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People deceived by bad actors do wicked things for good reasons.


Bryan Appleyard









THE WOODS WERE LOVELY, dark, and deep, and full of noisy bastards. From his foxhole Sparrow could hear the grunting and thrashing of combat, of bodies crashing through foliage. Some things breaking were branches, and others might be bones. Sound travelled more cleanly in the countryside. This might not be true but it was interesting, which mattered more. Sound travelled more cleanly, so what he was hearing could include the fracturing of legs and fingers as well as splintering twigs. His foxhole wasn’t constructed; was simply a ditch in which he’d secreted himself while the opening sallies played out. The initial clash of armies was where you lost your cannon fodder. Once the dumb meat had been carted from the field, war passed into the hands of the thinkers.


Something clattered overhead, in a tree’s topmost branches. Only a bird. Meanwhile, battle continued: two forces of roughly equal size, blatant weaponry outlawed but anything that came to hand regarded as fair use. Sticks and stones, for instance – and any experienced footsoldier had a favourite stick, a favourite stone, within easy reach when the starting whistle blew. Time, date, place, courtesy of social media. The old days, when you just rocked up to a car park near the stadium a few hours before kick-off; all of that was buried in history books and Channel 5 documentaries. Sparrow himself had been a toddler. Interesting, though: people thought, because they didn’t see football fans rucking in public any more, that it didn’t happen. Just knowing that much about human nature was like having a big shiny key.


It was an education in itself, exploring the depths of other people’s ignorance and gullibility.


Some shouting in the near distance now. Nothing as coherent as words: just the familiar Esperanto of grunt and injury, the outward expression of a hatred that was absolutely pure and totally impersonal. Amateur violence signalled national character. Just as the French variety, with its short jabs and rabbit punches, seemed as crabbed and hunched as French handwriting, so English violence had the hallmarks of a ransom note: capital-lettered and often misspelt, but getting the message across. As for Italians – today’s opponents – they rucked the way they sang, their brawling round and bold and big-voiced, and, if not for a relatively small turnout, they’d wind up kings of the woods today. Benito – the new Benito, whose predecessor had interestingly withdrawn from public view – would have led his troops away rejoicing. But that didn’t, from what Sparrow had seen so far, look likely.


For his part, his interest was clinical. Untethered to any football team, he was nevertheless fascinated by the loyalties they inspired, regardless of history, abilities and triumphs, or lack thereof. By the ‘Till I Die’ tattoos supporters sported. This was a self-fulfilling promise, one that couldn’t be reneged on without expensive laser treatment, and demonstrated the kind of drive that pre-empted second thoughts. And once you got a handle on it, you could steer it in any direction you chose. Aim it at a rival set of fans or … elsewhere.


From deep among the trees Sparrow could feel an approaching beat, not as stealthy as it thought it was, and underneath that a more primal rhythm, one close to Sparrow’s heart. In the breast pocket of his camo gilet, in fact: the thrumming of his mobile phone.


With the unhurried ease of a gunslinger he slipped it free of his pocket. ‘You pick your moments.’


The crashing came nearer; the sound of a large urban type imagining it was possible to be silent in a wood.


‘Oh, you know. Day off. I like to get close to nature.’


Excuse him a moment, he thought but did not say, and instead of listening to whatever his caller said next, fastened the phone into a Velcro-secured sheath at shoulder level, so he could speak and be heard and mostly hear, a long-established set of priorities. That done, he settled into a crouch and wrapped both hands round the stubby branch from which he had stripped all unnecessary twigs and leaves.


‘Okay, this is the usual daily bullshit, nothing to worry about. Just because there’s a problem doesn’t mean we need a solution. We simply reframe the narrative. Hang on a sec.’


A figure crashed into Sparrow’s clearing and halted, scanning the terrain. Being of average height he was easily four inches taller than Sparrow, an advantage in most hostile situations except those where both parties have testicles but only one is wielding a club. Sparrow’s caught the newcomer sweetly in the crutch. He made a noise like a baby seal and collapsed in a heap.


‘Yes, or dispense with the narrative altogether. This time tomorrow it’s yesterday’s news … No, I’m fine. Just doing some stretches.’


While his caller launched into a soliloquy, Sparrow focused on his immediate situation: weapon in hand, fallen warrior at his feet, trees everywhere …


Planet of the Apes.


He prodded his would-be attacker with a foot, eliciting a groan, then noticed the silence on the line.


‘… Yeah, still here. And I have ideas, don’t worry. You know me. Ideas is what I do.’


Which was as well, because Anthony Sparrow had some work-related issues of his own that he’d rather his caller didn’t know about. Some, though, might be alleviated by discussion with Benito once the more aggressive aspects of the afternoon’s agenda had been settled. The fact that you were mortal enemies didn’t mean you couldn’t do business. If that were the case, you’d never get anything done. Besides, Benito was a fellow alpha. Sparrow mostly worked among malleable idiots, so it was something of a pleasure to negotiate on his own level.


Speaking of malleable idiots …


On closer inspection, he noticed that his victim wasn’t one of Benito’s crew at all but one of his own. Still, there he was, prone and useless, and Sparrow holding a club.


His caller was still talking, so he tapped a finger against his phone three times, a signal both knew meant the conversation had passed all useful purpose. Then waited a moment.


‘Not at all. What I’m here for.’


He waited some more. And then:


‘Yes, Prime Minister. See you in the morning.’


And, call over, Sparrow raised his club and brought it down as hard as he could, and then again, and again, until this anonymous creature was where all his opponents ended, dumb and dusted at his feet.










Act II


Chimp Politics









THE WIND, WITH ITS hands in its pockets, whistles a tune as it wanders down the road – a jaunty melody, at odds with the surroundings – and the theme is picked up by everything it passes, until all of Aldersgate Street, in the London borough of Finsbury, has joined in. The result tends towards the percussive. A bottle in the gutter rocks back and forth, cha-chink cha-chunk, while a pair of polystyrene cartons, one nestled in the other’s embrace, whisper like a brush on a snare drum way up on the pedestrian bridge. A more strident beat is provided by the tin sign fixed to the nearest lamppost, which warns dogs not to foul the pavement, a message it reinforces with a rhythmic rattle, while in the Barbican flower beds – which are largely bricked-in collections of dried-up earth – pebbles rock and stones roll. By the entrance to the Tube there’s a parcel of newspapers, bound by plastic strips, whose pages gasp and sigh in choral contentment. Dustbins and drainpipes, litter and leaves: the wind’s conviction that everything is its instrument is justified tonight.


