Gina. He was more interested in Sopa than in her. Than in anyone at all likely to be in that meeting. 3.50. Ten minutes till it kicked off. Should he make his way over? It was only two doors away. Maybe there’d be pre-meeting snacks. But no, it was MI7. There wouldn’t be anything. You were meant to live on stealth and patriotism, not canapés.  

The door opened. Alec Cunningham walked in. Thirty-something-bigger-than-eight, balding with jet black hair that he probably dyed, tight-fitting suit, as was the fashion. For once, he didn’t look like the proverbial Japanese Crow on a Branch. But neither did he look happy.

“John Mordred,” he said, as if to himself. “I didn’t think you were senior enough.”

“You assume I’m going to the Constantius Sopa meeting, I take it.”

“And aren’t you?”

“I’m going for a job interview, as a matter of fact. Station controller, Budapest.”

Cunningham was about to look in the mirror, but seemed to lose air. “What? No. Tell me you’re joking.”

“What’s so funny about me being a station controller?”

“You’re joking, right? You’re actually joking.”

“Just because you trained me, it doesn’t mean it wasn’t always inevitable that I would leapfrog you at some point, and become your boss.” No, come on. Alec was a bitter enough self-hater as it was. Added to which, he looked like he was going to cry. “But as it happens, I am joking. I’m actually going to the Constantius Sopa meeting.”

Cunningham shook his head. He trembled. “Funny. Bloody funny.”

“Would you actually want to be station controller in Budapest, or would you only want it because you think I might have got it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Anyway, you haven’t.” 

“Alec, I don’t know why you can’t be friendlier sometimes. You always act as if I’ve done something to harm you.”

Cunningham sighed and gave a lame apologetic smile. “As everyone knows, I’ve got self-esteem issues. I don’t mean to get at you, John. It’s just teasing, filtered through the bitterness of a few divorces and a receding hairline. It nearly always comes out wrong. I like you, really. You get me. No one else does.”

Mordred laughed and gave his arm an affectionate slap. “And I’m young and beautiful and I don’t need Viagra or a walking-frame.”

“Don’t push your luck.”

“You’re in your prime. Looking forward to the meeting?”

“I expect to be bored rigid. An hour-long meeting about a fictitious personage, just so we can lay his – ‘his’ in inverted commas – file to rest. Bloody hell. The only thing that makes it worthwhile is I’ll probably get to look at the Three Graces for sixty minutes. That’s Phyllis, Annabel and Gina to you.” 

“Really? You don’t think it’s going to be interesting?”

“Not unless they make it so.”

“When Inter-Departmental grilled you, what did they ask?”

Alec looked into the mirror, took out a comb and used it to prod two stray hairs into place. “They seemed to be under the impression that we in Grey knew all about said fictitious personage; that we always proceeded on the assumption that he’s real. I set the record straight. I hope to God I wasn’t the only one down there who knew next to nothing about him. I really don’t want to look stupid. Not in front of the Three Graces, anyway.”

“I knew next to nothing about him. But I’m not the sceptic you obviously are.”

“You don’t mean to tell me you actually believe in him?”

“‘Him’. In inverted commas.”

“That’s right. You surely don’t, do you?”

Mordred looked at his watch. “Thirty seconds until we’re late for the meeting and we have to explain why we were so long in the toilet together.”

Cunningham held the door. “John, I’m sure you’ll supply a plausible enough explanation. That results in us both being sacked.”

“Don’t kid yourself. This is Thames House. They’ll just check the video footage. Gents’ Toilet, Fourth Floor, Cameras One through Ten.”

The meeting room was a low-ceilinged affair with a grey carpet, an interactive whiteboard and a row of windows overlooking the river. It felt like a classroom in a 1970s comprehensive. Twelve tables had been arranged into a square so big there was barely room to pull out the chairs without hitting the walls, and twenty people sat shuffling notes and mostly trying to look the same way they did in every meeting they ever attended: like they were far, far too important to be bothering with something inane like this. The Three Graces, as Alec called them, sat together in formal office-wear, sandwiched between four anaemic representatives of the Joint Intelligence Committee, two on either side. Ruby Parker stood at the head of the table, not acknowledging anyone, probably the only black person on the entire floor. The Home Secretary – the centre of attention, though nothing overt betrayed it anywhere - sat with a junior civil servant quietly fussing him, like erastes and eromenos. Only two seats remained, on adjacent sides of the square. Mordred took the one facing the front. Alec slipped in next to Ian, facing the windows. Since he also had a reasonably clear view of his three female colleagues, sadly he was probably as delighted as he was ever likely to get. Silence reigned. Perhaps Ruby Parker was having a last minute struggle with the right introduction. What were the appropriate words for an occasion like this – necessary, but faintly risible? Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to honour the memory of our friend, Constantius? Or maybe, Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears. I come to bury Sopa, not to praise him? 

“Time to begin,” she said, as soon as Mordred was seated. “As you know, we’re here to review the evidence regarding a certain ‘Constantius Sopa’ as a final formality before provisionally retiring his file. That would mean that his threat-level is indefinitely downgraded to ‘negligible’. Derek.” She sat down.

