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Part One


One

May 2017

A woman, Jenny Henderson, sits under an old, twisted-trunk apple tree which is just coming into leaf, in the back garden of a house in northwest London. It is evening. It will be dark in two hours. She faces her house, where, in the dimly lit kitchen, a man’s figure is moving to and fro. She sits at a slatted pine garden table, writing in a notebook with a ballpoint pen. She is wearing two sweaters, a thick skirt, thick tights and sturdy brown shoes. Overhead, a noisy blackbird is hectoring its mate. The woman has already written:

This will be my account of the events leading up to what we are now calling ‘The Occupation’. Officially, of course, it’s not an occupation. It is ‘Assistance’. But with the fighter planes screaming over the country as if to tell us ‘We are here’, the skies full of surveillance helicopters, and helmeted Marines in military vehicles driving through our cities and villages it certainly feels like an occupation. That’s what we call it, anyway, and so do our European neighbours.

My story of some of the events in the two years leading up to this US Occupation is personal. I’m a fairly ordinary woman, a solicitor, in my fifties, living in a London suburb. All I intend to do is record the lives and thoughts of people I knew, or of people they knew, during the cruelly brief period when Britain somehow turned itself from an independent democracy into a US client state. The Fifty-first State, we say. I plan to tell the story as carefully as I can, only embroidering where I think it safe to do so. Some of the people I’ll be writing about are important in the world, some are not. All they have in common is that I know them and I’ve talked to them. Myself, I was and still am a bystander – except when it came to the terrible matter of William Frith and Jemal Al Fasi.

This preamble concluded, Jenny puts down her pen. She is a tall, middle-aged, ordinary-looking woman, round-faced and blue-eyed. As a young woman she was probably pretty, but this is not a face to retain good looks into middle age. Nevertheless, she is pleasant-looking, steady-eyed and clear-skinned. An observer would sum her up as reliable; a woman who could find a fire extinguisher in a crisis, make up an ice pack for a sprain, feed unexpected guests without fuss, a woman to whom a distraught woman would turn, crying, ‘Have you seen my little boy?’ and expect a sensible response.

Suddenly, still holding her pen, Jenny turns and looks round at the house behind her, a house just like her own. Beyond the garden wall of this house, though, the ground is untended, brambles encroach on a straggled lawn, a path and old flower beds are overgrown. Jenny smiles up at the unlit first-floor window. The smile that then illuminates her face somehow belies the imaginary observer’s first impressions. It is not a nice smile. It is like that of a girl waving a toy round the corner of a door, showing her brother that though he hid it, she has found it. Or like a man looking at a long-standing business enemy and smiling at him to hint that he now has nearly enough evidence to put his rival into the hands of the Serious Fraud Office. It is a smile in the grey area between ‘Gonna get you’ and ‘Gotcha’. Why would an apparently nice, ordinary woman be smiling malignantly like this at the dark windows of a neighbouring house?

She turns back and writes on:

Inside the house my husband is preparing supper while the power is on. I hope he’ll be inventive – we’re short of food as well – or it will be bread, cheese and tomatoes, as so often. Meanwhile there are only two hours of daylight left and it’s getting chilly. Not that I – and all of us – don’t rejoice with the spring. We spent the winter, an unusually cold one, like medieval peasants, though peasants, for the most part, without fireplaces. Because of the oil shortages we had electricity for four, perhaps five hours a day. Two hours in the morning, two in the evening. No warmth, no light, the rest of the time. The only good part was that we had time to get used to it – you do get used to it, up to a point – because the big oil crisis came in August last year, 2016. During the autumn our blood thickened, we detected the draughts and gradually learnt the half-forgotten tricks of keeping warm in winter without oil or electricity.

Hard times, indeed. And we are left asking the age-old questions – how did we get here and will we ever be able to get back to where we were? I don’t know whether my story will answer the first question and it certainly won’t answer the second. But there’s an odd, stubborn part of people that insists on wanting to testify and I suppose I’m doing this because of that stubbornness, the stubbornness of the witness on the stand, who insists on pouring out his story, relevant or irrelevant to the case in hand, heedless of an impatient judge, a sceptical jury and an apathetic courtroom crowd. History, as we’re told, is written by the winners – well, I say, not always. I say, here is my truth, not the truth, but my truth. And I say – if not now, when? If not me, who?

London. April 4th, 2015. 4 p.m.

Looking from his helicopter window, Lord Gott, a director of a City investment bank and treasurer of the Conservative Party, saw below him the suburban houses of London’s outskirts, with their little patches of garden and tiny cars moving down ribbon-like streets. Further on, they were over the crowded inner areas and then, only minutes later, there was the river, and then they were turning sharply just behind the Victorian-ornate Houses of Parliament. One of the ugliest buildings in London, Edward Gott considered, though it was his workplace, or one of them.

They began to follow the river south. He noticed the water was high, slopping over the embankment again. At the start of the century the tide had risen from sixteen to twenty-five feet daily. Now it routinely rose five feet higher. An extra five feet, at spring and autumn tides, was no joke for a city built on a river. Nor was there any guarantee it wouldn’t go higher. But tall proud buildings, apparently undaunted, gleamed on both banks of the Thames in the sunshine of late afternoon as Gott’s helicopter swept over them. An impressive sight, he thought, if you hadn’t studied the projections. It was a huge mess of a city, 500 square miles of it, population over thirteen million now and if large areas had to be evacuated – where would they go? The Thames Gateway project, the plan to expand London eastwards, had been stalled for the last fifteen years, hit by a dragging recession which had reduced public spending and had put contractors out of business, because now the insurance companies had also read the projections and the word ‘flood plain’ sounded to them like ‘plague’. Just another of those situations the government could do nothing about – whichever one was in power.

There had been three elections since May 2010, when Gordon Brown’s Labour Party achieved an overall majority of only three seats.

Governing with a majority of three is near impossible. In 2012 the country went back to the polls, Labour hoping to achieve a more workable majority. But with the country in recession, the Conservatives won with a majority of eight over Labour, with the Liberal Democrats holding the balance of power. Less than 40 per cent of the electorate had voted in the 2010 election and a mere 32 per cent turned out in 2012 to elect the new government, headed by Frederick Muldoon, a compromise between one contender (too right wing) and the other (too wet.) After two elections in five years, neither conclusive, the government of Britain was being regarded cynically, at home and abroad.

It couldn’t go on, Gott thought. If steps weren’t taken to solve the situation it would, inevitably, solve itself, and probably in ways no one wanted. You either sorted it out, or it sorted you out, that was the way, in his experience, it worked with businesses and individuals. There was no reason to think governments were any different. ‘So you say, so you say, Edward Gott,’ Gott told himself. ‘Perhaps one day you’ll take your own advice and do something about your own predicament.’ But he knew he wouldn’t. Not now, not after all this time.

But even that thought did not depress him. He’d flown south after breakfast at his house in Scotland. Nothing there to encourage a man, he thought, remembering the frozen look on his wife’s face as he looked out of the helicopter window before leaving – she had never liked the paddock being taken over to serve as a helicopter pad. Nothing much in his later date, either, lunching near Lancaster with his factory’s research team and finding them as difficult as ever to deal with. He knew they saw his visits like the arrival of an armed man at Mass in a monastery, clanking down the aisle, causing fear and distraction. They wouldn’t let him in at all if he weren’t paying their mortgages, as well as for every other damn thing in the building. If his team wanted to be involved in pure research, Gott believed, they should seek employment at a university. As long as he was paying they had to come up with results – and not keep them from him when they did. So far, Gott’s day had not been pleasant. But now he stretched, luxuriously. He wondered why, with all these hassles, he felt so good. Fifty-four now, fighting fit and undeterred. How long could he go on like this?

The helicopter thrummed on down the Thames. And then there’d be another treat – Graham Barnsbury. As soon as they landed at Greenwich he’d be off to meet the Party Chairman at the House of Commons. Barnsbury was a big, thickset man whom Gott regarded an overgrown public schoolboy, while Barnsbury, he guessed, thought of him, Gott, as a Lowland Scotsman on the make. But they’d get along, as they had to. The problem was that, as Party Treasurer, Gott would not be bringing Barnsbury good news. He’d not brought him any good news since the previous November, when he had been able to announce a half-million-pound donation from a supporter. Which still left the party broke and in debt, although six months further away from bankruptcy. Since then the party finances had been on life support. Gott still had nothing to tell Barnsbury that Barnsbury wanted to hear and, as on other occasions, Gott would sense that Barnsbury blamed him for the shortage of money. The curse of treasurers everywhere. Telling him that the Conservative Party was in much the same position as the Labour Party and only marginally worse off than the Liberal Democrats would not help. Nor would it help to remind Barnsbury that the only salvation lay in the Prime Minister making an effort to push through a bill to fund political parties from the public purse. Which the PM would not do, because to achieve it he would need all-party support; all the parties feared that if the state did take over party funding their banks might instantly call in their debts. In addition, the PM feared a public outcry about using taxpayers’ money to maintain the parties of 650 MPs they did not like or trust. And, even if all those things had not been true, Muldoon was so battered by struggles with the other parties, whose support he needed to get his votes through, and so worn down by infighting inside his own party that, Gott thought, he probably had to call for help to lace up his shoes in the morning. So, Gott decided, he’d have to put up with Barnsbury and his air of disappointment again.

The helicopter swung towards Greenwich, where the pier was under water. The Ark Royal was bobbing around like a cork at the end of its anchor chains. They came down on the landing pad, and Gott climbed out, thanked the pilot and went to his waiting car. He’d cut Barnsbury short, he decided, go to his bank in Leadenhall Street and deal with what had arisen since he’d left London the day before and then treat himself to supper at Sugden’s with his friends and protégées Julia Baskerville and Joshua Crane. They’d be having their usual meeting there, to discuss their weekly political programme which would be going out on TV later in the week. He’d be welcome. Julia and Joshua were fun. He’d end his day on a good note because, then, by God, he’d deserve it.

Gott greeted his young, tall and thin private secretary-cum-assistant Jeremy Saunders at his waiting car and entered the opulent eight-seater, custom-made for him because he owned the company. Gott took the front passenger seat and Jeremy started up. It was only a second before suspicion flooded Gott’s mind. He swung round to look beyond the partition to the larger part of the vehicle. The seats were all empty but lying silently on the floor was Jeremy’s intelligent Border collie, Finn. Finn looked sideways at Gott and away again. Lord Gott did not like dogs in general and Finn in particular, perhaps because Finn was an individual with whom Gott had to share Jeremy.

Gott turned back. ‘Jeremy – how many times do I have to tell you I don’t want that dog in the car?’

‘I had to take him to the vet.’

‘Nothing serious, I hope,’ Gott said harshly, meaning the opposite.

‘I felt a lump in his tail. It turned out to be a piece of shot. Must have been there for ages. He must have been in the way of a gun.’

Gott had the grace not to say any more, although Jeremy knew what he was thinking. They were drumming along beside the brimming river, the Houses of Parliament in sight. Jeremy reflected that Gott and Finn had more in common than Gott suspected. They were both intelligent, energetic, self-interested and quick but shallow thinkers – although, Jeremy thought, Finn was of course infinitely more loyal.

