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To my mother, 

and in memory of my father




Foreword

I WILL NEVER FORGET my first encounter with Mick Herron’s work. It was a good fifteen years ago on a sunny day in my local bookshop, and I was riffling through the staff-recommends shelf – a surefire thing in this shop, as the staff read everything they sell and have great noses. One of them had put a red sign on a book which said, ‘READ NOW OR BE LATE TO THE PARTY’.

I, never one for being late to a party, paid up and started to read. This was, in some ways, a mistake. Having been unkindly jostled by several irritated customers also eager to pay for their books, and indulging in the unbridled snorting of the truly antisocial reader, I ricocheted out onto the street, still glued.

After being narrowly missed by a cyclist, I ended up leaning against the wall I used to look up at as a child, wondering how anything could be so high, and something started to spread through me. A slow jolt, if such a thing is possible, of recognition.

My first thought was – he’s got to be a Londoner.* There rose from his words the erstwhile grimy and faintly villainous quality of my own beloved neighbourhood (now, decades later, cappuccino- and independent-bookshop rich). There rose all the sadness of the post-war years in his streets, the cynical weariness of his protagonists (one can hardly call them heroes), the slipshod raffishness of the institutionally entitled. It was the world of my unaware childhood, more Graham Greene than Ian Fleming but somehow free of Greene’s depressive atmosphere. All the humour food groups were represented. Situations were funny, language was funny, dialogue was funny, and there were actual bona fide gags. To be clear, I knew then –  these are not comedies. They are simply full of the stuff we all laugh at, which is mostly the awful stuff.

I instantly read the rest of his work.

Within his people – the failed, the lonely, the battered and dented, the confused and even the downright nasty – there is always a spark. A decency lost but remembered and possibly even mourned. A spark in the hearts of those who wander his labyrinthine corridors, below and above ground, a suspicion that if you poke about hard enough, the most human part of us all can be found.

Mick Herron’s worlds are murky and corrupt, full of Dante-esque coils and less poetic sulphuric whiffs. Sometimes, visions of this kind can lower the spirits – invoke an unwelcome chill and, especially these days, the scent of unpleasant, even violent, turbulence in the human web.

But I have never finished a single one of his books, all of which I have read and re-read, without feeling hopeful.

In brief, he can make muddy waters shine.

When I was asked, many years later, to play Zoë Boehm, who first appears in the book you are about to read – or re-read – it was as though I’d been invited to walk through that high, child-memory wall, away from the sunny street into his familiar but strange and bittersweet world.

Like Alice, I accepted the invitation, and my adventures have been many, some hilarious, some chilling. Zoë, in her leather carapace, her shit-kicker boots and her armoured soul, has been quite the companion. May you find this book as irresistible as I did, all those years ago, and may you find the common spark of laughter and of compassion in the murk –  like spots of bioluminescence in the Thames.

Emma Thompson 
September 2025



_______________

* He is emphatically not. He is a Geordie.




Prologue


When he opened his eyes he expected to find all the light squeezed from the world, but no: he was alive still, strapped to a bed in a sterile room, angry red claws of pain scratching channels in his flesh. They have tied me down to keep me from shredding myself, he managed, in a moment of clarity. To prevent me ripping the skin from my bones, and not stopping until I’m dead. This was a good thought: it pretended they had his welfare in mind. But the pain remained, like being chewed by fire-ants, and even when he slept he felt it working in his dreams. In his dreams, he was back in the desert. His companions were dead soldiers, their meat dropping off their bones.

			The loudest thing in life was a helicopter. All around, the boy soldiers disintegrated; made puddles in the sand.

			Here, when he was awake, there were other noises to occupy him. Outside his room, he imagined a long corridor of swept tiles and white light; an echoey tunnel that carried sounds past his door, some of which lingered to mock his boredom. A dropped fork rattled in his mind for hours. He heard voices, too, a low mumble that never separated into language, and once he thought he heard Tommy; thought he recognized a man he knew in a noise mostly animal: a rising scream, cut off by a slammed door. Footsteps clattered into distance. Something on wheels might have been a trolley. He tried to shout a response, but his voice got lost in the deep red caverns of his pain, and all he could do was weep silent tears that scorched his cheeks.

			A doctor came once a day. He had to be a doctor: he wore a white coat. The nurse with him carried a tray; on it, a precise array of tools—different-sized needles, small bottles of coloured liquids. Both nurse and doctor wore gloves and surgical masks, and both had olive skin and hazel eyes. Only the doctor spoke. His sentences were short and to the point: Breathe in. Breathe out. I take blood now. Even without the mask, he’d hardly have been fluent. It was another clue to his whereabouts … Not all the needles were for him, so he knew he wasn’t alone here; there were other rooms, other patients, though patients wasn’t the word he meant. Prisoners, his mind supplied. He was a prisoner here, though where here was, he couldn’t be sure.

			The doctor said, “Sleep now.” As if it were a magic instruction, and he was a rabbit being put back into a hat.

