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‘There is no such thing as remission, only undiagnosed illness,’ her father told Charlotte Waites as they sat eating a late Christmas lunch. She stared at the array of pills in front of him. His recent health scare had turned out to be a false alarm but the battery of medication remained formidable.


They were in the old dining room, rarely used these days, with the silver service.


‘This is where your grandmother used to entertain her lawnmowers for tea.’


It was a story he often told, how when still merely eccentric she treated the several machines she owned to her hospitality rather than the man who mowed.


Charlotte remembered another Christmas meal in the same room when she was a child. It was the only time she had seen her grandmother tipsy, on sherry, after which she spent the meal singing music hall songs to herself in a low birdlike trill. Towards the end of her life, her grandmother had ended up in the care home over the road after she had taken to wandering around local shops in a state of undress.


Charlotte had been fifteen the last time she saw her, one wet summer afternoon, in the home’s day room, her chair apart from the other residents, who sat slumped in front of a television watching a film – from what she could hear Charlotte guessed Planet of the Apes – until one rose, staggered forward and changed channels, causing an uproar that brought staff running. The film was returned to and the residents resumed their comatose state.


Her grandmother ignored the disturbance. She had hunted in her younger days, riding sidesaddle, with the straightest back in the county. Now she sat vacant. A paperback lay on her lap. Charlotte asked what she was reading. The Belstone Fox, her grandmother said, passing it over with a sly smile. She hadn’t put her teeth in. The dog-eared copy was so splayed it reminded Charlotte of an accordion. Inside she found a quarter of a partly eaten ham sandwich, covered in a green mould, squashed flat between the pages. She shut the book, and made a show of reading the cover, fearing her grandmother’s madness awaited her.





Her father had lived in the house since retiring. It was a plain construction, dating from the early 1950s when there were still post-war building restrictions. Set well back from a road of dreary bungalows and houses, it stood in an acre of walled garden whose size was out of all proportion to the modest three-bedroom house. What Charlotte remembered as an enchanted space kept by her grandmother – mowing, weeding, pruning and even scything – had been allowed to run wild. Only the lawn immediately behind the house was occasionally mown by her father in summer. The rest was a jungle of holly thickets, towering brambles and invasive conifers planted by her grandmother, which obscured the view of the Malvern Hills beyond.


Charlotte had driven down empty motorways that morning and would stay for Boxing Day, before going on to Cheltenham for work. Cheltenham was forty minutes away, her father said; she was welcome to stay on and commute. Thanks all the same, she replied, trying to sound grateful, but she was booked in to a Premier Inn that was paid for.


The holiday was spent observing rituals to which neither subscribed: tree, presents and even a stocking for her, for fuck’s sake – at thirty-two! – using the same old pillowcase with her childhood Pentel drawing of a Santa. This annual get-together, which more resembled a hangover of Christmas past than any present celebration, was all rather strange to Charlotte because her father was not nostalgic or sentimental. There wasn’t a photograph to be seen in the house of her mother, dead ten years, or of herself, and her father’s passage through life seemed to have gone unrecorded. This struck her as odd because he made a point of being seen as outgoing and charming, taking time to chat with local shopkeepers and so on. Over the years she had grown resistant to his charm, perhaps because she had refused to cultivate such a quality herself, mistrusting it as a male trope. She took more after her mother, reserved and sometimes sullen. She had worked hard to free herself of her mother’s influence, being professional, competent and even ambitious, but she knew that withdrawal was her fallback position.


Once, during the protracted conflict of the last years of her parents’ marriage, her mother had hissed to her while standing at the kitchen sink, ‘He has a wank magazine in his sock drawer!’


Charlotte remembered being more surprised by her mother’s language than the observation. The exclamation invited no response and there was nothing she could think of or wanted to say.


Although still eligible, and not so old, her father seemed to have made no effort to find anyone else after her mother died, so Charlotte presumed he maintained a regime of self-maintenance via the sock drawer (which she had never looked in, despite being tempted).


Her father had been in military intelligence, about which he was vague, apart from occasional mention of the Warsaw Pact and Northern Ireland. Charlotte suspected her own recruitment to the Home Office had had something to do with him. She had been approached after a couple of years of drifting through jobs following university, without ever considering such a career.


She still had trouble thinking of herself as a grown-up around her father.





She watched his stiff farewell wave in the rearview mirror as she drove away on the morning of 27 December. She crossed the river at Upton and took the motorway to Cheltenham. She was glad to have got Christmas over. She didn’t even turn on the radio for company, brooding instead about work, its atmosphere of bullying and constant cuts. Hopkins had been brought in to steer what was known as the Leadership Team. The woman wasn’t much older than her; had been friendly at first, but soon showed herself to be fast, intolerant, and expert at covering her back. There was her irritating cock of the head to signal disbelief and her talent for derailing any argument by correcting irrelevant details. Charlotte didn’t know why Hopkins was picking on her. No one had before and she was ill-equipped to deal with it. She had been slow to realise that Hopkins was a refinement of the classic bully, clever enough to avoid accusation while selecting juniors to be the target of others’ aggression, sacrificial figures in waiting.


The Home Office was not an employer to offer much hope or instil confidence, and under Hopkins office politics had become aggressively polite and deadly. Their jobs were in doubt. DAD, the Department of Analysis and Data, had been created before Charlotte’s time, to liaise with European security services in response to a technological revolution that still very few understood. Since leaving Europe it had fallen out of fashion, failed to compete and was underfunded as a result.


