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  To Rob.

  A charming godson and an inspiring young man.

  It was generally accepted as being unthinkable, a proposition to which no one dared give a name.

  
    Until the day it happened.
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  Prelude

  HE KNEW HE HAD BEEN wounded, but he felt no pain. He had answered a knock on his door and when he had opened it,
  unsuspecting, two men had forced their way in.

  He had put up a stern fight. He had once been a top-class athlete, even though confined to a wheelchair, and he had warded off their first blows. His attackers were small in stature, youthful,
  wiry, and he had been able to hurl one of them back into the other, causing them to stumble while he retreated down the hallway. But after that there was no place to hide. You can’t hide, not
  on wheels.

  Perhaps they had come to rob him, but he wasn’t worth much, that should have been obvious, living in a dump like this. There were his cups and medals, yet what were they worth? They
  weren’t real gold or silver, only sentimental value, like the photograph of him shaking hands with the Princess Royal just a couple of years earlier. There was nothing in here for them; they
  had made a mistake and, as soon as they realised this, they would go.

  Yet they had pursued him – not run, but followed him inexorably, silently, not in anger but with unflinching intent, into his living room.

  ‘Why, why?’ he had screamed when they had produced the knife, ‘we are of the same skin.’ He could tell that their fathers, at very least their grandfathers, must be some
  sort of cousins to his own, children of the same region with sun and dry dust in their boots; perhaps this was simply a case of mistaken identity, but they wouldn’t listen. And they
  wouldn’t talk. They stalked him, held him. Then they cut him.

  He hadn’t been able to speak after that, something in his throat wasn’t working properly. And they didn’t ransack the place but stood watching, their dark eyes troubled, almost
  sorrowful. Everything was so very strange, he thought. Nothing was making much sense any more.

  It was only when he looked down and saw his chest covered in rich, fresh blood, his blood, that he realised his throat had been cut and that he was dying. Like a sheep, slaughtered at festival
  in the old country, as his father had described to him in a childhood tale. He had always wondered if they felt pain as they bled. Now he knew.

  
 


  One

  Before dawn. The 5th of November.

  THE LORDS’ DAY. It was to be a day of atonement, a day of anguish, of
  terrors that would squeeze the country so tight it came close to expiring, but Harry Jones had no way of foreseeing that. For the moment he was having difficulty seeing anything. He struggled to
  focus, only gradually becoming aware that the object he was staring at, from very close quarters, was a nipple. Hell, what an evening.

  As a pale, reluctant light seeped through the window and started to unwrap itself in front of his eyes, Harry began taking stock of the damage. The bedroom was a mess, clothes strewn haphazardly
  in a trail that led like a paperchase across the floor and away beyond the partially opened door, while the duvet was knotted uncompromisingly round his lower limbs, binding him tight. He was
  sweating; too much alcohol, a bottle of twenty-year-old Islay full of peat and feathers that now lay abandoned somewhere on the other side of the door, near where he’d left his
  self-respect.

  Beside him, Melanie stirred in her sleep, turning away from him and curling herself up like a hibernating mouse. Harry cursed once again and stretched, as far as the bonds of the duvet would
  allow, but she didn’t stir, still out of it. Oh, what a night it had been, one to look back on in years to come with a touch of awe. It wasn’t every evening your estranged wife invited
  you out to dinner then ended up ripping your clothes from you.

  He looked round the bedroom – his bedroom, as had been, until three months ago – and began to spot little changes, the marks of where his presence was gradually being erased.
  The photograph of him in the jungle of Belize that had once adorned the dresser was gone, and his dressing gown with its frayed cord and gentle memories was no longer on the back of the chair. The
  table on his side of the bed that he couldn’t remember without its tottering pile of books was now uncomfortably bare, and he searched with growing alarm for his copies of Robert Louis
  Stevenson. They were the original Cassell’s editions, 1880s. Gone. Damn, he hadn’t taken them; did she realise what she was throwing out? Of course not, any more than she’d done
  when she threw him out. Not that she had referred to it like that. A trial separation, she had suggested, to get her mind clear. Well, whatever was cluttering up Melanie’s mind, it certainly
  wasn’t good literature. Yet in spite of it all she had invited him, allowed him back. What did it mean? A knot of curiosity began to grow inside him, competing for elbowroom alongside the
  part of his brain that was trying to tunnel its way to freedom through the thicker part of his skull. Had she changed her mind? Back into her bed, and back into her life? He couldn’t tell,
  had always been rubbish at reading her, and now she was stirring, her eyelids fluttering innocently.

  As she saw him, a look of bewilderment crossed her face. It took several moments to fade. ‘Oh, shit,’ she sighed. Then she threw back the duvet and made for the bathroom.

  Didn’t sound much like someone who wanted him back, yet he knew she wasn’t good on her own, she needed a man around. So . . . so who? Had someone else been in his bed, between his
  sheets and with his wife? It was supposed to be a trial separation, no one else involved, but he began to wonder if she might have been finding it rather less of a trial than he had. No wonder the
  photo was missing.

  Beads of suspicion began to prickle on his forehead and his eyes wandered round the room looking for clues, telltale signs of someone who didn’t belong there. But Melanie wouldn’t be
  that stupid. He lay back on his pillow, realising with surprise that what he was feeling was jealousy. He wanted her back, very much. He hadn’t realised that, not until this moment. So much
  anger and frustration had spilled over between them, but there were still feelings. Last night had daubed his grey life with colour once again and he was surprised how much he missed it all. And
  her. The laugh, the lilting irreverence, that body. They’d been married more than three years yet still it was like getting laid for the first time, never knowing quite what to expect. Full
  of surprises was Melanie, that was part of her appeal and he missed it much more than he had realised. But what was she missing?

  From the bathroom came the sound of water splashing as she washed the traces of him away. Curious, and jealous, Harry disentangled himself from his winding sheet and began rummaging through the
  drawers of the bedside table, but he found nothing, not on his side. No one had yet laid claim to his space, not even Melanie, it seemed, and suddenly he was filled with remorse that he could have
  suspected her. They’d both agreed that their separation was intended to be a means of refreshing their relationship, to remind themselves all over again how much the other meant –
  Melanie had emphasised that point to him. So as he ransacked the drawers he chastised himself for his suspicions, but that didn’t stop him, even when he discovered the drawers on her side of
  the bed were over flowing with little more than tissues and trinkets and . . .