The man on her left – grey haired and muscular, in a worsted suit, the same man who had interviewed Mordred a week ago about Sopa – stood up and read through the items pertaining to his subject in a monotone, beginning with the internal leak, three years ago, of a cache of files supposedly revealing Sopa’s production of biological weapons in the 1990s, possibly with the collusion of HM Government. These documents were now considered bogus. Then his attempt to pervert the course of the 2010 UK general election. That was now considered better accounted for with reference to certain Slavic theocratists attached to the retired Muscovite politician, Vera Gruchov. Next, the 2012 ‘Venice episode’, involving agent Gavin Freedman, in which Sopa had allegedly detonated an advanced biological weapon. The whole thing was now believed to have had purely natural origins, and not such as required a perpetrator. Then there was his supposed written communication with the contemporary fine artist, Giuditta Cancellieri. Both Freedman and she were now dead and could not be called to account. Much of the information Freedman had divulged about Sopa before his untimely decease, Derek went on, was second-hand, and, in parts, fantastic. He had returned from abroad broken, AIDS-infected and mentally disturbed. Unless, and until, his testimony could be corroborated by some reliable third-party source, it was best considered worthless. Conclusion: “the existence of such a ‘person’ as Constantius Sopa – which name we here use, in preference to its many other variants, arbitrarily and simply for the sake of consistency – is doubtful at best, and, for all practical purposes, probably best abandoned”.

Silence. Derek sat down. Ruby Parker stood up. “Questions anyone?” she asked.

The Home Secretary folded his hands, leaned forward and looked genially around the table. “And may I remind everyone that the fewer there are, the earlier we get to go home?”

General chuckles. Everyone here, it seemed, was a Home Secretary-groupie. Except perhaps Ruby Parker. She didn’t look so amused.

Mordred raised his hand. “So what’s the ultimate explanation, Derek? You can’t just say ‘x doesn’t exist’, can you? You’ve got to have some theory as to what x stood for to begin with.”

Derek looked nervously to either side of him. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“I mean, where did our belief in Sopa come from? What links all the different episodes his name’s cropped up in, and why hasn’t it appeared in others? Who was responsible for the attribution?”

“Maybe ... MI7 itself?” the Home Secretary interjected. “Its own wishful thinking?” 

More chuckles.

“Explain to me exactly how that might work,” Mordred replied irritably.

The Home Secretary looked as if he’d been pushed in the chest. “Excuse me, who the hell are you, anyway?”

“Gentlemen, I’d be grateful if you could direct your questions and comments to the chair,” Ruby Parker said. 

“Who the hell is he?” the Home Secretary snapped.

She ignored him and pointed to Alec, who had his index finger up. 

“His name’s John Mordred,” Alec said. “He’s MI7’s resident beatnik.”

Everyone laughed, not because anything funny had been said, but simply out of relief that the Home Secretary’s honour had been quietly defended. 

“I’m going back to John’s question,” Ruby Parker said wearily. “Because it’s a good one. Home Secretary, with respect, I’d be obliged if you could avoid belittling this meeting, and also, members of my department, outside the confines of any proper procedure. If you wish to make a point, even a cynical one, please do, but through the chair. Me.”

The Home Secretary shrugged and smiled. He seemed content that his dignity had been shielded a moment ago, and prepared to quit while he was still marginally ahead.

Derek stood up again. “I’m not so sure I can agree that MI7’s wishful thinking conjured Sopa,” he said. “The conclusion of our report is agnostic as regards the origin of his myth in each particular context. But we do not think there is a common origin such as would be worth investigating.”

“Your report claims that the events in Venice at the end of Gavin Freedman’s assignment can be explained naturalistically,” Mordred went on. “If that was so, surely there’d have been some mention of it in the media.”

“There have been lots of mentions,” Ruby replied gently.

“Lots of competing theories,” Mordred said. “All at variance with each other. From what I’ve read, not one of them explains the central facts.”

“Which are?” Derek said.

“The separation of good and evil?”

A few people grinned and a clutch of hands went casually up. 

The Home Secretary was allowed to speak first. “Obviously, you wouldn’t expect a scientific theory to address that sort of thing, Mr Mordred. Put it down to coincidence, if you want.”

“John, ‘good’ and ‘evil’ are value judgements,” Phyllis said, as if it pained her to criticise a friend, but it had to be done. “No one can really even say what they are, let alone categorise human beings into groups based on them.”

Six or seven others were given permission to speak. Each repeated what the Home Secretary, or Phyllis, or both, had said, in different words. Each seemed to believe he or she was making a new point. Mordred got the sense of being hammered into the floor.

“Put it this way,” Derek said when everyone else was done. “Which is simpler: the belief that there’s something perfectly natural out there that’s yet to find a full scientific explanation, or the belief that there’s a master criminal at large who’s capable of a New Testament-style separation of sheep from goats?” 

Everyone laughed. Sopa’s fate – or the fate of his file – had obviously been decided long in advance of this meeting. Derek looked triumphant, as if, now that the Home Secretary had heard him make a witty, eloquent remark, his life was complete, and he could finally fade back into the fixtures and fittings.

“Making yourself popular again, as ever,” Alec said, as they left the building together, forty-five minutes later. “Well done.”

“Thanks for supporting me,” Mordred replied.

“I could have said, ‘resident fruitcake’, of course. Come on, I was saving you from yourself.”

“How?”

“By gently showing you which way the wind was blowing. You don’t want to get into a scrap with that particular Home Secretary, believe me.”

Mordred laughed. “The Home Secretary hasn’t been born who can put the frighteners on me.”

“I was only thinking of your career. You’ll thank me some day.”

“Do you really not believe there’s a Constantius Sopa out there, somewhere?”

