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CHAPTER ONE

The doorbell rang just after I had closed the door. That meant that whoever was ringing had watched me come in and knew that I was there. I moved to the window and looked out cautiously while I was wondering what to do. I wasn’t expecting anyone, so it had to be someone I didn’t want to see.

Through the slit in the curtains all I could make out was a smooth blond head. Underneath it was an elegant, grey pinstriped suit. As I peered out the doorbell rang again, and I retreated in case he looked up and saw me watching him.

I walked into the kitchen and put the kettle on. I didn’t know anyone who looked like that. It could only be a bill collector. TV, rent, rates. I could take my pick. But somehow he didn’t quite look the type.

Something stirred in my memory, and I went back to the window. Just then he looked up and saw me watching him, and in that instant I recognised him.

He waved with the same nonchalance he’d always cultivated. Then he pointed and I went down the stairs slowly, wondering how and why Peter Holmcroft had found his way to my door after all this time.

We sat on either side of the kitchen table just the way we used to nearly twenty years before. Pete had produced a bottle of bourbon, my favourite drink, when I could afford it, and I was surprised that he’d remembered after all this time.

But when I thought about it, it wasn’t all that surprising. We had shared a flat as students, and there was a sense in which the years in between had somehow disappeared as we sat there. This was Pete, who I had known, for a time, as well as I was ever to know anyone.

‘Well,’ he said, raising his glass, ‘here we are again. What’s going on?’

I shrugged. I was broke. I knew a lot of people, but I didn’t like any of them very much. There was little to tell.

‘I keep reading your articles,’ Pete said. ‘You’re famous.’ He grinned, creating a short pause. ‘In a very small way.’

I was familiar with this game too. We’d have to insult each other for a little while at least.

‘The last time we were together, you were dressed in a pair of greasy jeans and an extremely smelly T-shirt, planning boring ways of embarrassing your family. What happened?’

What had happened was that he now looked very prosperous. The grey suit looked as if it had been made for him. His fair hair was styled and every time he moved I caught a whiff of some pricy aftershave.

‘You look like a right dolly,’ I said. ‘What are you doing now?’

He laughed. His look became a little sly, as it always had when he was about to pull some kind of stroke.

‘I work for an MP,’ he said. ‘Grenville Baker.’

I nodded. I knew about Baker. He wasn’t just an MP. He was one of those who’d become natural heirs to power. Connected by birth to a couple of powerful political families, he had inherited old money and become a figure in the electronics industry before going into Parliament. For the last year or so he’d been talked of as a future Cabinet member, and he was already a regular on the TV talk shows. If he was going places, it was clear that Pete was going with him.

‘I heard you’d joined the Conservatives,’ I said.

This was putting it mildly. He’d become a minor guru of the New Right, a fact which had made me laugh when I first heard it, because Pete had made a fetish of not opening a book while he was a student. He’d recently written one though, on the death of the Welfare State. He gave me the sly look again. It made his blue eyes look slightly crossed.

‘Well you couldn’t see me joining Labour, could you? Trying to conceal my origins and spending my evenings at meetings with the kind of objectionable shits who used to infest the students’ union?’

He had talked like this in those days too. I’d talked like that myself. For different reasons, of course, but it was the same crap.

‘Mind you,’ he said, laying his finger to the side of his nose, ‘it’s done me no harm having gone to a gritty university like London. Makes me an intellectual, especially when they find out I lived for years with a black man. That doesn’t go down so well with the troops, but the bosses find it interesting.’

His cynicism began to depress me. In our student days it had been an amusing pose which he used as a shield. Now it was a way of life.

‘Cut the bullshit,’ I said. ‘Is this a social visit or what?’

‘Well, I did want a small favour.’

‘Ah hah,’ I said. ‘What can I do for you?’

For a moment I thought I knew what it might be. A surprising number of people imagined that I could write flattering profiles about them. I couldn’t, but it was a common mistake.