And yet halfway down the road it pauses for breath, and the music stops. The wind has reached a black door, wedged between a dirty-windowed newsagent’s, visibly suffering from lack of public interest, and a Chinese restaurant offering the impression that it’s still in lockdown, and plans to remain so. This door, irredeemably grimy from the exhalations of passing traffic, is a sturdy enough construction, the only gap in its armour a long-healed wound of a letterbox, impervious to junk mail and red-lettered bills, but a door is only a door for all that, and the wind has blown down bigger. Perhaps it considers rendering this supposed obstruction into dust and matchsticks, but if so, the moment passes; the wind moves on, and its orchestra goes with it. The shake and rattle and roll starts to fade, the theme toyed with one last time, then dropped. The wind is going places, and this grubby stage isn’t big enough to hold it. It’s heading for the brighter lights; for the stardom that waits, somewhere over the rainbow.


So the black door is left unshaken and unstirred. But just as it never opens, never closes during daylight hours, nor is it about to yield now, and anyone intent on entry must take the stage-door johnny route, down the adjacent alley, past the overflowing wheelie bins and the near-solid stench from the drains, through the door that sticks in all seasons, and then, once inside, climb stairs whose carpet has worn thin as an actor’s ego and whose walls boast mildew stains, and whose light bulbs are naked and/or spent. It’s dark in here, a bumpy kind of dark, with sound effects provided by rising damp and falling plaster, and the offstage antics of vermin. The stairs grow narrower the higher they go, and the paired offices that lurk on each landing are furnished with shabby props, scratched on every surface and torn in all the ways they can tear – nothing capable of being damaged twice has been damaged only once, because history repeats itself, first as tragedy then as farce, and here in Slough House the daily grind is of such unending repetition that the performers can barely tell one from the other. More to the point they’re not sure it matters, for the role of the slow horses, as this troupe are known, is to embrace unfulfilment and boredom; to look back in disappointment, stare round in dismay, and understand that life is not an audition, except for the parts that are, and those are the parts they’ve failed. Because Slough House is the end of the pier, the fleapit to which Regent’s Park consigns failures, and these would-be stars of the British security services are living out the aftermath of their professional errors. Where once they’d dreamed of headline roles in their nation’s secret defences, they’ve instead found themselves in non-speaking parts, carrying spears for Jackson Lamb. And given his oft-stated advice as to where they might put these spears, none of them should anticipate a return to the bright lights any time soon.


Which doesn’t stop them hoping, of course.


The wind’s tune has faded, and Slough House is as quiet as a mouse – it twitches and rustles, scratches and squeaks. Come morning its scattered cast will reassemble, and as in any office, familiar scenarios will play themselves out once more: the passive-aggressive feuding, the mind-crushing boredom, the ill-disguised hostility, the arguments over the fridge. None of this will ever change much. But as in any office most of those involved expect it to, as if some larger drama is about to begin, one that will erase their previous errors – missed cues, mangled lines, early exits – allowing the spotlight to fall on them at last. It’s a reason for turning up, anyway; the possibility that their attendance today will mean they won’t have to be here tomorrow, and that their future, instead of this endless tedium played out against broken furniture, will be one of shining triumph, in which everything comes out right. Even those who no longer believe this act as if they do, because otherwise, what would be the point? It’s a small enough world without accepting that it’ll never get larger. Better to go along with the fantasy that any moment now the curtain will rise and the lights dim.


That any moment now, there’ll be some action.


Louisa Guy rolled her shoulder, swung from the hip, and punched Roddy Ho in the face.


That felt good.


Let’s do it again.


Louisa Guy rolled her shoulder, swung from the hip, and punched Roddy Ho in the face.


This time, Ho’s head went flying backwards into the gloom, landing on the grass with a damp thud, before rolling twice then coming to a stop, eyes down.


Which was satisfying, but also annoying. Once you’d knocked a head clean off, you could never get it to stay on again.


Louisa looked up at the early morning sky, its long clouds seemingly motionless overhead. She was on the back lawn of her apartment block, where one or two lights were coming on, her fellow-dwellers showering, breakfasting, getting ready for the off. Some would save the shower for the gym, get their workouts over before dressing for the day, but Louisa didn’t belong to a gym. Gyms were expensive. Louisa ran instead, though this morning had opted to take Roddy Ho – or his stand-in; a department store dummy she’d boosted from a skip the previous weekend – and give him an education. It was only the second time she’d indulged herself this way, and it was disappointing to think it might be the last, but fair’s fair, there was an argument that Roddy’s stunt double was taking the method approach. She was pretty sure if she punched the actual Roddy Ho repeatedly, his head would go flying from his shoulders before long.


And when you thought about it, it was really Lech Wicinski who ought to be pounding Roddy to dirt this week. Then again, Lech was still too sore to be handing out punishment beatings.


She collected the broken parts and took them upstairs; showered, dressed, etc.; and was soon behind the wheel, a piece of toast clamped between her teeth, heading for work. She’d used a gym regularly back in the by; the Service gym not far from Regent’s Park. It occupied hidden levels below a local authority swimming baths, and on its mats, free of charge, agents in good standing could have the shit beaten out of them by experts. This wasn’t as much fun as it sounded, but did have an upside: after you’d spent an hour being thrown around like a bag of spanners, the expert explained what moves you might make to improve your situation. Louisa had generally come away feeling more capable than when she’d gone in.


But the key phrase in all of that was ‘in good standing’, and slow horses were so far from standing well they had trouble lying down. Following her transfer to Slough House, the first time Louisa had tried to access the facility her card tripped the scanner, causing visible tension to the guard on duty, tension that relaxed to amusement once he’d clocked her ID. ‘Seriously?’ he’d said. ‘You’d have more chance with a Nectar card.’ Nobody had been around to explain what move she might make to improve her situation, though shooting him in the head suggested itself. Unfortunately the nearest guns were on the level she’d just been refused entry to, so she’d had to walk away unconsoled.