“No. And now no one does, except probably you. Well, you’ve been living on Lone Island all your life, why stop today? Are you planning on looking for him?”

“No.”

“Good. It’s academic then. Want to share a taxi?”

Mordred shrugged. “The pleasure would be all mine. You doing anything tonight?”

“I’ve no plans.”

“I’ve got Godzilla at home.”

“The original? Okay.”

“About seven. We’ll have something delivered.” 

Alec laughed and put his hand over his face to mimic mortification. “We have to get lives, you know. You’ll have to get a life. I’m in my thirties: mine’s over. You’ve still got two years. You should be ashamed of yourself, really.”

“It’s a classic film.”

Their taxi arrived. “True,” Alec conceded, as he climbed inside. “And pizza’s pizza.”
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Chapter 2: Summons From Julia
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IT WASN’T UNTIL HE got home that he realised it had happened again. Others had pitied him. Phyllis’s tone, for example, when she’d tried to set him straight, and the way she’d called him ‘John’ at the start of her sentence, like you would with a child, so he could be in no doubt he was being spoken to. Then Gina: she’d been the same: I love you, John, you’re really cuddly and adorable and everything, but you’re such a numpty. That was the gist. Luckily, he wasn’t in love with Gina, or any of the three so-called Graces – although, to her credit, Annabel had regarded him with silent contempt throughout. He was in love with a woman he’d lost, who supposedly worked for Black Department, and whom he had no expectation of ever seeing again. Dao-ming Chou. Boy, could he pick them: colleagues, life, girlfriend, comments in meetings – he was top connoisseur of the misguided choice.

His flat consisted of the essentials of furniture – sofa, TV/ DVD player, bed, table and chairs – and hardly anything in the way of ornamentation. He’d been recruited to MI7 as a languages expert, and scattered across the floor he had six boxes of language resources – recordings of obscure tongues from inaccessible areas in distant continents, notes on intonation, academic journals on semiotics and linguistics, some of them including papers he’d written, lexicons, dictionaries, videos. Apart from the living room, there was a bedroom just big enough for a bed with no space for walking about, a tiny bathroom, and a kitchen so small every object was always within immediate reach. It was the sort of thing London estate agents call ‘luxurious’, which is to say, it had more than one room and the privacy of its own toilet. It looked onto a bus stop and an electricity substation.

It was five o’clock now and just beginning to get dark. His phone rang. He removed it from his pocket and looked at the screen. Hannah. Brilliant. As if he hadn’t had enough of the older-sisterly thing at Thames House. Now an actual specimen to complete the humiliation.

“Hi,” he said.

“Is something wrong?” she replied.

“I don’t know what you mean. I’m just saying ‘hi’.”

“It was the tone of voice. You sounded a bit glum, that’s all.”

“It’s lovely to hear from you. Are you okay? How’s Tim?”

“We’re both fine,” she said. “Listen, are you doing anything tonight? Would you like to go out? I’ve found a woman for you. And not just any woman.”

Hannah worked in the music industry. She knew lots of famous singers. She’d often hinted at pairing him with one. Previously, he’d always managed to keep the nightmare at bay.

“I’ve got a friend coming round,” he said.

“A lady friend?”

“A man. From work.”

“Another sales rep. Brilliant. You can put him off, right? Unless you’re doing anything super-crucial together. Tell him you’ll catch up tomorrow?”

“I can’t. It’s important.”

“What’s so important? What are you doing?”

With anyone else, he’d have said mind your own business. But that was water off a duck’s back to Hannah. She always just carried on regardless, like The Terminator, until she got to the truth. She was capable of staying on the phone all day, if necessary. He’d seen it. “Watching Godzilla,” he said. 

“Which one?”

“The original.”

“That’s quite cool. It’s a man-thing, right?”

“What do you mean?” 

“Women talk through films as a matter of course. Men have to have something to induce them. A piece of 1954 Japanese kitsch, for example. Listen, it’s Soraya from Fully Magic Coal Tar Lounge.”

“What is?”

“Your blind date, dummy.”

“Well, that’s lovely, but ‘Soraya from Fully Magic Coal Tar Lounge’ can probably get any man she likes. She doesn’t need me.”

“Whereas what’s-his-name does.”

“That’s right.”

“What if I get someone for what’s-his-name? What is his name, anyway?”

“Alec.”

“How old is he?”

“Thirty-nine.”

“We’ll call him thirty-five. Good-looking? Tall? Fresh breath?”

“Not really.”

“Fat?”

“No. Look, this is ridiculous. People like Soraya and I don’t get together. You’re pitching me way above my league. And besides, I don’t want to go out. I want to stay in.”

“I know what’s going on here, John. You’re still getting over the Chinese girl.”

“Woman.”

“Whatever. If I get someone for Alec, will you come then?”

“I - ”

“Before you say anything, remember: I know where you live. You might not look good in front of your friend-stroke-colleague-stroke-boss if I was to turn up halfway through Godzilla with Soraya and some other, equally beautiful woman and let slip that you rejected the possibility of a double-date.”

“I don’t understand. Why are you so desperate to get me along?”

“You’re my little brother and I love you.”

“Right. Where are we even going? Hypothetically.”

“Well, that’s how you can be sure I love you. Remember two years ago, when I set you up with Charlotte, and you complained about the noise - ”

“Another pop concert, hooray.”

She hooted. “That’s right, John. ‘Pop’. We’re going to see Gerry and the Pacemakers.”

“Well, where are we going?”

“I was just about to tell you.” 

