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Chapter 1: Trouble at TB
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Including the bride and groom, there were fifty people at Annabel’s wedding, the exact capacity of London Tower Bridge’s North Lounge, as advertised in the brochure. A solemn three-course meal followed a no-frills civil ceremony in front of the room’s main gothic window. The bride’s mother wasn’t there because, despite the best efforts of a private detective, she couldn’t be found; the bride’s father was in prison, and hadn’t been informed; the bride’s boss, Ruby Parker, was at an official funeral. So most of the guests were from the groom’s side: Mr and Mrs al-Banna, their three grown-up daughters, and twenty-seven extended family members. The remaining attendees comprised six of Annabel’s work colleagues – not primarily friends: she didn’t make those easily – and ten of Tariq’s. Because both bride and groom worked in the same building, there was the occasional overlap: usually someone who knew and liked Tariq a little more than he or she did Annabel. 

The rumour was that the bride had paid for everything. Not that the groom’s side had been unwilling to chip in, but Annabel had forbidden it. Throughout the afternoon, she was the main focus of curiosity because hardly anyone – the groom included, some said – knew a thing about her. For this reason, and because the Master of Ceremonies had arranged the seating plan so that Annabel’s guests were exiled amongst members of the al-Banna family, John Mordred spent almost the whole time fielding polite questions about her from obviously desperate-to-know-anything-at-all semi-strangers.

“My son doesn’t tell us a whole lot about what he does in London,” Mr al-Banna said. He and Mordred sat next to each other at a round table with six other guests, eating. He was small with black rings beneath his eyes, and a thin head of grey hair. “But they don’t give job descriptions in a lot of places any more. Apparently, it makes it easier to fire or demote you.”

“We know he’s doing quite well,” the woman sitting next to al-Banna chimed in, putting half a green bean in her mouth. She hadn’t introduced herself: she was about forty, with a bob. “He works in the City, apparently. Something to do with IT.”

“You’re a friend of the bride, I assume,” al-Banna asked Mordred. 

“From university,” he replied.  

“What does she actually do for a living, if you don’t mind my asking?” the woman asked. “She must be pretty wealthy to afford all this. Tower Bridge, mid-afternoon, fifty guests, fine food.”

“I believe she works in the City too,” Mordred said. “I haven’t seen her for a few years. Not in the flesh. She’s on Facebook.”

“I couldn’t find her,” Mr al-Banna said. “Mind you, I’m not really au fait with social networking. I tried.”

“People always talk about ‘the City’,” the woman went on, “as if it means something. Whereas actually, it’s just a pretentious way of saying someone works in London. I could say I work in the City if I wanted. The city of Bradford.”

“London isn’t the City,” al-Banna told her gently. “Only a part of London is. The so-called ‘Square Mile’.”

She looked at him as if he was mad. “Whatever you say, Ali.”

“It’s sometimes difficult to find out precisely what someone does when they work in the City,” al-Banna went on dejectedly, ignoring her. “A lot of it’s pretty murky stuff, from what I hear. Libor fixing, bankers’ bonuses, hedge funds, that sort of thing. Things that make you rich rather than good.”  

“Maybe,” Mordred said.

“My guess is she’s with an investment bank, or something like that,” the woman said. 

“I must ask her,” Mordred said. “We haven’t really had time to catch up yet.” He couldn’t stand much more of this. He caught sight of his reflection in the silver vase at the table’s centre: a tormented curly-haired blond guy of thirty-one. He felt more like shrivelled, bald and ninety. To the vase’s credit, though, ‘tormented’ was accurate. He stood up. “Excuse me a moment. Bathroom.”

It was a silly name for it. There was never a bath in there, but most people didn’t quibble if you employed an Americanism. The alternatives - ‘loo’ versus ‘toilet’ – were just more landmines in the Great UK Class War. He couldn’t step on a landmine right now. It would be the perfect end to a perfect day.

When he reached the bathroom/toilet/loo, he found Alec leaning against the row of washbasins, next to the drier. Tall, with  receding hair, but looking haggard for a change. “I can’t take any more of this,” he told Mordred. “It’s hell.”

You always felt better when someone you liked was suffering alongside you for exactly the same reasons. “Who is this ‘Annabel’?” Mordred said, trying, and failing, to imitate the woman next to Mr al-Banna. “Where does she come from? What does she do for a living?” 

“What did you tell them?” Alec asked.

“Something in the City. You?”

“A vet.”

“A vet? What – like a veterinary surgeon? Where did you get that from?”

“She told me that’s what I had to say. She’s got Phyllis telling everyone she’s a high-flying architect, apparently. I didn’t find that out till a few moments ago. I’m actually shit-scared to go back out there.”

“I wonder what Edna’s telling them.”

“She’ll have been given a completely different story. Mind you, knowing Edna, she’s probably having a whale of a time. She’s young enough to think complete anarchy’s cool.”

Suddenly, the door flew open and banged against the wall. Annabel in her wedding dress. What the hell? Both men froze. This was the gents’, so ... She looked at them as if she was having the same breakdown they were, only worse. For a moment, none of them spoke. Annabel faced the two men. They faced her.

“Sorry,” she said quietly. “I thought this was the Ladies’.” She did an about-turn and left.