What made this bad story worse was, it had happened what felt like a lifetime ago, and things hadn’t changed much since. And things kept on not changing, with unvarying regularity. Even when events occurred that shook the windows – like the Russian hoodlums’ toxic rampage six months back, or the Wimbledon outing, just three days ago – they folded up so small, they might as well not have happened. When you asked What next?, the answer was always: The same. So you woke up next morning and were back in the office; there were extra stains on the carpet, occasionally a missing colleague, but you got used to that. Slough House absorbed differences, leached them of flavour, and spat them out again; sometimes you were driving to work, sometimes you were driving home, but the space between was so dispiriting, you hardly cared which. On your way there, on your way back, you were still denied entrance to the gym.


Some had this lesson waiting – Slough House had a new recruit. One who fell into that rapidly increasing demographic, the too bloody young. Ashley Khan might have been in primary school when Louisa joined the Service, and acted like she still was. No one likes being here, Louisa felt like saying. It’s not necessary to remind us you’re unhappy. But Khan sulked as if there were prizes involved, and what had never been the most clement working environment had a new storm cloud in its skies. True, none of them were exactly rays of sunshine – Jackson Lamb was extreme weather on his best day – but having a new colleague was a challenge, a reminder of how bad things had felt at the start, and how bad they still were. Nothing you could do changed this. Because that was the deal with Slough House: you had all the self-determination of a clockwork fundamentalist.


Her own view, Louisa thought Ashley Khan would quit. Soon. She’d invested too little of her life in the Service to throw good time away after it; there was a whole world of stuff waiting once she’d got over her rage. Though her rage, it was true, did seem to have put its foot down. Not without cause, either: on Khan’s introduction to Jackson Lamb, he’d broken her arm. This was the sort of first impression that made second impressions superfluous, and even for a millennial, raised by the internet, didn’t fall within the range of expected behaviours. No, Ashley Khan’s anger was going to have to find an outlet soon, or the woman would explode.


Now there was a thought.


Maybe she’d just short-circuit the whole process and bring a bomb into work.


And as the morning traffic thickened and her day began to crawl, Louisa wondered if that wouldn’t be the most efficient way to deal with Ashley’s anger and all the other issues bottled up in Slough House; simply to detonate them all together, in one final crowd-pleasing moment.


It had arrived through the post, like a bomb in the olden days, and she’d been tempted to hold it to her ear and listen for its tick. But it was important to maintain the cover of innocence, even with no one watching, so Ashley had simply collected the package from the doormat and carried it into her room, which was on the ground floor. One small window with a smudged view of nothing much, and a single bed that occupied most of the floorspace. There she’d sat and dismantled the parcel, revealing, in reverse order, a stapled cellophane bag inside a small cardboard box inside a jiffy bag. Her name misspelt on the label: ‘Kane’ instead of ‘Khan’.


She’d torn this off for shredding. Put the box in the bin. Studied the cellophane bag and its ripe red content, which might almost have been a souvenir from an anatomy class: the muscle of some unlucky subject, a rabbit or a fox … In keeping with such imagined butchery, there were rumours it could stop your heart. Not that its intended recipient had one.


Not much later than that she was heading for work: a dreary destination at the far end of a dull commute. In an odd, be-careful-what-you-wish-for, or at least, be-careful-what-lie-you-tell kind of way, Ashley Khan’s real job was now as miserable as the one she’d invented for her parents. This company you work for, it has little online presence, her father informed her. Very little. He was a man who cast a shadow himself. You did not, as his regular broadcasts throughout her teenage years underlined, you did not become senior partner in a leading dental practice without exhibiting drive. Without displaying gumption. And what is it they do again, is it burglar alarms? Ashley had thought she was being clever when she’d told her parents she’d found a job with a security firm. But all this conjured up for them was decoy boxes screwed onto walls, and signs reading GUARD DOGS ON PREMISES. BEWARE. A high second from St Andrews had promised a glittering future, so how come she was stuck in an office job, the lowest rung on a shaky ladder? The ladder wasn’t the only thing shaking. Her parents’ heads had swivelled in unison: Ode to Disappointment. The household anthem.


On the other hand, had she told them she’d been recruited by the intelligence services, this information would have been dispensed to her father’s patients one after the other, as they sat before him in open-mouthed astonishment. Ashley, the eldest, she’s working for MI5 now. Very important, very top secret. And rinse. Worse still, any catch-up she offered would have had to include the bitter information that, far from flying high in her chosen career, she’d been derailed almost before she had begun.


You see, I was on a covert surveillance exercise, tracing this guy across London, only I was spotted by his boss …


We all make mistakes.


Who broke my arm.


As it was, she’d had to invent a workout accident.


‘A collision, was it? On one of those stationary bicycles?’ Her father’s amusement alternated with a litigious glint. ‘Your uncle Sanjeev, did you forget he is a solicitor? This accident, there should be compensation.’


Compensation, no, thought Ashley.


Payback, though. That was something else.


And if a certain type of onlooker could have seen Ashley Khan’s smile through her face mask, they’d have made sure to socially distance themselves the length of a carriage or two, and possibly adopted the brace position while doing so.


An incoming text roused Lech and he surfaced abruptly, every inch of him feeling like he’d sumo-wrestled a walrus. This wasn’t quite normal service. The post-sumo effect was recent – a souvenir from Wimbledon – and sleeping through the night was rare too. Insomnia was one of the few traits he still had in common with the Lech Wicinski of old, who had been on an upward trajectory: a good job – analyst at Regent’s Park – a nice flat he shared with his fiancée; walks by the river on Sunday; meals out with friends once a week. Insomnia, yes, but he’d learned to accept it, treating it as extra space, a quiet time when he had nothing but his own thoughts to attend to. Often he walked it off, striding through the city after dark, paying attention to details that were invisible by day, as if haunting a cinema after the audience had gone: here were the empty seats, the abandoned popcorn containers and takeaway cups; all the signs indicating that life went on, just not at the moment.