  A one-page leaflet. A flyer, an ordinary handout. He didn’t know it just yet, but it was to be a moment when Harry’s life changed. In the trembling of a single breath his suspicion
  was smothered by pride, a sense of fulfilment that for an instant grew to unbridled joy before he realised he was being a fool. And it wasn’t often that anyone made a fool of Harry Jones. In
  another breath he had slipped into the darkness of a very rare anger, the sort of rage that on the last occasion had been put aside only when he’d killed a man, for as he searched through
  Melanie’s drawer he found himself clutching a pamphlet from the Marie Stopes clinic. The people who dealt with sexual health. Unwanted pregnancy. Abortion. It was also the moment he heard his
  wife throwing up in the bathroom.

  •   •   •

  The house was small, part of a run-down terrace in the middle of Southall, and typical of so many rented properties in western London, ill-painted, unremarkable, shrouded in
  anonymity. The curtains were tightly drawn to ward off prying eyes, and the windows were closed, too, shutting out the noise. In the back of the house, the bedrooms were stifling.

  ‘Are you awake, Mukhtar?’

  ‘How can a man sleep?’

  ‘It’s time, anyway.’

  For a moment they grew quiet as their eyes adjusted to the first light and they contemplated what lay ahead of them.

  ‘It’s so airless and hot in this place,’ Mukhtar complained. ‘It’s like lying on the doorstep of Hell. How I miss our home.’

  ‘Remember, it is for our homeland that we came here.’

  Mukhtar sighed, a sound of deep sadness. ‘I would like to have seen it – one last time.’

  ‘Don’t weaken, don’t you dare weaken. Not today!’ Masood’s voice grew sharp, betraying his own inner tension. ‘Remember what they have done to us. Remember,
  Mukhtar, that day when you held your mother’s broken body.’

  ‘I shall have her name on my lips when I die.’

  ‘And hate her killers more with every breath.’ Masood stirred. ‘It is time to wake the others.’

  ‘They will not need it,’ Mukhtar replied, and from elsewhere within the small house they could hear the sounds of movement.

  ‘Remember our pledge, Mukhtar, to go on to the end. To fight them not only in the caves and mountains of our home, but to fight them in their own land, with ever greater courage, no matter
  what the cost may be. To make war on them, father and son, just as they have done to us, and never give in.’

  ‘You make fine speeches.’

  ‘The words are not mine. I borrowed them, or words like them, from one of their own leaders. It is time for them to feel their own pain.’

  ‘May it rain on them like the winter snows, but –’ Mukhtar hesitated.

  ‘I’m listening, my friend.’

  ‘It is what we did last night, to those men.’

  ‘Does it trouble you?’

  ‘A little.’

  ‘That is good, Mukhtar. To care, to have compassion, is good. It sets us apart from our enemies.’

  ‘But, Masood, there is something else you should know.’

  ‘What is that?’

  ‘I think I am scared. Very scared.’

  •   •   •

  She came through the bathroom door, still naked, dabbing at her mouth. ‘What the bloody hell’s this?’ Harry demanded, the voice low but filled with menace as
  he waved the pamphlet.

  ‘You’ve got a nerve, Harry, going through my drawers.’

  ‘They’re my drawers, remember. I paid for them.’

  ‘Yes, you did. And now they are my drawers,’ she replied primly, ‘so keep the hell out of them.’ She snatched at the piece of paper but he was too quick for her.

  ‘What are you hiding, Mel?’

  ‘Nothing!’

  He began quoting from the leaflet. ‘Marie Stopes. The country’s leading reproductive healthcare charity. The first choice for those seeking expert help and advice. Help
  and advice in what, Mel? Well, I don’t see you offering yourself for sterilisation and you scarcely qualify for a vasectomy. So what is it?’

  ‘Harry, I’ve got to say you look ridiculous, sitting there shaking with indignation when you’re stark naked. Even a man with your physique can’t quite get away with
  it.’ Her voice was light, teasing, attempting humour, and also avoiding his question.

  ‘You’re pregnant,’ he whispered.

  She didn’t answer immediately but reached for her robe, wrapping it carefully around her before sitting down on the end of the bed, keeping her distance. ‘It’s why I invited
  you last night. One of the things I wanted to tell you.’

  ‘That you’re pregnant. And going to have an abortion.’

  He made it sound like the summing up of a prosecuting lawyer and she blushed, while Harry’s world began to spin slowly out of control, taking him back to a different place. He remembered
  the last time he’d been told his wife was pregnant – not Melanie, but Julia, his first wife. It had been so clinical, in a side room of a Swiss hospital, just below the mountain where
  that early spring morning they’d gone skiing off-piste. His choice, his passion, one in which Julia had tried to follow him, as she had always done. Except they hadn’t made it. Too much
  fresh, unstable snow. And then he was lying with a drip in his arm and a broken leg and porridge for brains, trying to shake off the effects of a bad concussion as a doctor with a dark brow and
  exquisitely starched white coat broke the news to him. That Julia had been a couple of months pregnant and in all probability hadn’t even known it.

  ‘You did not know, either? I am so sorry, Herr Jones, we did all we could,’ the doctor had said in his over-precise manner. ‘If it is of any consolation, it is my view that
  your wife would not have suffered in any way.’

  ‘Suffered?’

  ‘It was instantaneous, you see.’

  ‘What was instantaneous?’

  A look of despair had crossed the doctor’s brow. ‘No one has told you?’ Or had the delayed effects of the concussion wiped it all from his mind? ‘The fall, Herr Jones. It
  broke her neck. And, of course, the baby . . . My profound regrets.’

  Beautiful, loving, two-months pregnant Julia. After which Harry’s life had never been quite the same, never reached its old heights. It couldn’t, not when he was drenched in so much
  guilt and with the accusations of Julia’s distraught father ringing in his ears. Yes, it had been his fault, and after fifteen years carving out a career in the British Army, Sandhurst, Life
  Guards, Pathfinders, MoD, the lot, he was used to taking his share of the responsibility, but not like this. Something had switched off inside Harry, and not all the years his country had invested
  in teaching him to be one of its most effective killing machines had been able to keep him from suffering more hurt than he ever thought was possible. Until Melanie came along. ‘Time to put
  Humpty back together again,’ she’d said, covering everything with laughter. She was what he had needed, never took anything too seriously, except her body, of course, and that was worth
  taking very seriously indeed. Got him back on his feet until he was able to walk again. Yet Harry was never content simply to walk; he was the type of man who always wanted to do things his way,
  and at a pace that left most in his wake. It wasn’t that Melanie couldn’t keep up; what had begun to hurt was the realisation that she never truly tried. He’d been blinded by
  pain, too eager to find something and someone to hold on to once more, and it was another thing he’d got wrong. She didn’t want to follow; while Harry rushed off in search of dragons,
  she was content to sit elegantly beside the large pot of gold that had been left to Harry through his inheritance. Different routes, different destinations, and now different lives.