Mordred and Alec looked at each other. They were about to vocalise their consternation when the door banged open a second time. Annabel again, but this time they didn’t get chance to take her in. She ran across the floor and threw herself at Mordred’s feet and grabbed his shirt in what seemed like a single gesture.

“You’ve got to save me, John!” she exclaimed. “This is my last chance! For God’s sake, drop everything and come downstairs with me, and let’s go! We don’t have to work at Thames House any more, we can do anything! Anything you like! I’ll do whatever you want! Please, John, I’m begging you, PLEASE!”

Er - ? Sudden light-headedness, almost like the prelude to a blackout. Her words were lost on him for a moment: all he saw was her frenzy.

Then the thoughts began. How it didn’t make sense, this was her wedding day. He could just about understand The Graduate, everyone could – someone being torn from the altar by a plea from the heart – but this wasn’t that. She must have had countless opportunities to voice something like this. Why wait until now of all times? He opened his mouth to speak – he had to, didn’t he? – but nothing emerged.

She stood up and wiped her eyes. “Sorry, I ...” she said. She turned round and left at exactly the speed she’d entered.

Five whole seconds elapsed.  Alec let out a long stream of air. He laughed, but not in a humorous way: more like someone in psychiatric shock. “Penny for your thoughts,” he said at last. 

“I haven’t any,” Mordred snapped.

“You’re not thinking of going after her, are you? Because that would be - ”

“Of course I’m not thinking of going after her! This is her bloody wedding day! Where did it come from, that’s all I want to know. What’s going on?”

Alec put a hand on his shoulder. “Steady on. Bloody weird, I know. Bloody weird. We’ll talk about it later. People will be starting to ask where we are.”

The door opened again, but this time it was Tariq. Thirty, slim and well-built, slicked back hair and a goatee, he wore his morning suit as unaffectedly as if been born in it. “I know what you’re up to,” he said. His expression made it clear he’d come in here expressly to find them, but he didn’t look angry. Mordred felt sick.

“We’re strategizing,” Alec said weakly.

“Understood,” Tariq replied. “I wasn’t aware she’d given you all different tales to tell. I’ve just been talking to Phyllis. I didn’t realise my wife was one of the designers of Bishopsgate Tower.”

“I’ve been telling everyone she’s a vet,” Alec said with a little too much relief in his voice. “I don’t mean this to sound rude, but I never realised she had a sense of humour.”

“Now you do,” Tariq said tetchily. “Listen, I’ve come to help. A piece of advice. You must have seen everyone looking surreptitiously at their mobiles? Well, just talk about that. It’s what’s on just about everyone’s minds, after all. No one’s thinking about Annabel and I.”

“You mean ...?” Mordred said. He didn’t know what Tariq meant. His mind was still blank, but he had to say something, just to look normal.

“Come on, John,” Alec said. “All those refugees in boats off the Italian coast, all those Hollywood stars snuck in there with them, it’s the only thing that’s been on the news for about a week now. It’s all anyone’s talking about, let alone here.”

“Yes, I remember,” Mordred said.

Tariq smiled. “Just talk about that.”

They nodded obediently as if it was an instruction rather than a piece of advice. 

“Incidentally, have either of you seen Annabel?” Tariq asked. “I couldn’t find her a moment ago.”

Mordred and Alec looked at each other. 

“She came in here by mistake,” Alec said, “but she headed straight out again when she saw us.”

Tariq didn’t smile. He looked like he thought something might be up, but he stood aside to let them out.

When they reached the lounge, she was standing over Tariq’s father, talking to him as if nothing had happened. When Mordred resumed his seat, she didn’t even acknowledge him. She was speaking about architecture.

“I don’t think she was joking,” Alec said, two hours later. They sat on a bench on the Thames embankment, watching a barge plough upstream. Around them, tourists ate and took photos and looked at the skyline. A small fairground with a roundabout and a coconut shy piped canned organ music. The sun shone hard, low and bright, a perfect evening in late July. 

“If she was, it wasn’t very funny,” Mordred replied.

“That wouldn’t necessarily be relevant. She never used to have a sense of humour at all. It’s only since she met you that she’s changed in that regard. Nowadays, she’s trying hard to produce the impression that she knows what a laugh is. I’m not saying she loves you but you’ve definitely had a lasting influence on her.”

“Bloody hell, I don’t want to think about it. I had a narrow escape there. Imagine if Tariq had come in a few seconds earlier.”

“You honestly didn’t foresee it? She did tell you she was in love with you, about a year ago, when we were on the ISIS case. I was there.”

“Er, how could that have made me foresee that?”

Alec shrugged. “Point taken.”

“Anyway, afterwards she practically ordered me to forget it. And she was going out with Tariq at the time, remember? Her future husband.”

“You should have pursued her. Maybe.”

“Exactly the opposite of your advice at the time. ‘Run a mile’ was what you said.”

“Yes, well ... was I right, or was I right?”

Mordred sighed. He shook his head. “On her wedding day! I mean, if she’d come to me last night, even.”

“What? You’d have run off with her?”

“Probably not, but it’d have been comprehensible. I could have got my head round it. Cold feet, but in a conventional way.” 

“Just ‘probably’ not?”