Pete took a swallow and set his glass down firmly. He stared me straight in the eye with a sincere and intense blue gaze which he must have learned in some school for aspiring politicians.

‘It’s not for me exactly. Baker’s got a little personal problem with which you might be able to help.’

I frowned. This was becoming weirder and weirder. I could just about imagine Pete needing a favour from me, but Baker had as much to do with my life as the jet plane I could hear passing overhead.

‘You’re not giving me a preview of the next scandal, are you? What is it? Sex, drugs or thieving?’

Pete gave the comment a small smile. ‘It’s his daughter, Virginia. She’s a student, and in the last couple of weeks, she’s disappeared.’

‘Disappeared?’

I knew about Virginia too. She appeared from time to time in the gossip columns as one of the crowd at some dance or club. They always described her as the ‘daughter of the prominent MP’. I’d seen a picture of her on stage at a fashion show for charity and another on the arm of a pop musician. She was a slim blonde, not pretty, not plain, who I wouldn’t have recognised from the smudgy newspaper prints.

‘She shares a flat with friends in Notting Hill. She hasn’t been there for a while, and her parents are worried.’

‘I didn’t know parents like them worried about not seeing their kids for a few days,’ I said. ‘Isn’t disappeared a bit strong?’

‘Difficult.’

He considered. His expression changed, the professional frankness vanishing. His eyes brooded.

‘She usually keeps in touch.’

‘Why don’t they try the police?’ I knew the answer to that. You can call them in, but you can’t call them out again. Most of the time.

‘Come off it. The police won’t actually go out looking and in any case she might turn up tomorrow.’ He paused. ‘And, no one knows what’s going on, of course, but the circumstances might just possibly require discretion.’

‘No scandal, eh?’

‘A scandal’s unlikely,’ he said. ‘But we’d rather not attract any more attention than necessary. All they need is to locate her and be sure she’s all right. You know what kids are. She’ll probably turn up, astonished that anyone noticed anything.’

‘So why bother?’

‘They’re parents and they’re worried. I’d find her myself. But we’ve got a conference coming up and a possible Cabinet reshuffle. I’m up to my neck in it. In the circumstances …’ He cocked an eyebrow at me and let the sentence trail off.

‘In the circumstances you all want to make sure that there’s nothing nasty happening which the bosses might get a whiff of. Just at this crucial juncture.’

Pete’s smile was positively frosty.

‘Baker simply wants to make sure that she’s all right.’

‘So why me? I mean I appreciate you thinking of me, man. But I’m a journalist, and I’m black. Sure as hell Baker doesn’t want me fooling around with his daughter.’

‘All this is confidential,’ Pete said quickly.

‘Pete. Who cares if some second-class Sloane Ranger ducks out of college? You think I’m going to flog that to Nigel Dempster?’

Pete laughed. ‘Same old Sammy.’

‘Never mind the flannel, old cock. Why me?’

He smiled, rested his elbows on the table and put his clasped fists in front of his mouth, with his chin supported by his thumbs. Then he took them away, leaned forward and gave me the intense look. He compressed his lips, screwed his mouth up, and raised his eyebrows. His expression said that he was going to be frank.

‘Well. That’s just it you see. You’re the only black person I know well enough to trust.’

‘What’s that got to do with it?’

‘Everything, I suppose. She’s been chums lately with a young black man. It’s possible that she’s with him. That might be it.’

‘Complicated.’

‘Yes.’

‘Drugs?’

Pete sighed. ‘It’s probably better if you talk to Baker about all this.’ He took out a card and scribbled on it. ‘Here’s his address. If you’re interested he’ll be at home this evening, and he’ll expect you for dinner.’

He reached over and put the card on the table in front of me. I didn’t move.

‘This is ridiculous, Pete. Being black doesn’t actually qualify me for locating people, even if there is a black youth involved. I’m kind of intrigued, but I’m not interested, you know.’