  ‘I’m sorry, Harry,’ he heard her saying. Just like the Swiss doctor. Everybody was always fucking sorry. So why didn’t it make a difference?

  ‘You were going to talk about it with me, weren’t you? And we are going to discuss it, aren’t we?’ His tone was untrusting, full of accusation. She hated it when he grew
  angry. There was, perhaps, something in her that feared Harry, even when he was naked, when his body reminded her of what Harry in his anger could do. The scars, the bullet wound in his back.

  ‘Harry, there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.’

  ‘What could be more important than our baby?’

  ‘Harry, I want a divorce.’

  •   •   •

  The spare, balding man looked out from his high window and stared down the Mall. From the street below he would have seemed a small, insignificant figure in such a grand
  building, and at times like this he felt it. His eyes wandered past the ceremonial flags hanging limply from their gibbets towards the outline of the palace that was beginning to emerge in the
  grey, oily light. He stood for a considerable time, motionless, the only sign of his inner turmoil being the relentless twisting of the crested cufflink on his left wrist. He would be on duty
  today, just as he had been, and would continue to be, every day of his life.

  He turned from the window. A mahogany clotheshorse stood next to the dressing table. From it hung the uniform of the Welsh Guards. He’d first been fitted for that uniform more than thirty
  years before, yet it had remained unaltered, like so much else in his life. Duty, obligation, the sense of being owned by others, hadn’t faded with the years, unlike the hairline and his
  patience – particularly his patience. Later that morning he would climb into the uniform and once again do his duty, even though he wasn’t Welsh and had guarded nothing more than his
  reputation these past years, and that often poorly. He was commanded to attend upon the State Opening of Parliament, an annual ritual stuffed to the studded collar with symbolism yet without the
  slightest trace of any substance. Just like his wretched life. He had been ordered to take part – ordered, him, a man of sixty! Yet in spite of all his years he was in no position to refuse.
  So he would damn them and do what was required of him, as he so often did, with reluctance.

  No, not reluctance. Stupid word! He didn’t feel reluctance, instead he felt a burning, blinding resentment. How dare they? It would be kinder to send the bloody clotheshorse, yet kindness
  didn’t come into it; there wasn’t even a sub-clause in the constitution for compassion. With a low curse he started tugging once more at his cufflink.

  He’d wriggled out of the occasion for years, but this year was different. His father was ill, too wobbly even to climb into his boots, so in his place they demanded the son. England
  expects! They commanded his presence, yet they were unwilling to pay even the simple price he asked. And what could be simpler, more dignified, more appropriate, more just, than to permit him to
  walk with his wife? A woman who had done none ill, a lady who gave none harm, who had brought only joy and gentleness to his life. Yet they wouldn’t let her be. She’d been the reason
  for the divorce so they treated her like an outcast. They deemed his wife’s appearance . . . inappropriate.

  Inappropriate. That was the word they’d used, those cowards and courtiers, as they shuffled round the issue like three-legged spaniels. It was no explanation at all. So she had taken
  herself out of London to avoid causing him any embarrassment while he was left on his own to—

  Bugger! The cufflink, tired with its mistreatment, shot from its post and disappeared somewhere in a dark corner. He cried out, first for assistance and then in an outpouring of
  unremitting despair. He was the grandest man in the land, yet also the most powerless and pathetic. From the other side of the window the outlines of the palace seemed to be mocking; it was so
  close, yet in some respects so very far away from him. It was from near this point, several hundred years before, that they had taken one of his ancestors, walked him across the park dressed in a
  double layer of clothing to prevent him shivering, and when they had reached Whitehall they had chopped off his head. Right now, that seemed the very best part of the deal.

  Charles Philip Arthur George, heir apparent to all he surveyed yet master of not even a humble cufflink, let forth a howl of frustration and sent a footstool crashing into a corner. It was going
  to be one of those lousy, screwed-up days.

  •   •   •

  Masood was their leader, although not the eldest of the men gathered at the table. Ghulam, the bomb maker, made up their simple breakfast of paratha flatbreads fried in butter,
  with which they ate the remnants of the lamb pulao that had gone unfinished the night before. Mukhtar sat quietly soaking his bread in the dark, bitter-sweet tea, and chewing thoughtfully. No one
  spoke much.

  A portable television flickered mutely in the corner of the kitchen; the breakfast news showed scenes of preparation for the State Opening and warned of traffic disruption in Central London. All
  was as it should be.

  When they had finished their food, they prayed, for the last time, in the formal manner. ‘We shall not pray like this again,’ Masood announced. ‘It will only persuade them that
  we are what they call fundamentalists or fanatics. Then their hatred for us will burn all the more. No, we must show them that we are simple men, who wish nothing more than to show them
  justice.’

  ‘Until they choke on it,’ Jehanzeb, the eldest, added.

  They were dressed in different clothing; some in suits, some in workmen’s garb. Masood made one final inspection. Then it was time. They left the house without cleaning up after their
  breakfast. There was no point. None of them would be returning.

  6.40 a.m.

  It would be a long morning. This was, after all, the most significant state occasion of the year. The State Opening of Parliament is more than merely the beginning of a new
  parliamentary session, it is an occasion snatched from the furnace of British history. The ceremony is held in the House of Lords because the Monarch has been denied access to the House of Commons
  ever since her ancestor, the hapless – and soon to be headless – Charles kicked down its door while trying to arrest several of its members. Faced with the inhospitality and not
  infrequent hostility of the Commons, the Monarch retaliates by summoning a member of the Government to the palace and holding him hostage for the duration, just in case. Uneasy sits the crown.