Before Hopkins, the office’s reputation was for casual internal security. Thanks to her reforms, Charlotte had found herself in trouble after breaching a new rule requiring any computer left unattended, even during a coffee or toilet break, to be logged off. Nobody bothered because of the time it took to log on again. Hopkins’s response to this was to make secret checks, using technicians pretending to be researchers. It was because of a summons by Hopkins that Charlotte had left her desk in the first place. As no one else was reported, she wondered if she had been called in because Hopkins wanted to catch her out.


The incident became connected in Charlotte’s mind with the point of the meeting and whether that too wasn’t as random as it had appeared. Hopkins had told her to check an intel flag that would not normally have required a face-to-face. According to Hopkins, it was because she was still getting to know her staff. A regular complaint of hers was to ask what anyone actually did.


The intel flag Hopkins wanted her to check mentioned a plan to assassinate a leading British politician. The source was a Russian site known for hacking, in this case emails and material belonging to a Dublin-based freelance journalist by the name of Brindley.


Charlotte rang him. Elderly, with a boozer’s voice, both defensive and embarrassed because he had been foolish and responded to a phishing email. He insisted the assassination rumour had been inserted. He said he was old enough to know not to send inflammatory material that could be read by the huge network of security checking machines. Smart enough to know that, Charlotte thought, but mug enough to fall for a phishing email.


Other tainted material, according to Brindley, included mention of a Russian oligarch and his involvement in African sex trafficking and child prostitution. Brindley claimed he had never heard of the man.


She ran checks on the oligarch, a UK resident with a London address, who appeared to spend most of his time at another home in Liechtenstein. Her enquiries revealed that the London house was empty while being renovated. She checked the local residents’ register and noted that a near neighbour was Secretary of State Michael McCavity. She ran his and the names of other prominent politicians through GCHQ’s Tempora system, applied the appropriate trigger words and drew a blank, apart from one mention of McCavity on a Muslim hate site, calling him ‘a mad dog deserving to be put down’.


Checking far-right and Islamic extremist platforms produced no sign of any intended attack.


The accusations of financial and sexual skulduggery against the Russian had been picked up by other sites. One noted the man’s close association with Conservative MPs with no mention of the secretary of state. When Charlotte checked further on the internal Home Office system, she found full access to the Russian’s file blocked. She concluded he fell into the category of yet another suppressed political report on Russian connections to the Conservative Party and left it at that as he wasn’t the point of the enquiry.


By then she had decided Hopkins had probably set her the task as part of some secret internal assessment. There was talk of redundancies. She concluded that the intel flag was standard disinformation, reported it as such, and told Hopkins she had taken it as far as she could and the matter of the oligarch should be further investigated by someone with a higher clearance than herself. Because of the proximity of the minister’s address, she recommended that his security team be advised of the situation. And that was that, however much she sensed Hopkins’s disapproval at her lack of what were called ‘decision-making skills’.


Given the couple of crap jobs she had been assigned over Christmas, Charlotte decided she had failed the test, whatever it had been, and was quickly becoming surplus to requirements within the department.





Situated on a ring road in Cheltenham, GCHQ’s once futuristic design resembled a large, grounded flying saucer. In that deprecating English manner it was known as the Doughnut. The huge site reminded Charlotte of a planeless airport whose perimeter was given over to parking for five thousand cars. She was always struck by how this huge manifestation of the secret state stood in contrast to the staid Regency town. She could never quite see the point of Cheltenham.


Her next three days were spent in windowless basements, monitoring a recruiting exercise involving bright young technicians playing cyber war games. Only the numbered shirts of the examinees – most of them little more than school kids – indicated that an attack on a nuclear power station or a financial institution, which then escalated to include transport and utilities, might not be real. The tense atmosphere, the banks of monitors and subdued high-tech surroundings stood in contrast to the ramshackle set-up of Charlotte’s London office, scarred by cutbacks, massive arse-covering and no sense of collective responsibility. General demoralisation had allowed a ruthless, buccaneering spirit to flourish at the top, which Charlotte had seen previously in the financial sector, only because it had been her misfortune to have briefly gone out with an investment banker.


Boyfriends she had never quite got the hang of. They had been selected from a small pool, usually work-related. What she thought interested her about someone usually turned out not to be the case. She was currently living with ‘Clive’, whom she found it hard to think of without the quotation marks. ‘Living with’ was rather overstating it. She shared his Barbican flat, which belonged to his parents, in exchange for paying rent and sex. For her, among the advantages of the relationship – Clive was quite eligible – were far better accommodation than the over-expensive shared rentals she was used to, whose standard of living was little better than when she had been a student. She in return was dutiful, tidied up after herself and cooked most of the meals because she was the better cook.


Part of her time in Cheltenham was spent having to listen to expensive consultants advise on how to make GCHQ recruitment more attractive. For all their flip charts and designer clothes, they offered the usual rehash of more social media, more neuro-diverse candidates to improve teamwork; more gamers, freaks and geeks; more summer schools; more black, Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds – none of which addressed why anyone would want to work there rather than be in London, or why they would sign on for a government department that could not compete with civilian salaries.


Charlotte’s Premier Inn was down the wrong end of the high street. Looking for somewhere to eat, she soon found herself in a stretch that reflected the town’s collapse. Several Polish stores were boarded up. The sweet shop had ceased trading. Cheltenham Kebabs-Burgers she didn’t trust. The Oriental Food Store was still in business but closed, as was the halal butchers. The one pub looked an unwelcoming dive. The one tea room was shut. Two Chinese takeaways in a row seemed to cancel each other out, as there were no takers in either.


She gave up and made do with a snack from the hotel vending machine.