‘Do me a favour, Sam. As a friend. Go and talk to him. He really wants you to.’

‘But why, Pete? Why me? The guy doesn’t know me from Adam.’

‘He’s read you. That’s how we both thought of it. A few months ago we were reading an article of yours in the Guardian and I said I knew you. Yesterday he asked me about you. I said if you agreed you’d keep quiet about it.’

I grimaced.

‘What have you got to lose?’ he said. ‘You’re a freelance. You’re accustomed to looking up facts and all that. What’s the difference? He’ll pay you.’

I picked up the card and looked at the address.

‘Go and see him,’ Pete said. He poured me another shot of bourbon and winked. ‘Okay?’

I nodded. He was right. I had nothing to lose, and I was curious.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll go.’

I thought he looked a little surprised. Perhaps he’d been prepared to do a lot more persuading. Perhaps he’d been prepared for me to show him the door. But he’d caught me in one of those moments when the only job I had on hand was to count my last pennies.

Work didn’t come easy for a black man in my trade, and I was twisting slowly in the wind. Any likely proposition would have caught my interest, but everything that Pete had said hinted at a secret drama that made my instincts twitch.

Whatever it was had been dropped in my lap like a gift-wrapped package, and I couldn’t resist the urge to open it up.

‘I’ll tell him then,’ Pete said.

‘Don’t worry,’ I repeated. ‘I’m on my way.’




CHAPTER TWO

Baker lived across the river in south London. Around seven in the evening Wandsworth Road was still jammed with traffic, and I crawled along in it until I’d got past the polytechnic and I could turn off.

I’d come across Chelsea Bridge and driven along the river up to the Archbishop’s Palace. It was one of my favourite places, partly because whenever I drove that way I remembered approaching Lambeth and seeing a rainbow hanging above the river, just past the bridge. My son had been in the back, and I still got a kick out of recalling his excitement.

There was no rainbow on the day that I first went to see Baker, but it was one of those warm summer evenings when the city trees were suddenly shiny and green, and the sun danced on the river, and even through the blue petrol haze, London looked beautiful and strange, as I imagined a tourist might see it.

Off Wandsworth Road the traffic was so thin it was hard to imagine that the honking press of vehicles I’d just left was only a hundred yards or so away.

Baker’s house was reached through a maze of short streets, crescents and squares. As I parked on the end of his crescent a vagrant memory struck me. During the nineteenth century Engels wrote that the houses and shops of the rich lined the main streets of Manchester, while the people who worked for them were hidden behind the barricade of wealth.

We lived now in subtler times. Busy streets like Wandsworth Road were lined with council flats, while behind them nestled older houses, restored, gentrified and expensive.

As I rang the doorbell I looked around. When my family arrived in London more than thirty years before, we’d lived in a little street like this, in a house exactly like Baker’s. But in our house a different family lived on every floor and we thought of it as a crumbling slum. All through my boyhood I had longed to get away from houses like this and live in a neat suburban box smelling of new paint and varnish.

For a moment I wondered whether Baker would appreciate the irony, and I was still smiling at the thought when he opened the door.

‘Ah,’ he said, ‘you’re Samson Dean. Grenville Baker.’ He put out his hand and shook mine firmly. ‘Very good of you to come. No problems getting here?’

While he ushered me in he told me that his friends had difficulty finding where he lived. I studied him covertly. He had very nice manners, and although his geniality might have been only skin deep, his reception made me feel welcome, almost relaxed.

He was wearing a cashmere sweater with an open-necked white shirt. I knew he was in his mid forties but there was something youthful about him, as if he were just about to slip into cricket whites and go out to bat for the school.

The room we went into was large, the depth of the house, with bow windows looking on to the crescent, and, on the other side, open French windows through which I could see a neat lawn, bordered by rosebeds.