“Sorry. Go on.”

“Anyway, you claimed, as I recall, that it was impossible for you and Charlotte to get a proper conversation going with Beyoncé singing at the top of her lungs.”

“I later learned that ‘seeing Beyoncé’ is supposed to be quite a prestigious achievement in our society. So it wasn’t all time wasted.”

“Why do I sometimes get the feeling I’m talking to Dad?” 

“Where are we going?”

“A party political meeting.”

“What?”

“A party political meeting.”

He laughed. “All right, stop joking around. I can just about cope with the idea of a blind date, but I would at least like to know where we’re headed. Otherwise, I’ll feel I’m walking into a trap.”

“First floor, Knowle House, Tiverton Road, NW10, eight pm, smart-casual, by invitation only. I’m deadly serious. I’ve got six tickets. They’re like gold dust.”

“Très romantic. I’ll stick with Godzilla, if that’s okay. I’m sure Alec will too. He’s even less passionate about British politics than I am, and I don’t even vote.”

“You don’t vote? John, that’s disgusting.”

“I don’t see why.”

“We’re getting off the point. We can talk about that later: don’t think I won’t come back to it either. The point is, this isn’t just any old political meeting. It’s a Real Alternative meeting.”

“I’ve heard of them. Is Johnny Quid going to be there?”

“Who’s Johnny Quid?”

“RocknRolla. The Guy Ritchie film. That’s what he looks like. What’s he called? Chapman Hill?”

“Lord be praised, you’re not a complete ignoramus, after all.”

“From what I remember, he wants to nationalise everything. Including the music industry, presumably.”

“It might be a price worth paying. Anyway, it wouldn’t put me out of a job. Young people love him, by the way. He’s the twenty-first century equivalent of a rock star to people like Soraya.”

“They all make big promises when they’re in opposition.”

“He’s different.”

“No, he isn’t.”

“Oh, stop it. How do you know?”

“Because everyone said exactly the same thing about Cleggie, five years ago. ‘He’s different’. No one’s different. It’s not possible to be different in this society. We’re electing someone to manage the economy, that’s all.”

“Even assuming you’re right, wouldn’t you like to meet him? As a ‘things to do before you die’ item, it’s right up there with ‘seeing Beyoncé’, and you wouldn’t even get your precious ears blown off.”

“Nope.”

“Oh, for God’s sake!”

“When you tell me what’s actually going on, I’ll consider it ... Hello? Hello?”

She’d put the phone down, of course she had. But she’d be back. He could tell from her tone of voice she wasn’t giving him the whole story. He’d got the tip of the iceberg, that’s all. Did she know he worked in intelligence? Was she working for someone? 

No, that was silly. She was his sister. She loved him and he loved her. But something was definitely going on. She’d ring back.

But what if she didn’t? He’d been here before. Maybe she’d let him stew until he felt guilty; so guilty he’d ring her. They’d been there before, too. She was a master of manipulation.

But she was on a hiding to nothing this time, because he really didn’t want a twenty-minute trundle to NW10 in the tube, then a long walk through the cold, then an hour’s sit on a hard chair next to a musician he hardly knew, all so Chapman Hill could rail on about wealthy tax-avoiders and career-politicians and the alienation of the young. He’d already been to one meeting today, and he couldn’t trust himself not to ask at least one more stupid question. Besides, these first-floor rooms in big London office-cum-flats were always the same: draughty and maudlin. He hoped she wouldn’t ring back. 

Maybe he should switch his phone off. But no: that would be provocative, the sort of thing that caused family rifts.  

She rang back. He let it ring twice and picked up. “Hi.”

“Let’s start over,” she said. “I’m going to tell you the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”

He laughed. “I knew it. I’m listening.”

“It’s Julia.”

“What? Our Julia?”

“Our little sister, yes. I don’t suppose you’ve heard from her much recently, have you?”

“She tends to keep herself to herself a bit. Is she okay?”

“She and Chapman Hill are – were - in a relationship.”

“Bloody hell. Exclusive?”

“From what I understand, yes. At least, until recently. Until he broke it off, that is.”

“Don’t tell me. He ‘wants to concentrate on his career’.”

“I’ve no idea. I do know she follows him about, though, and he doesn’t necessarily discourage it. She’s an intellectual, you see. Good for the party image to have a prize-winning lady novelist on board, what ho. And she’s photogenic, you’ve got to admit it.”

“I never denied it.”

“Anyway, she’s going to be there tonight. And she’s asked for you.”

“Well, why the bloody hell didn’t you just tell me?”

“Why do you think?” 

The penny dropped. “Because she asked you not to.”

“Duh!”

“Sorry. Okay, okay, forget about Soraya from Fully Magic Toytown Car - ”

“Coal Tar Lounge.”

“I’ll put Alec off and we’ll go together, just me and you. Maybe I can talk some sense into her. Or into him.”

“You still don’t get it, John. If she finds out I’ve said she wants you there, I’ll be in deep shit. We’ve got to make it look like you’re only there because of Soraya, and you’ve got to look amazed when you see Julia.”

“I can probably do that.”

“Imagine you’re a secret agent. You’ve got to fool the beautiful young heroine into thinking you’re only there for the sparkling wine.”

“Is that what spies do?”

“You know what I mean. I’ll try and get someone nice for Alec, and we’ll all go out together. We’ll leave it open. Tim and I together, obviously, but you and Alec and Soraya and whoever – we’ll leave that fluid.”

