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Advance praise for A Single Source



‘Topical, authoritative and gripping’


Charles Cumming


‘Tight, pacy and strong on atmosphere’


Michael Palin


‘Completely unputdownable’


Seb Emina, The Happy Reader


‘If you love le Carré, were gripped by Homeland and couldn’t get your nose out of A Dying Breed, here’s another thrilling read for you’


Dame Ann Leslie


‘A compelling story set against some of the global forces shaping our times’


Mishal Husain, BBC Today presenter


‘Draws you in from the first line and keeps you guessing until, literally, the very last’


Allan Little, former BBC correspondent


‘An enthralling read’


Roy Greenslade 


‘Peter Hanington is entirely in command of this thrilling story and tells it with great verve’


Kirsty Wark, author of The Legacy of Elizabeth Pringle


‘One of the most assured pieces of writing I have read for a very long time … The sense of setting out on a journey in safe hands makes it all the more shocking when the plot takes its gut-wrenching twists’


Edward Stourton


‘Hanington has a knack for telling the stories of the lives behind the news headlines in a way that invites you, the reader, to care about his characters’


Fi Glover, the Fortunately podcast
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Sunday Times Thriller of the Month


‘There are nods to John le Carré, but his impressive debut is its own thing, with three radio men at its centre, not spooks or civil servants’


The Sunday Times


‘Thoughtful, atmospheric and grippingly plotted’


Guardian


‘an impressive debut by Peter Hanington. The multi-layered plot, set in Afghanistan and BBC headquarters, moves excitingly and entertainingly but also raises serious current issues about dodgy political and commercial interference with the search for truth by journalists … Hanington has true talent’


The Times


‘A tremendous novel – shot-through with great authenticity and insider knowledge – wholly compelling and shrewdly wise’


William Boyd


‘A Dying Breed is an enthralling page-turner, and, as befits an author steeped in newsgathering, there’s a real sense of authority and authenticity at work in this quality thriller’


Michael Palin
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For Jack and Martha




News stories should be multi-sourced. That said – single-source stories are sometimes unavoidable. In these circumstances, the source must be authoritative, a participant involved in the action or with first-hand knowledge of the event. Above all, both reporter and source must have a track record of telling the truth.


The Journalists’ Handbook


   

Prologue


The man Gabriel wanted his grandsons to meet wore an electric blue-coloured business suit with wide lapels, a white shirt and thin red leather tie. He had a chunky steel watch that was too big for his wrist and that he looked at repeatedly. 


‘I see you notice my watch? It was your grandfather that got me this watch: Tag Heuer. It is real, I have had this checked. I thought he might try and cheat me …’ – he looked at both brothers in turn – ‘… but he did not.’ There was a hint of disappointment in the man’s voice. ‘So, I owe old man Gabriel the favour and he says that you two are how I am to repay.’ The name on his embossed business card was Adam Adonay but the man had asked that the boys refer to him only as Mr Adam. ‘Like the first man – you understand?’ 


The boys nodded. 


Mr Adam glanced around the room, the look on his face suggesting that he found nothing there that met with his approval. Gabriel had arranged for the meeting to take place in the home of a mutual friend, someone who both he and Mr Adam agreed could be trusted. The house turned out to be only a few streets from the boys’ own home in the rundown district of Godaif. ‘I live in the European section, you know it?’ This question was directed at Gebre, who nodded. ‘It is a good area, not like this. This house has nothing – a few sticks of furniture is all, not even a picture on the wall. Look!’ He waved a hand in the direction of the nearest wall and Gebre looked. Mr Adam was not wrong. He pointed at the table in front of him, an old tea chest covered in a yellow cloth. On it were some papers, a litre bottle of beer and three glasses. ‘They do not even have a proper table!’ He refilled his already half-full glass to the brim, leaving his guests’ glasses empty. ‘I have asked around about you two boys. The police find no fault with you, no one else either, so tell me, why do you need to leave?’ 


Gabriel had told the pair to expect this question and provided them with a prepared answer but Gebre chose to improvise. 


‘There is nothing for us here, Mr Adam. We live in a house like this house – just me, my brother and our mother. We have no work, no hope of decent work. In Europe we can work and improve our lives, send money back to help our mother and grandfather too.’ 


The man shrugged, this answer seemed satisfactory. 


‘I understand. But let us not talk about Europe just yet. One footstep at a time as they say. First we have to get you across the desert … Eritrea to Sudan and Sudan to Libya. Then the sea. Then Europe.’ He took a gulp of beer and again refilled his glass. ‘I told old Gabriel that I would treat you well; that the price he has paid will be the total price. I promised him this.’ 


Gebre studied Mr Adam. He wondered what this man’s promise was worth. 


‘So, you two will not get the normal trip … you will get the VIP trip, you understand?’ 


The brothers shook their heads. Mr Adam smiled and Gebre saw the flash of a gold tooth. 


‘Very Important Passenger trip, this is what I have arranged for you. I will tell you how it works. As I said to your grandfather, nothing will happen for two days, but then everything will happen. Things will move very quickly, and you will need to be ready.’ 


He told them they’d be picked up in a regular taxi and taken an hour or two out of the city; here they’d meet up with their fellow travellers and the men who’d been paid to drive them across the desert. ‘This letter, this is your passport.’ Mr Adam handed Gebre a single sheet of paper. In typewritten script were three lines of text and under that a telephone number. Each line contained the same message: once in Arabic, once in Tigrinya and once in English.


Mr Adam does guarantee good character and cost of transport for the two boys holding this paper: Gebra and Soloman Hassan.


Gebre turned the paper over. The reverse was blank. 


‘This is all?’


Mr Adam sucked his teeth, clearly offended. 