Fox Square, London, SW1. April 5th, 2015. 1.30 a.m.

In five hours it would be dawn. The pale sun of early spring would come up, striking the glass of the tall towers of the City of London from the East, gleaming on to the spires and domes of churches, glancing off the water of the River Thames, hitting the east side of the Mother of Parliaments, and filling the streets slowly with light.

Just off one of the streets close to Parliament, dark at this hour, lit only by the weak gleam of mock-Victorian street lights, lies a little square, Fox Square. At one end is the eighteenth-century church of St Botolph’s. On the remaining three sides are three-storey Georgian houses. In the centre of the square is a small island, on which stands an equestrian statue of General Sir Galahad Montmorency Havelock, hero of two Afghan Wars. He is seated on a spirited horse, sword raised, rallying his men to the attack. Carved on the pedestal beneath his feet are his dates. Born in 1828, he died on the North West Frontier in 1879. By a coincidence, his great-great grandson had just been killed there, in the rubble of the Khyber Pass.

On the side of the square facing the church, and sideways on to Sir Galahad, in the middle of a row of ten houses, there is a famous restaurant, Sugden’s. The surrounding houses are tenanted, as is shown on the gleaming brass plates outside, by firms of solicitors, charities or organizations connected directly or indirectly with the government of the country. The agents of the ducal landlord of the houses would never allow any but the most respectable of firms as tenants. It’s unlikely that if Sugden’s – a mere restaurant – applied for a lease now they would get it, but Sugden’s is an institution. Sugden’s has been in Fox Square since the days when it was a chop house catering for members of Queen Victoria’s Parliaments and the scribblers who wrote about it.

The small windows on either side of the door are masked by lace curtains little different from those which had hung there in the days of Empire. On the six inches of lintel above the front door the name ‘Sugden’s’ is picked out in black on white. No larger sign could be allowed, nor could any changes be made to the front of the building, but this lack of advertising was not a disadvantage, perhaps the reverse.

Inside the front door is an oak counter, manned at that time by two elderly sisters, big Miss Bonner and small Miss Bonner. To the left, still, is the restaurant, a large room, which was probably at one time the drawing room and dining room of the house. Most of the back wall is now a large window looking out on to a small walled patio, where at night soft lamps burn and, in summer, tables stand.

On this particular night, only two parties of diners remained. One was a group of six men, sitting at the back of the room. The man at the head of the table for six – two businesslike-looking Chinese men, a Frenchman and three Englishmen – called for his bill. William Frith, a tall, thin man in his early thirties came forward with the bill on a plate and handed it to the host, a former Cabinet Minister, who enquired jovially if anyone would like a last drink before they parted. All, to William Frith’s relief, declined. ‘All right, then, gentlemen,’ said their host. ‘But I shall be more insistent when we meet after the contracts are signed. I won’t take no for an answer then.’

After he had dealt with the bill and seen the men off, relocking the front door after them, William returned to his post. Only two diners, a man and a woman sitting near the windows, were now left so William took the opportunity of sitting down. He wore a dinner jacket and a black tie, his pale brown hair was still sleek and tidy after a long evening but his long face was pale and there were smudges under his large, pleasant brown eyes. He had spent most of the day painting his bathroom, before going on duty at six.

William loved his job. All he wished now was that the couple by the window, lingering over Armagnacs and black coffee, would go, freeing him to go upstairs, get into his day clothes and take the bus back to his flat in Shepherd’s Bush and his wife, Lucy. However, the restaurant owner, Jack Prentiss, had a firm policy that Sugden’s clients should be allowed to stay almost as long as they liked. A lunch might stretch into dinner, a dinner into the early hours of the morning and still the staff would not cough, yawn, shuffle, look discontented or attack the guests by asking, too often, if they required anything else. Only at three would Jack, who lived upstairs and whose hours of sleep were tailored to the movements of his business, come downstairs and ask his guests to leave.

William’s eyes, large, soft and fringed with dark curly lashes, rested on the remaining couple seated by the window. His job was to know who belonged to which party, ministry or newspaper, although he himself had no interest in politics. From childhood on he had tuned them out, the way other people tune out football, high finance or health information. Of course, he knew that the pretty, dark-haired woman in the pale linen jacket was Mrs Julia Baskerville, Labour Member of Parliament for Whitechapel Road and Stepney Green, elected three years earlier by the poor London constituency. That was after her predecessor had blotted his copybook with his leadership and been deselected, to be seen no more. Before that she’d been – what? – a teacher, a lecturer or something. Julia’s good-looking companion, who reminded William vaguely of Lawrence of Arabia in the classic movie, was Joshua Crane, the Conservative Member for Frognal and South Hampstead. He’d been in the House for ten years. Julia and Joshua were partners on Westminster Unplugged, the weekly TV show about Parliament, chaired by the skinny and sardonic Hugh Patterson, previously editor of two national papers. Their sharp comments, and the way they flirted with each other and ragged the presenter like naughty schoolchildren was enjoyed by a small but devoted audience.

William liked them. He also thought there was nothing more than friendship between them – something he was also paid to know. From what he knew Julia was married to a surgeon who worked in Houston, Texas. They were running a long-distance marriage. There was a little girl. Joshua Crane was also married. William had never seen his wife.

William suppressed a yawn. Julia and Joshua’s companion at the table, Lord Gott, had disappeared hours earlier and he wished the couple had gone with him, instead of hanging on and on gossiping and laughing.

‘Should we do the National Government on the programme?’ Julia asked Joshua.

‘We featured it two months ago,’ Joshua pointed out.

‘Well – what about the prospect of another election?’

‘You’re getting tired. We did that then, too. Hugh Patterson wouldn’t let it happen.’

‘How can we stop talking about it? It’s the topic. There’s no choice now. We must have a National Government.’

‘You’re out of office. You would say that, wouldn’t you?’ Joshua told Julia. They both knew that the only way forward was an all-party government, with Labour and Liberal Democrats in the Cabinet. But Joshua’s Party Leader, the Prime Minister, would never agree to it. The Liberal Democrats and Labour, being out of power, were in favour. Frederick Muldoon, though, was in power and not planning to surrender any of it.

‘Come on, Joshua. Everything’s been stalled for years. It’s like living in the Weimar Republic. A National Government’s the only way and you know it.’

Joshua, who had to support his PM, whatever he thought privately, said nothing.

Julia turned and caught William’s eye. ‘I’m sorry, William,’ she called over. ‘Give us the bill and we’ll go.’ She turned back to Joshua. ‘They’re saying the Queen’s in favour of it.’

‘Right,’ Joshua acknowledged without enthusiasm.

The business of the bill worked out nicely. It was Julia’s turn to pay – William took a bit off the bill because he liked her. It was Joshua’s turn to tip, so he gave William nearly double what William might have expected. Everyone was happy. Outside the restaurant, as they waited for their taxis, Julia said, ‘That policeman rang me up again.’

Joshua laughed. Julia’s suitor was a joke between them. A month earlier the spring tides had brought a foot of water into the House of Commons. The proposed billion-pound barrage in the Thames Estuary had never been built. So the water came up and Julia had fallen off a duckboard leading from the car park to the entrance, into the arms of a waiting policeman, who had twice rung her to ask her out for a drink.

‘Has the committee come up with an answer?’ said Joshua. Julia’s friend Alison was on the committee – known, of course, as the Canute Committee.

‘They’re talking of allowances for Commons’ staff for protective footwear,’ Julia told him.

‘Wellington boots?’ Joshua said.

‘That’s right.’ The first taxi – Julia’s – arrived. It was hydrogen powered. Julia insisted on using oil-less, in spite of the problems with reliability the taxi fleets sometimes had. In this eco-friendly vehicle Julia would return to her small terraced house in Whitechapel.

Joshua, getting into his own petrol-fuelled cab, asked the driver to take him to an address in Battersea. But just after they had started up he leaned forward and requested the driver go to Chelsea.

William locked the door, cleared the table at which Joshua and Julia had been sitting, put everything on a trolley, ran it through the swinging baize doors to the kitchen, then hurried upstairs past the private dining rooms on the first floor and up to the top of the house. There was a small room off the landing where hanging racks held the waiters’ and waitresses’ black suits and dresses. He whipped out of his suit and was just doing up his other trousers when his boss, the owner of Sugden’s, came out of his flat, pale as a vampire, in his usual purple smoking jacket. William had heard the sound of a television from behind Jack’s front door, but had quite hoped, at this hour, to avoid an encounter. He took his jacket from a hanger.

‘Everything all right, William?’ asked Jack.

‘Pretty good,’ William answered. ‘Twenty covers, not bad for a weekday, and table six had three bottles of Bollinger. One card was refused so the diner paid cash.’

‘Who was that?’

‘Edward Jeffreys,’ William told him.

Jack nodded. ‘There’s a divorce pending. Pick up anything about an election?’

William shook his head. Jack said, ‘Fine.’ It was not the fate of a great nation that concerned the restaurateur. It was that during the course of an election campaign, normally lasting something like six weeks, the restaurant would be largely empty. The clientele would be in their constituencies, campaigning, or burning the midnight oil to produce statistics or publicity. They would be studying graphs, poring over newspaper leaders, monitoring broadcasts, creating smears, awaiting the results of opinion polls, all involved in the short but tough episode that is a British election campaign.

‘Good,’ Jack said. ‘That’ll keep the private rooms full.’

A group wanting to dine in private, to plan and conspire, would often take one of Sugden’s two upstairs private dining rooms. This was filling Jack Prentiss’s bank account. From time to time the cabal from one dining room would bump into members of the group they were conspiring against on the landing separating the two dining rooms. William had once asked Jack why secret meetings were so often held in this less-then-secret restaurant, a stone’s throw from Parliament and Whitehall. He said the conspirators could have kept their secrets more secret if they’d met in a Little Chef on the M1.

Jack had told him, ‘You’ve got to remember that when Parliament’s in session politicians can’t breathe the air more than a mile from Westminster.’

William started downstairs.

‘All-night bus?’ Jack called after him. William had the impression that Jack sometimes got lonely at night, with only his porcelain collection for company. Sometimes he tried to detain him in conversation, which William, after a long shift and yearning for home, didn’t always welcome.

‘How’s Lucy?’

William looked up at Jack. ‘I’m not sure. She’s usually in bed when I get back and she’s often gone to work when I get up.’ He added, ‘I think it’s her in the bed – but it might be the woman next door, for all I know.’

Jack laughed. William didn’t like it. As he left, relocking the door behind him, William reflected that shift work was hard on marriages. His boss’s life proved it. Two – or had there been three? – of Jack’s marriages had foundered. William had decided his would not. At the first sign of trouble he’d leave and look for another job.

He set off through the darkness to his bus stop in Whitehall. He had joined the governed, rather than the governors now: an old man carrying a black plastic bag wandering down to the river to find somewhere to sleep; a group of cleaners chatting in a foreign language on their way to the tube station. Two bemused teenagers wandered down the wide and empty Whitehall, dwarfed by the sombre height of the government buildings. There was little traffic other than the patrolling armoured police cars. The air was fresh, with a feel of spring about it.