“So Alec ultimately stands a 50-50 chance of pairing up with Soraya?”

“Is that a problem?”

“No, it’s perfect. She’s a known quantity. If he thinks he stands a bit of a chance with her, he’s more likely to say yes. If I tell him I’m with her, and he’s with some mystery woman, he’ll imagine he’s being set up for a humiliation. He’s a bit like that.”

“Stupid, you mean.”

“Suspicious.”

“We’ll meet you at Kensal Rise tube station at 7.30. Don’t be late. And one more thing. Download at least one Fully Magic Coal Tar album and get listening to it. Learn the names of a few tracks. I don’t want you embarrassing me. And leave your phone switched on. And text me if you’re in doubt about anything. And tidy up, in case they want to come back to yours. In that eventuality, I’ll try and stave them off, but I can’t guarantee anything. Have a drink or two before you set off, to put you in the party mood. But not three. Just one or two.”  

He sighed. It was going to be a brilliant evening. 
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Chapter 3: Good Golly, Mr Brolly
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“I STILL CAN’T BELIEVE you thought I’d rather stay in and watch Godzilla than spend a night on the town with Soraya and whoever else your sister’s got lined up,” Cunningham said, as he preceded Mordred down the stairs to the Baker Street underground. “What do you think I am? A homosexual?”

“That’s the 1950s-type rumour,” Mordred replied.

“Ho, ho. Anyway, I’m never going to make fun of you again, now I’ve realised what a great friend you can be. You’re my best buddy.”

“Thanks.”

They swiped their Oyster cards and strode onto the escalator. They wore cashmere sweaters, chinos and overcoats, in different colours but identical styles. The first accident of the evening, but too minor to do anything about. 

“Shit,” Alec said suddenly.

“What’s the matter?”

“I’ve just realised, I don’t know any of her songs. What if she asks me if I’m a fan?”

“Just say yes. She won’t test you.”

“What if she does?”

“Have you heard ‘Coal Tar Stomp’? Or ‘Flying Fishes’? Everyone knows ‘Flying Fishes’.”

“How does it go?”

Mordred tried to sing. “I’ve got a special wish, you’ll be my flying fish, you’ll be my flying fish in a cobalt dish.’”

“What?”

“I don’t know what it means.”

“Bloody hell.”

“Just tell her you like Flying Fishes.”

“You’re not making this up, are you? Because that would be cruel. You might as well not bring me at all as make something like that up. God, listen to me: I’m hyper! I’m meeting Soraya from Fully Magic Coal Tar Lounge! Things are finally looking up for Earth’s resident loser, yours truly.”

“Wait till the evening’s over before you say that.”

“You’re right. Nothing’s been achieved yet. I’ll probably make a complete arse of myself. A flying fish on a copper dish.”

“Cobalt.”

“There we are. See what I mean?”

They fell into silence. Mordred had never seen him like this. It wasn’t endearing or edifying. More than ever, he wished they could have stayed in with Godzilla. But this wasn’t pleasure, it was duty. He’d always looked out for Julia, all her life. She didn’t always know it, but she was delicate in a way sisters usually weren’t. Not something he could really pin down, truth be told, but nothing much had changed in the essentials of their relationship for over twenty years. She was twelve months younger than him, but it felt a lot more. Weirdly, he didn’t particularly like seeing her. She was intense. And she burdened him by simply existing. That’s how it felt. For all he knew, she might even feel the same way about him. But he didn’t think so. He didn’t think he figured much in her universe at all. 

They changed tubes at West Hampstead and took the train to Kensal Rise. Hannah and Tim and Soraya and some other woman with long dark hair and a black and white striped fur coat were waiting for them by the confectionary dispenser. 

Hannah was tall and thin with tied-back blonde hair and laughter lines. She wore a long dress and sandals. Soraya and the other woman wore sunglasses. Both had short skirts, six inch heels and lots of jewellery. Everyone exchanged introductions and Tim – a middle-aged beard in a suit jacket and trousers but no tie – linked arms with Hannah and led the way. Alec walked with Soraya. The mystery woman turned out to be Shula from an up-and-coming band called Karate Chops. Her heart already belonged to Chapman Hill, but only in such a way that there might be a little corner left for a suitable mortal like Mordred.

“Until he came along, I’d had it up to here with politics and politicians,” she said. “But he’s real, you know. And he’s written books, so he’s not just good-speech-making eye-candy. He’s a thinker, you know? I don’t suppose he’ll win the election, for sure, but he’ll really give them a run for their money, the old guys. Some of them are repulsive. You think: get a new suit, you loser. Go on a diet or something. Know what I mean? Chapman’s not like my hero, because you’re not really allowed that sort of thing nowadays, we’re over having them. But if we were allowed them, he’d be first in the queue to become mine. Do you know what I mean?”

“Partly,” Mordred said.  

This bit of the city at this time of night wasn’t particularly crowded. The street lamps were just coming on, bringing to life a mix of London Plane trees, black spiked railings and Georgian frontages with window-sills as brutal as railway sleepers. In the background, the permanent irritable noise of car horns and roar of acceleration. The cold air carried aromas of diesel and Italian cooking. Soraya and Cunningham were apparently having a great time. “And then he took out this bloody huge kite!” Cunningham said loudly. Soraya laughed at the top of her voice. Did she like him already, or was she just a very good actress?

“I don’t vote,” Mordred said. “My sister thinks that’s disgusting. What’s your opinion?”

“I think whatever floats your boat,” Shula replied.