‘That is all you will need, I wrote it out myself. It is more than most people have. Much more. That is my personal mobile phone number on this paper. Where you are going this piece of paper is worth more than an Italian passport or a German passport or any other passport you can name. Do not ever lose this.’ 


Gebre handed the piece of paper to Solomon. 


‘Both of our names are spelled wrong.’ 


Mr Adam snatched the paper back and held it close to his face. 


‘I do not have my typewriter with me; it is only a small difference, it will not matter. My name is the important thing for these people.’ 


The boys were silent, they knew how much it had cost their grandfather to arrange this trip: ten thousand nakfa or six hundred American dollars – more than two years’ pay for most Eritreans and this piece of paper and a promise was what they got in return. 


Mr Adam picked up a clear plastic wallet from the makeshift table and inserted the boys’ travel document with a certain amount of ceremony. ‘As I say before, do not lose it. This is your future.’ He handed it across the table to Gebre and clapped his hands together. ‘I believe that is all. Your grandfather will be told when the first car will come.’ Mr Adam stood and the brothers followed suit. ‘He is a good man, your grandfather., I told him he should come into business with me, he knows a lot of people, he knows how to make things happen. Do you know what he said?’ 


Gebre nodded. 


‘He always says that he prefers to move objects … not people.’ 


Mr Adam smiled. 


‘This is exactly what he says to me … that if he loses a sack of grain, a bicycle or even a fine watch, it is shame but still he can sleep at night. I told him I understood this problem well – I find it very, very difficult to sleep at night.’ Mr Adam finished the beer. ‘My doctor says it is the gas but I am sure it is more than this.’




PART ONE


@tsquarelawan




The black and white days are coming. There will be no more grey and everyone must choose … which side are you on? 







1 The Listening Room



DATELINE: Highbury Fields, London N5, December 27 2010


William Carver stared at the long line of London plane trees, stretching from the bench where he sat, all the way up the Fields to the clock tower at the top. Each tree wore a snowy skirt around its trunk; each looked the same as its neighbour. It was more than thirty years since he’d first set eyes on them, yet the trees seemed unchanged. Carver wondered how far back you’d have to go for the trees to have looked much different. When were they saplings for instance? Maybe all the way back, when these Fields were where London’s rich came to hunt stag and fornicate? Carver nodded to himself; trees like these certainly made you think about the passage of time. He took his mobile phone from his anorak pocket and poked out another message: Get a bloody move on.


Patrick was pulling the front door to his flat shut when he felt his phone buzz; he ignored it and sloshed his way across the snowy road, greeting Carver with a wave.


‘Merry Christmas.’


‘What the hell are you wearing?’


Under his long black raincoat Patrick had on an eye-catching red and green sweater featuring a drunk-looking reindeer and several elves.


‘It’s my Christmas jumper. Me and Becs both bought each other one. Hers is even funnier than this.’ Carver remained unsmiling. Patrick noticed that instead of his usual uniform of jeans, black trainers and white shirt, William had a suit on underneath the anorak. ‘How come you’re so smart?’


‘It’s just a suit and tie.’ His hand went to his collar as though to check this fact. ‘McCluskey is a bit of a stickler for smart.’


Patrick grimaced. ‘You should’ve said. Shall I go and change?’


Carver shook his head. ‘No time.’ He picked up his plastic carrier bag and stood. 


They’d walked a few steps when the sound of frantic tapping at a top-floor window stopped them. Rebecca was standing on the sofa, wrapped in a white towel. Whatever urgent thought had occurred to her, had occurred while she was halfway through drying her hair – her blonde bob stuck out at a variety of angles. Patrick grinned at his girlfriend; she looked like a scarecrow – an incredibly pretty scarecrow. 


She was mouthing something: ‘Ask him.’


Patrick shook his head. 


She pointed at Carver and tried again: ‘Ask him.’


Patrick shrugged and continued pretending not to understand. He sensed Carver losing patience.


‘She wants you to ask me something. But you obviously don’t want to, and I don’t care either way, so shall we just leave it?’ He gave Rebecca a wave and dragged Patrick away. ‘We’ve got a train to catch.’ 


As they walked along the wide pavement that ran down the side of the Fields, Carver reminisced. Back at the beginning of his career – before switching to radio – he was junior crime reporter for a popular north London local tabloid and Highbury Fields was on his patch. ‘Christmas week was always good. Drunken scraps at the Lord Nelson … bottlings … joy-riders. You even got the odd murder-suicide if you were lucky. My editor always gave me extra pages Christmas week.’ 


Patrick had heard some of William’s gory stories before, but he didn’t mind hearing them again. They were riding the escalator down to the Victoria Line before he could get a word in.


‘So where are we going? You said you’d tell me on the way.’


Carver glanced at his colleague. ‘We’re off to Caversham, the BBC Monitoring station. I got a call from McCluskey, I’ve been summoned.’


Patrick nodded; he’d always wanted to see Caversham. ‘Cool. And who’s McCluskey?’


Carver smiled. ‘McCluskey is a legend.’


The train to Reading was one of the modern types: moulded plastic fittings and seats like sandpaper. Carver found an empty table and took the window seat, facing backwards. He watched London recede and slowly the blocks of grey and brick and graffiti made way for trees and irregular-shaped patches of green. The taxi rank at Reading was empty and the station guard advised them that the best way to travel the last leg to Caversham was by bus. 


The pink-coloured single-decker wound its way out of town and dropped them a ten-minute walk from the stately home. The cold sky shone as they walked past well-tended allotments and then a field, empty apart from a brown horse, its nose buried in a broken bale of hay. By the time they reached the tall iron gates, Carver was breathless; they stopped and admired the grand-looking facade in silence before William pointed out a few things to Patrick.


‘See the sat dish over there? The big green one?’ 


Patrick looked where Carver was pointing and saw the largest dish he’d ever seen, painted green to help it blend with the gardens but obvious nonetheless. 