And while this still happened – one night out of three he’d be roaming the streets; blowing this way and that, like litter – the rest was change. He no longer had a job at the Park, or a nice flat, and Sara had emailed yesterday to let him know – she wouldn’t want him to find out any other way – that she was seeing someone else. So was Lech, but only in the mirror. The scarred face there was a whole new chapter in a different story; most of the damage self-inflicted, to conceal the original message carved by a bad actor. PAEDO. A lie, but what difference did that make? Had it been true, he’d have obliterated it just the same.


The scars he’d made to hide that lie had hardened to a mask. Something he could hide behind, and others shy away from.


And his days were no longer spent at Regent’s Park but at Slough House, where the Park’s cast-offs laboured. Their tasks were of the boulder-rolling kind: they never came to an end, they just felt like they might, right up to the moment when they began all over again. To be assigned to Slough House meant you’d committed some egregious error; had endangered lives, or caused embarrassment, or invited the wrong sort of attention, all of which were among the seven deadlies on Spook Street. Lech’s own mistake had been to do someone a favour, and the only consolation he’d devised for himself since had been the promise that he’d never do that again; that from here on in, he was his only trusted friend. Being at Slough House actually helped in that regard. It was a place that encouraged you to remain behind your mask, and focus on rolling that boulder. Either you’d get it to the top of the hill despite yourself, or you’d come to your senses and give up.


But the resumption of normal service wasn’t something you could guarantee against, and nor did a mask protect you from yourself. Or perhaps all this meant was, you couldn’t hide from history; it would always roll round again and perform its favourite damage. He should know that by now. His Polish blood should have sung him the song. But that same blood had the tendency to remind him that he was involved in humanity, like it or not, which in turn meant he’d repeated the same stupid error and done somebody a favour. The same somebody, in fact, that he’d done a favour for first time round. Which was why, lying in bed, he had the not unfamiliar sense of having kick-started something he’d regret.


To cheer himself up, he read the text that had woken him. It was from his landlord: the rent hadn’t been paid. Which meant his bank had screwed up again – the second direct debit to have gone awry this week.


His alarm clock chirruped. Limbs and body bruised and stiff, Lech showered and dressed, drank a cup of black tea, and set off for work.


Normal service, being resumed.


Talk about not learning from your mistakes.


Spend enough time shadow-boxing and your shadow starts to hit back. Shirley should offer that at the morning session as a ‘learning’. They were big on learnings, here in the San, especially when they came wrapped in metaphor. So, yeah: shadow-boxing. But when you’re off the ground, she could add, your shadow can’t lay a finger on you. Very good reason for getting high.


This was easy. Second day in, and Shirley Dander was on top of their shit already.


But going along with it would mean pretending she was okay with being here, and that might be a stretch for them to accept, given the forthright assessment she’d made of the place, its facilities and its staff within an hour of her arrival, and then again sometime during the second hour, and maybe a couple more times after that, before everyone agreed it might be best to call it a night. They’d think, in fact, that she was faking it to speed up the whole process of recovery and release. So no, best plan would be to stick with the dignified silence she’d mostly maintained since the previous morning. Dignity was definitely looking like being one of her better things, which, come to think of it, probably counted as a learning too. But there was nothing to say she couldn’t leave here wiser than she’d arrived. It didn’t mean she’d be removing this place from her shitlist any time soon.


Of course, putting its name on any kind of list would be easier if it had a fucking name in the first place. Instead, it was just known as the San, an abbreviation redolent of the Chalet School books her mother had forced on her when she was ten; books she had refused to read as a matter of principle, and then had refused to admit to reading as a matter of survival, because to back down from a principle was just baring your throat for the bite. There was no battle as fiercely fought as a girl’s with her mother. Mind you, the battles fought by a grown woman with her mother could get pretty heated too, which was a good reason for making sure her mother never got to find out about Shirley’s current whereabouts. She’d almost certainly blame it on Shirley’s recreational drug use, and Shirley was sick of being hit with that particular stick. If it’s doing me harm, how come I’m fine? A clincher, but it went sailing over her mother’s head like, Shirley didn’t know, an albatross.


Which was exactly the sort of crap they’d want to hear about: battles with her mother. Yawn.


They also wanted to hear about all the dead people, but they could go fuck themselves.


Light was sneaking through the blind, which meant they’d be knocking on the door soon; a soft, polite knock, as if they didn’t want to disturb her. And then there’d be hours of hanging around waiting for something to happen, which, when it did, would consist of Shirley sitting first in a big circle with a bunch of time-ruined losers, and then in a private pair with one of the happy-clappy therapists, in either instance refusing to join in because of the whole maintaining-a-dignified-silence thing. In between these sessions there’d be time to wander round the grounds, or do a jigsaw, or run amok with an axe – there was a workshop near the stables; there might be an axe going begging. She made a mental note to check. Then there’d be lunch, and then another group session … Christ. She’d never thought she’d miss Slough House.


Of which there were ghostly reminders here. Catherine Standish, for instance, haunted its corridors, having been one of the San’s success stories. Because as all the slow horses knew – Jackson Lamb made sure they did – Catherine was a drunk; her history a sordid, vomit-flecked montage of emptied bottles and broken glass, which made it almost comic to see her now, like she’d had a broom handle surgically inserted. Ms Uptight, in her Victorian spinster costume. Like butter wouldn’t melt, when time was she’d melted more butter than Shirley had had hot toast. So yeah, she was currently top of Shirley’s shitlist, above Louisa Guy and Lech Wicinski, who’d lured Shirl to Wimbledon in the first place; above Roderick Ho, because the whole bus thing was his fault; above Ashley Khan, who would turn out as annoying as everyone else; and even above Jackson Lamb, without whose say-so nothing happened round Slough House – ahead of them all was Catherine, because Catherine had made out that this was for Shirley’s own good, as if Shirley should thank her for the opportunity.


People keep getting hurt, she’d said. People keep dying. We have to look out for one another.


Yeah, right. Shirley would be looking out for Catherine, that was for sure.