“I like her. And as you keep reminding me, she’s very attractive.”

“And of course, you feel sorry for her because she was ‘badly abused as a child’. We’ve only got her word for that, remember. And we do have evidence that she’s a fantasist.”

Mordred looked at him. “And yet we both believe her, don’t we? We know it rings all too true.”

Alec thought for a moment. “It makes sense of everything else, yes. She’s probably not going to make Tariq a very good wife, I’m sorry to say.” 

“She took me aside about three weeks ago and told me he’d proposed and she’d accepted.”

“Nice of her. Why do you think she did that? I mean, to you specifically?”

“She said it was because she’d once told me she loved me and meant it, but that was all in the past now. ‘Life isn’t like Grey’s Anatomy. We don’t have soul mates. I was in love with you for a while. Now I’m not. I’m in love with Tariq’.”

“Must have affected you quite deeply to remember her actual words.”

“I suppose so.”

“I think you’re actually in love with her, John. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not suggesting you should do anything about it. That boat’s sailed now, thank God. But I do think you’ve got a more general problem. You’re in love with everyone. It used to be Dao-ming Chou, then it was Gina Fairburn, now it’s Annabel Gould. It’s anyone that sets their cap at you.”

“The so-called ‘curse of Mordred’.” 

“I really fear for Phyllis and Edna.”

Mordred laughed. “I can’t see either of them ‘setting their cap at me’.”

“Why not? You’re a good listener, kind to animals, slightly wet, all your own hair, four functioning limbs, thirty-two inch waist, clean shaven. Women love all that.”

“Women are just people. They’re all different.”

“Just for the sake of argument, let’s say Phyllis or Edna, or both, took a fancy to you, what would you do?”

“What do you mean, ‘do’? Obviously, if I knew one or the other was keen on me, I’d probably ask her out and we’d see how it went.”

“You’re quite big on the probablies. Most men would jump at the chance.”

“Is that what I’m supposed to say? I’d jump? It makes me sound a little desperate.”

“And aren’t you?”

“I haven’t got a girlfriend. I wouldn’t say I’m ‘desperate’ for one. I hardly lack for female company. I’ve got four sisters and three female colleagues, four if you count Ruby Parker.”

“You never cease to amaze me.”

“Meaning what?”

“You’re thirty-one. Pretty soon you’re going to be ‘on the shelf’, as they used to say.”

Mordred looked at the river but didn’t see it. He was back in the gents’ on Tower Bridge. Please, John, I’m begging you, PLEASE! And instead of going into shock, he grabbed her by the arm, and they made for the exit. Yes, it was wrong, he could see that, and he had no idea what was going to happen next, but –

“Would you like a candy floss?” Alec asked. “From that booth, over there? I’m having one.”

“A candy floss?”

“I know it’s a bit infantile, but I just feel like one.”

“Thank you. Yes, I will.”

Alec got up, leaving Mordred alone with the temporal bifurcation. Somewhere, in a parallel universe, he and Annabel were at Heathrow now. What was that like for them? Where would it lead? Would the universe somehow restore the balance someday, making both couples end up in the same place and state, or were they forever separated? Her Please, John! was still fresh in his mind. Other-Mordred and Other-Annabel. Like the originals but somehow subtly different ... and becoming more so all the time. They only existed as a couple now, not as two separate individuals. And in two dimensions. And on the other side of the galaxy.

“I got cinnamon,” Alec said, coming up behind him and handing him his candy floss on a stick. “I thought they only did it in strawberry. Shows how old I am.”  

“Thank you.”

“I’ve never asked you this before,” he said, as he sat down, “but it’s not a trivial question. I’m genuinely interested. Who’s your ideal woman?”

“How do you mean? Looks-wise? I’ve never thought about it.”

“Rubbish. You must have.”

“I know what an attractive woman is. I don’t rank them. That would be pointless.”

“Okay, put it another way. If you could go out with any woman in the whole world, who would it be? And don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it this time. Think about it now.”

“Probably Naomi Klein.”

“Who?”

“Naomi Klein.”

“Singer, model or actress?”

“She writes books.”

Alec clicked his tongue. “Bloody typical of you. Is she attractive?”

“To me, yes.”

“How old?”

“Late thirties, probably. I don’t know for certain.”

“She’s famous, yes? She’s not just some spinster from down the road who writes Thomas the Tank Engine sequels for Kindle and Kobo?”

“You’ve got a phone. Look her up.”

“Damn right I will.” He scrolled through his smartphone for a few moments. “Yeah, not bad for a writer,” he said at last. “Bone structure and teeth, I mean. I’m assuming she’s actually a hardened leftie underneath?”

“Of course, otherwise we wouldn’t be getting married. There’d be no future.”

Alec turned to look at him. “What the - ”

“I’ve been waiting for the right opportunity to tell you. We met at a climate change conference last January. Naomi Klein-Mordred she’s going to be called, once we’ve tied the knot.”

“You’re joking. She’s on the internet. I mean, on there big time. Wait a minute, though, of course you wouldn’t have as your ideal woman someone you didn’t already know. That’s so typically you. Why didn’t I - ”

“Sadly, yes, I am joking.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. Eventually, Alec nodded. “Another brilliant joke, John. Well done.”