After three days of dull work and two dreary Premier Inn nights, rather than drive to Birmingham and an identical hotel room for her job the next day, Charlotte turned off back to her father’s, which was more or less on the way. She had meant to phone, thinking if he was out she would drive on. She was setting a sort of test, she realised, by surprising him to see if he really was pleased to see her.


Instead, she managed only to mess up his plans. She saw this immediately upon his opening the door and saying he had been expecting someone else.


Anyone she knew, she asked, thinking it must be a woman. Just a chum from army days, he told her. Charlotte knew most of them by name but not this one, who sounded Greek. She made polite noises, saying she didn’t want to be in the way; she had just stopped off as she was passing. Her father over-insisted that she stay.


The friend turned up soon afterwards with an overnight case, after taking the short walk down from the station, which suggested he had visited before. He was good-looking in a Mediterranean way, maybe twenty-five years younger than her father, who was in his late seventies. Charlotte sensed the man was thrown by her presence. They ate an awkward supper of cold ham and salad, which she prepared and tidied away. Her father and his guest made polite conversation. Charlotte suspected she was in the way and shooed them off to the pub, watched television for an hour and went to bed early, unsettled by her intrusion. She supposed her father had wanted to talk shop but was inhibited by her presence. The friend, introduced as Dimitrios, puzzled her. Her father’s regiment could not have been more English and friends throughout his life were drawn from the same class and background. Being nosy, she had asked how they had met and was told through NATO. The man’s English was faultless. He said he was stopping off on his way up north.


She was woken by someone getting up in the night and heard the toilet flush. After that she lay awake fretting about work. Once fast-tracked, she was not any more it seemed. It was too late to call Clive, who was with his mother whose short-term memory was shot, confining her to endless repetition that Clive, in one of his funnier moments, said was like being in a Beckett play.


Charlotte left before the others were up and drove for an hour down the motorway to Birmingham International Airport, where she conducted two days of internal security reviews. More meetings in airless spaces among men of questionable personal hygiene; grey faces, beige carpets, plastic cups, watery coffee, no biscuits (budget cuts). The exercise was to test Border Force’s internal security by sending Home Office staff posing as terrorists through immigration channels to see if they were picked up. They nabbed one and missed three. More meetings, more excuses. They were short-staffed because of illness and the holiday season. If morale was low in the Home Office it was rock bottom in Border Force. Charlotte listened to complaints that staff dispirited by pay freezes were being put under intolerable strain with longer hours, mounting caseloads and unrealistic targets. Most recruits quit within months, which left them relying on temporary staff with minimal training. The overall mood was dismal. She sighed at the thought of writing her report. Hopkins, a can-doer, was intolerant of bad news.


It was dark and starting to rain as Charlotte set out for London. The motorway was full of returning holiday traffic. Lorries were chucking up spray that reduced her visibility, which was already hampered by defective wipers. Her Astra was part of the office pool, unloved and poorly serviced. It smelt of something unpleasant and unidentifiable.


The rain fell harder. Charlotte didn’t trust the car at more than fifty-five. She tucked into the inside lane, keeping her distance from the muck thrown up by the vehicle in front, which only left a space for the lorry behind to overtake and force her to repeat the process.


The squeak of the old wipers became like a mantra, leaving her in danger of drifting off. She stopped at the next service station. It was crowded and she sat and watched the people go about their distracted post-Christmas business with a look of those who could not quite believe what they had signed up for. Nothing had ever really returned to normal after the events of the last few years, though everyone tried to pretend it had. The tabloids were full of threats of imminent new waves of virus, stoking fears about border control and more lockdowns.


Motorway service stations did little to lift anyone’s spirits, even if Watford Gap’s choice was better than it once was. For all that, it still came down to the same old dreary cellophane-wrapped sandwiches, plastic bottles of water and too much confectionery at the check-out desks. The frustrated dads, the put-upon mums and their sullen kids made Charlotte wonder about the point of families. A classic portrait sat at the next table in silent communication with their mobile phones. Our island story.


It was the last day of the year. Everything continued to be sold off, regardless of the official optimism promoted by the government and media. No vision of the future was being offered, only a backward charge into a mythical past. At Charlotte’s work the fallout was silent and invisible. Staff would abruptly disappear, followed by terse memos announcing their long-term illness; it was never quite clear whether these were real or just soft firings.


Charlotte filled up on the way out at the forecourt, paying well above the regular rate. She resisted the enticements of the Wild Bean coffee machine as she waited in a long line of customers, most of whom were there just to buy snacks and fizzy drinks rather than pay for petrol. Our island fucking story.





A hungover New Year’s morning. What was the point of housework, Charlotte wondered while tidying the flat, when it all just got dirty again? Her mother had dedicated herself to it in exchange for no pleasure or reward from what Charlotte could see. But she could say the same of herself. She was just as much of a slave to a system. Her and Clive’s jobs took up too much of their time. Clive worked for what he called a deadly dull think tank barely capable of stringing two ideas together and it wasn’t worth talking about. He in turn asked little about her work and tried to sound reasonable when she banged on about Hopkins.


What was depressingly known as ‘downtime’ was spent recovering. There was always a backlog of work. You were never really allowed to be out of reach; staff were expected always to be on call.


That New Year’s Eve they had gone out and drunk too much, watched fireworks on the river, gone to bed and had sex. The next morning they lay in and bickered over whose turn it was to make breakfast. It wasn’t a row, but it wasn’t far off one.


Clive had little to say about his Christmas, stuck with his mother repeating the same conversation every two minutes. It was good to be home, he said.