After eight hours in the enclosed atmosphere of Sugden’s William felt invigorated. He was content. Of course, he and Lucy didn’t have enough time together, with Lucy on shifts beginning at 6 a.m. It was hard to meet friends who worked more normal hours. But they managed, somehow, to make their days off coincide. The mortgage got paid and they were saving to get a bigger flat, with a second bedroom, and a garden. Then they would have a baby, they hoped.

The bus eased round the corner from Parliament Square. William Frith, a happy man who had waited only five minutes for his bus on a spring night and was going home to a wife he loved, climbed on.

Off the bus, heading home, William saw, under the street lights on the other side of Shepherd’s Bush Green, about 400 yards away, a group of Auxiliary Police, in their olive green uniforms. They were standing behind two young men who had their arms high up against the bonnet of an old car. The policemen were patting them down, not gently, for weapons. They were shouting, ‘Don’t move! Don’t speak! Bastards – stand still! Bastards!’ The voices of men who are aggressive – in charge – afraid. The contents of a gym bag were tipped out into the street. One of the young men, dark-skinned and terrified, turned his head towards the heap of clothing on the ground. One of the Auxiliaries handcuffed the second man. William walked by, on the other side, still hearing the shouts. Just after Christmas, on a Saturday, a suicide bomber had blown himself up in a north London synagogue. Six men had died and thirty others had been injured. Another bomb had been discovered in an underground train at New Maiden. It had failed to explode. Raids on houses, chiefly Muslim, had been stepped up. Stop and searches of men who looked Mediterranean or North African increased. The powers of the Auxiliary Police had been augmented. William had no quarrel with this. Obviously the two young men weren’t bombers but they might have been. Somebody had to check. He’d been stopped himself on the way home twice in a month, pushed back against a wall, sworn at, searched and let go without apology. Even so, the scene he had just witnessed made him feel uneasy, though he was not sure why. He was trying to recall some old film he must have seen on daytime TV as a boy – a dark street, old-fashioned cars pull up, uniformed men leap out – no, he’d forgotten what it was. He put it out of his mind and went home.

The White House, Washington DC, USA. April 4th, 2015. 10 p.m. (GMT).

Seated on two couches in the Oval Office, the President of the USA sipped mineral water while her Secretary of State, Ray Hollander, drank Scotch and water. Hollander’s tie was loosened and the top button of his shirt open. His cheeks and chin were darkening. Had there been any public meeting that evening he would have shaved for the third time that day. His President wore a pale-blue linen suit, a baby colour Hollander associated with his second wife, who had often worn it when about to deliver a sucker punch. The President’s hair and make-up were impeccable, as always, but a long day was ending and, like a flower in a vase, though unwilted, she gave the impression wilting was not far away.

‘So,’ she said. ‘Call the Chiefs of Staff, recheck the time of the meeting and then, just late enough to catch them and not so late they think we’re playing with them, get that Harvard professor into the meeting on Presidential say-so. I need the input.’

‘They’re not going to like it,’ Hollander said.

‘I don’t want them to like it. I want them to know I want the truth, not a twenty-page report saying ten different things. I want to know – can we handle Afghanistan and a reinvasion of Iraq, if we need to. And will they back me, really back me, if that is what we need to do?’

‘Madam President,’ Hollander said. The Army did not have enough men. Already the military was discussing the possibility of a draft, hoping Vietnam was enough of a memory now. Hollander knew the spectre of the draft was for ever rising before the President’s eyes. And no one thought she would introduce any form of compulsory recruitment in an election year.

He said, ‘So it’s really going to be Sheikh Mohammed this time?’

‘That would seem to be Allah’s will.’

Sheikh Mohammed Al Bactari was a senior Shia cleric, fiercely patriotic and ferociously anti-American.

Hollander looked his President in the eye and said, ‘Muldoon.’

She looked straight back and said, ‘Ray. Not again.’

He had never understood her distaste for Britain and British politics. It could not have been historical. The President knew no history. If it had been personal he would have known about it. Maybe she disliked the style of the Brits, how they talked, walked and thought about things. He sympathized; he couldn’t take that traditional evasive cunning either. He said, ‘If these Iraq elections go bad on us and we have to reinvade, the Brits will have to go with us. The other big Europeans won’t. But a lot of the Brits were against the 2002 invasion. They couldn’t wait to get out. And Frederick Muldoon has no power in the House of Commons and won’t ask for the support of the country because he knows he won’t get it. But we have to have them, with China and India on the Security Council accusing us of trying for world domination. Then there are the Russians—’

He read her mounting impatience. She interrupted, ‘You’ve told me the problem. Where’s the solution?’

Hollander had no illusions about his President. She was tougher than he was, and more ruthless. If he was tungsten, she was kryptonite.

‘There’s only one. Muldoon goes and the new PM is one of ours and has a strong majority. He backs us militarily and gets rid of the nests of Islamic vipers in their major cities.’

‘Just tell me what we need to do,’ she said and stood up. He did the same.

‘Goodnight, Madam President,’ he said.

‘Goodnight, Ray, and thank you.’ After the President left the room two men came in, nodded and stood against the door, watching him. He nodded back and stood up. ‘Just leaving, guys,’ he said. But for a moment he paused, staring up at the portrait of a long-dead politician in knee breeches.

‘Subvert the government of Great Britain,’ he said to himself. ‘Yes, ma’am. OK, ma’am. Anything you say, ma’am.’

12 Emscott Drive, Hamscott Common, Kent. April 5th, 2015. 2.30 a.m.

Thirty-year-old Kim Durham woke up, sweating, with a start. She pulled herself up and lay back against the pillows. Oh, no, she thought to herself. No, not again. The dream was back, the one where Jonathan told her when he came in from work that the marriage was over, told her while she stood at the kitchen counter, cutting up peppers (’Only fresh, organic food eaten in our house,’ she had boasted then), told her there was someone else, someone he worked with, as she desperately tried to understand what he was saying, while another part of her mind equally desperately hoped that five-year-old Rory would stay where he was, watching TV in the sitting room – that dream was back. It had never gone away, really, but over eighteen months it had come back less and less often, filling her with despair, wrecking the night and the next day as well.

But now it had returned. Night after night, there it was again. She knew why, of course. Because one day soon she would have to tell Rory, asleep with his plastic figure of Grimgraw, probably still muttering to him on the pillow beside him, that on the other side of the world he had a brother – half brother – his father’s new son. And until she did that, she’d have no peace. But for now, she could not decide when to do it, or how. She was a teacher. She’d seen often enough the effects of such news on a child. Seen it done badly, seen it done well – she ought to be able to manage this, but she couldn’t. You couldn’t imagine how it would tear you apart twice – once on your own account, the second time when you looked into the eyes of a bewildered, betrayed child.

There was the scream of a flight of fighter jets overhead, that noise those who had been born and bred at Hamscott Common knew well enough to sleep through. Kim knew she wouldn’t sleep tonight, or only for an hour or so, before her alarm went off. She lay down and closed her eyes, though.

Resting’s as good as sleeping, she told herself. And, it’ll all look better in the morning.

It did look better, a little better, as Kim and Rory drove down the country road to the school they both attended; he as a pupil, she as a teacher. It was a clear, sunny day. Big clouds were blown lazily across a blue sky. The hedgerows on either side were throwing out the first, pale budding leaves.

Rory watched a field of leaping lambs, then looked keenly forward as the car rounded a bend. To one side of the now-unhedged road was a fringe of grass. Behind this an expanse of Hamscott Common, old woodland, gorse and unfurling ferns, spread as far as the skyline. On the other side of the road the Common stretched away, except for the area, a mile and a quarter square, which had been cleared and flattened over seventy years ago, at the beginning of the Second World War. Then it had been Hamscott Common airfield. The buildings, hastily erected, had housed the RAF squadrons fighting the Battle of Britain. From its short runways Spitfires and Wellington bombers had taken off to fight over the coast of England. A very old man who had been one of the pilots lived in the old folks’ home half a mile from the base.

Since the war the airfield had expanded and been rebuilt. A short stretch of grass led to the perimeter fence, where two guards in US uniforms stood outside the high-wire gates. Seventy-five metres inside the outer fence lay a second one, also patrolled by armed soldiers. Behind a second fence was a parade ground and, to the rear of this, administration buildings. To the right was the vast expanse of runways, on which military planes stood, to the left, small homes for service personnel, all identical. Behind all this, against the backdrop of tall trees where Hamscott Common, outside the base, started again, were towers and low buildings, always patrolled. Here some thirty nuclear bombs were stored, readied for mounting on the new, heavy B63 bombers.

Rory’s head was turned sharply to look at this much-looked-forward-to part of his daily trip to and from school. Often a fighter plane would scream down the runway and lift off steeply into the air, leaving a trail behind as it disappeared like an arrow into the sky. There might be soldiers drilling on the parade ground. Or sometimes a soldier would have stopped a van, and be searching the back, with two other soldiers, rifles at the ready, standing by. Today, however, from Rory’s point of view, there was nothing very exciting to watch. The inside of the airbase might have been deserted. There was no one near the runways, on which fighter planes stood; no one came from or went into the administration building. The houses were quiet. Then a small boy came to the door of one of the houses, carrying a ball. A woman followed him. Her eyes seemed to flick, involuntarily, past the fences and over the narrow road, to where, as ever, there was a group of twenty people, men and women of varying ages, in anoraks. A long banner, supported on poles planted in the ground and sagging slightly, read, ‘Close the Hamscott Common Nuclear Base.’

The Hamscott Common permanent vigil consisting of Quakers, left-wingers, CND members and others, had been in place for seven years. Though the personnel changed the number remained much the same. Some were people from the local area, attending on a rota system, others were more permanent and living in roughly constructed huts or tents among the trees of the Common. Occasionally, on a random basis, the police came at night in force, with bright lights and dogs, and knocked down these habitations.

The permanent demonstration had a deal with the almshouses down the road. They kept their Portaloo in the garden in front of the ancient almshouses and were offered bathing facilities by the residents. This had been done on a vote, 13-2, by the elderly residents of the almshouses. The trustees of the institution, established in the seventeenth century by a wealthy wool manufacturer, could probably have overturned this decision by their pensioners. However, the old man who had earned the DFC in 1943 and been shot down soon after, and another resident with a granddaughter on the local paper, had been vociferous. The trustees therefore thought it better to leave well enough alone. Thus, the retirement home supplied water in buckets to the demonstrators, and sneaked them in for showers, while the demonstrators replaced electric light bulbs, shifted furniture and, occasionally, smuggled in bottles of port, Guinness and whisky.

Young Rory, though, had little interest in the shabby group of people on the margin of the road opposite the base. To his mind, they just stood there, doing nothing while, on the base, there were uniformed men moving about with guns, the scream of the planes lifting off, people going in and out of the administration block and other children playing in the small gardens.