“Thank you for the candy floss.”

“Good God, I’ve just thought of something.”

“What?”

“Everyone was saying, Annabel’s paid for all this. All the wedding stuff: venue hire, hotels, the honeymoon, etcetera. She didn’t let the groom or his family pay for anything. Not even the taxis or the clothes they arrived in.”

“So?”

“Well, don’t you see? She must have known something like what happened was going to happen. She took care in advance to limit the blowback.”

“Only you can’t pay upfront for people’s emotional investment.”

“But you can isolate it. And she’s not exactly compos mentis.”

“Let’s just forget it, shall we? Listen, can I ask you a favour? Please don’t mention the gents’ episode to anyone else. I mean anyone.”

“As far as I’m concerned, it’s forgotten. Or put it another way: I’m going to try and forget it. It was disturbing enough to ruin my day, actually. And I say that without the prior advantage of being a complete drip. God knows how it must have affected you.”

“Don’t mention it to Phyllis or Edna.”

“I do understand what ‘anyone else’ means, John. I may not know who Naomi Klein is, but I’m not stupid.”

“Just being cautious.”

“Paranoid.” Alec’s phone beeped. He took it out and looked at it. “Good God.”

“What is it?”

“I’m on e-mail alerts about the Mediterranean.”

“Not you as well. Funny, nobody seemed to care before all the celebs started getting involved.”

“That’s the whole point, isn’t it? Anyway, a boat’s capsized. Fifty refugees plus Jennifer Hallowell.”

“Are they okay?”

“Not sure. Imagine that. An A-lister. Funny November’s up for an Oscar. And everyone knows The Veil of Green Sand.”

“Even me.”

“Jennifer Hallowell-Mordred, how does that sound? You’re both bleeding hearts. You should get on like a house on fire.”

“Assuming she survives today.”

“Yes, we shouldn’t joke,” Alec said. “She’s already lucky not to have been kidnapped by ISIS. They’re active in Libya. And a person’s only got so much luck. You’ve got to admit she’s got guts.” 

“And of course there are the other forty-nine non-celebrities on board.”

“What are you saying? She’s just doing it for the publicity? Because that doesn’t ring true. She’s got two Baftas and a Palme d’Or, for crying out loud.”

“Sorry, you’re right, I’m not thinking. I’m still in the gents’ with Annabel. God, what a day. I hope she’s okay.”

“Who?” Alec asked. “Annabel or Jennifer?”

“Both, obviously. I might stop by at a church on the way home.”

“I like that about you. The way you’re religious and yet not religious. Wishy-washy, but not necessarily in a negative sense.”

“Will you get an e-mail when she’s okay?” Mordred asked.

“If, not when. I’ll get a message if she drowns, so either way at least I’ll know.”

“That’s nice.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m rooting for her. Be fair, John. There’s not much else I can do, sitting here on the Thames embankment with a half-eaten candy floss.”

“Guess not. Doesn’t it make you want to join in?”

Alec chuckled. “With what? The Great Hollywood Migrant Protest? I’d be no good. I’d just be taking up someone’s place. One less refugee in the safety of Italy or Malta.”

“Or lying waterlogged at the bottom of the Med.”

“True, but I’d be giving my life for theirs. One for one. Who’s to say their life’s worth more than mine? I’m not saying it’s worth less, obviously, but in the absence of further evidence I think a good case can be made for rough equivalence.”

“I suppose.”

“What would be immoral,” Alec said, “would be betting on the outcome. Will Jennifer drown or will she make it?”

“That would be obscene,” Mordred said.

“The unacceptable face of capitalism, yes. And not remotely legal.”

“You’re not trying to tell me it actually happens? Are you?”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Who? Where?”

“Commercial and investment bankers, financial advisers, non-doms, hedge-fund administrators, stockbrokers – mostly people not so very far from where we’re sitting now.” 

Mordred smiled. “Did you know they’ve taken the word ‘gullible’ out of the Oxford English Dictionary?”

“I’m not saying I’ve encountered it first-hand but - ”

“It’s an urban myth. It must be. Come on, people hate those guys, so they make things up about them, and everyone’s all too ready to believe it. You’ll be telling me they sacrifice children and poison wells next.” 

Alec laughed. “I thought you were some kind of liberal.”

“So I’ve got to be full of the toxic freethinking hatred, right? Look, I’m not saying Goldman Sachs and PricewaterhouseCoopers are good for the world, but every single person working there’s a human being. I can’t believe they’d bet on a possible fatality. It doesn’t ring true.”

“Of human nature, you mean.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Ever been to the Central African Republic?” Alec asked. “Ever heard of ISIS?”

“Oh, don’t let’s go through that again.” 

Alec seemed to realise enough was enough. He smiled. “How about another candy floss?”

“If it helps bring about world peace, yes.”

“Any preference as to the flavour?”

“How about vodka?”

“I can only ask the lady in the kiosk.”

“Or we could repair to a pub.”

“Bloody hell, you must be depressed to be suggesting alcohol. A John Mordred first, I’d say. Normally, you have to be dragged.”

“First Annabel, now Jennifer. And us just sitting here discussing bare-faced lies about our world-class financial services industry.” 