The apartment was rather grand, on the eighteenth floor of a Barbican tower with fine views to the north. For Charlotte the main advantage was a ten-minute walk to Upper Thames Street and work. Before that she had been condemned to fifty minutes on the District Line.


Clive was reasonably good-looking and could be amusing when he put his mind to it but, as with a lot of men who had been packed off to boarding school at an early age, there was an emotional hole (perhaps doughnut-shaped). Her own background had involved a useless progressive school in north London where, until she pulled herself together, her education consisted of smoking weed and running around with a gang of brash girls who called themselves the Jew Crew. Through hanging out with them she became acquainted with the cold draft of anti-Semitism. She was asked sometimes if she was Jewish herself. She denied it, always feeling uncomfortable without knowing why. The answer she eventually came to give – ‘What if I was?’ – left her equally unsatisfied. She adapted that to ‘What if I were?’ This was picked up by a pedant in the Foreign Office – a young man with a smooth complexion and a touching habit of blushing – who drolly observed, ‘Use of subjunctive noted.’


New year, new broom. She had a week’s washing and asked Clive if he had any. He dumped a pile on the floor. She automatically checked the pockets before loading and in the front of his jeans found a pair of knickers; not hers: a pink thong, fringed with black lace.


Her first reaction was to laugh. She was aware of Clive calling her. Her phone was ringing. She wondered what to do with the offending thong, stuffed it back where she had found it, and went and answered her phone, thinking about what to say to Clive. It was a short call. She hung up and went to get her coat.


‘I’m needed at work,’ she said. ‘There’s been a shooting.’
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The call had come from Hopkins, tersely ordering Charlotte to attend a meeting at an address that turned out to be another dreary government building in Westminster, old enough to have swirly carpet.


She went in a daze, passing through the Barbican station turnstile, staring at the ‘Mind the Gap’ sign on the platform while waiting for a train (four minutes on the board; more like seven). Only as she swiped her card at the exit did the implications of what she had been told hit her. The secretary of state had been shot, after her report had said that wouldn’t happen.


In the building’s lobby she signed the visitors’ book, noting on the page above her a senior military officer, the Met, counter-terrorism, as well as what she suspected were the intelligence services masquerading under obscure acronyms. Such a meeting would not normally involve her clearance level. It suggested what she had suspected, that she was there to account for herself.


A tinny lift took her up three floors to a conference room with people standing around drinking what was probably stewed coffee (cups and saucers), looking both subdued and put out at being dragged in on a bank holiday. She observed the preening alpha males and the shrinking cocks, then spotted the tall figure of Parker, the pariah of her department, standing on his own. His psoriasis looked worse than ever, hands purple and scaly, face and scalp covered with blotchy, cratered deposits of dry skin with angry red haloes. It was said he spent all his free time at the cinema watching old films, comfortable only in the dark.


Charlotte was worried that Hopkins had brought him as her backup. He was one of the information diggers and had been marginally involved in the Russian angle of the intel flag. She had referred to him about the oligarch because of his reputation as the best researcher. Everyone tended to avoid him, which was easily done as he worked alone in a hutch in the basement. He hadn’t said much to her other than that he knew of her as the one who hadn’t logged off.


There had been a later brief exchange when Parker raised the matter of the intel flag’s authenticity and even wondered whether it was one of those exercises designed to keep everyone on their toes.


She’d asked what he meant.


‘It’s not impossible that someone this end hacked the Russian site and inserted the doctored emails as reverse mischief. But I wouldn’t worry as that’s not part of your brief.’


She couldn’t decide whether Parker was sympathetic. Everything about the man was guarded. The office gossip was fanciful and malicious: that he lived on a diet of champagne, whelks and pork scratchings; that he drank a litre of olive oil a day for his skin; that he was a virgin in the market for a mail-order bride.


She went over. He was probably around her age but he behaved as though he were older, perhaps as a way of coping with his affliction.


‘Hello, Beatrice,’ he said.


Charlotte supposed he must have her muddled with someone else. Parker was blushing. She didn’t know what to make of that other than to feel uncomfortable. She asked what was going on. Parker said he didn’t know; it wasn’t as though the secretary of state was on anyone’s hit list. He added that he had been shot while out jogging. His tone implied that even the idea of jogging was absurd and sufficient motive for shooting the man. Charlotte wondered if Parker might be more mischievous than he let on.


‘Happy New Year,’ he said, suggesting it was anything but, and asked if she’d had plans for the day. Nothing she could think of, she replied, relieved at not spending it confronting or avoiding Clive. Parker said he was meant to attend a rare screening that afternoon at the National Film Theatre of Lars von Trier’s The Kingdom, a Danish television miniseries from the 1990s set in a hospital. She only half-listened, dreading that her mistake would be exposed.


The meeting convened. They were told their minutes would be passed on to COBRA, which was sitting. Charlotte counted twenty-five around the long table: nearly all white men, mostly of an age, education and look; a few women; some of both sexes from minorities, and one or two drones, such as herself, struggling down the corridors of institutional power.


A senior woman from the Met established what was known. A shooting had occurred, which, given the target, indicated a political assassination or an act of terrorism. The facts to date were a single shot fired from a probably silenced rifle, at a distance, suggesting a professional marksman using a vantage point as yet unidentified. The shooting had occurred at 8.23am in Earl’s Court. McCavity had left his house and was shot while exercising with his security guards, then he was taken to Cromwell Road Hospital where he remained in a critical state.


Charlotte broke out in a cold sweat: what if the shot turned out to have been fired from the Russian’s house? She thought she might keel over.


The woman from the Met asked for the opinions of others.