Baker’s wife was sitting in one of the two sofas in the room. She was wearing loose white slacks through which I could discern the shape of her rounded tapering thighs. Her hair was only a little darker than his, and her eyes were a slightly warmer shade of blue, but she had the same deceptively youthful air, and the same diffident politeness.

‘My wife, Tess Baker,’ he murmured as we shook hands.

I sat down, and she got up to get me a drink. I said I wanted whisky. As she went to the corner of the room, I was struck by how much they resembled each other. They might have been brother and sister. Oddly, Pete resembled them too, and I wondered whether Baker had deliberately chosen an assistant who had the same colouring.

I had been staring at the line of watercolours on the wall facing me, and Baker followed my gaze, smiling. He nodded at the pictures.

‘They’re nice, aren’t they? My wife collects watercolours.’

‘Oh I got most of them years ago,’ she said, coming back and handing me a glass.

They were Victorian, I guessed; and they were the sort of pictures now fetching tidy sums at auctions. But I was ready to bet she had inherited or been given them.

‘I could hardly afford to collect them now.’

I’d heard that story before. The world was full of things that people like the Bakers couldn’t afford.

She sat down again, smiling at me in an oddly companionable way. If the two of them were under pressure, as I was sure they were, they showed very little sign of strain. As the sun faded they chatted amiably as if I were just another guest who’d dropped in for the afternoon.

Baker had done his homework. He mentioned an article I’d written about Jamaica and began talking about the Caribbean and Latin America.

US policy, he agreed, was ineffective or misconceived. Tess Baker nodded, and told a story about Brazil. She was connected with a merchant bank, and she’d visited a conference there a few years ago.

Even then, she said, it had been obvious that the World Bank and the IMF would fail to provide answers to the problems of development.

Both of them had the politician’s trick of appearing to solicit your opinion, appearing to listen carefully, and then delivering their own views, no matter what you said.

In a short while she got up and went out. I presumed that she’d gone to the kitchen. Baker continued talking, about my articles, about England’s prospects in the Test, about anything apart from the real business of my visit. I didn’t push it. They had gone to great pains to treat me as a social equal, and Pete would have advised them about how to handle me. But my suspicion was that under the cultivated chatter Baker was embarrassed.

In fifteen minutes or so we followed her. The pine refectory table was laid for three, with two bowls of salad in the middle. We were having grilled pork chops and new potatoes, and the Bakers tucked into the meal with gusto. The upper and middle classes in England still loved to eat like schoolkids. Sausages, peas, bacon, chops, puddings. Like cheese to a mouse.

We were halfway through the meal before Baker raised the subject.

‘It’s a small problem,’ he said, ‘but we could use your help.’

‘Why me? I would have thought that you’d have a number of alternatives.’

‘That is the problem in a way. It may be that Virginia thinks we wouldn’t approve of her friendship with this young chap. If she felt we were being heavy-handed parents, sending the police after her, that sort of thing, it might simply make matters worse.’

‘Why don’t you just wait till she comes back?’

‘Well. Yes. There it is. The point is that we don’t quite know what’s happening. We just want to know where she is.’

‘Couldn’t you try a private detective?’

Baker smiled wryly and looked at his wife. ‘That’s not an option we feel very happy about,’ he said.

He leaned forward.

‘Look. It’s something that we’d ask a family friend to do. We tried various members of the family, in fact, to see whether she’d gone off to my father-in-law’s farm or any of the other homes. One of my nephews looked around the discos. But when this business of the black boy came up we didn’t quite know how to manage that aspect.’

‘Not something we could manage in the family,’ Tess Baker said. There was a slight edge to her voice, and Baker looked at her quickly.

‘Are you happy about me doing it?’

‘Peter has great respect for you,’ he said seriously, ‘and I trust his judgement, especially now we’ve met you and talked to you. He said it was something that you could do easily. He also said that you weren’t interested in personal gossip.’