‘They used to have loads of short-wave aerials all over the front of the building, but they took them all down.’


‘I guess they don’t really need that old stuff anymore?’


Carver shrugged. ‘Opinions differ.’ 


Caversham was an impressive sight, Italian baroque made from stone and steel. ‘It was designed by the same bloke who did Tower Bridge.’ What Carver’s tour lacked in detail it made up for in enthusiasm. Patrick could tell that his colleague felt at home here. ‘I used to come and hang out with McCluskey and a few of the others when I was on leave.’


‘Isn’t that a bit of a busman’s holiday?’


‘Best sort.’


They walked around the building, past a stone temple, frozen flowerbeds and laurel hedges until they reached the back. ‘This is the old orangery.’ Carver put his face to a window and pointed. ‘And that’s the listening room.’


Patrick took a look. This was home to a group of people that Patrick had long considered the most intriguing of BBC employees: the Monitors. ‘Great. Are we going in?’


Carver shook his head. ‘’Fraid not, all shut up for Christmas. But I thought you should get a look at it.’ He turned to leave. ‘McCluskey wanted to meet away from work anyhow. It isn’t far.’


The red brick, two-up, two-down was on a small estate halfway between Caversham and the local golf course. Patrick had an idea which house they were heading for from some distance away, the clue being a thicket of short-wave aerials poking from the eaves. As they drew closer he saw a white-haired woman kneeling on the grass on the other side of a low flint wall. 


Carver called out. ‘Hello, McCluskey.’


She ignored him. The woman was crouched above a frozen fishpond with a claw hammer raised high above her head. Patrick saw half a dozen blurs of orange beneath the ice.


‘Are they alive?’


‘Shut yer mouths. I need to concentrate on this or I’ll brain one of my fishes.’ 


She smacked the ice with the hammer and the orange blurs flicked back to life. ‘There we go.’ She glanced up at her visitors. ‘You’re early, Carver, but then you’re always early. Help me up, will ya?’


She had a thick Glaswegian accent. As William went to help, Patrick studied her. McCluskey wore a black polo neck jumper, green quilted jacket and tweed skirt. Her hair looked like white candyfloss and she had the most enormous ears Patrick had ever seen. Carver huffed and puffed as he pulled McCluskey to her feet.


‘Christ. You’re not getting any lighter in your old age.’


‘You can talk, you fat bastard.’ She shot Patrick a look. ‘Who’s this? Your carer or your grandson?’


Carver smiled. ‘That’s Patrick.’


William and Patrick sat in the living room while McCluskey went to make tea. The furniture and decor reminded Patrick of his old nana’s house, oversized, floral-patterned armchairs and side tables all over the place, although in McCluskey’s house every table was in use. There were snow globes everywhere – side tables, windowsills and every other flat surface. The pick of the collection was lined up on the mantelpiece either side of a gold carriage clock. Patrick stood and took a closer look: there was a New York skyline with the Twin Towers still intact; the Sydney Opera House; Paris at night. He picked up the Great Wall of China and gave it a shake; it was still in his hand when McCluskey appeared pushing a tea trolley.


‘It’s a terrific collection.’


‘Yes.’


The woman glanced at the gap on the mantelpiece where the Great Wall globe belonged; Patrick took the hint and put it back down carefully. Carver’s attention was focused on the tea trolley.


‘Have you got any of those little cakes? The kind you had last time?’


‘Fondant fancies.’


‘That’s them.’


While she went to find the cakes, Carver gave Patrick a little of Jemima McCluskey’s background. Scottish dad and Polish mum, she’d been raised speaking both parents’ native tongue as well as Russian. She learned French at school and whichever part of the brain needs to be exercised in order to master a new language was so well developed by the time she went to university that she had no trouble adding Italian and Spanish. She joined Caversham with these six languages then learned Arabic when it looked like Arabic would be useful. ‘It was McCluskey who saw what Pope John Paul’s visit to Poland would mean for the Soviet bloc.’ 


Patrick gave Carver a blank look. 


‘She knew the Berlin Wall was coming down weeks before anyone else and she was on duty when it fell.’ It was clear that he could have gone on and would have done so if their host hadn’t returned with a plate of brightly coloured cakes in one hand and a pile of papers in the other. 


‘Have a cake and then take a read of these.’ She handed Carver the untidy sheaf of A4 photocopies. 


From where Patrick sat he saw that each page had a different dateline at the top. The dates were recent – all within the last month – but the locations various: Tunis, Tripoli, Algiers, Cairo, Rabat, Sana’a, Riyadh …


Carver read in silence, pausing occasionally to help himself to another cake.


‘They let you take all this stuff out of Caversham?’


‘No, ’course not. All our emails are monitored these days too. I copied them on the quiet and tucked them inside my undies. Security would rather swallow a gob-full of polonium than search me down there. What do you think?’


‘Not very interesting individually, but I guess when you put them all together …’


McCluskey nodded. ‘That’s right.’ She paused. ‘I can usually tell I’m on to something when those spooks up on the top floor start showing an interest and they’re very interested in all this.’


Carver stopped reading and waved the papers in her direction. ‘So you think all this adds up to something?’


‘I wouldn’t drag you out here if it was nothing. It’s something. Maybe one of those somethings that changes everything. Take it all away with you if you like. Just don’t show anyone else.’


McCluskey refilled the teapot and replenished the plate of cakes. Patrick and Carver emptied it while he and Jemima chatted around the general theme of things not being what they used to be. Carver had heard rumours that the BBC might even consider closing Caversham. McCluskey enjoyed a good rumour but she didn’t like this one.


‘Nah, bollocks they will. The boss class are stupid but they’re not that stupid. They’ll never sell that place. There’s no room for us in W1 and not a hope in hell they’d persuade all those spooks up on the top floor to move anywhere else.’