A year or so earlier he had asked his mother about the demonstrators and Kim had explained they were people who wanted the base closed down. Rory had expressed incredulity and asked why. ‘They’re against war,’ she had told her son, knowing quite well this was hardly an explanation which would make sense to a seven-year-old. A more complicated answer could be worse. The protesters’ basic objection to the base was that nuclear weapons were held there, ready to be deployed. And that might frighten her son. It was an aspect of the base that no one in Hamscott Common wanted to dwell on, rather like people living on the slopes of a not-quite-extinct volcano.

When Kim told her son that the demonstrators were against war he only said, ‘You have to have a war if the bad guys attack you.’ He was not interested in the philosophy of the protesters, only the daily incidents on the base. He could have spent the day there – sometimes, when a picnic was in the offing, he’d suggested having it there, on the verge of the road outside the airfield. Kim always resisted. The idea made her feel uncomfortable even though the base had been there since her parents, both local, had been born. Her neighbours had jobs there, a fellow teacher at her school had gone to teach the air force children there, and houses in the road where she lived were rented out to US personnel. The base had always been part of Hamscott Common. Three generations of children had grown up with an expertise in weaponry and modern warfare beyond their years. Playground war games featured realistic alarm sounds, jet screams and American drill sergeants.

They were past the airfield now and Rory settled back to the dull part of the journey.

Sugden’s, Fox Square, London SW1. June 1st, 2015. 8.15 p.m.

Sugden’s was crowded that evening. Downstairs there were no empty tables and upstairs both the private rooms were occupied. The Shadow Foreign Secretary was there with Sir Lionel Frame who ran the Foreign Office Middle East department and Joe Middleton, officially a Trade Secretary at the US Embassy in London but generally understood to be CIA. The head of the Muslim Council of Great Britain was dining with the London editor of Al Jazeera and the deputy editor of The Times.

‘It’s bad,’ said Joshua Crane, to himself as much as to his two companions, Lord Gott and Julia Baskerville. That morning the newly elected leader of the majority party in the Iraq Parliament, Sheikh Mohammed Al Bactari, had addressed 20,000 shouting supporters outside the parliament building in Baghdad. He had declared that his first move would be to take over the oil companies now in Western hands, nationalize them and run them on behalf of the Iraqi people.

‘We’ve no one to blame but ourselves,’ Gott said. ‘We pulled out leaving warring national and religious groups, an imposed constitution that was never going to work because no one wanted it to and post-war reconstruction still half-completed. Look at what Al Bactari gets, promising the country its oil revenues – it could stop the Sunnis trying to wreck the government, at least for a while, keep the Kurds in line, more or less, and offer all the Iraqis some hope of an improved life, a bit of prosperity. You could argue that’s about the only thing to save the country.’

‘If the US doesn’t invade to get the pipelines back,’ Joshua said. ‘There’s Joe Middleton over there trying to get the Labour Party to back the US in a new war in Iraq. And get the FO on side. Al Bactari’s is a high-risk strategy, to put it mildly.’

‘Britain won’t go,’ said Julia. ‘The President owes the oil companies for funding her election to the tune of fifty million. No politician here is in hock to the oil companies…’ Gott raised his eyebrows. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But our little fiddles are just that – little fiddles. An American would laugh. I can’t see any British government putting troops into Iraq again. I can’t see any other nation doing it, either. Thank God.’

‘Your views are coloured by your constituency,’ Joshua told her bluntly. ‘You spend half your constituency time trying to keep your Islamic constituents calm. OK,’ he said, seeing the anger rising in Julia, her mouth opening to protest, ‘OK, I know they’ve got a lot to protest about. But the rest of the country has got problems, too. And fears. They’re worried about bombs – they’re more anxious about getting to work safely on public transport than civil rights. A lot of them would be only too happy to cordon off your constituency and make every man, woman and child in it have to go through a checkpoint in and out. They’re frightened. When you see a woman from Sulhet half-mad because they’ve kicked her door in a second time, and this time they took away her husband and son, my constituents see the police taking terrorists off the street. Perhaps Muldoon couldn’t get away with sending the troops back to Iraq. Or maybe, just maybe, half the country’s so pissed off with living in fear they’ll go for anything to give an Islamic country a kicking. I don’t know – and nor do you. Whatever we do or don’t do here, will the Yanks sit back and take it? As you say, the President owes her job to the oil companies. Then there’s the humiliation.’

‘They never invaded Cuba,’ Julia pointed out. ‘Now they’re doing business with Juanito Castro.’ Burly Juanito Castro had taken over in Cuba five years earlier. Whether he was indeed Fidel’s son – and CIA operatives had so far failed to get hold of samples of Juanito’s hair, saliva or anything else to prove or disprove the story – Juanito was now allowing US businesses to set up in Cuba. He was rumoured to be in negotiations to join the North Atlantic Trade Agreement, along with Mexico, Canada, Guatemala and Honduras. Which might have explained the delay in securing DNA samples.

‘Interesting analysis but what do you think?’ Lord Gott said sourly to Joshua. ‘Will the US reinvade Iraq? You’re a TV pundit – what do you think?’

Joshua tried to conceal his shock at Gott’s unexpectedly hostile tone. He opened his mouth to speak and closed it again, realizing that whatever he said would cause an argument. Joshua knew the reason for Gott’s malice – Joshua was now the sitting member for Gott’s old constituency, Frognal and South Hampstead. Gott – no longer Edward Gott, MP, but Lord Gott of Trequair – desperately missed the House of Commons. Like a normally patient invalid who occasionally finds spite against the able-bodied welling up inside him, sometimes Gott couldn’t restrain his feelings.

Gott’s elevation to the House of Lords had been two years ago, after he had refused to vote with his party against a bill to step up government funding for the alternative energy business section. The Conservative Party had opposed additional state support on the grounds that the businesses should be self-supporting. Gott voted with the other side and the bill was passed.

The day after the vote, a slow news day as it happened, the nation’s (Conservative-supporting) best-selling tabloid came up with a banner headline, HE’S GOTT YOUR MONEY, over a photograph of Edward Gott MP framed against his factory logo Citycars and quoting from the firm’s promotional brochure advertising the electric vehicles. Frederick Muldoon took the high moral ground, told Gott his disloyalty had brought the party into disrepute and kicked him upstairs. The House of Lords was now 45 per cent elected and 45 per cent nominated. The remaining 10 per cent consisted of hereditary peers elected by other hereditary peers. The composition of the Upper Chamber had been worked out in the traditional British way. It was a compromise no one liked. But it gave Gott’s Party Leader the power to put him there. Gott was the treasurer of the Conservative Party and a man of considerable influence, but he missed the Commons. And he knew that now he would never be Prime Minister.

Julia Baskerville stepped in. ‘I’m tabling a motion asking the government to give an assurance that Britain won’t send troops to Iraq.’ She looked tired. A well-cut linen jacket and her hair, not in its usual neat twist but on her shoulders, did not offset her pallor and the circles under her eyes.

‘Bit premature,’ commented Joshua.

‘Not when your constituency’s one third Muslim. Any way, Edward,’ she said, raising her glass to him, ‘are you “The masters now”? Or “Have you lost control”?’

The first words she quoted were those of Frederick Muldoon as, fist upraised, he had entered 10 Downing Street after the 2012 election. They had been that morning’s Independent headline, along with the triumphalist photograph, followed by the headlined query, HAS HE LOST CONTROL? The inside pages detailed, with graphs and statistics, the record of steadily mounting unemployment and government borrowing and the jobs leaking from the country – a Welsh call centre relocated to India, a Midlands car factory closed down, a Yorkshire knitwear factory put out of business by Chinese competition, an Italian shoe firm taking its work from Nottingham to the Czech Republic. The crime statistics were up. Only 50 per cent of the bills the government had presented over the previous two years had been passed, because it had no working majority. The Independent leader had said emphatically that an all-party government was the only solution,

‘So,’ Julia said mischievously, ‘In control or not, Gott?’

Gott poured a little more of the excellent wine he had ordered into Julia’s glass and said, ‘Of course not. Ask any of these nicely dressed diners around us – politicians, senior civil servants, respected journalists and broadcasters or whoever they may be. I doubt if half of them would know who the masters are, or ever have been. Deep in their hearts they all know – and it is a danger to forget it – that no one is in control, ever.’

Julia knew a smooth, question-dodging generalization when she heard one. She pressed. ‘Yes, Edward. But it’s serious when the world knows you’re not—’

‘Carl Chatterton had a meeting with Muldoon this morning to discuss setting up a National Government,’ Gott offered.

‘Any result?’

Gott’s silence suggested the meeting between the new Prime Minister and Carl Chatterton, Leader of the Opposition, had not been fruitful.

He took a menu from the waiter. ‘Pudding – no, I thought not. Julia – no. Well, I can’t resist the crème brûlée here. You’ll share, won’t you?’ He ordered and leaned back in his chair. Gott was square-faced, dark-eyed and dark-haired. He was stocky and broad-shouldered, giving the impression of energy although he denied ever denying himself anything and claimed never to take any exercise. He said coolly, ‘We all know we need a National Government. The Queen gave Muldoon quite a grilling at the last audience, I hear. Naturally, Muldoon won’t do it. He’s worked, schemed, planned and back-stabbed towards the premiership since he was in his teens. A coalition government wouldn’t just be a humiliation, it might end up with the Lib Dems and Labour putting in their own PM. He’s already blocked one Private Members’ Bill asking for a vote and he’ll block the next.’

Julia said, ‘Can’t you do something?’

‘Why would you want me to?’ he responded. ‘The present situation’s not such a bad thing from your point of view, surely? Muldoon won’t be able to pass any bills you don’t like. And what persuades you that I can do anything?’

Julia smiled, sceptically, at Gott. She liked him, although theoretically he was everything she despised – an investment banker and a Tory behind-the-scenes fixer. She believed that he thought people not fit to govern themselves. She believed that he thought that even if they were fit, it would be better if they did not. Yet Gott had got her the job on Westminster Unplugged. He had approached her one day outside the House and implied that she could appear on the programme if she wanted to. Julia, conscious of the value of being a regular face on TV, agreed and next day the call came. She still didn’t really know why Gott had done this, except that, as she knew, such acts were a way of life for him. By supplying her and Joshua to Hugh Patterson, the programme’s presenter, he’d put them both under an obligation to him. They had become two more strings in his hands, to tug when he needed them, although his hands were already as full of strings as a man selling balloons in the street.

She said, ‘You’re not so helpless.’

Gott shook his head, saying, but not expecting to be believed, ‘I’m out of the House. You’ve got more power than I have, with that programme of yours. There’ll be a National Government soon enough. After a certain point, events have their own momentum – an issue arises that the status quo just can’t handle. It could be Iraq. If not that, something else. Suddenly it’ll be imperative to have a functioning government. Then there’ll be a scuffle and it’ll happen – too late, probably, as usual.’

Julia had to go. Her mother was babysitting and had made it plain that she expected to be back in her own home and watching TV by nine thirty. The men tried to persuade her to stay but she insisted, kissed them and left.

When she had gone, Gott turned to Joshua, ‘Nice girl. Tell me… is anything?’

‘No, Edward. There’s not,’ Joshua told him. ‘Not now and never will be,’ he added firmly.