He was right about that at least. I wasn’t the kind of journalist who found minor personal secrets exciting, and I’d always felt that the gossip columnist’s trade was more or less disgusting.

Pete must have remembered me going on about it. In any case none of this was quite interesting or important enough to make headlines.

‘Peter was sure you could help,’ Tess Baker said. She smiled at me with something tremulous in her expression and when I looked at her she dropped her eyes to the table.

‘I can’t promise,’ I said. ‘But I’ll think about it.’

‘Oh, well done,’ Baker said.

They were looking at me expectantly.

‘Has she ever done something like this before? Dropped out of sight, I mean.’

‘No, she hasn’t,’ Mrs Baker said. ‘That’s just why we’re worried.’

‘What about this black youth? Who is he?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I went to try and see her at the flat last week, and I asked her flatmates whether they’d heard from her. They said they hadn’t, then they told me that this boy had come to visit her a number of times in the last month. They didn’t know him and she didn’t introduce him. They just shut themselves in her room.’

‘Perhaps I can talk to them,’ I said. ‘If I said I was writing about you it won’t surprise anyone that I’m asking questions.’

‘Yes,’ Baker said, ‘that’s a useful idea.’

He glanced at his wife. She reached back to the sideboard behind her and when she turned round again she had an envelope in her hand. She put it on the table in front of me. Her big round breasts moved around in her shirt as she did this, and I tried not to look at them.

‘There’s a photograph of her in there, and some addresses you might find useful.’

I opened the envelope. The photo showed a grinning teenager. I’d been with her parents long enough now to sort out the differences in their features, and I could see that she had broad, high cheekbones and wide-set round eyes, like her mother. Clipped to the photo was a sheet of paper on which was typed a list of names and addresses.

As I was about to shove it all back in the envelope I noticed a third piece of paper. It was a cheque made out by Tess Baker for £500.

I looked up. Baker got up and started taking the plates away, divorcing himself from the conversation. Tess looked straight back at me, but now there was something unreadable, aloof, about her gaze.

‘Expenses?’

I waved the cheque a little.

‘They tell me journalists can’t function without them,’ she said.

She smiled. I shrugged. The cheque made me an employee.

‘I’ll see how it goes,’ I said.

Her eyebrows shot up, but I simply stared back at her, letting the issue hang in the air.

Baker broke the silence by clearing his throat. ‘If you let me know, or Tess of course, as soon as you can locate her.’ He had rejoined the land of the living now the money bit was over. ‘We can go and see her as soon as we know.’

‘I can’t promise too much,’ I said. ‘She may not even be with him.’

‘Well. If we knew that much it would be some sort of progress.’

He smiled and ducked his head sideways in a wry gesture. I got up and said goodbye to Tess Baker. She stood up too. Close to her, I noticed, for more or less the first time, how tall she was, only a few inches shorter than me. I wondered about her age. She was certainly in her late thirties, probably over forty. She had crow’s-feet creeping into the corners of her eyes, but her clear, smooth skin and her firm rich body made her attractive.

‘Good luck,’ she said, as she shook my hand, but her tone and her impassive look made me think that the wish was for herself.

Baker ushered me, almost ceremoniously, to the door. I wondered whether he would urge discretion on me, but he merely told me it would be easier getting back across the river now the traffic was thinner. At this time of night, he said, he could make it to the House in less than fifteen minutes. I told him that must be convenient and said goodbye.

I looked back as I got to the car and he was still watching me from the doorway. Framed in the light, he looked a powerful and confident figure, but the way he stood made me think of a stage in which he was part of the scene, an actor playing a role. As I found my keys he closed the door and the set vanished as if a curtain had come down.

I drove back along Wandsworth Road thinking about the evening.

On the face of it the matter was simple. They could handle a conventionally wayward daughter. But the addition of the black youth to the scene, together with her dropping out of sight, had changed the pattern and made them uneasy.

Something about Baker’s manner when we stood at the door had told me he was seriously worried.