  There was also the lesson of Guy Fawkes, of course, when he and other Catholic conspirators stocked the cellars with gunpowder and attempted during the State Opening to blow up not only the King
  but also the entire government, lock, stock and explosive barrel, yet that was more than four hundred years ago. Affairs had settled on a gentler keel since then. Even the royal hostage is treated
  gently and to a glass of something suitably old.

  As the skies above London yielded to the first rays of a sickly sun, the Household Cavalry was well into its preparations. Reveille had long since been sounded and the members of the
  Sovereign’s Escort were mucking out the stables at Knightsbridge Barracks, surrounded by spit and polish and the pungent smell of horse piss. On the roads around Westminster, access routes
  were being blocked. Metal crowd barriers already lined the Mall and large concrete barriers were being hauled around in the jaws of forklift trucks to divert the traffic away from the processional
  route. Nothing would be allowed through, unless it was waving the right pass or arriving in a gilded coach.

  Inside the ornate Gothic gingerbread Palace of Westminster, the members of the Works Department were making last-minute adjustments to the chamber of the House of Lords, where the red leather
  benches had been rearranged to permit the largest possible number of peers and guests to be seated. Behind the chamber, in the Robing Room that the Monarch would use as her private chambers, the
  Head Housemaid was making one last sweep while the Staff Commander himself gave the dainty toilet with its ancient blue-porcelain bowl one final discreet check. Flowers bloomed on all sides.
  Elsewhere, employees from the tailor Ede and Ravenscroft, the oldest tailoring firm in London, stood by to assist peers into their ermine robes, while seamstresses were at hand to help those in
  need. No stitch would be left unsewn, no corner left undusted or unsecured.

  The ceremonial was as old as time itself, but all was not as it once had been. Standards were changing, and some would say slipping. What had once been a close-knit, almost family affair had
  been slowly squeezed dry in the vice of equal opportunities and Exchequer meanness. Posts were opened up to all comers, even part-timers. The magnificent doorkeepers who kept order throughout the
  place had once been drawn exclusively from the ranks of the military and conducted themselves as though still on parade, yet now they found their jobs offered to all and sundry, even women. Black
  Rod himself, the Lords’ most senior official, was always a knight and, typically, at least a Lieutenant-General or Air Vice-Marshal, yet even his job was advertised in the pages of the
  Evening Standard. New times, new manners. Traditions came and went, and so did the cleaners, ever since the contract had been put out to tender. Lowest cost, and often lowest common
  denominator. Some cleaners had been busy inside the palace since five that morning, and many more arrived in the ensuing hours. Three of them came through the underpass that led from Westminster
  tube station. It wasn’t an entrance open to the public, only those who were authorised, and they came forward, small bags in their hands, their photo IDs strung round their necks. As he stood
  before the revolving glass security door and passed his swipe card through the electronic reader, one of the men smiled faint-heartedly at the policeman on duty. The constable barely acknowledged
  the greeting.

  ‘What’s in the bag, sunshine?’

  ‘Only lunch,’ the man replied in a thick accent, as the other man also passed through. Although they had not been asked, the three competed in their eagerness to open their cheap
  holdalls for inspection, revealing little more than sandwiches, a couple of chocolate bars and several cans of Coca-Cola each. ‘We hold a little party with other cleaners. After Her Majesty
  has left. When our work is done,’ the first explained.

  ‘Coca-Cola, eh? The dear old Queen Mum’ll be rolling in her grave just to hear of it.’

  His little joke was met with the blankest of expressions; the policeman sighed and nodded them through. He nudged his colleague as they passed.

  ‘And where d’you think those little teetotallers crawled in from, then?’

  ‘Dunno,’ the other replied. ‘Could be Pakis. There again, might be African, Sudanese, Ethiopian. Bleedin’ Iranian, for all I know.’ He sighed, the deep, distracted
  sigh of an unreconstructed Englishman. ‘So many asylum seekers clogging up the works these past years.’

  ‘Yet you don’t dare say it.’

  ‘But it’s true. They do,’ the other man insisted.

  ‘Can’t argue the point.’

  ‘Extraordinary, ain’t it?’

  ‘How they all look the ruddy same.’

  ‘Makes you feel nostalgic for the Irish.’

  Their attention was soon diverted by a parliamentary secretary who had struggled through the security door with an armful of papers, only to spill them on the pavement and reveal a quite
  unnecessary length of thigh as she bent to retrieve them. The dark skinned cleaners walked on. One, Mukhtar, had beads of sweat gathering below his hairline; he wiped his brow with his palm,
  Jehanzeb gripped his arm in reproof. Their eyes met, exchanging a private prayer. Mukhtar’s fingers searched for the tehwiz at his neck, a small square of fabric into which was sewn a
  verse from the Quran. Inshallah. Already he felt better. It was remarkable how nervous a man could grow, even when he had volunteered to die.

  7.30 a.m.

  Robert Treat Paine, the US Ambassador to what is formally known as the Court of St James’s, had also risen early that day; indeed, he had been awake since four and had
  barely slept. It had become something of an uncomfortable habit with the tall, angular Bostonian ever since his wife had died suddenly two years earlier from a brain haemorrhage. She might have
  been saved, had they not been miles from help on a walking holiday in the Lake District where mobile phones don’t work and passing shepherds were nowadays as scarce as undiseased elms.
  ‘She died in one of the most beautiful spots on earth,’ he told her memorial service, ‘and facing up to God.’ Their only son, also named Robert T, hadn’t attended; he
  had been away serving with the Marine Corps in Afghanistan. He was never to come home. A roadside bomb. And there were no saccharined words of comfort that could soothe that particular death. It
  hadn’t been a good year for the ambassador.

  Slowly he climbed from the bed that he now shared only with his red setter and stood at the window of his cavernous bedroom. Winfield House, the US ambassador’s official residence, looked
  out over Regent’s Park and the ambassador spent some time watching a young urban fox stalk the grounds looking for breakfast, scratching at roots, sniffing at the fungi that had sprouted
  beneath the birch trees. Strange, and sad, the ambassador thought, that this garden would probably be as close as the animal ever made it to real countryside. Everything in this turbulent world
  seemed to have been snatched from its proper place. His eyes, as so often, were drawn towards the photograph on his dresser. It showed his son in his Marine captain’s uniform, a young man so
  full of confidence, brimming with ambition, yet . . . he was gone, another thing taken from its rightful place. And now the name of Robert Treat Paine would be no more. That noble line had come to
  its end, a story closed.