‘I hope you’re right.’


‘I am.’


Patrick cleared his throat and risked an opinion. ‘I suppose the problem is the technology is changing so fast. Everyone is a monitor now … or can be. Anyone with a mobile phone in their pocket?’


There was an agonising silence before McCluskey spoke. When she did Patrick was relieved to see she was nodding.


‘It’s a fair point. A bog-standard smartphone can access as much information now as all the gizmos in Caversham could a few years back. That’s not the hard part anymore. The hard part’s knowing what’s important. Monitors filter as much as monitor – tell you the difference between the cream and the crud. The truth and the lie.’


Carver stood; he could feel the tea swilling in his stomach, his mouth claggy with fondant fancies. He asked to use the bathroom and suggested that he and Patrick should leave before too long. As soon as he’d left the room, McCluskey took the chair closest to Patrick’s. She spoke in a low whisper.


‘Carver looks like he’s put on a few pounds. That dreadful suit looks even worse than last time I saw it. He’s all right, is he?’


Patrick tried to reassure her and he did a fair job. When he’d finished speaking he looked over and saw that she was smiling. 


‘It’s interesting …’


‘What is?’


‘Carver’s been the rogue male so long … do you know that term?’


Patrick shook his head. 


‘A solitary beast … widowed or wounded usually.’ 


‘I see.’


‘Anyway, he’s been that way so long. I never thought he’d end up with …’ McCluskey examined Patrick over the rim of her teacup, trying to work out what he was. 


Patrick tried to help. ‘A partner?’


‘A cub.’


There was a farting sound of trombone-like proportions from the toilet and then the sound of flushing and an air freshener being sprayed. Carver returned a little red in the face. 


‘We should make a move …’ He retrieved the papers. ‘Thanks for this, McCluskey. I’ll check it out.’


‘You do that. Bring me back a snow globe.’


Carver smiled. ‘I’m not sure they do snow globes in North Africa.’


‘They do snow globes everywhere.’


Patrick laughed. ‘That’s globalisation I guess?’


The carriage clock on the mantelpiece chimed the hour. Eventually McCluskey spoke. ‘I believe there’s a train at half past. You might make that.’




Back at Paddington station, they were about to go their separate ways when Patrick cleared his throat and muttered.


‘William … earlier, when Rebecca was shouting down at me.’


‘Yeah?’


‘She wanted me to ask you for dinner. You know? Like a late Christmas dinner? At our place?’


Carver nodded. ‘Right, I see.’


‘So what do you think?’


Carver paused. ‘Thank Rebecca for the thought, Patrick. But I’m busy, other plans, you know?’


‘’Course, ’course, yes. I thought you’d probably …’


‘Some other time. Have a good evening – the pair of you.’ 


Patrick nodded. 


‘And call me tomorrow, first thing. We need to start making travel plans.’


‘Sure. Hey, William, thanks for today. I mean thanks for asking me along.’


Carver was pulling his tie from his collar; he stuffed it into his pocket then zipped up his anorak. ‘No problem. Merry Christmas.’


Carver did his best thinking on the move. He took the Bakerloo Line down to where it connected with the Northern Line. Opting for southbound, he walked to the end of the platform and when the next train drew in he settled himself in the last carriage, next to the locked driver’s cab. He read through McCluskey’s collection of stories slowly and in date order. When the train reached Morden he got out, crossed the platform and took the next train north, back the way he’d come. On the return trip and on a whim, he got off at Embankment. He walked along the river for a while, quieter than usual, although a few tourists were braving the cold. At Westminster Bridge he cut up on to Whitehall and headed north. It was almost dark, the sky a midnight blue and a few stars visible in the cold air. Government business had stopped for the Christmas week. The only sign of life – one bright rectangle of light from the office building opposite Horse Guards. Carver glanced up at the uncurtained window and then looked around to get his bearings: the Ministry of Defence.




2 Kifaya



DATELINE: Tahrir Square, Cairo, Egypt, January 25 2011


Nawal tried to remember when she’d stopped being scared. A few weeks ago she would have turned tail at the sight of a police van – the smallest hint of trouble. Now, when she heard sirens and the swell of noise coming from the other side of Tahrir, from close to the governing party headquarters, she shouldered her rucksack and practically ran in that direction. 


The square concrete block of a building was alight, the windows at the top spitting broken glass down on to the street below. Nawal moved closer, near enough to feel the heat of the fire on her face. A looting operation was under way with a steady stream of people running in and out of the tall black doors at the front of the party HQ. Those on their way out of the building carried wooden chairs, desks, photocopiers and more old-fashioned-looking pieces of office equipment. A man walked past her carrying a mechanical adding machine; another was struggling under the weight of a golf-ball typewriter. The women involved in the looting had different priorities: they seemed to be more interested in official files than office furniture. One group of women – several generations of the same family – strode from the building carrying armfuls of grey box files. Nawal knew the reason why – inside these files they hoped to find answers to questions they’d been asking for years: information about missing husbands and brothers, daughters and sisters and sons. She got out her phone and started typing. 


A Day of Anger some were calling it but Nawal felt no anger, she was euphoric. 


By the early evening, the worst of the fighting in and around Tahrir Square was over but there was no clear winner. The police had managed to push the protesters back from the centre of Tahrir, but they still held one corner of the square – an area the size of half a football pitch or maybe slightly more. The demonstrators were regrouping inside that space. 


Standing on the steps up to the Omar Makram statue, Carver surveyed the scene. He counted three armoured personnel carriers, burned black and upturned like dead beetles. A couple of ambulances had found a way through the barricades that both sides had set up to control access to Tahrir and paramedics were dealing with the casualties. Ten yards from where he stood, Carver saw one of these medics kneeling over a young man with a stomach wound; the medic’s green tunic was sleeved in blood. Carver had counted seventeen injured so far, eighteen including this kid. Eighteen protesters and three police. 