“We might get to see action on the shores of Africa sooner than you think.”

“Oh?” Mordred said.

“There’s a little rumour going round the office. The CIA want young, good-looking Brits in situ to dissuade their Jennifer Hallowells from making complete arses of themselves on European TV. I’m not joking.”

“Bloody hell. Sounds like one hell of a gig ... if you weren’t making it up.”

“I’m not, I swear. Brits have more authority, apparently. Something to do with the accent and that, in Tinseltown, we’re always baddies. People respect baddies. They’re the people who make things happen. Goodies are always on the defensive.”

“What’s wrong with the world in a single sentence.”

“If we can only persuade Jen that you’re a baddie, we’re onto a winner. We can pull off the otherwise improbable Hallowell-Mordred union of two ancient houses. Mind you, we’ve got our work cut out. On the plus side, we’ve got your accent. After that, it’s all downhill. Come on, there’s a bar just round the corner. I’ll buy you a drink.”

“Where’s Annabel going on her honeymoon? Do you know?”

“I shouldn’t think anyone does,” Alec said. “She’s Annabel. Probably North Korea.” 

His phone beeped again. He took it out and looked at it. In the same instant, Mordred’s gave a single ring. Ruby Parker.

“Don’t bother reading it,” Alec said. “We’re wanted urgently back at Thames House. What did I tell you? Pack your bucket and spade and your AK-47. We’re going to Libya.” 

​
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Chapter 2: Welcome to TV Hell
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When they arrived at Thames house, the two men went straight to Basement One and knocked on Ruby Parker’s door. No reply.

“Knock again,” Mordred said. 

Alec tapped and put his ear closer. “Nothing,” he said, after a few seconds.

“Maybe we should ask at reception.”

They double-backed and looked in the offices on their way out. All empty. 

“Where the hell is everyone?” Alec asked. Usually there were at least ten people on this floor. It was like the fire bell had gone off, only it couldn’t be that because they’d have heard it. And there was no sign that anyone had left in a rush.

They got in the lift and went back to reception. Colin Bale stood behind his desk, a bald, stout man with a vigilant expression.

“We were called back here to see Ruby Parker,” Alec told him. “And yet we can’t find her.”

“She’s been at a funeral,” Bale replied. “She’s not back yet and won’t be for some time.”

“Any particular reason you know of?” Alec asked. 

“Traffic on the A214, but as well as that, she’s making a detour. I believe the foreign secretary wants a word with her.”

“Where’s everyone else?” Mordred said. 

“I take it you haven’t been watching the news,” Bale replied.

“Alec’s got e-mail alerts on his phone.”

Bale smiled in a ‘how quaint’ way. “About what?”

“Jennifer Hallowell in the Med. Is she okay?”

“This isn’t about that, although I must say, you’re not the only person in this building who’s rooting for her. Go Jennifer. No, she’s old news. If I was you, I’d make my way to the second floor, the television suite. They’re all on, all the TVs. The BBC will explain what’s happening better than I ever can. Also, look at a news site on your phone on your way up there. It’ll help prepare you.”

Mordred smiled. “Thanks, Colin.” Their relationship had been a little better of late. Nowadays, Bale seldom treated him with complete contempt, and was occasionally even cooperative.  

They took the stairs to Floor 2, and Alec looked at his phone, as advised. “Well, I never,” he said. “There’s some kind of hippy sit-in on Jersey. That’s the headline. That’s the actual headline. Like it’s news.”

“It’s not something I can recall happening before,” Mordred said.

“That’s not the chief criteria for newsworthiness,” Alec replied. “You’ve also got to consider impact. Like ‘will anyone care’?”

The second floor was full of people sitting gazing at televisions showing news programmes. About a hundred souls stood or sat by about fifty desks discussing and pointing. This also wasn’t something Mordred could recall before either. The conversational noise was such that some people had to shout, which made it worse. He guessed it was what 9/11 must have been like up here. Although it surely couldn’t be anything of that magnitude, could it?

Edna Watson came over. Two inches taller than Mordred and three than Alec, thin and black with a 1960s beehive, she was still wearing the beige skirt-suit and heels she’d had on at the wedding. “Welcome to TV hell,” she said.

“Exactly what’s going on?” Alec said.

“How much do you already know?” she replied.

“Next to nothing,” Mordred said. “Alec discovered there’s a sit-in on Jersey.”

She smiled wryly. “Let’s go down to the basement then. I’ve already got a headache and it’ll be quiet down there.” 

“Like a ghost town,” Alec said.

They walked into the corridor and called the lift.

“What did you think of the wedding?” Mordred asked her, when they got in.

“I’ve never been inside Tower Bridge before,” she replied. “The food was good, but I’m not keen on eating with strangers, especially the type that keep asking questions. Still, it gave me an excuse to buy a new suit.”

They’d reached the basement now. They went into an office and sat down at a desk topped with a teddy bear, a tubular stationery holder and a monitor.

“I take it that whatever’s happening, it’s pretty momentous?” Alec began. “I mean, judging by the chaos upstairs?”