  Oh, but what a magnificent story it had been! The first Robt. Treat Paine had been one of the signatories of the Declaration of Independence, signing it with a bold flourish that would forever
  mark his name in history. Now he lay buried beside the likes of Sam Adams and Paul Revere in the Granary Burial Ground in Boston, a hallowed place, a spot reserved for American heroes. Old Robt.
  had left a clear trail and the ambassador had followed in his ancestor’s footsteps, through Harvard and law school before embarking on a sparkling career that had left successive presidents
  in his debt. The Paine family had always played its part, but now the wheel of family life had turned full circle. The youngest and brightest of all the Robert T. Paines had gone off to war and got
  himself killed. The wheel had stopped.

  For the father, there were few consolations. He buried himself in his work and was excellent at his job, everyone said that, including the President when she had called him after his son’s
  death to tell him that the post was his as long as he wanted it. She understood the ties of blood, being the third member of her own family to have won the White House. And he should have been
  happy with this posting in a country that had given him his Old English roots, yet there was something missing in this New Britain. They knew what they used to be, but couldn’t decide what
  they had become. They’d allowed their culture, and with it their self-confidence, to slip through their fingers, leaving them clutching at little but empty air. It was a modern sickness, and
  Paine had come to the conclusion that they would never find a cure. Sometimes, it seemed to him, he cared more for their customs than they did.

  He reached for the phone and pressed the button. His steward answered it.

  ‘Breakfast in half an hour, I think, O’Malley.’ He stretched his vowels in the slow, New England manner.

  ‘The usual, Ambassador Paine?’ That would be easy. Fresh grapefruit, muesli and sweet black coffee. Paine did little more than peck when he had to eat on his own.

  ‘No, this is a special day, O’Malley.’

  ‘You mean Guy Fawkes and all the bonfires.’

  ‘You really are a totally unrepentant Irish rebel, aren’t you?’

  ‘I hope so, sir.’

  ‘I’m talking about the State Opening of Parliament. I’m going to rub shoulders with the Queen.’

  ‘I’m sure you’ll be having a wonderful time, sir,’ the steward responded, his voice hoarse with irony and nicotine.

  ‘It’ll be a long day, O’Malley, and we’ll need more than prune juice to get through it. I think we’ll celebrate the occasion with something a little more
  substantial. The Full English.’

  ‘The Full Irish, it’ll be, sir.’

  Paine replaced the phone. He tolerated O’Malley, was even amused by him. At least the fellow knew who he was.

  Yet in a bedroom in a different part of town, matters were progressing less smoothly with another of the actors who would play a significant part in the events that were to mark this day. It was
  by no means such an expansive bedroom as that in Winfield House, but Tricia Willcocks had done pretty well for herself by any measure. It had taken three marriages and a fair bit of swallowing of
  male smugness during her earlier years in government circles, but she had ended up as Home Secretary. At times, even she had to pinch herself. Not bad for a woman who had been forced to struggle
  mightily through these meritocratic times to live down her expensive convent-based education. Girls from St Trinian’s had long been out of fashion. Yet still it wasn’t enough for
  Tricia. She’d built her career on an adroit mixture of tokenism and toe sucking, and it had left her with a disagreeable taste in her mouth. She knew men, knew their ample shortcomings, and
  also knew she was as able as most, yet, in spite of these qualities, she was forced to live off their finances and upon their favours. That made her irritable, while age had made her a little
  menopausal, and the combination was not always a happy one.

  She had spent the last hour in bed going through the papers in her ministerial box. Normally she liked to finish off her boxes at night but she had been out late at an official dinner and her
  schedule had been kicked out of kilter. Now, reading by lamplight, she was getting a headache – oh, God, not one of those migraines, she prayed. And her husband was proving more than normally
  useless.

  ‘Colin, what do you call this?’ she demanded as she looked at the tray he had placed beside her on the bed.

  ‘Breakfast,’ he shouted back from the bathroom.

  ‘You run a hugely successful commercial law practice, yet somehow can’t even manage to boil an egg properly.’

  ‘What’s wrong with it?’

  ‘It’s raw.’

  ‘Like your humour, my darling.’

  ‘Colin, I’ve got a million things on today . . .’

  ‘And, as you say, I’ve got a law practice to run,’ he said, emerging from the bathroom fully groomed and suited. ‘So I’m off. Put the dishwasher on before you go,
  will you? And have a wonderful day, dear.’ He didn’t even glance at her as he left.

  She pushed aside the tray in exasperation and returned to the paper. It was a complex, closely argued brief about the legal implications of putting on trial Daud Gul. He was but one wretched
  man, yet he had managed to leave the combined legal minds of Whitehall twisting like wind chimes. It had been such a glorious coup when the British had hauled him out of his mountain hidey-hole
  along the Afghan-Pakistan border, like something out of an old black and white film with Cary Grant in the lead; half the American Army had been trying to find the bugger for ten years while a
  ten-man SAS team had done the job in little more than forty minutes. He was now settled, hopefully uncomfortably, in a cell on Diego Garcia. They’d snatched him because Daud Gul led one of
  the most notorious terrorist organisations in the region, responsible for untold numbers of outrages against Western interests in that part of the world. At least, that was his reputation. Yet as
  they had begun to build the detail of the case against him, large flakes kept falling off it. Sure, he hated the Americans and the British, the Russians too, come to that, any one of the many
  white-faced tribes that had set their imperious feet upon his land over the last two hundred years, but that wasn’t enough to convict him. Disliking Americans wasn’t of itself a crime,
  not since George Bush had left the White House. There was certainly much wickedness for which Daud Gul was blamed, yet acts that had been done in his name were not, perhaps, done by him, or so the
  lawyers were arguing. Put him on trial for most of the outrages of which he’d been accused and they’d have trouble finding a single scrap of incriminating paper to prove his
  involvement, and he’d left no fingerprints on the bombs – ‘it would be like charging Christ with responsibility for the Inquisition,’ one of her senior civil servants had
  said. Idiot. They were all the same, those lawyers, like a wicker fence with a broken back, flopping first one way, then the other, as the wind blew. Willcocks knew what they had to do, they had to
  hang Daud Gul out to dry, but how? They couldn’t simply lock him up and beat the crap out of him; Guantanamo had given those devices such a bad name, and handing him over to local warlords
  would be like throwing a side of beef to a pack of starving dogs. So there was no other option, they had to put him on trial, but how – and where? Those pathetic ridiculous lawyers had been
  shuffling back and forth about it for months.