The Home and Foreign Offices said the situation wasn’t yet clear in terms of demarcation of responsibility. Both referred to ‘the target’, which then became just ‘target’. Charlotte, breathless and dizzy, had trouble following, apart from suspecting that no one really knew what they were talking about.


Parliamentary and Diplomatic Protection, which provided residential security for high-profile ministers, was keeping very quiet, other than to say it had followed procedure.


The senior bores led – ‘Let us not be hasty in jumping to conclusions.’ No one was claiming responsibility for the shooting yet.


Charlotte was sitting next to Parker, aware of others staring at him. She wondered how he shaved, asking herself only because he seemed an unlikely candidate for aftershave; perhaps the astringent helped his skin. The seat on his other side was empty, the only one in the room. Parker had an old-fashioned reporter’s pad in which he occasionally wrote, using a Bic biro with a chewed end. He wrote in tiny capitals. The table surface around him was soon covered with a fine coating of powdery skin.


Most of the others were already on their mobiles busy texting and looking stuff up.


An officer from Counter Terrorism gave a brisk lecture on professional snipers, saying they usually worked in pairs, which raised the question of whether the shooter had used an accomplice. Operational essentials were preparatory scouting and a planned escape route, therefore it should be ascertained whether anyone unusual had been seen in the area prior to the shooting.


The door opened and a tall, silver-headed mandarin wandered in and looked around the room with amused contempt. His tag was stuffed in his top pocket, making it impossible to tell where he was from. Charlotte thought: Older, wiser and senior, probably from one of the snobbier departments, possibly the Foreign Office. His suit was a chalk-stripe that looked like it had been around for years, definitely not off-the-peg, which was the point; made to last and its wearing a small act of vanity, as if to say: See, I haven’t had to have the waist let out. The man had kept his hair, which he wore brushed back. It was getting long over the ears and due a cut. The tie she didn’t recognise – diagonal stripes representing whatever club, regiment or old school he belonged to. Double cuffs on the shirt, with links. The shoes she couldn’t see. A man of his age and class would consider brogues too casual and even vulgar for the office. Charlotte knew all this only because her father had been a stickler for sartorial correctness, until he had retired and, as he put it, gone native. She had since seen him in jogging pants and denim, and – the horror – wearing Crocs, all of which he would have sneered at before.


The new arrival sat down in the empty chair next to Parker. Single vent in his jacket, Charlotte noted. Another of her father’s judgements was never trust a man with double vents. She noticed manicured hands and wondered if it was an acceptable part of a gentleman’s grooming or a bit of a giveaway. His opaque pale eyes reminded her of children’s gobstoppers. He looked like he had been lethal in his day, one of those known as being good at games, including the bedding department.


Parker was occasionally making a strange snuffling noise. He couldn’t care less what he wore, Charlotte could see, beyond it being a symphony of brown – shabby corduroy jacket, shiny at the elbows; shapeless cardigan; baggy trousers and ancient Hush Puppies, with parts of the suede rubbed to black. Parker’s affliction and scruffiness would be an affront to the man next to him, to whom correct appearance was an indication of breeding and superiority. It remained a highly coded world. In her Premier Inn she had watched an old television show from before she was born, which she had found at the higher end of the channel ladder, where the cheap stuff and old dross were, after wasting twenty minutes of her life watching a shopping programme. The drama was set in the Inns of Court. Charlotte found it mildly entertaining and a bit depressing, with stalwart actors – most of them probably dead – and a far greater sense of class gradation than was apparent now. The depressing part was showing how the world had changed beyond recognition but at the same time hardly at all, with many of the old assumptions still evident in the room in which she sat.


Parker looked like he thought all meetings were a waste of time. It took twenty minutes to conclude what anyone with common sense would have arrived at in five: databases of known terrorists and trained marksmen to be scoured, shooting club members’ lists to be gone over. Islamist terrorists were discounted. Charlotte broke into a sweat again, thinking of the hate site calling for the secretary of state to be put down like a mad dog. In the mangled drawl of another counter-terrorist expert, such a shooting was considered too specific as Islamists tended to blow things up, smash into them or run amok. Someone mentioned the Christchurch and Norway massacres, which provoked mild panic in case this was the start of a spree.


The elephant in the room was the Russians but no one seemed keen to bring that up. In the way of such meetings, procedure was less about tactical response than departmental defence, about not appearing insufficiently forewarned or playing into the hands of rivals: the old bureaucratic two-step.


A dark-skinned man’s mobile burbled. Its ringtone – Cockney Rebel’s ‘Make Me Smile’ – temporarily undid the gravity of the situation.


‘It’s the hospital,’ he said, and announced he was a doctor. He left the room to take the call.


Parker was writing in his notepad. Seeing Charlotte looking, he turned away, so she was surprised when he slid the pad towards her. The fine snow of dandruff covering the table’s shiny surface lay disturbed where he had moved it.


She read: ‘Only a matter of time before school kids on the rampage mow down classmates, and shooters shoot up malls.’


Charlotte didn’t know why Parker was showing her. Paranoia left her wondering whether he was trying to catch her out, or if he was reading the event differently from everyone else. He had a reputation for lateral thinking.


Her response was to shrug, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.


Parker retrieved the pad and wrote again. Charlotte looked past Parker at the chalk-stripe man, sitting ramrod straight, apparently unaware of their exchange.


Parker’s next note read: ‘The red-tops will drum up a state of Mexican-style grief, to distract from the real agenda – demands for ramped-up security.’