He reached into his yellow plastic bag, pulled out his reporter’s notepad and jotted down these numbers. Usually he’d trust this sort of detail to memory, but it had been a long day and he was tired – tired and hungry. He took another look inside the bag and saw the chicken shawarma sandwich he’d bought for breakfast; the brown paper wrapping was stained dark by the grease and it smelled a little ripe. Carver decided to give it a go anyway. 


Patrick arrived in time to see his colleague gobbing a masticated mouthful of chicken on to the ground. ‘Lovely.’


Carver shrugged and put the sandwich back in the bag. ‘How many injured have you seen?’


‘I counted nineteen protesters, three police.’


‘Nineteen? You’re sure?’ 


Patrick nodded and watched as Carver corrected the tally in his notebook. 


‘Okay, we better update that last bulletin piece then.’


Patrick stared at his colleague. Carver’s face was grey, his voice thinner than usual. ‘Why don’t you have another blast of the inhaler first, William? There’s still a bit of tear gas blowing about. You’re sounding wheezy.’


Carver found his puffer and took a gulp, and within a minute or so his voice was back to normal. He nailed the forty-second-long bulletin piece first time. 


‘We’ll need to check in with the hospitals. I’ve seen a couple of nasty-looking injuries. One kid I saw looked like he might be bleeding out.’


Patrick nodded. ‘I can do that.’ He got his phone out and checked his Twitter feed, looking for any recent posts from a pro-democracy campaigner he’d started following. Sure enough:


@tsquarelawan




New Cairo Hospital needs help. Anyone with blood type O please go. Big shortage of type O!





Patrick would try the New Cairo first, then the others. He checked the time and saw to his surprise that it had already gone seven. They’d been working for ten hours solid, filing bulletin pieces for the top of each hour and collecting more than enough material for their longer Today programme piece. He glanced across at Carver, who was flicking through his notebook; he looked knackered. ‘How about you knock off for now, boss? Nothing else huge is going to happen here. I’ll check the hospitals then meet you back at the hotel?’


Carver reluctantly agreed to call it a day. He set off walking east on Al-Bustan; his plan was to move away from Tahrir Square and the worst of the traffic before doubling back in the general direction of the river. He had half an eye out for a taxi although he knew the chances of finding one were slim. He walked the back streets, the hot stink of human excrement, rotting rubbish and petrol thick in the air. It was a smell he’d got used to – perhaps even rather attached to – on his visits to Cairo. Certain things about the city had changed down the years, but the smell had not. 


Carver emerged from the back streets close to the Kasr Al Nil Bridge. This wasn’t where he’d expected to find himself – Cairo’s labyrinthine streets never seemed to take you the same way twice – but it was in broadly the right direction. Halfway across the bridge, his legs started to feel heavy and he decided to take a rest. Down on the wide, yellow-brown Nile, a brightly lit party boat was chugging by, Egyptian pop music blaring from its speakers. It seemed odd that ordinary everyday life could be carrying on when so much of the city was in turmoil. Carver reached into the plastic bag for his MiniDisc recorder; he knew that Patrick would be able to do something interesting with the sound. 


He was standing with his back against the cold stone, his headphones down around his neck and the tape machine running when he heard a single exuberant voice shouting, calling out in time with the boat’s loud music. 


‘Kifaya … Kifaya … Kifaya.’ Looking to his right, Carver saw a young man walking at impressive speed up the middle of the pavement, singing as he came. He had a strange gait, both arms and one leg swinging wildly as though he were marching in a military parade. As he drew closer, Carver saw first the boy’s clubfoot and then the broad smile, so bright that he could not help but smile back. The policeman was walking in the opposite direction, away from Tahrir and the disabled kid clocked him more or less at the same time as Carver did. He stopped singing but kept walking. As the two came closer, just as they were about to cross, the boy raised his hands – a gesture of conciliation or understanding and smiled again, broader still. What happened next happened quickly and just a few yards from where Carver stood. The policeman snatched the baton from his belt, lifted it high and brought it down hard on the side of the boy’s head. Carver winced and turned away. 


The noise was unlike anything he had ever heard. It was the sound of the hardest kind of plastic that man could make, hitting and breaking a boy’s skull; it was the sound of someone’s brain shifting in its housing and spilling out. The young man’s scream was like an animal in pain. The baton broke the thin bone at the boy’s temple, tearing the artery. The kid performed a macabre, jolting dance and then fell to the floor. The policeman stood above him for a moment, then glanced at the baton, seemingly surprised at how effective his single blow had been. His arm was still raised and he appeared to be in two minds about whether to hit the boy again. He tucked the baton back into his belt and walked on. 


Carver threw his headphones down and walked quickly over to the boy, knelt by his side and put his ear to the kid’s lips, listening for breath. There was something – and then nothing. A trickle of thick red blood ran from his ear, down his cheek and Carver wiped it uselessly away. William had seen dead bodies but for some reason this felt different. He lifted one of the boy’s eyelids and then dropped it again, frightened by the size and darkness of the pupil, pitch-black and empty of anything. Carver held his hand. 


And then the father came. The man must have been following his son; unable to keep up perhaps, as he was old. He arrived at Carver’s side and stood staring for a moment, saying nothing, then he knelt and slapped at the boy’s cheek to wake him, first softly, then harder. He mumbled a name. 


‘Adjo.’ Then he shouted it. He put his hands under his son’s shoulders and lifted his head. Carver feared that he might try and shake him back to life but instead he slowly lifted him. He held him upright, carrying him gently to the side of the bridge and sitting down against the stone wall, cradling his dead son in his arms and crying.