Knowle House was a Regency-style building, part of a repeating row, all white, with gaping, alienated-looking windows and steps up to double black doors with dull brass knockers. Hannah went first, presented the tickets, and ushered them all in. They clomped up a flight of hollow stairs to a big room with twenty rows of chairs, nearly all occupied, facing a desk with two microphones. At 8pm sharp, Chapman Hill would reveal his latest election gambit, a live press release whose precise content hardly anyone knew, but which was rumoured to be dynamite, as, thanks to the political triumph of PR, these things always were. For now, there was a low rumble of conversation. It was hot and smelt of eau de parfum.

Mordred and Shula sat down near the walls. “In case I have to go to the toilet,” she explained. She’d taken her sunglasses off. She had nice eyes.

He’d never been to anything like this before. The political-meeting crowd looked to be much the same as the stand-up comedy crowd, the art-gallery crowd and the jazz-concert crowd, but not the rock festival or the football match crowd. Mostly respectable couples with a good few years behind them. Which didn’t sound right. Chapman Hill’s natural constituency was young and style-conscious. Everyone here must have been invited. Which meant they were probably journalists of one sort or another.

When, at 7.55, Shula couldn’t bear the excitement any longer and went to the toilet, Mordred took the opportunity to practise deciphering the surrounding micro-expressions. Mostly affection, pleasure, a variety of affected emotions with nothing beneath and ... terror? 

The petrified man sat alone near the front. Bearded and gloved, he hadn’t even bothered to remove his coat, though the heat was stifling. He was making great pains to ignore the people on either side, yet they were making no attempt to converse with him. It was as if the mere risk that they might do so was enough. At his side, an umbrella. 

He was going to do something, that much was clear. Whatever it was, it was scaring the living daylights out of him. Was he an autograph-hunter? Probably not. If you simply wanted someone to sign your book, you wouldn’t get that worked up. Then it became clear. A heckler. He’d say his bit, and keep on saying his bit, until he was physically expelled. Obviously, he didn’t want to lose his coat and gloves.

Although maybe he wasn’t going to heckle. Maybe he was an egg-thrower. 

This was meant to be a civilised announcement, not a campaign speech. Whoever he was, he’d chosen the wrong place.

What was the security like in here? As far as Mordred could tell, there wasn’t any. Bloody hell, that meant it would probably fall to strong young men to do the ejecting. Himself and - where was Alec? Might be a good opportunity for him to show off in front of Soraya, but that was about the only good thing to be said for it. Bloody, bloody hell. As if things weren’t bad enough tonight. Where on earth was Alec, anyway?

He saw Julia sitting near the front, as alone as the heckler, but looking depressed rather than frightened. Long hair tied in a ponytail, light make-up, ankle-length dress and a white blouse, she looked thinner than he remembered.

7.58. Two minutes to go. If Mordred was going to pre-empt matters, he should do so now.

Wait a minute? Behind Julia – that was ... It was. It was Phyllis and Annabel! 

What the hell were they doing here? Calm down. They’ve got private lives, they’re allowed to do what they like out of work hours. He could tell they’d already spotted him and were anxious to avoid been seen in return. Why? 

Because they were doing a work-thing, that’s why. What on earth was going on? Were they here for the egg-thrower stroke heckler? What else could they be here for?

He wasn’t at work, and he didn’t have to pay them the compliment of pretending not to have clocked them. He waved. They ignored him, though they’d obviously seen the gesture. He craned his neck to look for Alec. 

Then he got up. His rise coincided with the emergence, at the front of the room, of a balding, bearded man with a very young face behind heavy circular-framed glasses and above a bow-tie. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, then saw Mordred moving. “Oh, sorry; please just be seated – can I - ?”

Mordred suddenly caught sight of Alec and Soraya and Hannah, sitting together, looking slightly mortified. Too late to go back to his seat now. 

He leant over to the heckler. “I know what you’re about to do,” he whispered. “Please don’t.”

Looking back later, he had only a vague idea of the expected outcome. The heckler would realise he’d lost the element of surprise, and with that would come release. He’d cheerfully abandon whatever wicked scheme he’d devised and just sit torpid for the next however-many-minutes till chucking-out time. Mordred would have done something noble but a teensy bit embarrassing, but then he’d go back to his seat and adopt his best behaviour, and everyone would quickly forget he’d ever moved. 

What happened instead was that he found himself propelled backwards with force. He crashed into the beard and the beard knocked the tables over and fell flat on the floor. The terrified man leapt out of his chair and ran to the exit before anyone could stop him, or even knew what was happening. 

Mordred picked himself up, dusted himself down, and peered perplexedly at the exit. Whoever he’d been, he was already long gone. A few people were out of their seats now, but no lasting damage had been done, and there was no possibility of pursuit.

“Sorry, I was just going to ask him to lower his head a bit,” Mordred said. The worst excuse ever: they hadn’t even been sitting one behind the other. “I mean, for the lady behind him. Not for me.”

‘The lady behind him’ – a young woman in a red jacket and boots - looked horrified. She’d come to see Chapman Hill, not take the rap for assault. Funny, really.

“Sorry, I’ll just go back to my seat,” he said. 

The bearded man was picking the tables up, and hooking his glasses back over his ears. They were twisted in the middle. He looked in two minds as to whether to have Mordred forcibly ejected. One of his minds said, yes, do; the other said, no, concentrate on not crying in front of all these people.