Meanwhile, it was about keeping her head down and waiting for everyone to realise that all she needed was for people to stop getting on her case. A few days, tops. And she could manage that, but she’d be happier if she’d had time to pack properly – all the sermonising about self-control and clean living would be easier to take with a bump of coke to help it down, not to mention it would increase their chances of getting her to open up. She’d be first to admit she was more voluble after a line or two. This whole place, now she thought about it, would benefit from a more lax attitude, and a bar wouldn’t hurt either. She wondered if there was a suggestion box, and whether it would infringe her code of dignified silence to make a contribution.


Somewhere in the corridor she could hear footsteps, and a soft knocking on a door as some poor bastard was roused to face the day. Her turn next. Delaying the moment, she rolled and buried her face in the pillow. When you’re up in the air your shadow can’t lay a finger on you, but no one stays high forever. And once you hit the ground, your shadow’s waiting.


‘I haven’t hit the ground yet,’ she said out loud, but her voice was unconvincing in the bare little room, and then her door was softly knocked, and the day was starting too early.


Sheesh.


Or, to put it another way: …


Nah. He couldn’t think of another way. Sheesh would have to do.


But seriously, the number of times Roderick Ho had to clean up other people’s messes, you might as well go the distance: give him a uniform, cut his pay in half, and call him a key worker.


Also, this had been a perfectly good keyboard before Shirley Dander had decided to see how many pieces she could smash it into. Answer being: about as many as she’d smashed the other one into first. Stood to reason she was currently in a padded cell, though if anyone had a right to be mad it was the RodMeister. Whose car, let’s not forget – Ford Kia: modern classic, you don’t see them often – once again needed kinks ironed out, thanks to Dander. Wicinski too, come to that. And meanwhile, the office floor was covered in plastic, and when he’d asked Catherine Standish when she planned to get around to sweeping up – he was a patient man, but it had been a couple of days, and that stuff got stuck in your trainers – anyway, yeah, when he’d asked her that, she about blew the bloody doors off. Very touchy. As for Wicinski himself, he was refusing to set foot in the room, preferring to squat in Dander’s vacant office on account of – Roddy had heard him telling Louisa – if he had to spend time in Roddy’s company, he was liable to stuff him inside the waste-paper basket and drop-kick him through the window.


Yeah, right. Come and try it, hopscotch-face.


Caught, for the moment, in a vision of Lech Wicinski doing just that, Roddy did what Roddy did best, which right now was a bit of improvised martial artsing using the broom he was sweeping the floor with. Watch carefully. You might learn something. Subtle as a cobra, Roddy held his broom at eye level, two-handed. See not the stick. See the space between where the stick is and where it will be. Fill that space using no sudden movements; capture, rather, the flow of the stick’s desire to be elsewhere. Now blink.


He blinked.


He was still holding the broom, but it was pointing the other way.


No significant amount of time had passed.


Like to see Mr Lightning try that.


And would like to see Wicinski try to stuff him into the waste-paper basket too. The RodBod would have him impaled on a broom handle and rotating like a chicken on a spit before you could say, well, Sheesh. Or kebab.


Whistling a tune of his own composition, itself a remix of one of his own previous compositions, Roddy more or less finished sweeping up bits of plastic and tipped them into the bin – which was way too small to hold him – then looked round to see what else needed doing. He had a phone call to make, but wasn’t quite ready yet. This, despite having been up half the night thinking about it. Not that he had to do anything more than be his own cool self, but still: sometimes, being Roddy Ho took practice. Even when you were already Roddy Ho to begin with.


But if the movies had taught him anything, it was that inner steel and outer cool saw you through. And if they’d taught him anything else, it was this: listen to the whackjobs, because something they say will turn out important.


Like: Any woman desperate enough to dress up as a cartoon character is looking to get laid.


Remembering Shirley’s words, Roddy twirled the broom in his hands again in another demonstration of self-taught mastery. Move not the stick. Let the stick move through you. Roddy and stick were one, and when the force flowed through Roddy it flowed through the stick too, resulting in an almost mystical marriage of whirling wood and implacable will. The broom a blur in his magical hands: see him parry, see him block, see him jab.


He jabbed.


The broom sailed from Roddy’s grip and flew through the closed window, bouncing off Aldersgate Street below in a shower of shattered glass.


This was greeted by the squonk of an outraged car horn and a shriek from a passing pedestrian.


Roddy blinked six times in quick succession.


This time, even he could tell, sheesh wasn’t going to be enough.


Windows, as it happened, were already on Catherine Standish’s mind. If the eyes are the windows of the soul, she was thinking, what does that make windows? Not that she was given to whimsical speculation – it was frowned upon in recovery circles; she’d heard the phrase ‘slippery slope’ – but this one was hard to avoid as she wiped away condensation to reveal a little of her office to the world, and vice versa. Of all Slough House’s windows only hers were ever cleaned, and then only on the inside. If you only clean one side of the glass, you might as well clean neither. To the casual glance her windows were blotched and stained, and if that said anything about the state of her soul, Catherine didn’t want to know.


And with the other offices’ windowpanes unbothered by cloth or cleaning fluid, to inhabitants of the Barbican opposite, the building must seem like it housed vampires, a suspicion perhaps not dispelled by the faded gilt lettering across the windows of the floor below, spelling out W. W. HENDERSON, SOLICITOR AND COMMISSIONER FOR OATHS in such ornate, serifed flamboyance that it couldn’t help but seem a fiction; an over-elaborate cover for dark deeds. Oaths and blood went together. But whatever business had once been carried on in the office she still thought of as River Cartwright’s, it had ceased long before the building passed into the hands of Jackson Lamb, who would allow the building to fall around his ears sooner than suffer the intrusions required to keep it clean. His own window, anyway, was rarely open to view. His blind was mostly down. He preferred lamps with switches, light he could kill. The new recruit, Ashley Khan, had asked Catherine if Lamb were paranoid, a question to which the obvious answer – of course he is – didn’t do justice. Lamb’s history demanded paranoia: it was the role he’d been assigned. In a tragedy he’d be the last man standing, drenched in blood. In a comedy, about the same.


She sighed, finished wiping, and assessed her work: slightly less filthy windows. A certain amount of effort, and almost no result. She might have been miming daily life in Slough House.