At first I’d thought that it was merely his horror at having exposed their domestic secrets, but Baker knew as well as I did that London was full of journalists who knew discreditable things about politicians and wouldn’t or couldn’t print them.

That wasn’t it. It was their daughter.

When I’d put the photo away the Bakers’ eyes had clung to it as if that were the last they’d see of her.

As I turned left at the river I caught a glimpse of Big Ben, and it reminded me of a Conservative Minister I had interviewed in his room at the Commons. He had been much older than Baker, but he’d been the same height and had the same laid-back attentiveness. He’d answered all my questions in courteous detail and when I left he shook my hand powerfully, towering above me.

‘Go back,’ he said to my astonishment. ‘Go back and tell your people that we bear them nothing but good will.’

For a moment I almost replied, ‘Yes bwana.’ But that was the kind of joke I had learned might blow the whole story.

Besides, there was something touchingly transparent about the old imperialist. Baker was harder to read and that worried me. I was sure that I’d only seen the tip of the iceberg, and that I might be letting myself in for something that would damage me.

Back in the flat, I turned on the TV and sat in front of it going over the story they’d told me. The programme was one of those late-night conversations in which three people sat around using long, difficult words and looking pleased with themselves. After a while I gave up trying to work out what it was about and changed channels. A golf match came on to the screen. I turned the sound down and let my eyes rest on the soft green landscape.

Just before I went to sleep I wondered whether the Bakers were watching this and dismissed the thought. That pair would be out doing something useful.




CHAPTER THREE

Disaster struck the next morning.

The following week might have gone differently if the buff envelope hadn’t dropped through my letter box just as I was getting up.

I’d begun to have my doubts about the Bakers’ business, and some time during the night I had decided that if I changed my mind I could always send their money back and wash my hands of the whole affair.

The bank manager’s letter closed off that avenue of escape.

He said, in language like a cold flat stare, that I had to deposit enough money to cover three cheques that I’d paid out recently, or they would be dishonoured. My overdraft, he continued, was well over the limit we’d arranged, and he would have to see me to discuss my position.

I crumpled the letter up and threw it into a corner of the kitchen, then picked it up again and smoothed it out.

This was real trouble. My last job had netted me enough to pay off the previous overdraft so I’d been reckless and paid the bills on the strength of it. But it hadn’t been enough to stop the bank losing patience.

I took a deep breath and sat down to think it through.

I had a couple of articles to deliver but the deadlines were several days away. I hadn’t any hope of getting paid for another month. Over the last year I had borrowed more than I should from too many people, and it would be painful and perhaps pointless doing the rounds again.

The Bakers’ cheque was my only resource. But using it would tie my hands and commit me to doing what they wanted. I hadn’t thought of it in that way before, and at the back of my mind I felt a small tickle of resentment at the idea.

I ran my eye down the letter again, casting around for alternatives, but halfway through I knew that the decision had been made.

I got the cheque out and laid it on the table next to the bank’s letter. Then I went into the next room and rang Pete’s office.

He recognised my voice right away.

‘Samson. You went to see him.’

‘Yep.’

‘That’s great.’

Passing the problem over to me must have meant that he’d got Baker off his back.

‘Tell me something about the girl, Pete. I didn’t want to ask her parents. They probably think she’s purity itself.’

‘Oh I think they’re a little more realistic than that. Baker’s one of the few who keeps in touch.’

I interrupted his sales pitch.

‘Even so.’

‘Yes. Well. What do you want to know?’

‘What kind of girl is she? Has she done this before? Does she screw around a lot? Is she bright or a dummy? Is she into dope?’

There was a moment of silence on the line.

‘I don’t know that much about her,’ Pete said cautiously. ‘I can tell you that she only left school a couple of years ago. She’s just twenty. She seems a serious person. I mean she could have done a number of things but she insisted on going to college. I don’t know much about her friends but they seem the usual bunch.’