“I’m really sorry,” Mordred said. “I’ll pay for any repairs.”

“Oh my GOD, John! What the hell have you DONE?” It was Hannah, of course, out of nowhere, determined to make an apocalypse out of a crisis, as usual. “Just bloody SIT DOWN! Better still: GET OUT! God, no one can take you ANYWHERE!”

“Yes, sorry, I’ll go.”

“I’ll foot the bill for your glasses,” she told the bearded man. He nodded without looking at her, as if all this talk of restoring his spectacles was so much coal on his already red-hot head.

Annabel had picked the umbrella up. Aha. He snatched it from her. “Mine, I think,” he said.

He didn’t see her expression. Time to go. He strode to the exit without making eye-contact with anyone. As he descended the stairs, he pretended to examine the umbrella, in case there were bouncers. Then he actually examined the umbrella.

My God. It was a weapon. 

He had to think quickly now. Suddenly, everything was okay again. Or was it? He couldn’t think straight. Get a taxi to Thames House, deposit said brolly in research for analysis, take taxi back, sit on pavement looking glum till 9pm. Then apologies.

He had to be quick, though. He had the distinct sense Annabel and Phyllis were hard on his heels. 
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Chapter 4: So, Julia, We Meet at Last
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IT WAS 10PM WHEN KNOWLE House began to empty. Everyone seemed elated, as if they’d just witnessed some kind of epiphany. A few minutes before, there had been huge applause from the floor where Hill was speaking, such as Mordred thought unlikely to be made by journalists. He must have been mistaken about that. 

He’d given up sitting on the pavement. It made him look a tramp, and he couldn’t afford to have the police move him along. Hannah and her entourage, including Alec, emerged at quarter past, chatting happily. It took her a moment to spot his wave from the other side of the road, then the smile dropped from her face.

“Just – just go away,” she shouted, shoo-ing him with the back of her palm. “I really can’t face you right now! You can tell me what the hell got into you tomorrow - or maybe next week, next year, next decade! Because it might just take me that long to build up to speaking to you again!”

He shrugged. “Sorry.”

“You’re not sorry, that’s the thing!”

He wasn’t going to get into an argument about whether or not he felt regret. Of course he didn’t, why should he, he’d probably just saved someone’s life. But good grief, he’d said the words. He’d tried.

“Fine,” he said. “But you’re being foolish, not even asking me for an explanation.”

“You embarrassed us, John! Do you still not get it? In front of everyone! It doesn’t matter what we think any more. People are still going to laugh at us! Unless you can go round and make everyone in London think your behaviour here was super-rational, forget it!”  

“Right. Well, sorry again.”

“Start living in the real world!”

A taxi pulled up in front of her, blocking the space in between them. She opened the door and let her husband and her three friends in. Alec gave him a surreptitious ‘hell hath no fury’ look and smiled, before disappearing below view.

“Julia’s upstairs,” Hannah snapped. “She’s waiting for you.” She lowered herself into the car and slammed the door. It pulled away.

He stood by the entrance to Knowle House for five minutes, unable to get through for the people still exiting, then stepped inside. A tall refined-looking man, about thirty, in an evening suit took his arm. The bouncer? Bit late in the day if he was.

“Aren’t you the guy who knocked Morgan Smith over?” he said.

“Who’s Morgan Smith?” Mordred replied.

“The bearded guy with the specs. Of which you owe him a new pair, incidentally.”

“Yes, all right, that was me. But I was trying to save him. Well, not him, exactly. Chapman Hill. That man who ran off: he pushed me over because I told him I knew what he was up to.”

“He must have been up to something, I guess, to push you like that.”

“Exactly.” This wasn’t quite the conversation Mordred had been expecting. For a start, it was going his way.

“What do you want then?” the man asked. “Why have you come back?”

“My sister’s up there. Name of Julia Mordred. Novelist.”

He released Mordred’s arm. “You’re Julia’s brother? Really? Can you prove it? Any ID, I mean?”

“Roddie, let him come up,” came Julia’s voice from above. They both looked to the landing. She stood holding the stair-rail, looking sombre. Hollow cheeks, small nose and wide apart, intense blue eyes. “He is my brother, and he’s not a fool. If he says that man was out to cause trouble, he almost certainly was. He probably helped up avert a tragedy.”

“My feelings exactly,” Roddie said. He shook Mordred’s hand. “Roderick Peasholm. I’ll buy you a drink sometime.” He looked at Julia, then again at Mordred. “I’ll leave you guys alone then.” 

Mordred climbed the stairs as Roddie let himself out. Julia led the way through the empty discussion-venue, and into a small windowless room, no bigger than Mordred’s bathroom, with two wing chairs facing each other and a framed picture of Ben Nevis on a rainy day. A chandelier hung from the ceiling but didn’t give much light. The walls were ochre.

She kissed him on both cheeks and then hugged him. “I’ve been so miserable,” she said. 

He remembered: he wasn’t supposed to know she’d be here. He might still be able to salvage something with Hannah if he played along.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “What are you doing in Knowle House? And how do you know Roderick? I mean, who is he?”

“First things first,” she said. She gestured for him to sit down. “I’ve a lot to tell you, but first I want to ask you some questions.”

“What sort of questions? I mean, by all means ask, but you’re beginning to scare me.”

“I don’t know what you mean, ‘scare you’.”