“The world’s major tax havens have been invaded by protesters,” she replied. “Bern, Zürich, Luxembourg, the City of London, Jersey, Guernsey, Wilmington and Dover in Delaware, Singapore, the Cook Islands, the Caymans, Hong Kong, Mauritius, Bermuda, Turks and Caicos ... Shall I go on? Thousands of protesters in each one, some of them right here in the capital, today. It’s amazing we didn’t trip over them on the way back from Tower Bridge. Well, I didn’t. You might have.”

“What sort of ‘protesters’?” Alec said. “My newsfeed mentioned a ‘sit-in’. I guess that must mean they’re white and middle class?”

She smiled. “It’s a bit more complex than that, sir. We’re looking at a global phenomenon.”

“Exactly like the white middle-classes,” Alec replied.

“Alec’s an unreconstructed rightie,” Mordred told her. “He hates the white middle-classes.”

“And no one saw it coming?” Alec went on, ignoring him. “How is that even possible?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m only a junior agent. They’re calling it ‘World War Offshore’. Or rather, that’s what they’re chanting.”

“How many protesters in all?” Mordred asked.

“No one knows,” she replied. “Tens, possibly even hundreds of thousands. It’s still happening as we speak.”

“When did it begin?” Mordred asked.

“Sometime while we were at the wedding,” she said. “Obviously, it must have been coordinated, but no one can work out how. Neither GCHQ nor the NSA picked up on it. It’s a significant mystery.”

“Have they a common list of demands?” Mordred asked.

“As I say, sir, it’s still unfolding. It’s probably best watched on TV. Just not on the second floor, because no one can actually hear the commentary.”

A phone began to ring in another office, somewhere down the corridor.

“I’ll get it,” Mordred said, rising to his feet. He looked in two rooms before he found it. Whoever it was, he or she was persistent. Twenty-two rings. Any normal caller hung up after five or six.

“Is this Mr Mordred?” the caller asked. Ian. ‘Young Ian’ as opposed to ‘Previous Ian’ whom no one was still allowed to speak of because he’d gone to Syria to help the Kurds fight ISIS. 

“Speaking,” Mordred said.

“We’re going to the projection room to watch BBC News 24. Ruby Parker’s just called reception. She says you and Mr Cunningham are to report there and keep watching until she gets back.” 

“We’ll be up pronto. Thanks.”

He put the phone down. There was a lot of overlap between Young Ian and Previous Ian: they both dressed like relics from the 1950s, for a start. He and Edna were roughly the same age –early twenties – but you wouldn’t know it of either of them. Phyllis had been giving Edna style instructions – it didn’t quite capture their spirit to call them ‘tips’ – but Ian had no excuse. Both looked like they were Mad Men fans.  

Mordred went back to Alec and Edna. “We’re expected in the projection room.”

“You two go ahead,” Edna said. “I might get a glass of water. The wedding was quite a stressful experience.”

“I didn’t like to ask,” Mordred said, when he and Alec were in the lift again. “How could that wedding be a ‘stressful experience’ I mean, given that Edna’s not me, and that she is training to be a spy?”

“Having to ‘reveal’ to everyone that Annabel’s an escort.”

“Bloody hell, those were her actual instructions?”

“Apparently so.”

“What the hell was Annabel thinking, giving everyone a different story to tell? She must have worked out it’s precisely the sort of thing that’ll make people dig deeper. Does she want them to find out she’s a spy?”

“I wonder whether we should let Ruby Parker know,” Alec said. “She’s behaving like someone who’s on the edge.”

“Probably. I don’t know. Hasn’t she always been like that?”

“No, I believe she’s got worse. Think of the gents’.”

They went straight to the projection room – a forty-seat theatre with a four metre screen - and sat down at the back. People were beginning to leave, presumably to go to briefings or to catch up with their work, but it was clear that quite recently there had been standing room only in here.

The screen showed a middle-aged female presenter with a microphone, in the midst of a large moving crowd, above which could be seen a row of ornate buildings, the HSBC logo, and a tiny strip of blue sky. At the bottom of the screen: ‘Saint Helier Town Centre, Jersey’. Beneath that, a tickertape with breaking news elsewhere in the world. As far as Mordred could tell, all the places mentioned were tax havens, ‘secrecy jurisdictions’ as MI7 tended to refer to them.

“I don’t know whether you can hear that in the studio, Aidan,” she said, holding the microphone out, as if it was a talent show.  “‘No more offshore’,” she added, just in case he couldn’t and because, like a lot of live TV reporters, she apparently felt under a contractual obligation to keep talking, no matter what.

“What’s the exact scale of the protest in Saint Helier?” Aidan asked.

“According to my own estimates, here in the capital, we’re looking at about ten thousand people. So far the protests have been entirely peaceful, but it could pose a problem for the Jersey police if that changes. There are only two hundred and forty officers on the island. They’ve been told, I hear, to take a low-key approach.”

“Thank you, Jennifer. Now we’re just going to have a look at what’s been happening in the Cayman Islands, because we’ve just received some footage from a protester on the island. It’s now just gone midday there. It looks like this.”

The screen switched to show marching protesters – men and women of all ages, most of them noticeably less European-looking – chanting ‘no more offshore, no más fraude fiscal’ – with their fists held up. Apart from a palm tree in the background, it could have been anywhere. Most of them didn’t look like they were having a good time. They looked vaguely worried.