  Then she cried out. It was a migraine. Her legs had turned to ice, her head was beginning to feel as though it was being operated on without anaesthetic. And it was the State Opening, all
  those television lights and military barking. She knew she’d never get through it. She’d faint or do something foolish, get all flushed up and show some feminine weakness, and
  they’d never allow her to forget it. She couldn’t let that happen. They’d barely miss her in the crowd, her private secretary could compose some suitable excuse. As the pain began
  to take hold of her, Tricia Willcocks made up her mind; she wouldn’t go, couldn’t go.

  It was a decision that was to save her life.

  7.50 a.m.

  The three cleaners had made their way to their changing room in the basement. It was a dingy affair, containing mean, narrow lockers and grimy plastic chairs, far inferior to
  the other changing rooms that were reserved for the housemaids – the female cleaners who were responsible for the chamber of the House of Lords. Tradition decreed that the male cleaners were
  confined to the public places such as the stairways and toilets, economics decreed that they need not even be British.

  Without a word the men moved to their lockers, opening them to reveal a dozen more cans of Coca-Cola. A vacuum cleaner was brought over and the top taken off; they bent over it, like witches
  around a cauldron, filling the inside of the cleaner with the cans, treating them with unusual respect, their eyes dashing nervously between each other. So intent were they on their task that they
  entirely failed to notice the young policeman who wandered in from his security beat.

  ‘Hello, there, having trouble?’

  The policeman was young, optimistic about life, even a little idealistic, with a wife and baby back home. He was one of those who had time for others, always keen to help, not that the cleaners
  had asked him for any.

  ‘My Lord, what’s this, then?’ he muttered in puzzlement as he leaned over the cleaner.

  He was still trying to do his duty, reach for his radio, struggling to cry out a warning, even after they had put a knife through his neck and blood was streaming from his throat.

  
 


  Two

  8.30 a.m.

  HARRY – OR HENRY MARMADUKE MALTRAVERS-JONES, which was the name on his passport – was, as that passport implied, more than the man who initially met the eye, although that in itself
  was impressive enough. He was in his early forties but looked younger, and fitter; a lean frame with broad shoulders hidden beneath a traditional Jermyn Street suit and an easy, measured stride
  that suggested something very purposeful about him. The effect was underlined by the eyes, which were exceptionally bright and moved slowly, like an animal studying its prey from a distance.

  Harry had money, too, handed down from a father whose own inheritance had been blown away by the misguidance and complacency of the grandfather. What hadn’t been lost in the Great
  Depression had been siphoned off by death duties, so Harry’s father had gone out and rebuilt the whole shooting match again from scratch, taking particular pleasure in doing unto others in
  the City what had been done to his own father. It had left him with an unreasoning fear of the gene pool, that his own father’s weaknesses might be handed down to his son. From his earliest
  days, therefore, Harry had been pushed – through an English prep school, followed by an international elysee in Switzerland and interspersed with any number of exotic escapades in the company
  of his father’s inter national business colleagues and occasional mistresses. Before the age of sixteen he had surfed at Malibu, sailed off Dubai, learned to scuba in Borneo and lost his
  virginity to a considerably older woman in Hong Kong – and owed it all to his father’s arrangements. Yet it was entirely through his own efforts that he got a place at Cambridge. But
  the day Harry ripped open his acceptance letter, his father announced he was stopping his allowance; Harry would stand on his own feet, or not at all. Brutal. It was the father’s own theory
  of natural selection. Lucky, then, that Harry had won himself a scholarship, and made up the rest by sneaking off to do double shifts at weekends at McDonald’s. He had bumped into Julia one
  brilliant summer’s day, on the riverbank, nearly sending her flying and catching her only in the nick of time. After that, she had rarely left his arms.

  Harry always made waves, wherever he went. It was in the nature of the beast. But he never knew when to pick his battles. Perhaps this was the reason he had gone into the Army – that, and
  the fact that Julia was an Army brat. Yet he had a habit of making his superiors uncomfortable. He would fight his commanding officers with as much tenacity as he set about the Iraqi Republican
  Guard, so they kept moving him on, while his talent kept moving him up. Life Guards, the Airborne Brigade, and eventually the SAS where they turned Harry into one of the most effective killing
  machines anywhere in the Army. The consummate warrior. That was why they sent him behind the lines during the first Gulf War, into a conflict where radios didn’t work, rifles didn’t
  fire, resupply rendezvous were missed and patrols inevitably got lost. It came close to being a fiasco. Some men came out of the desert and wrote books about their experiences; Harry went straight
  to his CO and had another blazing row. After that, his days were numbered. He was farmed out to the Staff College at Camberley and eventually sentenced to a spell at the Ministry of Defence, but
  word had got round. Harry was his own man. In military language, that meant he was disloyal. Not one of us.

  Shortly after, Harry’s life had taken a decisive turn when his father died. His heart had stopped while he was riding a mistress forty years his junior. He’d been warned by his
  doctor that such distractions could lead to unwholesome consequences but, like Harry, he was his own man. ‘Who the hell wants to die with his boots and breeches on?’ he was alleged to
  have replied. And the father who had cast out Harry at eighteen without a penny left him the lot, a thoroughly immodest fortune that gave him an independence of action matching that of his mind. It
  made Harry totally unfit for further duty in the army, a conclusion shared by his superiors, so he quit and went into politics, became a Member of Parliament. At first Harry had flourished, made
  his mark, climbed through the ranks until he had made it all the way to the Home Office as Minister of State. He had become a man who in some observers’ eyes was most likely to succeed, yet
  because of that, in the eyes of others he was a threat, and the combination of mind and money proved to be a highly combustible mixture in the underachieving world of Westminster. He was a man who
  insisted on seeing the big picture in a system that rarely looked further than tomorrow’s headlines. Another brilliant career blighted by envy and the doubts of his superiors.