Gott’s expression was neutral. ‘Never’s a long time,’ he observed, then suggested they end the evening at his club, which was within walking distance.


Two

10 Downing Street, London SW1. June 2nd, 2015. 7.30 p.m.

Frederick Muldoon and his Home Secretary, Alan Petherbridge, sat in Muldoon’s office, by a fireplace filled with a large arrangement of flowers and foliage, creamy roses, bright red gladioli, pink and cream orchids. They had no eyes for the flowers.

‘Six people under arrest at Fairford and Hamscott Common occupied by demonstrators – how can that have happened? A few hundred men and women in anoraks take over the RAF bases, block the runways and set up camps. Why?’ This was not the first time Muldoon had asked this question, or Petherbridge answered it.

‘The base was taken by surprise. The Americans are responsible for base security, Prime Minister. Deplorable as it is, the invaders are the usual suspects – peace activists, CND, nuns, SWP. And of course, our old friend, the Reverend Alec Hutchinson. No demo complete without him.’ Petherbridge spoke smoothly, giving no sign he had said all this three times already that morning, the first time an hour ago at the COBRA meeting.

The conference call had scanned into the Cabinet Room the director of COBRA, the head of the Ministry of Defence, Chairman of the Armed Services, and senior intelligence and police officers from Britain and the USA. The fifteen-strong committee met, apparently at Downing Street, but in reality from their office desks, their homes or hotel rooms. Such virtual meetings were indispensable in a world where key men and women were seldom available in the same place at the same time. In theory, a virtual meeting was supposed to work exactly like its real-life counterpart. In practice it did not. Most of the participants were unused to the technology. They were accustomed to sitting in a real room with a real temperature and real outside sounds. In addition, at a virtual meeting it was harder to read faces for the sudden tightening of a pair of lips, a faint twitch of the eyes, a sense of who was working with whom against whom. There was no ‘feeling of the meeting’ to be read by subtle practitioners. And, these days, the participants were wary. A year earlier, at a virtual meeting in Haifa between the newly elected President of Saudi Arabia, the President of Israel and the US Special Representative, a wrongly placed word had caused an international crisis with riots in Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad. So now when COBRA met, the participants could not be absolutely confident they were off the record.

Frederick Muldoon had called the meeting knowing it might lack spontaneity. He did not want contention. He did not want brilliant thinking. He did not want a firm conclusion. The downside was that Alan Petherbridge, crisp but informal in chinos and an open-necked blue shirt, had performed with skill. He had established the reluctance of the armed services to play any part in retaking the base and the competence and readiness of the Kent and Metropolitan Police to do so. When Muldoon, in an effort to undermine him, had demanded to know why there had been no intelligence about the plan to take over the base, Petherbridge had adroitly laid the blame in several directions – M15, M16, US military security – and ended by saying there was a full review in hand. The consensus of the men and women sitting round the virtual table in the virtual Cabinet Room was that the Home Secretary, Alan Petherbridge, was the safe pair of hands for the job.

Muldoon, sweating behind his desk, his heavy, fair-complexioned face pouchy with fatigue, understood that although he had succeeded in his primary objective, to make sure nothing too strong came out of the meeting, he had lost ground where Alan Petherbridge was concerned. Petherbridge had come out of it well. Now, dark, lantern-jawed and, as ever, well-shaven, Petherbridge looked fresh and keen. Apparently relaxed, he sat opposite the Prime Minister, his long legs in immaculately creased trousers crossed. He looked blandly at the Prime Minister as he repeated information he had already given to the meeting an hour before.

‘There are nuclear weapons on that base,’ said Muldoon.

‘The majority of these demonstrators are CND. They’re not going to arm a nuclear warhead.’ He wondered if the Prime Minister was breaking up. He looked bad this morning. There were rumours he was drinking more. Or had he been woken at two or three in the morning by the White House, famous for not worrying about any time zones but its own? Someone in Washington – Ray Hollander, perhaps – could have called up Muldoon in the middle of the night and given him a hard time. After the results of the Iraq elections and Al Bactari’s threat to nationalize his nation’s oil, the US President would be in no mood to accept that an ally had allowed its rag-tag-and-bobtail citizenry to disable one of their bases. Maybe that was why he looked so rough. But whether it was early-morning phone calls or too much whisky or perhaps just the consciousness of ebbing power, it did not pay to underestimate Muldoon. He had astonishing recuperative powers, second-to-none survival instincts and, in a pinch, he’d fight like a cornered rat.

Muldoon stood up and pressed a button on his desk. The wall behind it lit up. ‘There it is then – a crowd of shaggy demonstrators sitting on the runways, encircled by US troops without orders and the whole thing’s on TV.’

Petherbridge took in the scene. The sun was shining, the demonstrators were smiling and holding up banners, the armed US troops were standing, looking on and sweating. ‘I see what you see, Prime Minister,’ Petherbridge said. ‘I don’t like it any more than you do. All I can say is that the police will be in there in approximately half an hour restoring order and making arrests. The Met and Kent police are already mustered there, fine-tuning the dispositions of Armed Response and briefing the hostage negotiators. We shouldn’t need them, but it’s just as well to be prepared. The base commander’s quite happy to let us deal with it. He’s got plenty of armed men to deploy and the bases are, de facto, US territory as we know, but he’s quite ready to accept the policy of not using US troops to deal with British civilians.’

‘Particularly since you don’t seem to have managed to keep the cameras away.’

‘They got there fast,’ Petherbridge said. ‘The local police weren’t quick enough. It won’t happen next time.’

‘There’d better not be a next time.’

The door opened and a lean figure in chinos and a denim shirt walked in springily.

Muldoon said, ‘I’ve asked Tom here to join us. Fresh input.’

‘Yes, Prime Minister,’ agreed Petherbridge, who disliked the rough and crudely intelligent head of Downing Street’s Press Department. He thought they needed no fresh input and if they did, he doubted if Tom Canning would have anything to contribute. He was there for only one reason – to lend Muldoon moral support.

‘Coffee, Tom?’ asked the Prime Minister, which was, thought Petherbridge, more than he had himself been offered. Canning refused and sat down in a chair opposite the fireplace.

‘When this is resolved, we’ll need an inquiry,’ Petherbridge said. If anything went wrong – and such situations were unpredictable – he guessed Muldoon would try to make sure he got the blame.

‘Better get them out first, before thinking about the inquiry,’ Canning said easily, implying for Muldoon’s benefit that Alan Petherbridge was always the same, uptight, nit-picking and legalistic.

Edmund Jones was shown in. He was Petherbridge’s Permanent Secretary at the Home Office. The Prime Minister had not invited him to the meeting. Petherbridge had. He needed a witness.

The PM did not comment on Jones’s intrusion. He did not ask him to sit.

‘I was just saying, Ed,’ Petherbridge remarked, ‘that after this bit of trouble is ended we’ll need an inquiry.’

Edmund Jones was a short, fair, angry man who found it hard to conceal his irritation. He had been standing beside Petherbridge and now went to the window and picked up the second gilt chair. He put it down, rather noisily, beside the Home Secretary and sat.

‘But when will that be?’ wondered Tom Canning, cueing Muldoon.

Petherbridge put on small headphones and listened. He said, ‘Half an hour.’

‘The retaking of the base has been half an hour away for an hour now,’ said Muldoon.

Petherbridge controlled his impatience. ‘The Metropolitan and Kent police aren’t trained to clear air force bases. Our armed response teams are trained on the basis that their targets will be one, or just a few, armed civilians. I take it we want to clear the bases without causing casualties. It’s prudent to take time for proper planning and briefings. And let’s not forget the cameras will be on the action.’

Canning threw up his eyes and groaned noisily. ‘Softly, softly,’ he deplored.

Petherbridge said, ‘You and I, Tom, might be only too delighted to see an armed-response team gun down two dissident nuns and the Red Vicar. But it wouldn’t look good on TV.’ He glanced at the face of the Prime Minister, which suddenly looked to him like the face of an old, angry defiant boy.

‘There are nuclear weapons there,’ Canning added. ‘As an adviser, I ask, why don’t we let the British Army sort it? After Northern Ireland they know how to deal with civilians. Send them in – these buggers would soon fold.’

‘Thank you for the advice, Tom. That was considered. But,’ Petherbridge pointed out, ‘problems emerged at this morning’s meeting.’ Which, Tom Canning, you were not at, he thought. ‘One is that a sizeable proportion of the public might resent the British Army being deployed against civilians. Another is that Ian Noakes has quietly sounded out the Army. They told him they’d need precise orders, and that if those orders covered firing on civilians the men could be reluctant.’

‘First time I’ve heard of the Defence Secretary going cap in hand to the Army; first time, for that matter, I’ve heard of the Army being a democracy. I thought the Secretary for Defence tells the Army what to do, and the Army does it,’ Canning said.

He’d gone too far and Muldoon said, ‘Well, Tom, there are legalities involved.’

Petherbridge would not have objected to Muldoon ordering out the Army (far more reluctant to be involved than the PM knew) and making a real pig’s ear of the whole affair, including later lawsuits against HM Forces for undue force and injuries sustained. He said, though, ‘I’m sure you’re right, Prime Minister, that a firm but not aggressive stance is indicated.’

‘Thank you, Alan. I’ll convey all that to Washington,’ Muldoon said.

Petherbridge left, knowing that once his restraining presence was gone the PM and his adviser would be boys together, enjoying a reviving conversation about the Yanks, the lads of the British Army versus Petherbridge’s softy elite force of coppers, showing who was boss, bloody noses and all the rest. Canning was smart and would be playing along. Petherbridge didn’t care what they did. They could get out a bottle of whisky and play poker with their sleeves rolled up if they liked.

As his car went through the Downing Street gates there was a small crowd of 200 demonstrators outside, bearing placards – NO WAR ON IRAQ, END THE WAR IN AFGHANISTAN, END THE CRUSADES.

‘I’d like to send the SAS in, just to clear away that mob,’ he said.

Edmund Jones, beside Petherbridge in the car, suddenly realized how much proximity to his boss repelled him. He feared him, also. He said, ‘I think that, and COBRA, went well enough, Alan.’

Petherbridge said, ‘So it seems. But we don’t know what Washington is saying to Muldoon. That could change everything. When you get back to your office, will you dictate a detailed memorandum about everything you’ve seen and heard today? I’ll do the same.’

‘Right,’ said Jones. Little wonder Petherbridge was watching his back. He was after Muldoon’s job. Everybody knew it, especially Muldoon.

Hamscott Common, Kent. June 3rd, 2015. 8.15 a.m.

Kim Durham, with Rory strapped in his seat beside her, set out to work on a bright June morning. She and Rory had argued. Outside the house, holding his book bag in one hand a bright blue bird’s egg in the other – miraculously almost intact, although a chick had hatched through the broken hole at the top – Rory had urged, as usual, ‘Let’s go past the base.’ And Kim, who had seen pictures of the demonstrators inside the base, said no. She did not want him to see a band of people, grubby and dishevelled, marching about the base behind the wire with their banners, singing and shouting slogans and watched by the groups of resentful armed soldiers. She did not want to pass the line-up of stationary bombers on the runway or drive directly under the circling helicopters. They might pass just as the demonstrators were struggling with those sent to arrest them. Even more, she did not want to answer Rory’s questions about what was happening, and why. All her instincts told her that she should keep her child away from this scene.