“I’ve been told the police have just arrived in Wilmington, Delaware, to monitor the protest,” Aidan said. “They’re not looking to disperse it yet, although the State Governor, Chandler Brydon, has pointed out that it is not a legal gathering, and called on demonstrators to go home. There: you can see the police ... lining the streets. We’ll keep you fully updated on that while we go now to Hong Kong, where it’s one o’clock in the morning.”

More protesters. Then Aidan showed some protesters in Singapore, then Panama, then Zürich, then Luxembourg, before finally coming to rest outside St Paul’s Cathedral in the City of London. All the footage was similar, and after you’d seen four or five clips, it began to get a bit boring. Even Aidan seemed to be losing interest. Luckily, someone had dug up a university analyst to talk about how tax havens worked, what companies used them, why, and what the protesters might hope to gain in terms of tighter regulation.

Alec leaned over to Mordred. “What this really needs is some kind of alternative point of view. Disgusted from Tunbridge Wells, maybe, to rail against any kind of dissent. Seriously, where the hell are the politicians?”

Mordred chuckled. “Probably hiding, hoping it’ll go away.”

The analyst started to talk about how the British government had actually made tax avoidance easier in recent years, but ‘only for big companies’. And how the US had felt compelled to follow suit. And how the Bank of England bore a large portion of the blame.

“That ought to smoke them out,” Alec said. 

“It’s vaguely surreal,” Mordred said. 

“Really? You don’t say. If only every day at the office could be like this. Us two guys sitting on comfy chairs, watching the TV. Maybe we should order some pizza in.”

Mordred laughed. “Imagine Colin Bale. Guy in a Dominos uniform: ‘Mordred and Cunningham live here? Three cheeses and a pepperoni’.”

“‘Oh my, what’s MI7 coming to?’” Alec said in an Edinburgh accent. “‘Oh, my, my.’”

Mordred laughed. “Keep my seat. I’m going to the toilet.”

“Yeah, okay. If I’m gone, it means Ruby Parker’s come back.”

In the toilet/loo/bathroom, Mordred met Young Ian. He wondered how long it would be before he stopped thinking of him that way and he just became Ian. They went to urinals at opposite ends of the row, even though there was no one else in there.

“How are you getting on?” Mordred asked.

“Very well, thank you, sir. I’m enjoying it.”

“What do you think of the protests?”

Young Ian looked as if he’d been caught off guard, but to his credit, he didn’t urinate on the wall. “The protests? How do you mean?”

“Do you agree with them? Do you wish you were there?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether they’re threatening the realm.”

Mordred got it now. Young Ian thought it was a test. How loyal are you to Queen and Country? He was less than ten years younger than Mordred, but Mordred suddenly felt like his dad. “Well, do you think they are?” he continued. “Threatening the realm?”

“Er, it’s not for me to say.”

“Listen, Ian, this isn’t the army. We’re spies. We’re expected to work things out for ourselves. And we’re allowed our own opinions. Take me, for example. I’m a communist.”

Ian urinated on the wall. To his credit, he washed his hands then blew-dry them. Always stay calm when you’re defending the realm. He left without speaking or making eye-contact.

Mordred sighed. Another Christmas card he wouldn’t be getting. When he came out of the toilet, he noticed something subtly different. It took him a moment to realise: everyone was looking at him. Only one or two directly; most people were following him out of the corners of their eyes. As far as he could tell, there was nothing hostile in their expressions, rather a mixture of pity and amusement. Bloody hell, you couldn’t even have a joke in here. What had Young Ian said? It must have been pretty drastic to get everyone on board. Perhaps he’d run out of the building, screaming.

But what could you possibly do or say that would clear up such a misunderstanding? He felt self-conscious now. He was probably blushing a bit. Maybe he should just keep walking till he reached the Chinese embassy. I’m a communist. I’m here to claim political asylum. But not that kind, no. Not the genocidal kind that writes little red books and has great leaps forward. 

When he returned to his seat in the projection room, Ian was sitting six rows away next to Edna in the front row. Crisis averted ... probably. Alec was eating an apple. “You’re about to be world-famous,” he told Mordred.

“What do you mean? Where did you get that apple, by the way?”

“I pinched it from the wedding. No one eats fruit at a wedding.”

“How am I going to be ‘world-famous’?”

“They’ve set up a Youtube channel. The protesters. Keep watching.”

“What am I looking for?”

“If I tell you, it’ll spoil the surprise.”

Even in here, everyone was slyly looking at him. A few people changed seats, from the front to the back and wide, obviously so they could get a better look at him. It was starting to feel oppressive, the sort of thing that turns a man into a paranoid wreck. Focus. There was something behind it, obviously. All he had to do, if Alec was right, was keep watching.  

Lots more shots of protesters in various parts of the world. He hadn’t noticed before, but the chant wasn’t the only thing all the groups had in common. They were all sporting Jolly Rogers, but not the white-on-black variety, rather, any on any colour. Here, yellow on tie-dye blue, there, multi-coloured on orange, farther afield, purple on pink and white polka dots, and so on. Obviously someone had sat down and made these: there was nothing ad-hoc about them.

He suddenly felt depressed. Something momentous in the history of the world, something good for a change, and what was he doing? Sitting in a projection room with an apple thief and a man who’d just urinated on a wall.