Charlotte didn’t know what to make of that either. If Parker was a subversive why should he trust her with his views? But he had a point. Increased security would be a financial lifeline for Hopkins if the department could be reorganised to meet such needs. The woman was probably already assessing the situation for what might be gained.


Charlotte slid the pad back, grateful for the distraction from the inevitable moment when Hopkins would ask her to share her thoughts with the meeting.


Having finished his call, the doctor returned. The chalk-stripe man used the moment to help himself to Parker’s pad. He had noticed after all. Charlotte studied his face as he read. It remained impassive. He returned the pad without comment but Charlotte thought she detected a glint of hard amusement.


The doctor put on a good-news face. The patient was, against all odds, hanging on. The bullet had travelled the length of the left side of the brain. Its trajectory was cause for optimism. Surviving such a trauma depended on the brain areas penetrated, the velocity of the bullet and whether it had exited. Someone suffering injury to both sides of the brain would stand no chance. That the patient had been capable of responding to those addressing him after his injury indicated he was still capable of understanding and processing language, which boded well for his recovery.


Charlotte wondered if the news let her halfway off the hook.


The doctor droned on, making the most of his moment, spared being the purveyor of bad news.


Charlotte googled: What chance of surviving getting shot in the head.


An even stranger feeling of unreality descended. The doctor’s summary was a virtual crib of what she was reading. Expert or not, he seemed to be taking the same short cuts as everyone else by looking stuff up.


The doctor was interrupted by a call for the woman from the Met; her ringtone was a more sombre old-fashioned telephone jangle.


It was police at the scene, she announced, nodding briskly as she listened, holding her hand up to show the news was important. She rang off and said that the probable location of the sniper’s nest was a house undergoing renovation, not being worked on that morning because of the holiday. It was said to belong to a Russian.


Charlotte thought she might be physically sick and swallowed hard, dimly aware of Hopkins saying, ‘We might have something on that. Ms Waites here can explain.’


She sensed the chalk-stripe man inspecting her as she desperately composed her thoughts, until the woman from the Met prompted, ‘Well?’


When at last Charlotte spoke up she was grateful that the words came out in more or less the right order. The intel flag. The hacked emails. The Russian site. Disinformation. Apart from a coincidence of geography, there was nothing to suggest any connection between the Russian and the target, or the credibility of any such assassination plan.


‘Until now,’ someone said.


‘How seriously was this taken at the time?’ someone else asked.


Hopkins chipped in to say that correct procedure had been followed. Charlotte was thankful she was not being altogether dumped in it.


She was left to field questions. The mood was curious and hostile.


Yes, she had spoken to the Irish journalist and his story stood up.


Yes, she had checked out the Russian. No, she hadn’t talked to him as he was not available, being abroad.


She was asked if she had gone to the address.


She listened to herself explain how she had checked out the site, posing as HMRC, investigating possible financial irregularities relating to jobs done without paying VAT.


And what had she found?


Just a house in the early stages of renovation with no expense spared.


Nothing irregular?


Nothing apart from the absence of a project manager, who was off sick that day.


And the workers?


Mainly Ukrainians.


She was asked if she spoke Ukrainian.


She said some could speak English and they had told her where they were from.


Had they appeared suspicious in any way?


The implication was one might have been the shooter. Charlotte was tempted to say they hadn’t looked like secret agents but restricted herself to answering in the negative.


One of the bores wanted to know if the Ukrainians were working in accordance with building regs, and so forth.


Charlotte wondered at the point of the question, under the circumstances.


She said the building had been properly boarded, with the usual displays announcing they were caring contractors, and they’d all had luminous jackets and hard hats – she had been given a set to wear herself and ended up feeling like she was in Grand Designs.


Nothing appeared out of the ordinary, she insisted.


Including the books?


She had in fact been referred to a management company, which was able to show payments were invoiced. She had wondered about that because the Russians had a habit of using casual labour, but apparently not in this case.


She was asked what this had to do with the original intel flag. The question implied she had been wasting time.


Feeling more confident, she countered that had irregularities been found she would have reported them to HMRC.


The next question returned to Brindley, the Irish journalist. Was Ms Waites aware the man was a friend of the IRA?


She was spared answering because someone else interrupted to ask if she had verified the Russian insertions.


She lied and said she had referred the emails to ‘an expert’ – she was thinking of Parker though she hadn’t discussed it with him – to scrutinise for inconsistencies of language and style, and this expert had pinpointed the two sections the journalist claimed he hadn’t written: the business of the Russian and the possible political assassination.


Had the target been named?


Only as a senior politician.


Had she identified who it might be?


She thought of the Muslim hate site and wasn’t sure how to answer.


She was saved by the interjection of a man asking in disbelief, ‘We’re not saying it’s IRA?’


Attention shifted from her to dismiss any such idea. IRA turf wars these days were reduced to local vigilante action, usually against drug dealers.


Charlotte sensed she had just about got away with it. She had done nothing wrong in the first place, she told herself. She had answered each question carefully without making a fool of herself, thinking as she did how they all spent their lives staring at screens and were rendered comatose by the sheer volume of information being flung at them.


Attention turned to whether the Russians would be stupid enough to draw attention to themselves by using such a clearly connected location for the sniper. The man asking answered himself, saying, ‘Unless they want to discredit the homeowner.’


A man next to him piped up. ‘That said, the Russians tend to be more surreptitious. Poison and so forth.’


A third suggested they wait and see. In the meantime, some digging on the house owner needed to be done.


Someone else asked, ‘Is there any documentation on this?’


Charlotte answered that she had submitted a report. She did not mention that she had been denied full access to the oligarch’s file.


Hopkins butted in to say she had copies and started passing them around.