“First of all, here you are, out of the blue; and after everyone else has gone home too. Then you pull me into a secluded room, and tell me you want to ask me things, and then there’s Roderick, and to cap it all, you preface the whole thing by telling me you’ve been ‘so miserable’.” He laughed. “What am I supposed to feel? It’s hardly an auspicious start to what’s usually supposed to be cheery: an accidental reunion. Or am I missing something?”

“Our meeting here isn’t an accident.”

“Oh?” He felt fully in control now.

“I asked Hannah to bring you.”

“I see. Well, unfortunately, I wasn’t there for most of it. I left before it began.”

“I heard. And – and thank you. That’s not just me talking. Chapman’s of exactly the same mind. You’re his current favourite human being.”

“Perhaps you can get him to ring Hannah, then, because she’s livid. She claims I embarrassed her in front of the whole of London. Er, wait a minute ...”

“What?”

“You called him ‘Chapman’.”

She blushed. “That’s his name.”

“I thought he was called ‘Chapman Hill’. Do you work for him or something? I guess you must do. Of course, that explains everything. But I take it you don’t actually need to. You’ve got a second novel coming up soon, haven’t you? The Guardian Review called it ‘The most eagerly-awaited event in the 2015 literary calendar’.”

“Yes.”

“So what is this? Research?”

“John, you know last year, when we were all at Glastonbury, and we’d all found out that you’d fallen in love with a Chinese woman, and we questioned you about it?”

It was his turn to colour. “Vaguely.”

“You were in love with her, weren’t you?”

He swallowed. She had a way of getting to him like this. He’d had other red-raw conversations with her in the past. “I can’t deny it.”

“Do you love her now? I’m your sister. I’m asking as your sister, who cares really deeply for you. Don’t tell me to mind my own business.”

He chuckled. “I wasn’t going to.”

“Well?”

“It’s getting easier, I suppose.”

“You’re in pain, aren’t you? You’re miserable.”

He laughed. “A burden shared is a burden halved, as they say. Yes, I suppose I am. I try not to be. I try not to let it show, but yes. I loved that woman, I still love her, I suppose I’ll always probably love her.” He became vaguely angry. “No more questions. What are we actually talking about? What’s going on?”

To his surprise, she burst into tears, and came to sit on his knee like they’d gone back in time twenty years. She put her arms round him and wept and buried her head in his shoulder. He felt impelled to do something similar, but fought it. He hoped Roderick wasn’t about to barge in. He was here with Julia and they were both infants again. God knows how.

She stood up and wiped her eyes and returned to her own chair. “I’m in love, John. Like you were probably. Maybe worse.”

“I take it he abandoned you.”

“That’s one way of putting it. But it’s not as straightforward as that.”

“Tell me exactly what’s going on. Is it Roderick?”

“I thought you might say that. No, it’s Chapman.”

“To be fair, he does strike me as the love ‘em and leave ‘em type. Just from what I’ve seen in the media. Everything about him screams narcissist.”

“You’re being unfair. He’s written a book. A very thoughtful one.”

“The Social Magus. Referring to himself, presumably. I wouldn’t say that was narcissistic.”

“‘Presumably’. You haven’t read it, then.”

“No, and I’m not planning to now that I know he’s mistreated my sister.”

“I’ll ignore that. I’ll get to the point. I want you to find out about him for me.”

He laughed. “Me? What’s wrong with Wikipedia?”

“I’m being serious. Nothing hangs on this, and I’m not about to tell anyone, but I happen to know you don’t work as a ‘travelling salesman selling machine parts’, like you’ve always told us. You work at Thames House. Given the amount of overseas travelling you do, I’d imagine you’re a spy.”

He took a breath. “What makes you think I work there?”

“I notice you’re not denying it.”

“Yes, I am. I’m guessing you’ve seen me coming out of Thames House at some stage and concluded I work there. If only.”

“Yes. If only I’d seen you going in at eight-fifty and coming out at five every day for a week. Which I have. I’ve been spying on the spy.”

“Me? Or someone like me?”

“Look, I’ve just said: I won’t tell anyone.”

“Well, I’m not a spy. Anyway, it’s not a good idea to set a private detective on someone who’s broken off a relationship with you. Even if I was a spy, I wouldn’t do it. Sometimes, you’ve just got to let time do its healing work.”

“It’s not like that. He broke it off, but he said he loves me and he can never love anyone else.”

“Wow, a-may-zing. And you believe him?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand. You’re a novelist. Surely, you must have some understanding of human nature? I’m thinking of men in particular. Even more specifically: narcissistic men.” 

“I don’t write that sort of novel. Most of my writing’s about the process of writing, as you well know. It’s not about ‘plot’ and ‘characters’ and all that pre-Modernist nonsense. In any case, it’s irrelevant. I happen to know he’s not lying.”

“On what grounds?”

She laughed. “I just know.”

“Instead of continuing this conversation, I’d like to take a breather so you can mentally replay your last few assertions. Pretend you’re someone else, and ask, ‘What impression do these few sentences make on me?’ Then I think you’ll understand why I’m having difficulty.”

“I know you think I’m stupid, John. Don’t deny it. You think because I’m a professional novelist, I must know nothing at all about the world; nothing but how to draw characters from stock literary types. I don’t even disagree with you. I think you’re right. But I’m certain of this.”

“Just for the sake of argument, what would I be finding out about him? Don’t answer. I’ll tell you. Whether he’s seeing someone else behind your back. I hate to be the one to break it to you, but he almost certainly is. He broke the relationship off, and you suspect him of seeing someone else. That’s usually conclusive.”
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