Floors were another story. Even failed spies should know one end of a broom from the other, and Catherine tried to make sure the offices were swept once a quarter by their occupants, which in effect meant almost never. But the previous week, taking advantage of Lamb’s absence on some mission doubtless involving food or cigarettes, she’d swept his room, releasing almost visible odours, and when she’d finished, there in the dustpan – among the rat’s-nest tangles of hair and dust, and desiccated lumps of food, and thirteen disposable cigarette lighters – there’d lain a tooth, a molar, unmistakably human, its root darkened with blood. Nothing suggested it hadn’t lain there for years. She remembered, ages back, finding a handkerchief on Lamb’s desk clotted with blood, and thinking it a sign of life’s impending retribution: you could not live the way Lamb did without inviting comeback. His lungs, his liver, his lights: some part of him waiting to be switched off. It had seemed freighted with foreboding, that handkerchief, the way handkerchiefs in plays can be, and she had tried to put it out of her mind since, only to find herself wondering now if it had been another of Lamb’s cruel jokes, allowing his poor dental health to masquerade as something potentially fatal, for her benefit. This, after all, was what their relationship was like; lies were told with no words exchanged, and knowledge falsified in the absence of information. If she taxed him with that, he’d ask her what she expected. They were spooks. This was how they lived.


But she wouldn’t ask him, because there were some things she didn’t want to know, answers she’d rather remained in the dark and dust.


It was time to stop wool-gathering and face the day ahead: weekly reports to assemble for Lamb, who never read them, and job-output stats to compile for Regent’s Park, which didn’t care. All that mattered to both was that the work of Slough House continue uninterrupted, whether by something major like whatever had happened in Wimbledon the other evening, or by something comparatively trivial, involving, say, the sound of a window breaking two floors below, which Catherine would now have to investigate.


The condition of her soul notwithstanding, she allowed herself a brief, uncharacteristic curse word before heading downstairs, wishing she’d chosen a different day for an early start.


But some never had that choice to make.


Some will never wake again.


A few streets off the Westway, where the city makes its bid for freedom with one last flourish of bookmakers and bed shops, bridal boutiques and barbers, in a single-roomed annexe occupying what was once the back garden of what was once a family home and now houses thirteen individuals leading thirteen separate lives, a figure lies on a bed, fully clothed, eyes shut, still breathing. How much of his current state can be put down to natural sleep, how much to alcohol-induced coma can be gauged by the empty bottle by his side: the label reads THE BALVENIE, a brand way too classy for this venue. The figure’s breathing is regular but laboured, as if heavy work were being done in that unconscious state, and the air it’s processing is thick with cigarette smoke – there’s an ashtray on the floor that needed emptying last Tuesday. One stub still smoulders, suggesting a recent companion, as it seems unlikely the prone figure has been active these past few minutes. An unkinder view would be that it’s unlikely he’s been active this past month, but a bottle of Scotch can have that effect, as indeed can two – a second bottle, equally drained, has rolled to rest under the room’s only table: a battered, tin-topped thing with foldable leaves.


Nothing else in sight gives cheer. Against the wall is a sink unit, on one side of which unwashed crockery mounts up on a stainless-steel draining board, while on the other, a two-ring electric stove plugged into an already overworked socket offers just enough of a nod in the direction of domesticity to allow a landlord to describe the room as self-catering. One of the two rings is dormant, and on it has been placed a plastic bag of frozen chips, torn open at the wrong end. A little diagram explains how to prepare them: they can be cooked in an oven or on top of a stove, supposing a chip pan is available. A chip pan, as it happens, is available, and in fact is close at hand: it sits atop the second of the two rings, which is glowing orange in the dusky light, and the viscous liquid with which it is filled is beginning to bubble and pop, causing the pan’s wire basket to rattle against its sides. Spread out on the floor below is a newspaper, one of the capital’s giveaways, its pages unfurled and unfolded as if someone has been trying to read all of it in one go.


It’s a familiar scenario, this: a tabloid newspaper waiting to add fuel to whatever comes its way. Already a splash of oil has escaped the pan and landed on the ring with a big-snake hiss; not loud enough to penetrate a whisky fog, but a sign of more to come. The minutes will pass, shuffling their way towards the quarter-hour, and before that milestone is reached the oil will have bubbled its way to freedom, at which point the minutes will give up and the seconds come into their element. Things that were happening separately will start happening at once, and when the boiling oil spits onto the waiting paper, the paper will respond as it would to any good story and spread the news far and wide; across the threadbare carpet, over the shabby furnishings, and onto the figure on the bed itself, which might twitch of its own accord in its first few flaming moments, but will soon lose any such self-motivation and become the fire’s puppet, twisting and baking into a flaky black museum piece, while the annexe burns to a shell around it. All of this will happen soon, and some of it’s happening already. The oil burps in the pan, hungry. The cigarette stub smoulders its last, and a faint grey coil of smoke drifts towards the ceiling.


A few streets off, on the Westway, traffic roars into and out of London, embarking on an ordinary day.


But here in this cramped, shabby room, that day will never happen.


Meanwhile, back on Aldersgate Street, the shards of glass have been swept from the pavement, which is to say that Catherine Standish has marched Roderick Ho out and watched him sweep said shards into a pile – after watching him rescue the broom from the road – and then brush them into a cardboard box. There’s an audience of sorts for this sideshow, but it’s a desultory morning crowd made up of London’s early pedestrians, and no one lingers long. These groundlings have other dramas to pursue, and this particular moment is merely a respite from their various starring roles, in which they answer phones and do battle with spreadsheets, serve customers and mend computers, police the streets and mark exams, sell cigarettes and ask for spare change, heal the sick and empty the bins, launder clothes and broker deals, write songs and typeset books, love and lose and sing badly in the shower, commit fraud and assault, drink themselves stupid, and are kind to strangers. With all this ahead of them, there’s little time to linger. They move out of shot, and Roddy hoists the cardboard box, which rattles like a kaleidoscope, and carries it round the alleyway to the back of Slough House, where he dumps it in a wheelie bin. Then he sulks his way upstairs, to spend the rest of the morning covering the broken window with a cardboard shield fashioned from taped-together pizza boxes, whose company logos smile onto the road below, like unexpected adverts.