Half the children at the school would have seen the morning’s news. There would be ferocious playground games involving the invading demonstrators being attacked by soldiers. The situation would revive all the other games – swooping, arms outstretched, across the playground, dropping imaginary bombs.

Outside the house, Kim had argued with Rory. ‘I don’t want to go past the base,’ she’d said. ‘We’ll probably get held up. Anyway, I don’t like it.’

‘Why not?’ he’d cried. ‘Everybody else goes there. Everybody goes.’

He’d thrown his school bag down on the ground in the front garden.

‘Don’t break your egg,’ she’d said. And then Rory had crushed the frail eggshell in his fist and thrown it over the garden fence on to the pavement outside, crying out, ‘I don’t want a stupid bird’s egg! I want to see the soldiers.’

Kim, holding her own heavy bag, stood and looked at him and Rory, defiantly, looked back. His mother knew very well that if Rory, normally a reasonable child, had gone into one of his rare, stubborn rages, it would be hours before he would budge. Shouts and yells, even slaps, would not get him willingly into the car. They would be late, very late, for school and she was supposed, that day, to be taking assembly. She gave in, saying, ‘Come on then. Get in the car and we’ll go past the base.’

They drove from the house to the farmland in sulky silence until, as they reached the bend in Templesfield Road which would lead them beside the base, Rory began to brighten. He’d already seen the helicopters circling above and now, spotting police cars and military vehicles on the road ahead, craned to see what other excitements the scene had to offer. Then he looked up and gave a scream of delight so loud that Kim almost lost control of the car.

‘What?’ she asked in alarm, and risking following her son’s eyes upwards saw an extraordinary sight. Floating down over the base, like strange drifting birds, were twenty white parachutes, each with the figure of a soldier attached to it, swaying. Some were low enough down over the base, now, for Kim to able to see faces beneath helmets, camouflage uniforms, boots and heavy weapons. Others were still high up, the soldiers swinging like puppets from their harnesses. She stopped the car.

A red-faced, helmeted young soldier appeared beside her open car window. ‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ he said. ‘Will you turn round and go back?’ But as he spoke a truck with a dozen soldiers in the back pulled up short beside her. With that vehicle, which had come from her direction, beside her and the other vehicles ahead, she had no way through. Worse, she could see a car behind her and knew that traffic must be piling up behind. Templesfield Road was heavily used by commuters as a short cut to the ring road. She could not move back or forward. Rory was taking no notice of the standstill. As if seeing a vision, he was taking in the slow descent of the parachutes. The first soldiers were landing in billows of white near the runway.

Kim gestured at the truck. ‘I can’t turn,’ she pointed out. The young soldier beckoned the truck on, yelling at the driver, ‘Come forward.’ The driver yelled something back, and did not move. ‘Come on, buddy! Move!’ shouted the soldier beside Kim. She began to feel nervous.

Inside the base the landed soldiers, weapons at the ready, were encircling the demonstrators clustered between the big, stationary jets. The demonstrators were haranguing them.

‘They’re going to shoot the demonstrators!’ Rory cried out.

‘Of course they’re not,’ she replied automatically. Trying for calm she said to the soldier, ‘If the truck driver won’t move you’ll have to let us through.’

The soldier ran to the truck and began to shout at the driver. The driver protested. Kim, seeing more and more troops landing on the base with weapons at the ready, saw a space ahead between an armoured car and a camouflaged truck and thought she could get through if the truck would move further on to the verge of the Common. She put the car in gear and edged forward, followed by the car behind her. As she crept on she saw some of the soldiers running to the perimeter of the camp and taking up positions. Rory wriggled. He said, in a high voice, ‘What’s going to happen, Mummy?’

A jeep, containing three officers, moved out in front of Kim’s car, forcing her to stop. One leapt out and ran angrily towards her. At the same time, to her right, she saw a group of five men, spread out, advancing on the demonstrators from behind. Two men, finding they were about to be penned in between the advancing soldiers and the force on the front perimeter, broke away from the group and zigzagged between the fighter bombers, probably planning to escape to the side, across the area in front of the administration buildings.

What happened after that was never made completely clear. Certainly, the troops to the rear opened fire on the running men. Both fell. And, certainly, a bullet went through Kim Durham’s windscreen and into her head, splattering it all over her windscreen, the interior of the car and her son, Rory, still in the seat beside her. There was a shouted order and the firing stopped as Rory, screaming, managed to release his seat belt and wrench open the door of the car. He toppled out of the vehicle, righted himself and ran sobbing, his face, jeans and T-shirt covered in his mother’s blood, towards a young, and horrified, US soldier. He fell on his knees, his bloody face turned up into the face of the man. He seemed to be appealing to him. For protection, asking him to undo, somehow, what had taken place? That was the photograph that went instantly round the world – the boy at the feet of Will O’Neill, an ordinary soldier who had never fired a live round at anyone in his life.

After that, there was a terrible silence. Rory was pulled away, stunned, from the soldier and put in the charge of a nurse from the base while marines rounded up the unprotesting and shocked demonstrators and handed them over to the local police. They were herded into vans which had been waiting further down the road. The two demonstrators who had been shot at – one dead, one wounded – were loaded into an ambulance. Paramedics pulled Kim from her car, put her body on a stretcher and took it to a second ambulance.

The retaking of Hamscott Common by the Marines had cost two lives, that of Damon Jepson, aged 25, a student and anti-war protester, and Kim Durham, aged 27, a primary school teacher and the mother of a young son.

10 Downing Street, London SW1. June 3rd, 2015. 9 a.m.

Frederick Muldoon had achieved the highest office in the land. This is not done without a speed and resilience which in another context might be defined as bordering on the psychopathic.

One phone call, from the White House, had got him into this position. ‘The President feels,’ Ray Hollander had said evenly, ‘that this is a US base and therefore something we have to take care of. She asks, “Is that OK with you?”’ Muldoon found it easy to agree with his powerful ally even though he knew that by doing so he was completely negating the plan agreed earlier at COBRA and confirmed with his own Home Secretary.

Fifteen seconds after he heard the news of Kim Durham’s death he had moved from concern about the messy and needless death of a young woman to acute concern about his own situation. He saw now that he had played into Hollander’s hands. He saw that the Marines must have been in the air heading for Hamscott before the call. An innocent woman had died and he, Frederick Muldoon, would be held responsible.

Stalking him like a mugger in an alley were thoughts of Alan Petherbridge, who would pick his time to leak the information that his own plan to retake the base, using the British police, had been safer. All that could save him now was a strong and supportive call from the President of the US, an admission that she had personally backed his decision, her apologies for a tragic mistake, her firm assurance there would be a prompt investigation of the error, and her own words of condolence to the family. He needed it now, and he needed it on screen before the press conference. Importantly, he needed to be able to quote the President’s own words of condolence to the family.

Muldoon had been waiting for half an hour for the President of the United States to ring back. His office was handling everything else – no other calls would be put through until he had spoken to the President. An aide had woken Hollander in Washington when Muldoon called. Hollander, his eyes sleep-swollen and his hair sticking up on top of his head, had reacted immediately. ‘A terrible accident,’ he said. ‘The President will speak to the victim’s family personally as soon as possible. And there’ll be a compensation package, of course.’

Muldoon looked at the man who had, only an hour earlier, asked for his agreement that the Marines should land at Hamscott. Who had gained that agreement from him and promptly gone to bed, to sleep. Who had put him in the appalling position he was in today. He disciplined himself to stay calm. He needed more from Hollander now, much more. He needed to talk to the President. He needed to record that talk on film before 10 a.m., the time of his scheduled weekly encounter with the press. ‘Will you talk to the President?’ he’d asked. ‘I’d like to speak to her personally.’ There was a short silence. It: was four in the morning in Washington and the head of the most powerful country in the world is not woken lightly. For her, perhaps, the death of Kim Durham and the pictures of Rory at the soldier’s feet, already on TV, were not as important as the hundred other important matters she acted on daily.

Muldoon waited. Would Hollander wake the President, giving Muldoon the appearance of a man so concerned by this random death that he had called the President of the USA, and so influential that the President had responded personally, or would he have to face the world’s press without that backing? ‘Let me make some calls and get back to you,’ Hollander said.

‘As soon as you can,’ Muldoon said. ‘I have a press conference in an hour and a half.’

Now, the press conference was only an hour off and there had still been no call to the silent room, reached only by the muffled sound of traffic and the incessant ringing of phones in other rooms. Muldoon, behind his desk, backed by a vast oil painting of the Duke of Wellington on a rearing stallion, was sweating. The only other man in the room, his Press Officer, Tom Canning, was in a chair by the fireplace, with a pen in his hand and a pad on his knee. In fact, there would be nothing to write until the President’s call came, if it did. Every few minutes one of Canning’s assistants came in with a sheaf of messages and silently handed them to him. The British press and the BBC wanted statements. The European press wanted statements on the statements of their own leaders – the German President had wondered what was the status of the British bases, the French President pointed to that status as anomalous, the Russian President had already sent unnecessary and trouble-making condolences to the family. Everyone wanted the PM to respond, but Frederick Muldoon waited for the presidential call that might not come.

Canning was betting that Hollander would not wake his President and, at the last moment, would produce an uncontentious statement for Muldoon to deliver. Hollander would consider Muldoon’s long-term prospects, never good because of the small majority, worse after this death at the base. Because, technically, only one man could have authorized the Marines to invade the base and that was Muldoon. And Hollander would know the British press would write the story of a puppet Prime Minister allowing foreign troops to gun down an innocent schoolteacher, lone parent of a small boy. It was irresistible. And, Canning thought, also as true as any press story ever got.

Canning’s wife, who worked for Sky News, had told him as he drank a hasty espresso that morning, ‘If the President doesn’t come up with something solid for Muldoon this morning before the press conference, the President will be hanging him out to dry. Goodbye, Muldoon, hello, somebody else. Who will that be?’

Canning hadn’t answered the question – he’d been rushing through the door – but the answer was obvious. That somebody else would be Alan Petherbridge, the Home Secretary. He was capable and respected, if not liked. And as far as Hamscott was concerned he had clean hands – he’d advised using British police to clear the base. He’d been backed at 6.30 a.m. by COBRA, so Canning understood, and at seven thirty he’d confirmed the plan with the Prime Minister. Muldoon had then reneged on all that, pretty certainly after a call from Washington. It would not be long before Petherbridge, one way or another, made this known.

This put Canning in a bad situation. He disliked Petherbridge about as much as Petherbridge disliked him. He was a cold, smug, clever-clever bastard, Canning thought, and he hadn’t recommended a softly-softly approach at Hamscott because he was a bleeding heart, a supporter of people’s right to protest, but only because it was the more intelligent way. Muldoon would be lucky to survive, once Petherbridge let it be known he was the hero of the Hamscott Common affair. Ladbrokes would start offering odds on him as the future Prime Minister. And Canning would be out of a job.