  So Harry had returned to the backbenches – it was never clear whether he had jumped or been pushed – and instead of being driven in a ministerial car he now walked – or, as
  this morning, ran. He ran to pump adrenalin through his befuddled mind and to put as much distance as possible between him and his blazing row with Melanie. They had sat for the best part of two
  hours in his old kitchen in Mayfair, hurling accusations at each other. She had planned it all, he claimed – the separation, the divorce, next would come the settlement, everything
  calculated, like a shopping list. And she retorted that it was just that harsh, uncompromising view of the world that had forced her away from him. She said she was heartbroken, had struggled to
  make things work yet had met in return only indifference and emotional cruelty. Already she was practising for the lawyers.

  Yet it was their discussion about the baby that had turned anger to outrage. Pregnancy was the one thing she hadn’t planned, joining the club just as she was about to become an independent
  operator. So they had sat and flung clichés at each other, about a woman’s right to choose, a father’s right to be consulted, a child’s right to life, her right to control
  her own body.

  ‘So many fucking rights, Mel, where does it all end? You’d think no one ever did any wrong in this world.’

  ‘Climb down from your pulpit, Harry. Save the moral righteousness for the press releases.’

  ‘What has that poor unborn child done to deserve this?’

  ‘We don’t get what we deserve in life, aren’t you always telling me that?’

  ‘Mel, I want the baby.’

  ‘What, you’ll apply for visiting rights?’

  ‘I’ll fight you.’

  ‘Don’t threaten me, Harry. You want a fight – I’ll give you one that’ll crawl over every front page in the country. Can you stand that?’

  Somewhere inside his head an alarm bell was ringing, warning him to back off. She wasn’t the Republican Guard; he needed her. ‘Please, Mel. Think about this. Even if you want the
  bloody divorce, let us have the baby.’

  ‘I didn’t think you believed in one-parent families,’ she mocked.

  ‘Don’t, Mel. Please.’

  ‘Too late, Harry.’

  ‘It’s never too late,’ he whispered, meaning it, no matter how trite it sounded.

  ‘Will be by Friday afternoon,’ she spat back.

  Friday. Two days. What was so special about Friday?

  She realised she’d gone too far, and tried to dissemble. ‘That’s when you’ll be getting the lawyer’s papers.’

  But he knew she was covering up. Friday afternoon. Marie Stopes. The day after tomorrow. That was when she was having the abortion.

  ‘You want me to beg?’

  ‘I’d love you to beg, Harry. It would be the first time I’d ever seen it, might even make me believe in miracles. But it won’t do any good.’

  ‘I’ll never forgive you,’ he said, and they both knew that was true. How could he forgive her, when he hadn’t begun to forgive himself? And for the first time in his
  life, Harry had to run.

  8.43 a.m.

  Baroness Blessing arrived early at the entrance to the House of Lords, as was her habit for the State Opening. On a day such as this, some of the most senior peers were assigned
  specific places, but for the rest of the pack it was a matter of first come and first seated. The baroness was a diehard romantic and loved the lavish colours and costumes that the occasion
  provided, so for nearly ten years she had defied the onset of arthritis and increasing age to be the first in line. She was a forthright figure whose old hips made her rock to and fro like an old
  barn door and she smelled vaguely of horses, and she was deeply affronted when she discovered that she had been beaten to the post. Her resentment grew as she recognised the culprit. Ahead of her,
  leaning on his walking stick by the ornate fireplace near the entrance to the chamber, was Archie Wakefield.

  They went back a long and, at times, deeply wounding way. Theirs was a clash not only of parties but also of personalities. When she had been a tough-minded and notoriously sceptical Foreign
  Secretary, he had described her mind as being like a laundry basket, where the dirty linen took up so much more room than the fresh. He also claimed that her politics were easily understood once
  you had read Mein Kampf in the original. He, on the other hand, was an unrefined former sailor in the merchant marine who had come up through the ranks of the working class, in the days when
  there was still a working class, and had difficulty understanding why she took his gentle humour so seriously. None of his colleagues took him seriously; he was a token son of toil in a party that
  had long since forsaken its working-class roots, while she had progressed partly through her sharp intellect and finely whetted tongue in a party that didn’t understand women and had tried to
  bury her energies in responsibility. In making her Foreign Secretary they had hoped that she would travel but, as they soon discovered, she didn’t much care for abroad, or for foreigners.

  She was now seventy-three, he was a couple of years younger, and while she had developed a face like orange peel after spending too long in the sun, he had recently come to fat with a swollen,
  very pink face and was totally bald. It gave him the appearance of a baby in a bathing cap. She disliked self-indulgence and thoroughly detested Archie Wakefield; she thought of turning on her heel
  and tottering off, but that would only hand him the victory. She had never been known to duck a fight and this moment, with this man, was scarcely the excuse to start.

  ‘Morning, duchess,’ he greeted in an accent that fell one side of the Pennines or the other, she couldn’t be sure which. And she wasn’t a duchess, merely a common or
  garden variety of peer, like him.

  ‘I always thought royal sports too rich for your appetite, Archie.’

  ‘Try anything once. Twice, even, if there are no cameras about.’

  ‘Ah, I’d forgotten you were sensitive to cameras. What was her name, that diary secretary of yours who enjoyed being photographed so much? Sonya, wasn’t it?’ She
  remembered Sonya all too well, and the photographs – well, anyone in the country who was older than thirty did. The resulting scandal had required Archie to resign from the Cabinet but it had
  made him a household name, and since the headlines he created had smothered media interest in a financial crisis, it had seemed only fair that he should be kicked upstairs to the Lords.

  ‘You ever get tempted, duchess?’

  ‘Not by you.’

  ‘Thank God. For a moment I thought you were pursuing me. Being seen with you at this time in the morning is just a little more than my reputation can take.’

  ‘You’re welcome to leave. I won’t be hurt.’

  ‘Then I’ll stay.’

  ‘You are the most studiously offensive man I have ever met.’

  ‘You’re wrong there, duchess. Never studied it. Never studied much at all, as you well know. My type of people didn’t get the chance to go to posh universities like your
  lot.’

  ‘Oh, spare me the working-class chip on both shoulders.’

  ‘If I have, it’s given me a balanced outlook. Which is more than anyone’s ever said about you.’

  ‘Dammit, man, why have you come? You hate the Royal Family, you hate the House of Lords, you’re always mocking us. You’ve never been anything other than a professional
  complainer, so what the devil are you doing here anyway?’