On Aldersgate Street a council lorry wheezes past tugging a series of trailers, each freighted with pipes and sinks and indeterminable items of metalware; travelling junkyards that look as if all the shiny bits have been extracted from some huge and cumbersome invention. And in the offices of Slough House the slow horses have settled themselves at their desks for another day, one which already seems askew from reality, as if things that happened in one order are about to be told in another.


But as long as they start happening soon, this doesn’t really matter.









OLIVER NASH HAD CHOSEN a patisserie in which to meet Claude Whelan, because it was handy for both of them, and because you had to support small businesses, and because it was a patisserie. Nash’s battle with his weight was an unfair contest. He had good intentions on his side, and a whole stack of diet books, not to mention words of advice bordering on warning from his GP, but his weight had a secret weapon: his appetite. In the face of which indomitable force, the massed artillery of inner determination, bookshelves and medical wisdom didn’t have a prayer.


None of which went through Whelan’s mind as they shook hands. They hadn’t seen each other in years, but neither had changed much, and if Whelan wouldn’t have gone so far as to say Nash was the shape he’d chosen for himself, he was certainly the shape he was, and that was as much thought as Whelan had ever given the matter.


‘How are you, Claude?’


He was fine.


‘And can I tempt you to an almond croissant?’


No. He was a fallible man, and wouldn’t claim otherwise, but he’d never had a sweet tooth.


Nash didn’t pretend to regret having already ordered two. Coffee, likewise, was on its way: ‘Americano without, yes?’ He had a memory for such things, heaven knew how. To the best of Whelan’s recall – they had been colleagues, of a sort, once – Nash spent half his life taking meetings, drinking coffee with others. He surely couldn’t recall everyone’s taste in beverage.


They chatted until their drinks came. Though not one of life’s small talkers, Whelan found this undemanding: Nash could provide both halves of a conversation if it proved necessary, and sometimes when it didn’t. The patisserie wasn’t crowded, and anyway held only half the tables it once had. On the nearest one, an abandoned newspaper revealed that the PM had just shared his vision of post-Brexit Britain as a scientific powerhouse, its trillion-pound tech industry the envy of the world. They chuckled over this, and drank coffee, and Nash put away a croissant without apparently noticing doing so, and at last said, ‘You’re a busy man,’ which was the correct formula: nobody likes to be told they have nothing much to do. ‘But I have a favour to ask.’


Whelan nodded, hoping this wouldn’t be misinterpreted as a willingness to carry out the favour, but knowing it probably would. Hard to deny it: he was a soft touch. Not a busy man, either. He had things to do, but not enough to keep him occupied.


Besides, stopping Nash from continuing would have taken heavy machinery. This was odd, or ought to have been – Nash’s role in the Service wasn’t operational, but it was senior: he was chair of the Limitations Committee, which among other things imposed fiscal restraint on the Service, and might thus be assumed to warrant discretion, if not downright secrecy, an assumption for which you could probably find legal backing if you waded through the paperwork. But Nash seemed blithely unaware of the fact. To be in his company for more than two minutes was to learn three things about four other people, as someone had once remarked, and it hadn’t been meant as a criticism.


Whelan raised his coffee cup, noticed it was empty, and put it down again.


Nash said, ‘I shouldn’t say this. But you were requested by name.’


Whelan supposed that was better than being hailed like a passing taxi. Nash, meanwhile, was waggling his eyebrows in a way that indicated the request came from above. He presumably hadn’t been receiving messages from God, so Whelan settled on the next rung down. ‘Diana Taverner?’


He found it impossible to keep the disbelief from his voice.


Nash found it equally difficult. ‘Good heavens, no. Ha! No no no.’


‘So, then—’


‘I doubt you’ve entered her mind since she saw you off the premises, to be honest.’ There was something innocent about Nash’s lack of tact. It was as if he’d learned it from watching talent shows. ‘No, I was referring to Number Ten.’


‘The PM?’


‘Well, I say Number Ten. But the PM isn’t exactly hands on, is he? Got enough to do with all his …’ Nash tailed off, as if the task in view, that of explaining what it was that the PM spent most of his time doing, was too daunting to wrestle with. ‘No, I meant Sparrow. You know. The PM’s, ah …’


‘His special adviser.’


‘Quite.’


As the PM’s enforcer, Sparrow wasn’t as high profile as his predecessor had been – it would have been challenging to maintain that level of unpopularity without barbecuing an infant on live television – but those in the know recognised him as a home-grown Napoleon: nasty, British and short. Whelan had never met him, but that Sparrow was aware of him was only mildly surprising. A spad would be expected to know who was who, and as one-time First Desk at Regent’s Park, Whelan had been a who in his time.


‘And what exactly is it that Mr Sparrow thinks I might be suited for?’


‘He’s concerned for the whereabouts of an associate of his.’


‘An associate?’


‘That was the word he used. A woman called Sophie de Greer. Doctor. Of the academic variety. She was a member of this think tank Sparrow runs, an advisory body. Something to do with policy initiatives? He was vague on the details.’


‘And she’s gone missing.’


‘Apparently. And he rather suspects …’


‘Foul play?’ suggested Whelan, hating the moment even as it was happening.


‘Yes. Well, no. He rather suspects your old Service has something to do with it, actually.’


Whelan said, ‘He thinks the Service has abducted a colleague of his? Our Service? That’s absurd.’


‘Isn’t it? Doesn’t, couldn’t, wouldn’t happen. Exactly what I told him.’


‘Then why are you coming to me with it?’


Nash noticed the second croissant on his plate. It was clearly a discovery of some moment; he glanced around, as if making sure it hadn’t been left there by accident, then indicated its presence to Whelan, as if he were the body to whom reports of such finds should be made. Whelan, unwilling to take part in this pantomime, waited. Nash sighed, sliced an inch off one end of the pastry and transported it to his mouth, his expression suggesting that the whole endeavour was an unfortunate necessity. Then glanced around once more. There was nobody near enough to hear his next word, even if he’d spoken out loud rather than simply mouthed the syllables. ‘Waterproof.’