Canning shifted in his chair. He was wasting his time sitting here, in silence, while Muldoon refused to speak even to his own Private Secretary. Or the Defence Secretary. Or the RAF. Or Kim Durham’s parents. Or the Europeans. And certainly not to Alan Petherbridge. He was only present so that Muldoon would not be alone, waiting for a call from the President of the United States, the only person who could save him from this wreck. But without that call, it was, Canning estimated, twenty to one that Muldoon, unpopular head of a party with a majority of three, would go.

Frozen in horror, Canning watched Muldoon pick up the phone and call Hollander again. He couldn’t wrench the phone from his hand but he knew – everybody knows – that phoning again so soon after the first call reeked of desperation. Listening, he gathered that the Pentagon already had reports from the senior officer at Hamscott Common and the Marine commander in charge of the raid. They were being studied as a matter of urgency. ‘Has the President been told?’ asked Muldoon. Pointless to ask – of course she hadn’t, thought Canning. The President would be informed when the assessments were made, Hollander told him. Within half an hour he would have a statement ready, in time for the press conference.

Canning was astonished that Muldoon put the phone down without even asking for details of the military reports. ‘Hollander going to wake the President at any point?’ he enquired.

‘He didn’t say,’ Muldoon said, adding, in a low, grumbling tone, ‘Ray Hollander’s never liked me.’ Oh God, Canning groaned to himself, Muldoon’s cracking. The phone rang again. Muldoon snatched it up. He steadied. Canning wondered if there’d been a miracle and the President was on the line.

Muldoon composed his face and said, ‘Prime Minister speaking, ma’am,’ and although, over the next five seconds his face completely drained of colour, he continued to speak steadily. Meanwhile, Canning had picked up the phone on the table in front of him and heard the crystalline tones of the Queen of England asking, ‘Can you tell me exactly, Prime Minister, what happened at Hamscott Common?’ There was no picture on the screen in front of him – the Queen never used videophone.

Muldoon gave a smooth but inadequate answer. He was instantly picked up on various points and examined more fully. He responded calmly. He was asked more questions by a plainly displeased Queen.

When Muldoon put the phone down he was ashen and sweating, like a man with flu, but the episode reminded Canning of one of the reasons why Muldoon was Prime Minister – his nerve. He wondered if, even after all this, Muldoon would survive.

At that moment Alan Petherbridge, uninvited and immaculate, his long, dark-complexioned face set in stone, came through the door. How he had got through Muldoon’s defence system Canning could not tell. But here he was, fresh as paint, taking in the situation at a glance, giving Canning a look indicating, if not sympathy, at least some understanding, and saying, ‘Prime Minister, I apologize for the intrusion, but there are matters that can’t wait.’

May 2017

If you had to point to the real beginning of our present crisis, it was not the death of Kim Durham. For that we had to wait another four months, until the election of October 2015. But the image of young Rory Durham at the US soldier’s feet still symbolizes what happened – what is still happening. There’s always a picture – Jackie Kennedy’s pink suit, stained with her husband’s blood, the naked girl in Vietnam, running. And then there was, and still is, the photograph of Rory Durham kneeling in the road, clutching at the armed soldier’s knees. Strange that this image came so early, long before the corruption began, the country was plunged into cold and darkness, the nights were ripped by the sound of the bombers overhead – and long before Mark Moreno died. Before we learned shame, the shame of those who have allowed their country to be betrayed from within, and the shame of defeat.

That picture of Rory was like a prophecy. From that moment on the poster of Rory at the soldier’s feet was used on demonstrations – when demonstrations were allowed – and is still stuck up on bedroom walls and in small committee rooms throughout the land. ‘Kim Durham’ is no longer just the name of a woman. It is the name of a state of affairs.

Young Rory Durham will be seven years old now. After the bruising encounters with the media and the sordid battles with the diplomats, the advisers and the intelligence services of two National Governments, all attempting to get some ‘right’ answers and statements from them, Rory and his maternal grandparents sharpened up and managed to disappear. I don’t know if anyone helped them or if they ever claimed any of the money shoved at them with both hands by Britain and the USA. They’re lost to us now, and to history, or so it seems. But, you never know, Rory Durham, one way or another, may resurface. In real life, as opposed to fiction, there’s always another chapter, another act, another reel, just when you thought the story was finished. But for the time being, they’re gone. Perhaps they changed their name; perhaps they emigrated. The only people who could easily find them are precisely those who want them out of the way, because of what they represent.

So, wishing Kim Durham’s family some peace, temporarily at least, I’ll go back to the way the world changed after Kim’s death. Muldoon was finished by then. Whatever spin his friends and supporters tried to put on it, he was the man who’d agreed to the Marine landings at Hamscott Common and was held indirectly responsible for the death of an innocent bystander. Not only that, he’d sanctioned foreign soldiers firing on British protesters. There are times when spin is not enough, and this was one of them.

What Muldoon did next helped the plans of those working against us. We think the plans were already laid, but Muldoon, acting purely out of pride, egotism and malice, really sped them up. He could not have done more to help the plotters’ cause if they’d been paying him. Of course, it’s been rumoured that they were, but serious people don’t believe it. Even now, when we know so much more about how a man is turned into a renegade, only conspiracy theorists believe Muldoon acted out of anything other than personal motives. But they were enough.

Hamscott Common, Kent. June 3rd, 2015. 11 a.m.

Rory Durham was taken to the hospital and passively endured washing, and being put into other clothes. As the doctor began to talk to his grandparents, Rory, standing beside his grandmother’s knee and holding her hand, began to cry helplessly and insist on going back to his house. This was the last thing Matt and Katherine Arthur wanted, but Rory was unpersuadable. He wept, he demanded to go back to his house; he could not, or would not, explain why. Slender young Dr Mehmet, concerned for the little boy, hesitated and then agreed he would drive them back to Kim Durham’s house in his own car. He suggested that, as the press was camped at the front of the hospital, looking for pictures of the bereaved family, they leave by a back entrance. With Rory holding his grandmother’s hand and crying, the quartet went out into the reception area outside Dr Mehmet’s consulting room to find it empty except for a tall man in American officer’s uniform. He stepped forward respectfully and said, ‘Mr and Mrs Arthur, please accept my sympathy for your loss. A great tragedy – a terrible accident. Our hearts are with you in your bereavement. Now, I apologize for this and I don’t want it to look like I’m rushing you, at this terrible time, but I’d appreciate it if you would let me come back with you to your home. There’s a good deal to discuss.’

Matt Arthur looked at him blankly. Kim’s mother, tightening her grip on Rory’s hand, asked, ‘Discuss what?’

‘The accident – and, more importantly now, what to do about the media intrusion.’

‘We just want to take Rory home,’ said Katherine.

‘Ma’am,’ he said, ‘if you think about it, I’m sure you’ll see the need for some help in protecting your privacy—’

The door of the waiting room banged open and another man entered. He was tall, tanned and wearing a cream linen suit. Acknowledging the presence of the other man he said, without pleasure, ‘Captain Struthers.’ He advanced on the little group – the grandparents, trying to contain their grief for the sake of the weeping boy, Rory himself and the doctor. His hand extended as he moved towards them. ‘Mr and Mrs Arthur,’ he said, ‘my deepest condolences. This has been a most terrible event.’ As they shook hands he said, ‘I know this is a dreadful time for you. What we want to do is minimize the pressure from the media…’

‘I want to go home!’ cried Rory. ‘I want to go home! Take me home!’ He wrenched his hand out of his grandmother’s and ran to the door. Mrs Arthur said, ‘All we want to do now is take Rory home.’ She went to the door to talk to the boy.

‘Mrs Arthur…’ said the Englishman.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Rory’s grandfather. ‘We have to take Rory home. Then we’re going to stay with family in Brighton.’

‘For your own comfort and protection…’ said the American, Captain Struthers.

Mr Arthur spoke with an effort, ‘No,’ he said. ‘Thank you for your offer, but you – all of you – have already done enough.’ He went to the door and picked up his grandson.

When they got to the small red-brick house where Kim and her son had once lived, but would live no longer, Rory and his grandparents got out of the car. Dr Mehmet, the driver, remained in the vehicle, watching the little group standing on the pavement.

In the car, Rory’s crying had stopped. He sat between his grandparents, staring forward. They had not seen any alternative to taking the hysterical child back to his home, but both were afraid that in one part of his mind Rory had not accepted his mother’s death and dreaded that he thought, perhaps, he would find her when they got back, as if nothing had happened. They had tried to find out why the boy wanted to go home. ‘You won’t be able to live there any more,’ Mr Arthur had told him.

‘I know,’ he had responded angrily. Now they stood on the pavement. Kim’s mother glanced up at the windows, where their daughter had hung curtains when she moved in with the baby, Rory. Beyond the gate was the little patch of lawn with its round, central bed. The roses Kim had planted were in bloom. Below them, in the ground, were the bulbs she had put in, which had flowered in the spring and would flower again in the following year.

The Arthurs were both looking at Rory, so only Dr Mehmet observed a man walk up the road, duck into the garden opposite the house and start taking photographs. He also noticed a car slide into a parking space down the road. Two men got out, and stood on the pavement looking towards the Arthurs.

Rory ran to the part of the pavement where he had thrown the bird’s egg. He knelt down and tried to pick up the small blue fragments, most of which were stuck to the pavement.

‘It’s my fault,’ he shouted. ‘I said to go there! I said to go there!’ He had three little pieces of bird’s egg stuck to his palm now.

‘What are you doing, Rory?’ asked his grandmother. ‘What do you mean?’

Still trying to scrape a piece of egg from the pavement, which broke under the pressure of his nails, he began to cry again. ‘I threw my bird’s egg away. It’s my fault – I threw it away.’

Rory’s grandfather did the only thing he could think of. He knelt down and began to lift tiny pieces of crushed eggshell from the pavement with his penknife. The photographer began to approach them from across the road. ‘You didn’t do anything wrong,’ Kim’s grandfather told the boy. He dropped a few pieces into an old envelope he had in his inside pocket. ‘Mr Arthur!’ the photographer called. ‘Are you Mr Arthur?’

‘We’d better go, Matt,’ urged Mrs Arthur.

‘Just a minute,’ said Matt Arthur. He lifted up another tiny scrap of blue and dropped it in the envelope. ‘That’s it, I think. Do you think that’s all of it, Rory?’

‘Yes,’ said the boy in a low voice.

‘Mr Arthur?’ asked the photographer, on the pavement now.

‘Go away,’ said Matt Arthur. The photographer backed away as Rory and his grandparents advanced towards the car. He bent down, ‘Are you Rory Durham?’ he asked.

Matt Arthur pushed him. ‘Get out of the way.’

‘Mr Arthur,’ called one of the hurrying men. But the Arthurs’ car was moving. Inside, Rory wept over his palm, in which three little pieces of blue eggshell lay. Kim’s mother burst into tears herself. A car followed them for a while, then gave up and turned back.

43 Basing Street, London. June 12th, 2015. 4.30 p.m.

Julia Baskerville put a mug of tea in front of the Deputy Leader of her party and said, ‘I wouldn’t have asked you round if it wasn’t important.’