When handed hers, Charlotte looked at what she had written and saw that Hopkins had dropped her in it after all. The report was and yet was not hers. Unlike the journalist’s emails, nothing had been added but there were omissions. Mention of the Muslim website looked as though it hadn’t been followed up. The recommendation of a referral to the minister’s security detachment was no longer there. In the light of events, it read like a sloppy piece of work.


Charlotte blurted out that it must be a mistake – it was not her report and had to be the work of whomever it had been referred on to.


The woman from the Met said, ‘There’s no mention of any referral,’ and looked to Hopkins, who confirmed that its contents were as she had received them. Hopkins was so sure of herself that Charlotte couldn’t decide whether she was lying because she’d had the report doctored or was covering her back by dropping Charlotte in the shit.


What Hopkins said next astonished Charlotte even more: that she probably should not have entrusted Ms Waites with the job because she had been found in breach of office regulations and was exhibiting signs of stress; the first Charlotte had heard.


‘That was my mistake,’ conceded Hopkins, before offering a half-hearted endorsement of Charlotte’s abilities, however clear it was that she had no faith in them.


Hopkins spoke briskly, pointing out that the internet was full of false leads. She had the figures at her fingertips, down to the high percentage of such cases that turned out to be a waste of time. She concluded that nothing significant enough to follow up had emerged from Ms Waites’s findings, implying that, however insufficient they were, there were no glaring omissions. Her tone made it clear that this was not the end of the matter. Charlotte suspected she would be subjected to an endless post-mortem. Her immediate concern was that someone would leak the story to the press with her name attached, setting her up to take the blame. She wondered if Hopkins would ask her to resign.





With the meeting adjourned, everyone looked busy. Tight huddles consulted. Charlotte was aware of glancing looks. She couldn’t wait to get out. She didn’t know what to do. Parker seemed to be avoiding her. Hopkins would leave her dangling.


The chalk-stripe man stood surveying the room with an air of superior knowledge. Parker stared at the floor as he moved aside to let Charlotte past. She squeezed by the chalk-stripe man, keeping her head down, staring at his tie.


He said, ‘It won’t tell you much.’ She looked up. ‘The tie,’ he said, his gaze fixed on her. ‘I Zingari cricket club. Amateur.’


The eyes were unblinking. He seemed to enjoy her humiliation. Charlotte wasn’t sure how she would get through the rest of the day. She was angry at the thought of Clive and the knickers she’d found. She was aware of the chalk-stripe man addressing her but she was distracted by seeing Parker leave with Hopkins, so missed the first part and tuned in only as he said, ‘At least you didn’t roll over. Fought your corner. Like your father.’


Flustered, Charlotte wondered how on earth the man knew her father.


Before she could say anything he strolled off, hands in pockets, leaving her standing alone in a state of acute anxiety in a nearly empty room. Mind the gap, she thought.
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As Charlotte passed through St James’s Park station she caught a glimpse of herself on a monitor, looking apprehensive. She took the Tube to London Bridge and went to the office. Senior staff had rooms with views of the river. Hers, shared with eighteen others, looked out on to a narrow canyon of grubby light and the flank wall of the building next door.


The office was too old to accommodate the necessary technology for their department and required a lot of improvised ducting. Their allocated square footage reduced them to the working equivalent of battery hens. There was something uniquely dispiriting about that many adults sitting in cubby holes under unflattering lights, staring at computers.


She logged on and scrolled through her sent emails until she came to the attachment she had mailed to Hopkins. She opened it, started to read and saw it was not her report but that morning’s doctored version.


She sat back, asking herself could she really have been so careless?


She looked to check the folder that contained her drafts and final copy. But the folder wasn’t on the desktop where it should be.


She searched all her other folders, in case she had accidentally moved it; she hadn’t. She tried everything she could think of, refusing to accept that her computer had been tampered with. Because it was her computer she figured the fault was somehow hers. There must be something she had overlooked. Then she remembered her reflex habit of emailing important documents to herself as a backup. What she had sent Hopkins should still be lying unopened in her own inbox.


Except it wasn’t.


She started to panic. Computers did what they were told. Hers now appeared hostile.


She checked the rest of her sent box. She couldn’t locate any of her emails dealing with the intel flag, including a couple to the journalist Brindley. She checked her trash to see if everything had somehow ended up there. It hadn’t.


Apart from her doctored report, there was no evidence of any of her work or contacts for the file.


Fuck, she thought. The cleaners had been in.





Hopkins arrived looking purposeful and immediately summoned her. Charlotte went fearing the worst.


Without bothering to look up, Hopkins said, ‘You are to report to Moffat. He is waiting for you at the RAC in Pall Mall.’


Charlotte asked who Moffat was.


‘He asked for you so I presumed you would know.’


It was phrased as a question when it wasn’t, accompanied by that annoying cock of the head.


‘Moffat?’ repeated Charlotte stupidly.


‘This morning’s meeting. The man next to Parker.’


The chalk-stripe man. I Zingari. Knew her father. Did Hopkins know that? What if Moffat were calling her in over Hopkins’s head? She wouldn’t be happy about that.


There was more. Hopkins appeared nervous. From having the upper hand, she now seemed to be cast in the role of messenger, and wary of Charlotte. She told her to go home and pack for an overnight stay.


‘Overnight?’ Charlotte said, surprised.


Hopkins replied, ‘Is there an echo in the room?’





Charlotte went up to the roof and called Clive, dreading that he might be at home. He wasn’t, he said. She wondered how much she really knew about him. He never introduced her to his colleagues but then neither did she. The Thames below her was sluggish and brown, the sky overcast. It was cold. She should have brought her coat.