The piece of radio that Carver and Patrick filed to London later that evening was short. They began the report with the sound of the boy’s last minute of life: the sound of a party boat pushing up the Nile, of pop music, of his simple chant and then his killing. Carver followed it with a short piece of script:


‘This is the sound of Egypt’s revolution, of the latest chapter in the Arab uprising. The word being sung is kifaya, which means “enough” and that was the last thing this boy said before he was killed with one blow from a policeman’s baton.’ 


They put the report together in Carver’s hotel room and after they’d finished, Patrick suggested they order some food.


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘Okay, well …’


‘I need a drink.’


‘Yeah, but you asked me to help …’


‘You’re my producer, Patrick, not my fucking mother. I need a drink. Just something to take the edge off.’


Patrick nodded. ‘I’ll find something.’


‘Thank you.’


Carver sat down on the bed and opened the file on Patrick’s laptop; he stared at the jagged waveform for a while and at one section in particular. Near the top of the piece, a single spike, representing the moment the baton connected with the boy’s head. He played the piece through a couple of times, wincing each time and then moved the cursor to a point just to the right of the spike. Carver played the audio backwards. And then again, and then again. But it did no good. He pushed the laptop shut. 


Patrick poured a splash of the cheap Polish vodka he’d bought from the hotel barman into his Coke and kept Carver company while he drank the rest of the vodka neat. Before leaving, Patrick sat down at the hotel room table and logged in again; he wanted to check that their report had filed in full and that London was happy. When he turned back around, Carver was asleep, still fully dressed, sprawled diagonally across his double bed and snoring. The air conditioning had turned the room cold. Patrick pulled the duvet and sheet over his sleeping colleague and flicked off the bedroom light. 


‘Night-night, William.’




3 Lying for Your Country



DATELINE: Old Kent Road, London SE11, January 26 2011 


Rob Mariscal stretched a wet arm around the side of the shower cubicle and turned the radio up. 


‘Let it run,’ he muttered, as Carver’s final line of script faded into the sound of a crowd on the Cairo street. They let it run. ‘Quality,’ Rob said to no one in particular. 


As the piece finished there was a second of respectful studio silence before a deep, Welsh-accented voice back-announced the report: ‘That’s our man William Carver, in Cairo.’ 


A second male voice, this one with rather less authority picked up: ‘Yes, he’s having quite a run of it, isn’t he?’ 


Mariscal shook his head. ‘Dickwad.’ 


Rob turned the shower off and poked his head round the corner of the cubicle in search of a towel. The radio was informing him that they’d be discussing the implications of the worsening situation in Egypt later in the programme. ‘Great, can’t wait. Lindy? Lindy baby, have you got a dry towel in there?’ 


His girlfriend arrived, fully dressed and unsmiling, finished drying her hair with the towel and handed it to him. 


‘Thanks.’ 


Lindy glanced at the radio, which was covered in soapsuds. She hesitated a moment then turned it down. ‘You’re going to electrocute yourself on that thing one of these days.’ Her tone suggested that this was more an observation than a concern.


‘Yeah, well, I did ask you for a waterproof radio. For my birthday, you remember?’


‘Yes, and I asked you for a walk-in shower.’ 


Mariscal pulled a face; this was familiar ground. ‘This is a walk-in shower, Lind. I walked into it five minutes ago and I’m about to walk out again now. Look, I’ll show you – you just need to lift your beautiful size fives.’


‘And you just need to go screw yourself. I don’t know why you won’t spend some of that redundancy money making this place half decent.’ 


Mariscal sighed and turned the radio back up; he needed to hear the news bulletin and he didn’t want another argument about money. 


The half seven bulletin reached a big audience. It was only a couple of minutes long, included only a handful of stories and was a hard target to hit, but Mariscal was hopeful. He wrapped the damp towel around his midriff and listened. The top story was Egypt, then a quick trot around the rest of the Arab world before the newsreader cued into an item about the Cabinet reshuffle. 


‘Here we go.’ Rob had spent most of the previous day briefing journalists about the new Secretary of State for Defence – his new boss. He leaned closer to the radio. 


‘More details are emerging of the ongoing Cabinet reshuffle with changes at several key departments including Treasury, Home Office and Environment.’


‘Fuck the environment.’ 


‘One of the most notable new appointments is at the Ministry of Defence where Martin Whitewing has been named as the new Secretary of State. Mr Whitewing was previously a junior minister at the Foreign Office and has a military background, having served in both Iraq and Afghanistan.’ 


Mariscal’s bellowed laugh was loud enough to attract the attention of his girlfriend, who walked back into the bathroom with her hair freshly blow-dried and make-up applied.


‘What is it?’ 


‘Oh, nothing – just further confirmation that I’m brilliant at my job.’ 


Lindy nodded. ‘Lying for your country.’ 


The grin slid from Mariscal’s face and he gripped his towel a little tighter. ‘What?’


‘That’s what you called it – last night. You were drunk, and late and I asked you where you’d been. You said you’d spent fourteen hours on the phone, slogging your guts out, lying for your country. You thought it was very funny.’


‘Right. I remember.’ 


‘Is it still funny?’


‘Sure, sure it’s funny. What else would it be?’


Rob dried himself and got dressed. Every other senior manager at the Ministry of Defence wore a suit and tie and after a few weeks of resistance when he first started the job, Rob had fallen into line. The only remaining sign of sartorial defiance was his fondness for black. Both of the new off-the-peg suits he bought were black, as were all his shirts, socks and shoes. Some mornings he would glance in the full-length hallway mirror and imagine he still saw a hint of Johnny Cash but today, like most other days, his glassy doppelgänger looked more like a struggling, high street undertaker. He had an early meeting with his boss, the permanent secretary, and he needed to look presentable.