  ‘Curiosity, I suppose,’ he replied. ‘Never done it before. Thought I’d try it, while I’ve the chance.’ And he turned his back on her, not intending to be
  rude, but to hide the sudden stab of pain that ran like quicksilver across his face.

  9.00 a.m.

  The first major deadline in the official schedule had been reached, and a cordon was thrown round the Palace of Westminster. The last of the concrete barriers were hauled into
  position across the approach roads, and all checkpoints were manned by a small army of police in bullet-proof vests, many of them armed with Heckler & Koch semi-automatic carbines. In
  Wellington Barracks the Sovereign’s Escort was tacking up, while at the Palace of Westminster the first party of the Queen’s Bodyguard was assembling to prepare for her arrival.

  A short walk away, the doors to the House of Lords we swung open to allow peers to begin taking their seats. Archie Wakefield and Celia Blessing were both relieved not to have to continue their
  sulk of silence outside the doors, but unlike most days, when they would have sat on opposite sides, they were forced by the restrictions of the day to take seats close to each other. They both
  wanted the best view; the baroness sat in the third row of the benches to the left of the throne, while he took the seat immediately behind her, muttering to himself that he was getting her best
  profile.

  It was at this time that the final security meeting of the day took place. In a small office near the chamber, an inspector from the Metropolitan Police who was responsible for security outside
  of the palace sat down with members of Black Rod’s office who were responsible for matters inside – an overlapping web of security that was supposed to provide multiple layers of
  protection, although some thought it top heavy and unfocused. Why wasn’t just one man in charge, one man whose neck was on the line? But this was the way it had been handled for many years
  and it had worked pretty well since . . . well, since Guy Fawkes.

  While the men talked, police sniffer dogs ran one final check through the chamber and in the surrounding rooms and corridors, but the cleaners’ room in the basement always retained a
  powerful smell of cleaning fluids and polish, which made it difficult territory for the dogs. They failed to detect the body of the young policeman which had been bent double and locked inside a
  cupboard alongside several open bottles of bleach. More bleach had been used to wipe away any trace of his blood, and no one had yet noticed he was missing.

  Neither did the dogs detect what was hidden in Coca-Cola cans which had been placed carefully inside the vacuum cleaner, and which Mukhtar had hauled to a corridor close by the chamber. One dog
  did approach, but Mukhtar switched on the apparatus and the noise and odour of stale dust that it threw out were enough to distract the animal. Even as the security forces carried out their
  carefully laid plans to secure the building and a large chunk of Westminster around it, no one realised that the killers had already beaten their trap.

  9.11 a.m.

  Harry came out of the shower and dripped over the carpet of the bedroom. He had stayed a long time beneath the cascade of water, hoping it might wash the pain away, but it
  hadn’t. Through the open door of the bedroom he could see into the rest of the service apartment he had taken on Curzon Street, a few hundred yards from his home. The accommodation was
  antiseptic and utterly anonymous. He had been able to ignore it when he assumed this was merely a temporary lodging, somewhere to squat before he moved back home, but now he realised that
  wasn’t going to happen. He had no home any more. This squalid little place was his life, until he changed it, a life of shirts wrapped in impersonal cellophane, a fridge full of
  afterthoughts, and a few boxes of books and papers piled in a corner.

  He towelled himself roughly until his back felt raw and sat on the bed, his laptop beside him. Beyond the grimy, metal-framed windows the street was cast in coppered sunlight yet it did nothing
  for his humour. He logged into the Marie Stopes website, and his mind grew still darker. Before 12 weeks pregnancy . . . That would be about it. Melanie wouldn’t have left it any
  longer, she wasn’t one for harbouring doubts. At this stage gentle suction is used to remove the pregnancy from the uterus. ‘The pregnancy’? Didn’t they mean the
  baby, his baby? This is a very quick and simple procedure, taking less than five minutes to perform. It made it seem like an ingrown toenail or treatment for a head cold; the moral
  equivalent of sweeping out a blocked gutter. The clinic offered lavish promises about the physical treatment and mental welfare of the mother, yet there wasn’t a word about the father. It
  is completely your decision who you tell about your treatment . . . Didn’t the father have rights? Couldn’t he feel pain, too? He had obligations aplenty, the law laid them
  down in meticulous detail and all costed to the last penny, but there wasn’t a sniff of what those obligations bought.

  Friday afternoon, she had told him. Little more than fifty hours, and then . . . He had to change her mind. Harry felt sick, as if an animal was tearing at him inside. It shocked him, how
  passionately he felt about it. He couldn’t remember if he had ever been as distressed in his life, or as powerless. He threw his towel into a corner and lay back on his pillow, his wet hair
  sending trickles of dampness down his cheeks. His cheeks were still damp, long after the hair had dried.

  9.30 a.m.

  As the peal of bells alongside Big Ben struck the half-hour, the security net tightened. Not all the preparations went smoothly. A peer came bowling along Parliament Street on
  his bicycle, anxious that he was a little late, only to run into a roadblock. Although he had his red-and-white Lords’ pass he was denied access. ‘Can’t take the bike in,
  m’lud,’ a policeman told him. ‘You don’t have the right pass for it. And you can’t leave it here, neither. Otherwise we’ll have to take it away and blow it
  up.’ The peer retired hurt.

  Two of the earliest arrivals, clutching proper passes, were in wheelchairs. Their passes were little more than a piece of printed pale green card with a number and a name written on it, and the
  two men were required to provide some additional form of photographic identity to match the names on the cards. They both produced well-worn British passports. With the courtesy and smooth
  efficiency that characterised the occasion, they were then conducted to a spot reserved for them in the Royal Gallery, a special place for wheelchairs where they would be directly beside the
  processional route and only a few feet away from Her Majesty as she passed. The two men expressed their thanks and, somewhat to the relief of the over stretched attendants, declined the use of the
  disabled toilet facilities.

  On another part of the processional route, the Norman Porch, where the Queen would mount its steps, a BBC technician was reprimanded for failing to display his pass clearly. ‘If you
  don’t mind, sir,’ a doorkeeper remarked, ‘we need our medals on parade.’ They couldn’t take anything for granted, least of all the BBC. Some standards had to be
  maintained. Sadly, there were many other miscreants. Peers frequently forgot to wear their passes, and many Members of the House of Commons simply refused; they liked to assume everyone knew who
  they were, even if they hadn’t made it all the way to the front page of the News of the World.
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