She and Mark Moreno were in the sitting room of her small house in Whitechapel. This room, because of the size of the house, a former workman’s cottage, was also the dining room. The dining table stood against the back wall, covered in files and papers. Mark was on the couch, in front of the TV, Julia leaning towards him on a low, buttoned chair. Mark, a very tall, thin and balding forty-year-old, looked weary.

‘The point is,’ Julia said urgently, ‘We all know Muldoon’s on his way out unless there’s a miracle. And Petherbridge is likely to be the next PM. He’s tough and right wing. And who’ve we got? Carl Chatterton. So I and the usual suspects want to put you up.’

‘You always want to put me up, Julia,’ Moreno said. ‘And I always refuse.’

‘It matters, Mark. More than ever—’

‘I know. But I don’t want to split the party. That matters, too, now, more than ever.’

‘The last time I saw Chatterton he couldn’t even remember my name.’

‘I’m not saying he’s got spectacular people skills—’

‘He hasn’t got any spectacular skills—’

‘He’s a good number cruncher. He did an excellent job in the Treasury.’

‘And then he got promoted above his capacity,’ Julia said. ‘Mark, we all know what happened. It was between you and Blackwood. Half the Party didn’t want Blackwood. The other half didn’t want you—’

‘That’s how it works,’ Moreno said.

‘That’s how it worked. But the party in the House is with you now, ever since Blackwood backed US and British troops landing in the tribal areas in Pakistan, because they thought the Pakistan government hadn’t done enough to root out Al Qaeda there. And now they can’t find them if they were ever there and casualties are heavy – and that’s one good reason why Chatterton and Blackwood are discredited – more and more so, day by day, with every squaddie who dies out there. Come on, Mark – we should challenge now.’

Mark Moreno looked at the thin, animated face opposite him. He smiled. ‘Leave it until after the summer recess. Conference time. I’ll make my decision then.’

‘It could be too late,’ she warned.

‘No reason to think it will be.’

‘I’ve got a nasty feeling…’

Moreno stood up. ‘I’ve got a nasty feeling my wife will be an angry woman if I don’t get home now,’ he said. ‘She’s going out for a coffee – first since the twins were born. She’s like a kid on the way to Disneyland.’

Julia stood also. She kissed the tall man on the cheek. ‘I’m sorry, Mark. I wouldn’t have called you if we didn’t all think—’

‘I won’t tell you I haven’t been thinking about it. It’s not just the Hamscott debate. Of course the Lib Dems will walk all over us. It’ll be Amir Siddiqi. They’ll walk all over the Tories, too. It won’t make any difference. When Petherbridge takes over we’ll need a credible leader.’

‘Think hard, Mark.’

He nodded and left to make his way back on public transport to Greenford and his screaming twins. Up to now he had never encouraged the left-wingers of his own party to think he’d challenge the leadership. Loyalty or strategy? Both, of course. But perhaps this time Julia was right. Chatterton was increasingly a liability. Petherbridge would be a bigger threat than Muldoon. As usual, timing was everything. Success or failure depended on it. Timing – and luck.

Fox Square, London SW1. June 12th, 2015. 8.30 p.m.

Two figures stood by the base of the statue of General Sir Galahad Montmorency Havelock. Facing the statue with their backs turned to the church they were unlikely to be noticed. Even if they had been observed, an accidental meeting in the Westminster village would not have been too surprising. However, this meeting was no accident.

Two days after Kim Durham’s death, Alan Petherbridge leaked the memorandum revealing his plan to retake the base using trained officers from the Metropolitan Police and Kent Constabulary, a plan the Prime Minister had approved. Also leaked was the fact that about an hour later the Prime Minister had agreed to the landing of US Marines at Hamscott. The press leapt on it; there was noisy questioning of the Prime Minister in the House of Commons; a week later a poll showed that 82 per cent of the public blamed the Prime Minister for Kim Durham’s death. The effect of the leak was devastating. Only one right-wing newspaper had dared, in an editorial, to suggest that the invasion of a base holding nuclear weapons demanded prompt and forceful action. This was followed by a flood of largely hostile correspondence.

It would have helped Muldoon if there had been one person with Asian or Middle Eastern connections among the arrested base invaders. But there were none. Those who had seized the base were peace activists, CND supporters and members of religious groups. There were a few hard-core left-wingers. There were nuns. And the Red Vicar, the Reverend Alec Hutchinson, who had been injured by a bullet in the calf but was soon back in full voice from his wheelchair. Admittedly, some of the arrested men and women had convictions for minor offences – trespass, criminal damage, attacks on the police – but hard as Canning and his Press Office tried, it was impossible to spin these characters into terrorists. Meanwhile, there was no escaping the pictures of Kim Durham and her son in newspapers, on TV round the world and now on banners carried by the government’s opponents.

Two weeks later, a second poll showed that 75 per cent of the public, including 50 per cent of his own supporters, thought that Muldoon should be replaced as Prime Minister. Three weeks further on, the same number said that in the event of another election resulting in another hung Parliament, they would support a National Government.

Two days later, a firestorm was unleashed on Syria. Damascus and Aleppo were hit two nights running by a fleet of bombers. A third of the armada of bombers were launched from British bases, including Hamscott Common. The justification for the attack was, said the American President, that Syria had been harbouring international Muslim terrorists who had infiltrated Iraq over the border, flooding the country with subversive propaganda, agents and money. Syrian complicity had created the results of the Iraqi elections. In America, the public was divided about the attacks. The British public refused to believe the President’s arguments. The European Parliament met to condemn the raids. The assault on Syria could not have been timed better if the intention had been deliberately to finish Muldoon as Prime Minister. Some thought that might have been the case.

Predictably, there were demonstrations throughout the country. A suicide bomber, a young man from Harlesden, blew himself up in the gardens of Buckingham Palace. Twelve British oil executives in Nigeria were kidnapped. There were bloody riots in the East End and Southall.

The Conservative Party had changed greatly since the days when a contingent of Tory grandees would visit a Prime Minister they no longer required, and, with the air of men putting down a loaded revolver on a table in front of a disgraced officer, suggest the Prime Minister should take the only way out and resign. There are procedures these days – but at this point the inner group of the Conservative Party knew they had no time for a bruising leadership contest. Muldoon must go, quickly, on grounds of ill health. The chairman of the CBI, Gisela Sutter, and the Party Chairman, Sir Graham Barnsbury, asked for appointments. So did an old lion who had once been in Mrs Thatcher’s Cabinet (and had been among those who told her she must go). The Party Leader in the House of Commons tried to arrange a meeting with Muldoon. A gentleman closely connected with Buckingham Palace planned to drop in for tea. And there were others – Lord Haver of Blindon, the twentieth richest man in Great Britain, the Chief Whip, the Chairman of the Bank of England, and several more – all men who could not be put off and would not be. The PM’s diary filled with the names of his would-be assassins.

After the first of these meetings, Gisela Sutter, the CBI Chairman, reported to Lord Haver and then, separately, to Lord Gott – the two men disliked each other – that Muldoon was not taking the hint. Graham Barnsbury told Lady Jenner, the Conservative leader in the Lords, that Muldoon had told him he thought it important to stay on, to stand firm and weather out the storm. Anything else would discredit the party and him, personally. Such statements have been made by politicians in the past, just before clearing their desks and booking a holiday but Muldoon was that most formidable of obstacles, a weak, obstinate and cunning man. The assassins met and made another plan.

Meanwhile, Muldoon, who knew his world to be full of enemies, cancelled as many appointments as he could, sent the Deputy PM to the House of Commons for Question Time and went to ground, as far as he was able to. The British Parliament has no fixed sessions but votes itself, each year, a generous four months of holidays. The House was due to go into recess in mid-July this year, and would reconvene in mid-October. No child, waiting for the start of the summer holidays, could have looked forward to them as much as Frederick Muldoon did to the dissolution of Parliament, due in four weeks.

Standing in Fox Square by the podium of Sir Galahad’s statue, Petherbridge said to Canning, ‘Tom, you and I have had our differences in the past but we need you now. You know why. You’re the only man Muldoon will listen to. He’s in his bunker, like Hitler, and he won’t come out. You’re practically the only man he trusts. But he can’t survive. You know it, I know it, and at the back of his mind he must know it. Quite frankly you’d be doing him a favour, putting him out of his misery.’

And you a favour too, thought Canning. You want poor old Fred out because you’re the next in line. He was not surprised. He had seen this conversation coming from the moment, that morning, when Petherbridge had asked for a quick chat. Up to now Petherbridge had stayed out of the fray, presumably because it never looks good when the heir apparent takes the knife to his own father. It was plain to Canning that with Muldoon clinging like a barnacle to the ship of state, Petherbridge had been persuaded to take a hand.

This was not the first time that Canning had been approached to use his influence with Muldoon. It was not the second, or even the third. Previously, he’d refused, giving loyalty as his reason. This was only part of it, and perhaps not a very big part. Muldoon had been Canning’s living for seven years. Where would he go when Muldoon went to the backbenches or perhaps out of Parliament altogether? Back to The Times? Would they have him – throwing up a career on a national paper to work for seven years as a Press Secretary is not always much of a recommendation? There were other papers. There was PR. There was consultancy work. But a man who has been a PM’s lackey and ends up stabbing his boss in the back is not always welcome on anyone’s staff.

‘It’d be an act of kindness to him,’ Petherbridge said persuasively. ‘And I’m sure you’d find many people very grateful if you could spare the PM humiliation and the party an agonizing leadership contest in public’

Canning was not admitting to himself that at that moment he was afraid of Alan Petherbridge, afraid of those dark eyes of his, eyes which never, whether in light or darkness, seemed to reflect anything back to the person he was talking to. He was afraid of that pale, matt face – his own was sweating, he knew – and the firm line of Petherbridge’s mouth. But he could not deny Petherbridge’s intelligence and effectiveness. Like a man held in a marriage to an ailing wife, tempted by a healthy and willing partner, he saw it was time to jump – and he jumped. ‘How grateful would these people be, do you think?’ he asked. Petherbridge told him. Five years on the board of a state-supported institution, the CEO of which was about to retire in two years, three years as Director, then, in all probability, a peerage. Canning asked about guarantees. Petherbridge stared at him with those hard-to-read eyes. ‘I’m your guarantee,’ he told Canning. ‘Believe me – this is the best you can hope for.’

He added none of the softening phrases that help a man to do what he thinks he should not do. He had offered his deal. It was a good one and Canning, flinching under that steady, determined gaze, had never been more certain that Muldoon was doomed. He had the impression that Petherbridge would be angered by a request for a few days to think the matter over.

He said, ‘I agree. Shall we talk tomorrow?’ The two men shook hands briefly and parted straight away, leaving Sir Galahad alone in the square, with a pigeon roosting on his head. Tom Canning went home to Clapham Common and hit the local pub and Alan Petherbridge went into Sugden’s for dinner with some good friends from Amical, the Anglo-American friendship society.

Petherbridge sat down. William handed him a menu. ‘Good day?’ enquired his American guest.

‘Very satisfactory,’ said Alan Petherbridge.
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