She told him she would be away for the night and, curious to know if she might catch him out, said, ‘I found a pair of knickers in your pocket.’


He managed a baffled laugh and said, ‘I am sure I don’t know what you mean.’


‘In your black jeans for washing. A thong.’


He tried to make a joke of it. ‘Not my mother’s then.’


Charlotte hung up, thinking had she been there she probably would have hit him. Perhaps Clive was a better liar than she thought.


Before she left the roof she called her father and asked about Moffat.


‘Moffat?’ he asked, making a point of remembering, then said they were acquainted at best. ‘That said, better avoided. They were all shits in SIS.’


SIS. MI6. Charlotte thought it typical of him to use the less familiar term, just as it was typical that he showed no curiosity. She told him anyway how Moffat was asking for her. She said everyone was running around in circles after the shooting, desperate to avoid blame.


Her father didn’t sound very bothered. He asked what the weather was like. She waited for him to say goodbye, so was surprised when he announced that she should be careful of Moffat.


‘In what way?’


‘He had a habit of dropping people in it.’


Why me? she thought. Had Moffat chosen her because of her name?


She went home and chucked some things in a bag but didn’t take her laptop because she hadn’t been told to and she wasn’t feeling co-operative. She put the washing on, making a point of removing the thong from Clive’s pocket before chucking it in with the rest, then texted him to hang the clothes to dry.


Thinking of a taxi, she saw she was short of cash. She stopped off at the NatWest by the station. Both ATMs were out of order, which left her no choice but the Tube.


Barbican to Green Park was normally twenty minutes. Because of the reduced holiday timetable it took forty. A good service was announced on all lines except hers.


The RAC looked much like the rest of Pall Mall, built in the establishment’s favoured style of solid and imposing with little of distinction or merit.


The receptionist told Charlotte she was expected and directed her to a tea room where the decor was fussy, with loads of painted gold. Moffat was now dressed in a hacking jacket, cravat and chukka boots, looking as though he had just been riding in Green Park. A New & Lingwood shopping bag lay beside his chair.


Moffat said he had taken the liberty of ordering tea, which promptly arrived after she sat down.


‘Let me be mother,’ he said. ‘Milk in first?’


Charlotte wasn’t falling for that and said whichever. She wondered whether the occasion was going to be spent jumping etiquette hurdles.


The cucumber sandwiches looked harmless enough.


‘Tuck in,’ said Moffat. ‘You look like you could do with feeding up.’


Charlotte saw she was expected to be on her best behaviour and was almost too eager to make up for what had been seen as her mistake.


Moffat said, ‘I want you to trawl through our distinguished minister’s back catalogue. See if you can come up with any angle on who might have wanted to shoot him.’


Charlotte tugged at her skirt, aware of Moffat inspecting her legs.


‘From the obvious to the far-fetched,’ he went on.


‘Far-fetched?’


‘Say that fellow in Norway mentioned in the meeting, who mowed down all those people on that island.’


‘Breivik.’


‘That’s the one.’


Charlotte suspected Moffat cultivated deflection as a way of checking how up-to-speed she was. But were they really looking for a psycho-killer?


Moffat continued. ‘Breivik produced a 1500-page manifesto. Saw himself as a Knight Templar on a crusade against the infidel. In it he made approving mention of the secretary of state for their shared views. Are you familiar?’


She wasn’t.


‘They both believed that liberalism, immigration and multiculturalism have allowed radical Islamism to undermine and take over western civilisation.’


He made it sound inevitable.


Why me? thought Charlotte again.


Moffat answered her unspoken question. ‘I am told you have sound instincts, do good research, and your department is not overtaxed.’


She was surprised by his assessment. It couldn’t have come from Hopkins.


‘I am rather under a cloud at the moment,’ Charlotte volunteered, hoping she might yet extricate herself from whatever it was that Moffat wanted.


‘Of course. But you are familiar with the run-in, so you are up to speed. There’s the coincidence of my knowing your father. Unfashionable these days, I dare say, but such connections still count. “People like us”, as they say. I want you to look for the footprint, look for the backstory, use your female intuition.’


Patronising, she thought.


‘Everything you need is upstairs – computer and all the rest. Free wi-fi. A south-facing single with views of Big Ben and Parliament. Quite comfortable.’





The last thing Moffat said was: ‘Go away, immerse yourself and meet me here tomorrow at twelve. Avoid conspiracy theories if you can.’


Easier said than done; the internet was bursting with them but nothing yet on the shooting.


A trawl of YouTube showed McCavity’s public manner to be almost aggressively polite and schoolmasterish. He liked to point out that an interviewer had got a minor fact wrong, which let him sidestep any accusation. It was a trick Charlotte recognised from Hopkins.


He was a friendly face on breakfast TV, pally on the sofa, with orthodontist’s teeth and expensively cut hair. What seemed to distinguish him from most of his colleagues was the cultivation of a public image that moved seamlessly between politics and broadcast entertainment where he was competitive to a fault while suggesting he was still able to laugh at himself. The humour seemed acquired rather than natural.


Public displays had included a successful stint on Celebrity MasterChef, which had led to a short-lived restaurant column for the Evening Standard, which he announced he was giving up after a few weeks because he was ‘getting a bit of a tum’. On a Who Wants To Be a Millionaire? celebrity special he had got a football question, a subject on which he professed to be proudly ignorant. Having already previously asked the audience, he phoned a friend (‘You are probably surprised I have any’) who didn’t know, then went fifty-fifty and guessed wrong.
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