‘… I beg your pardon?’ Then Whelan shook his head: he’d heard. ‘I mean, what, no, seriously? He said that?’


Nash nodded.


‘And he meant … You’re saying he thinks that’s what happened? That someone triggered the Waterproof Protocol?’


Nash said, ‘Well, he didn’t come out and say it directly. But that’s clearly what he was hinting at.’


He picked up the knife once more, and sliced what was left of the croissant in half.


Whelan said, ‘That’s ridiculous. There was an inquiry, I set it up myself. Waterproof, well … Okay, there was a certain amount of grey area. But the official line, the actual finding, was that the protocol was never used.’


‘Yes, I’m aware what the official finding was, and I’m equally aware that the report will remain sealed for years to come. Even a virgin like me can draw the line between those dots.’


‘That’s as may be. But leaving aside any … discretion involved in the conclusions reached, how is a newcomer like Sparrow even aware of Waterproof’s existence?’


‘Because such is the role of special advisers, blessed be their name, that there is no document passes a portal anywhere on Downing Street that they can’t lay their eyes on at will. And don’t ask me how or why that started because, believe me, I’ve no idea.’ No idea, but an evident distaste. The manner in which Nash tore into the last piece of croissant made this clear. ‘And now that this particular bee has entered this particular bonnet, it apparently behoves me to catch it and pin it to a board, or whatever it is one does with bees. I’m not an expert.’


‘But why me? I mean … You’re in daily contact with Diana, surely. Can’t you just ask her about it?’


‘Well, I could and I can’t. You know how political things get. And I rather have to stay on Diana’s good side, if you know what I mean. Like I say, it wasn’t my idea. It was Sparrow’s.’


‘Well, what does he think I can do about it? I’m not a police officer.’


‘No, quite. Though I’m not sure that would carry weight at the Park, the way things are. Diana does rather seem to have pulled the drawbridge up.’


‘What makes you think she’ll lower it for me? I’ve no authority there. You know that.’


Arguably less than none. Because while there were many things about Diana that Whelan had failed to recognise while she was nominally his subordinate, this much had become clear since: that she practised a scorched earth policy towards anyone not entirely committed to her advancement. In this, he realised, she was in keeping with the political zeitgeist, and he was self-aware enough to know that, had he recognised this at the time, it wouldn’t have significantly altered the outcome. Even Nash, technically one of Regent’s Park’s string-pullers, knew to tread carefully around Diana. String-pullers carry weight, but Diana carried scissors.


‘Besides,’ he went on, ‘an official inquiry is a shallow grave. Anyone approaching it with a shovel is likely to find bones. That’s how Diana will see it. That I’m trying to resurrect an old scandal, and hang it round her neck.’


‘Diana’s not going to worry about bones that were buried by one or other of her predecessors.’ Nash’s face was a bland mask. ‘More coffee?’


‘“One or other”?’


‘A turn of phrase.’ He wiped crumbs from his tie. ‘There’s no need to look at me like that. I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.’


‘That if you need something done ask a scapegoat?’


‘You’re being melodramatic. If Diana needs to paint a target anywhere – which she won’t – it’s not your back she’ll be looking at. It’s Ingrid Tearney’s.’ He lowered his voice. ‘There was a whisper at the time that Tearney, ah, waterproofed someone entirely for her own benefit while First Desk.’ He shook his head saying this: the evil that women do. ‘And then there’s her predecessor, Charles Partner, who’s been safely dead these many years. With that pair to choose from, Diana won’t feel unduly paranoid if questions are asked about an ancient protocol that officially never existed in the first place.’ He paused. ‘Unless, of course, she is responsible for Dr de Greer’s disappearance. But that doesn’t strike me as especially likely.’


Even Whelan could hear the weariness in his tone when he said, ‘The whole reason I was appointed First Desk was that I wasn’t tainted by anything Ingrid Tearney got up to. A clean pair of hands. Remember?’


‘Of course. Anyway, we’re losing sight of the wood for the trees. All Sparrow’s interested in is the whereabouts of Dr de Greer, and all you have to do is confirm that wherever she is, the Service didn’t put her there.’ He still wasn’t happy with his tie. It was possible, thought Whelan, he was trying to brush away some of its pattern. ‘A few questions, a few answers, and it’s done with.’


‘It doesn’t seem as if that’ll get Sparrow any closer to finding out what’s happened to his associate.’


‘But it’ll close down a line of enquiry. Besides … Between us, I’m not entirely sure that’s what he’s really after. No, chances are, he’s using the situation to let the Park know who’s top dog. It’s no secret he’d prefer the set-up there was less … independent.’ Nash had taken his phone out while saying this, and was playing with its buttons like a jazz pianist looking for a tune. Whelan’s own phone pinged: incoming. ‘There. Now you know what I know.’ He slipped the phone back into his pocket. ‘A few questions, Claude. A plausible denial from the Park. Just so I can let Mr Sparrow know there’s nothing to his suspicions.’


‘In my day, which wasn’t that long ago, it was the Prime Minister called the tune. Not his poodle.’


‘The poodles are running the bloody show, that’s the problem. I expect to see the PM in a collar and leash any day now.’


For a moment Nash looked old and tired, which rather shook Whelan. He’d always thought of Nash as one of Westminster’s groupies, living for the gossip and the lunches, and generally unbothered by the moral dimension. It was possible he’d been wrong about that.


The waitress came and collected their crockery. Whelan found his gaze drifting in her direction, admiring the way her uniform adhered to her shape, and slapped his own mental wrist.


‘I don’t know, Oliver,’ he said, which was a lie. He did know. This shouldn’t be touched with a hazmat suit on. It had politics scribbled all over it, and there was no way you could wander into that kind of firefight without getting bits of you shot off: your reputation, your career, your pension. It was politics that had proved his undoing at the Park. Well, and also the connection between a working paper he’d written years ago, a massacre in Derbyshire and a bloodbath involving penguins, but that could have happened to anyone; it was politics had sharpened the knife. So yes, he knew: shake an apologetic head and walk away.
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