			The nurse, though, was beautiful, as nurses have to be. The nurse came more often and fed him, wiped him, saw to his bowel movements. Nothing he did made her speak. Even an erection, to him little short of a miracle, left her unmoved. For the rest, all he had were a few schoolboy phrases—Parley voo? Spreckledy Doitch?—which it wouldn’t have helped him if she’d answered. And anyway he knew, was certain, that if she spoke it would be in a sand language, whose vast syllables would leave him adrift and uncomprehending, like a traveller caught between settlements. Soon, he forgot she was human. When he didn’t want to see her, he turned his face to the wall.

			Days passed. There was no way of knowing how many.

			His body was healing, but slowly: red weals marred all his flesh he could see, and a small detached part of his mind—his black box—told him he’d always be like this now; that his body was scarred and monstrous for ever, but at least the pain was dimming. He was no longer kept strapped down. An ankle-chain secured him to the bed. In time, he might do something about that.

			Once, he stole a spoon during a careless moment; filched it from the tray when the nurse looked round at a noise from the corridor. He hid it under the mattress, but within the hour they’d come to fetch it—three of them: male, silent, dark-featured. Two held him against the wall while the third retrieved his prize, though not roughly. He didn’t struggle. But the effort exhausted him anyway, and he crashed as soon as they’d left. His dream took him back to the desert and the boy soldiers. Sand crunched as he fell from the truck, and the chopper’s whine was the loudest noise in the world. And the boys were melting again, their faces turning runny while his black box recorded it calmly, noting that it’s like watching a very wet painting hung in the wind—but he was sweating when he woke, and sure he’d been screaming. There was nobody to tell him if that were true. Just as there was nobody to tell him if it were night or day.

			He’d have sold his soul for a window. For natural light. 

			And then one day—he had an idea it might be the winter; there was a cold bite to the air—they took him out of the room. The same three men came to secure him to the bed. He was blindfolded and taken through the door, down the corridor he’d only imagined; wheeled past—he was sure of this—windows, from which light fell on to his face in a gentle strobe. He racked his body against the bed, but remained locked in place. When they removed the blindfold, he was in what looked like an operating theatre. The doctor was there, masked, suited up, and had the three interns—guards—untie him and fasten him in what resembled an open coffin. Because he thought they were going to kill him at last, he didn’t struggle. But instead he was loaded into a large mechanical device, of a kind he might have seen in hospital films. Some kind of scanning machine. He was kept there for twenty minutes or so. The noise was constant but not too loud, like knowing there were bees nearby. He almost fell asleep.

			Afterwards the doctor said, “Good.” He was strapped down again, eyes covered, and wheeled back to his room. Again he felt the windows pass, and his one wish in the world was not even escape, but just to be able to stand in the light, and imagine the wind pulsing against his damaged skin.

			After that, it became regular. Once every three days, as far as his body could tell … There were no other clocks available. That was one of the discoveries he’d made: that the body was a kind of clock. It couldn’t be rewound, and couldn’t be replaced. When it finished telling the time, its job was done … Once every three days they took him to the theatre, and scanned him with their device. He never asked a question. This was his plan: for them to forget he was there, and turn their backs for one moment. Even without a spoon, he thought he might win an eye or a tongue.

			… He never knew this, but it was on a Wednesday that it all changed; that he caught his glimpse of the outside world, and found it upside down.

			He was asleep when the nurse came. Genuinely asleep. The pills did this, along with the blood they took: he never did anything, but often felt weak and sleepy. By the ankle-chain, he was tethered to the bed. She must have thought this enough. Perhaps the others, the men, were having a day off. He never knew. It didn’t matter. She wheeled him from the room like that, just the ankle-chain holding him down.

			It was the movement woke him. He’d been dreaming again—the dream never left him, or perhaps he never left the dream—his head full of boiling faces when he forced his eyes open, the way he always woke. For a moment he thought it hadn’t started yet, that he was back in the truck, and instinct tipped him over the side where he hit the floor with a crash of spilled metal. The bed jerked to a halt. And with his gown flapping open, bare-arsed to the world, he lay with a window just two feet above him, its blinds pulled tight against the light, and both his hands untethered.

			Even then, the nurse didn’t speak. She pressed something on her belt instead, though he heard no alarm, and as he reached a hand for the blind, came round to arrest him. He thought she’d be soft. She punched the back of his head. It had been a while since he’d been hurt quite like that, and he collapsed back to the floor, taking the blind with him. It sounded loud as a helicopter. And then there were feet coming, and a pricking in his arm to send him back into the desert, where he really didn’t want to go, not now he’d seen the light—not now he’d seen the sky, and the treetops, and the arch of the building opposite, with its grey stone scrolls and pigeon shit and everything about it screaming England—but then the needle opened the window in his head, and he flew back to the desert. The light was just the morning sun, building its killing heat. The boy soldiers were dying again, but nobody heard their screams.
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