‘What about dope?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t suppose she’s any more into dope than we used to be.’

‘Any special boyfriends?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Does she go?’

‘Come on, Sammy. How would I know? I’m a happily married man nearing middle age. I’m not that interested. You dig?’

The phrase reminded me of how he used to be. I laughed sceptically. ‘Bullshit, Pete.’

I put the phone down. Later it might be worth talking to Pete again, but I didn’t yet know the right questions to ask.




CHAPTER FOUR

Virginia’s college was in the centre of London with the main entrance in a backstreet, where small knots of students stood around talking. They looked more or less the same as they used to in my day. No matter how profound the changes in fashion and style, students seemed to continue looking the same, except that they got younger.

On the other hand, everyone was getting younger.

I told the man at the reception desk that I had an appointment with the college secretary and went on up to the first-floor office where he directed me.

‘I’ve got a message for Virginia Baker,’ I said.

‘Baker?’ She thought for a moment, not looking up from the chart on which she was working. ‘Why don’t you put it in her pigeon hole?’

‘Pigeon hole?’

She looked up, and took her glasses off. She was pale and freckly, with green eyes and carroty hair.

‘Yes. You know what a pigeon hole is, honey. I can tell.’ She grinned. ‘That’s how they get messages from the outside world. Go up to the canteen and you’ll see a stack of them with initials on each one. You put your message in there.’

I smiled at her. She had a cynical, perky manner that I liked.

‘You can read me like a book,’ I said, ‘but the thing is, this message is from her dad and he asked me to see her personally and put it in her hands.’

Before I got out of the car, I had slipped a piece of blank paper into an envelope. I waved it.

‘He wants to make sure she gets it.’

‘Virginia Baker?’ She frowned, remembering. ‘Oh yes. Her parents have been ringing up, but we haven’t seen her.’

She paused to look at me with her chin resting on her fist.

‘Why don’t you go and see George Evans? He’s her tutor.’ She looked at a wall chart next to her desk. ‘It’s gone twelve, he should be free.’

She picked up the phone and dialled.

‘George? There’s a man here from Virginia Baker’s parents. He’s got a message. He wants to see you.’

She put the phone down and gave me George Evans’s room number. I thanked her and in an almost involuntary gesture I winked at her.

She smiled, as if to herself, and swung back to her desk.

‘You don’t really mean that,’ she said, immediately looking away and lifting her pen to start work on her papers.

I shut the door quietly behind me, and climbed the nearest flight of stairs to the tutor’s room.

‘Come in,’ a voice said sharply from behind the door when I knocked on it.

I opened it and hesitated because the room was so small, half filled by the desk at which George Evans was sitting with his back to me. As he looked around I got the impression of a round face, rimless glasses and greying hair. I waved my message at him, and he looked sceptical. He had a serious expression which was at the same time bland and boyish, like a TV weatherman.

‘You’re from Virginia’s parents?’ he asked.

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘They did want me to see her.’

‘That’s odd,’ he said. ‘We haven’t seen her in classes for a while, but her brother rang a few days ago and said she was ill.’

‘Her brother,’ I repeated.

‘Her brother Roy,’ he said impatiently. ‘I expect she’s having a little holiday. If you see her can you ask her to ring me?’

I nodded. He said goodbye with a grunt and turned his back on me. I went back down to the lobby. The pay phones were engaged and I went back up to the secretary’s office.

‘Sorry to bother you again,’ I said. ‘But can you tell me which class she’s in?’

‘Film and Photography two,’ she said. She gave me an exaggerated wink and I closed the door fast on her.

I went down to the canteen where the students were queueing at a counter. I spoke to the girl at the end of the queue.

‘Are you in Film and Photography two?’

She looked at me almost with alarm and mumbled a ‘no’; I looked round for someone who wouldn’t panic about talking to a stranger.

‘Who are you looking for?’

I looked round. The
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