‘You look fine.’ Lindy brushed a few flakes of dandruff from her boyfriend’s shoulder and pushed him gently to one side. She wanted to check her own outfit and that was fair enough, the mirror was hers really. 


Rob watched her study herself. The mirror was Lindy’s friend; occasionally it might suggest a change in her choice of top or shade of lipstick but most of the time the mirror simply told her how great she looked and wished her well. Mirrors told Mariscal to go kill himself. He left her to it and stepped out of the flat and into the shared hall for a cigarette. The floorboards beneath the thin carpet were spongy with woodworm; he paced up and down checking the emails on his phone and puffing away. He selected the radio app and stuck an earphone in just in time to hear the promised discussion about how to deal with the Egyptian situation. An academic and a well-known Egyptian novelist were suggesting everything from stiff letters and special United Nations sessions to sanctions and a tightening of the export ban. Mariscal rolled his eyes.


‘The export ban’s already tighter than a duck’s arsehole, you idiots.’ The Welsh-accented presenter thanked them for their suggestions. ‘Yeah, great idea. Let academics and novelists decide government policy … we’d be bankrupt in a week.’ He was about to phone and check if his car had arrived when Lindy appeared at the door.


‘Smoking in the stairwell still counts as smoking in the flat. The draught from the street blows the smoke straight back in.’ 


Mariscal nodded and made a show of smoking the cigarette at speed, taking several quick, deep pulls before lifting his foot and stubbing the butt out on the bottom of his shoe. 


Lindy watched, unimpressed. She ran a protective hand down over her still-flat stomach. ‘For every five cigarettes you smoke, the baby smokes one.’


‘That explains why I keep running out of fags. I gotta go.’ Mariscal moved to give his girlfriend a goodbye kiss and was offered a dusty cheek, which he dutifully pecked. 


Rob and Lindy’s flat was situated just off the Old Kent Road. This part of south London had so far stood firm against gentrification and it wasn’t hard to see why: their front door was fifty yards from a flyover. The traffic was heavy this morning; roadworks meant that two lanes were being siphoned into one. Drivers approaching this obstruction over-revved their cars, changed lanes and then skipped back again in search of some small advantage. Rob stood on the pavement, stamping his feet against the cold and cursing his missing driver. He was about to reach for his phone to give the cab company an earful when he saw his car, a black Ford C-Max, double-parked outside the fried chicken shop on the other side of the road. He dodged through the traffic, wrenched open the door and collapsed into the back seat. 


The driver turned to greet him. ‘Good morning, sir.’


‘Morning. Do me a favour and switch the radio to shuffle, will you?’ 


His driver glanced down at the digital display and pushed the shuffle function. ‘I do not use this button.’


‘No? It’s a blast, have a listen.’


The radio retuned itself to a classical music station and Mariscal heard a few seconds of an inoffensive sonata before the announcer picked up with the weather; after ten seconds the radio switched again, this time finding Radio 1 where a much younger voice was already reading the news bulletin against a bass-heavy backing track. The presenter was talking about last night’s shock defeat for Manchester United. Rob tapped his foot impatiently. He didn’t have to wait long, next up was the news he’d been waiting for: there was a new man in charge at the Ministry of Defence, the first in decades who’d done active service. ‘Bingo!’ Rob was particularly pleased with this mention since Radio 1 was the station of choice for a large number of squaddies. The radio changed again and then again – Gold, Magic, Heart – and by the time his car had reached Waterloo, Mariscal’s new minister had completed fourteen tours of duty. 


This small success had unlocked Rob’s appetite and he asked the driver to stop outside the takeaway bakery near Waterloo so he could buy a cheese and onion slice. Mariscal was back in the car, a paper napkin on his lap and about to tuck in when his phone rang. The caller display announced it as Fox – Standard & Guardian. ‘Bollocks, better take this,’ he muttered to himself.


Even down a scratchy mobile line the man’s voice was loud as a bell. ‘I’ve heard what you’re trying to sell, Mariscal, and I’m not buying. Two tours of duty? He’s a bloody part-timer, a reservist. And from what I hear, a rather reluctant one at that.’ 


Rob laughed. ‘Nonsense, he’s done two tours, Richard, it’s all in the records. One in Iraq, one in Afghanistan.’


‘Tours? Pull the other one, Rob, it’s got bells. Those were more like long weekends than tours and it seems his main job was to see that our brave boys didn’t run out of biscuits.’ 


It was inevitable that someone would work out that there was less to the new minister’s military career than met the eye and unsurprising that it was Richard Fox who had done the job. Rob decided to bluster it out. ‘An army marches on its stomach, Richard, good supplies are essential, you know that.’


‘I’ll tell you what I know. I know you’ve got a bloody cheek. He’s a part-time soldier and a big risk in an important job like this, especially now. What was wrong with the old Secretary of State?’


‘Not dynamic enough.’


‘Ha. Not pliable enough more like. Your new man’s a novice. That’s what I’ll write.’


‘Fair enough. I can live with that, Richard.’ 


Having proven his point the old defence correspondent softened a little. ‘He does look the part, I’ll give you that.’


‘He does, doesn’t he?’ The new man had a moustachioed and military air to him. ‘Very charismatic too.’


‘God save us from charismatic politicians. Well, he’s going to need more than charisma to stop the Treasury cutting your budget to buggery, I’ll tell you that for nothing.’ Fox paused. ‘I’ll write that your new man’s an unknown quantity.’


‘That’s kind of you, Richard. How about we sit down for lunch sometime soon?’


‘I’m not biddable, you know that.’


‘And I’m not buying. I don’t want anything, Richard, I just like having lunch with you. Shall I book a table at the Academy?’


‘Why not? Mondays and Tuesdays are good.’


‘How about Wednesdays, Thursdays and Fridays?’