“Meanwhile, in the last few minutes, some of the protesters have set up a Youtube channel,” Aidan the newscaster said. “The movement’s spokesperson in Jersey, music executive Hannah Lexingwood, used that channel to make what she described as an ‘announcement to the world’ a few moments ago.”  

From there, the screen cut straight to a head and shoulders shot of his older sister - Lexingwood née Mordred - in Saint Helier. She was addressing a crowd of protesters beneath candy-coloured Jolly Rogers and the red flags of Real Alternative. 

He didn’t hear what she said. He was too busy having an out-of-body experience. 

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Ladies and Gentlemen, Introducing the Remembrancer!
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Hannah said something about how she was middle-class and cheesed off. The crowd in Saint Helier obviously loved her, and after a minute, even Mordred had to admit she was quite good. A real demagogue. How the hell had she got into this? He remembered she’d been quite enthusiastic about Chapman Hill when he’d been around. So now she was a politico. What were their mum and dad thinking now, probably sitting at home in Northumbria watching the TV? Knowing them, they’d probably be proud. But of course, petrified, because in the end, protesters always tended to get trampled by men with truncheons. And what would the neighbours say?

Oh, God. And there was Soraya from Fully Magic Coal Tar Lounge. All Mordred’s old crowd. He could see what was coming already. Ruby Parker: John, we’re going to put you in there as a mole. 

“Enjoying the show?” Alec asked.

Bloody moles. He wished they’d never been invented. 

“ ... and they come to places like this,” Hannah was saying, “so they don’t have to pay for the upkeep of the NHS or our schools or any of our public services. They only want the benefits. They don’t want to contribute.”

“I’ve never noticed before,” Alec said, “but she’s actually quite attractive. Especially when she gets going. She doesn’t look anything like you either.”

“We’re not twins. She’s four years older than me.”

“And let’s not pretend the British government’s powerless to do anything about it,” she continued. “They’re fully complicit. And the opposition are no better. The revolving door between Westminster and industry ...”

“Why does four years make any difference?” Alec asked. “You’ve still got the same mother and father, haven’t you? Or have you?”

“She’s my full sister, yes,” Mordred said. “I don’t know. I guess egg and sperm production changes as you get older.”

“And the newspapers are mostly owned by non-doms, so we don’t expect to get a good press there!”

“You mean,” Alec continued, “if she’d only been one year older, she’d have looked a lot more like you? That doesn’t sound right to me.”

“I’m just hypothesising,” Mordred said. “My feeling is, the more time goes on, the more likely it is two siblings will look different.”

“Offshore means sucking wealth and resources from those countries who can least afford it,” Hannah said. “According to Global Financial Integrity in Washington, re-invoicing alone drains one hundred billion dollars a year from the developing world.”

“Your so-called ‘hypothesis’ smacks of Lamarckism,” Alec said. “Your body changes so your DNA does, that’s your argument. It can’t work like that. If you lost an arm, you probably wouldn’t give birth to a one-armed baby.”

“I’m not saying the parents’ appearance is preserved,” Mordred said. “At least not their present appearance. That would be ridiculous.”

“And given how bad a lot of these companies are for the environment,” Hannah went on, “the world urgently needs full financial transparency everywhere. We need to reverse de-regulation.”

“So what are you saying?” Alec said. 

“I’d like to ask you the same question,” Mordred replied. “Are you saying my mother had an affair four years after she gave birth to my sister?”

Hannah cut a piece of red tape with some scissors. “I hereby declare World War O open!”

Everyone in Jersey cheered. A middle-aged woman leaned slightly over Mordred. “Ruby Parker would like to see you both, downstairs in her office.” 

“It’s not for me to say whether your mother had an affair,” Alec said.

“I beg your pardon?” the middle-aged woman replied.

“All I’m saying is, your theory of why you and your sister look different doesn’t hold water. It’s pseudo-science.”

“Oh ... yes, right,” she said, looking scared.

They knocked on Ruby Parker’s door and put their ears close. This time they heard it – ‘enter!’ - so they went in. She was putting her coat on a peg on the far side of her tiny office, a small middle-aged black woman in a black skirt-suit, black veiled hat, black shoes. “Sit down,” she said, removing the hat.

Three chairs had been put out in a row. The office consisted of a small desk with a computer, a framed picture of the Queen, a large tropical fish tank and several potted plants at different heights.

Ruby Parker sat down and turned to Mordred. “First things first. John, Ian’s just been to see me. He claims you approached him in the gents’ toilet and told him you were a communist.”

Alec chuckled. “Probably the worst chat-up line in the history of homosexuality.”

“I tried to explain,” she went on, “that it’s one of the main reasons we keep you on the payroll. But I did say I’d issue you with a warning. Don’t go scaring the staff.” 

“Understood,” Mordred said.

“How was the wedding?” she asked. Strangely, she didn’t seem particularly bothered about World War O.

“I think I speak for both of us,” Alec said, “when I say that, much as we love and respect Annabel, we’re bloody glad it’s over. How was the funeral?”

“Emotional. Ronald Chewton was quite a bit older than me, but hardly elderly. The truth is, he never got over losing his wife and son.”
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