‘Ha, those are good too. Tell them you’re coming with me and they’ll give us a decent table.’


Mariscal’s driver dropped him outside the Ministry of Defence employees’ entrance. Rob took a moment to brush the pastry from his shirt and trousers before heading in. 


Walking down one of the long and over-lit corridors he saw a middle-aged woman in a dark green suit and high black heels coming the other way. The woman wore a fixed but friendly smile, which slipped from her face the moment she saw Mariscal. Rob stopped walking and waited for her to do the same.


‘Good morning, Minister, I just wanted to say how …’ 


The woman lowered her head and kept walking.


‘So, our new Secretary of State is already a fan of yours, Robert. A big fan.’ 


Mariscal arranged his face into something that he hoped conveyed both modest surprise and appropriate gratitude. There were a lot of idiots working at the Ministry of Defence but the man sitting on the other side of the old oak desk was not one of them.


‘That’s good to hear, Permanent Secretary.’ Rob had realised within days of arriving at the ministry that the permanent secretary preferred to be addressed by title rather than name.


‘Isn’t it?’ Leslie Craig had been living in England for thirty years, but his Northern Irish accent was still strong, and it always took Rob a while to tune his ear. ‘I’ve just had a quick how d’you do with him. I was telling him who’s who and what’s what – all that sort of thing. I made it very clear to him what an asset you are.’


‘Thank you, Permanent Secretary.’


‘It’s a pleasure, I was simply speaking the truth. He didn’t need a lot of persuading – that’s quite a sales job you’ve done on him this morning. Every radio station and telly show I saw had his name all over it.’ 


Mariscal nodded. ‘His appointment’s gone down pretty well, I think.’


‘It certainly has.’ Craig folded his hands into a steeple shape in front of him. ‘Perhaps too well. Your man was strutting around like he’s General George Patton – and he’s only just got here.’ 


Rob smiled. ‘The Evening Standard might take some of the wind out of his sails.’


‘Good. His main mast was billowing away like nobody’s business. The Evening Standard you say?’ 


Rob nodded. 


‘Will that be Mr Fox giving the snake oil an extra sniff?’


‘’Fraid so. I just spoke to him, he’s not buying much of what I’m selling.’ 


Craig shook his head. ‘No bad thing; a confident minister is a good thing, a cocky one is not. I take it you heard your old radio show this morning? The latest from Cairo?’ 


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Those good old tectonic plates our political masters like to talk about are on the move.’ 


Mariscal nodded. ‘Sounds like it.’


‘We have a dynamic new Secretary of State in place, now we need something for him to say.’ 


‘What kind of thing?’


‘Nothing fancy. A cautious welcome for the winds of change. Maybe mention we’re taking another look at export controls.’


‘The export controls are already as tight as a duck’s … I mean they’re already very tight.’


Craig agreed. ‘I know, but that’s the way we’re headed. Better to say it now and appear to be ahead of the game than wait and look like we’ve been forced into it. Wouldn’t you say?’ 


Mariscal couldn’t argue with that. 


‘Downing Street wants us to take the lead on this.’


‘Why?’


This was a question too far. Craig pretended not to have heard and, pushing himself up out of his black ergonomic chair – the only concession to twenty-first-century working practices visible in this office – walked over to the long picture window. From here, he had the best view of Horse Guards in Whitehall; significantly better than the Secretary of State whose office was one floor below. 


Rob studied the permanent secretary’s profile. His face was of a shape and pallor that brought to mind certain church gargoyles – not the monstrous kind, more the comic sort. Mariscal felt sure that he’d seen the civil servant’s stony twin on the side of an Oxfordshire church: bulbous eyes, wide nose and fleshy mouth. He hadn’t mentioned this to his boss.


‘Where was I? Ah, I remember, I was telling you how important you are to us, Robert. The best head of comms we’ve ever had, that’s what I told the Secretary of State.’


‘I’m very grateful.’ Mariscal wondered whether he might take advantage of his newly acknowledged importance to leverage another five grand. Now was probably not the right time to raise the matter, but maybe later. ‘By the way, I saw the previous Secretary of State stalking the corridors on my way up here. I thought for a minute the Prime Minister had changed his mind – decided to give her another go?’ 


Craig snorted and walked back to his desk. He took a pair of half-moon glasses from his breast pocket, balanced them on his broad nose and examined a sheet of headed notepaper. Underneath the departmental crest and that day’s date was a list of his appointments. ‘No danger of that, no second chances for her. But yes, I see that I’m due to meet with her later.’


‘At twelve forty-five for fifteen minutes.’ 


Craig looked up sharply. ‘How the devil do you …?’ 


Rob jutted his chin in the direction of the list of appointments. Age and every available excess had taken a toll on Mariscal in many ways, but his eyesight was still twenty-twenty and he’d always been able to read text as easily upside down as the right way round. It was not a particularly useful talent; rather like being double-jointed or speaking Esperanto but Rob was proud of it anyway. 


‘Just because you retain some of those shady journalistic skills, it doesn’t mean you should practise them. Especially not on me.’ 


‘Sorry, old habits …’


Craig turned his list of appointments over. ‘I’m seeing the former minister at a quarter to one. My guess is that she’s arrived early so she can sit for her portrait.’


‘Her what?’ 


Craig smiled. ‘I don’t believe you’ve been with us long enough to observe the tradition. Every serving Secretary of State at Defence is asked whether they’d like to have a portrait done, captured in oils once their term in office is complete.’


‘You’re kidding? That’s fucking ridiculous.’ The permanent secretary flinched at the profanity and Rob chided himself for using it. ‘I’m sorry, but a portrait? What a waste of public money.’


‘Yes, that’s what most of the ministers say when I tell them about the tradition. Still, so far none has refused to sit – when the time comes.’
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