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      Valerie Smythe jabbed at the horn as a saloon veered into her lane. It blasted back at her then almost took out a cyclist waiting for the lights to change. Although she swore loudly, she didn’t press the horn again. Not only was she in a rush, she certainly wasn’t in the mood for a roadside clash with the type of driver who thought an elderly lady crossing at her own pace was worthy of repeated engine revving. Making the front pages for an eloquent yet expletive broadside at an inconsiderate constituent wasn’t a shrewd career move, even if it might draw the spotlight away from her colleagues in Westminster for a spell.

      Amy was waiting when she pulled into one of the loading bays in the precinct, barely allowing time for the car to stop before she jumped into the passenger seat. Valerie suppressed a groan at the eager expression on her face.

      ‘Is it true?’

      ‘Hello to you too. I hope Max isn’t stuck in this traffic as well, we’ll be lucky to make the viewing at this rate. It’s an achievement getting her to agree to it in the first place.’

      ‘Mum, come on. You know what’s going on, I can tell. Is the Prime Minister resigning?’

      ‘I couldn’t say, sweetheart,’ Valerie answered.

      ‘You couldn’t say what? Yes, that he’s resigning or, no, he’s not?’

      Valerie reached across to squeeze her arm. ‘I couldn’t say no.’

      That silenced Amy long enough for Valerie to manoeuvre the car back into the queue of traffic stretching towards the bypass. It was typical rush hour stuff, but no less frustrating for that, and Amy allowed her to concentrate until they were clear of the scrum. At that point, Valerie expected a cross-examination from her tenacious daughter, yet she was pleasantly surprised by the lull in questioning that lasted until they stopped behind Max’s cab on a secluded lane.

      ‘This is quieter than I expected,’ Amy commented as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

      ‘Too quiet, do you think?’ Valerie asked.

      ‘Not for me. Why, are you having pollution withdrawals?’

      Valerie switched the engine off. ‘Coming from London this morning, it feels positively sublime, but I don’t know if it’s too much for Max.’

      ‘Well, let’s ask her.’

      ‘No, darling, don’t,’ Valerie said before she opened the door. ‘Don’t put any ideas into her head or give her any reason to turn against this place before she’s properly seen it. This is the only one I’ve managed to coax her into viewing, and that was only because I caught a look at her face when she thought I wasn’t paying attention. I want her to go into this with an open mind.’

      Amy nodded. ‘Okay, I understand that. But we’d better get out of the car quickly. I think we’re stressing her out.’

      ‘You go, I’ll be along in a second.’

      Once Amy had slipped out of the car, Valerie tugged the visor down and checked her make-up in the mirror. A claustrophobic train journey with some curious business types nestled alongside her in First Class had left her inscrutable mask stretched thin, but at least her mascara had survived. One quick reapplication of her lipstick and she was ready to face an estate agent. As she snapped the visor back up, the door opened, and Max held out a hand.

      ‘You look gorgeous already, and it’s not a fashion parade.’

      Valerie smiled and allowed Max to help her from the car. Just the scent of Molton Brown’s Rhubarb & Rose shower gel combined with ginger biscuits was enough to make her exhale as she pressed her nose briefly to Max’s shoulder. It soothed her nerves until Max withdrew and looked at her expectantly.

      ‘So, is it true?’

      ‘It must be causing ructions if you’ve heard about it.’

      ‘They were talking about it on the radio, that’s all.’

      ‘She won’t say,’ Amy supplied from her position by the cab. ‘You know what she’s like when she goes into politician mode. No straight answers.’

      Valerie sighed and knotted her hands together. Aside from the birds chirruping from tree to tree, they were alone, and it was highly unlikely any journalist in the land thought she’d know anything about the inner workings of Downing Street. It was perhaps the safest place to discuss the subject that had been gnawing at her throughout her journey back home with the two people she could trust to keep it quiet until morning. So, she nodded and reached for Max’s hand.

      ‘It’ll be announced formally tomorrow. I only happened to be in the right place at the right time. I was having a meeting with Glenn Welwyn – you know, the Health Secretary – when he got a call direct from Groves explaining why he can’t countenance carrying on. Glenn was so shell-shocked that he didn’t even try to conceal it. They rose through the ranks together, they’re genuinely close.’

      ‘Is it the Europe thing?’ Max asked.

      ‘It’s always the Europe thing. Honestly, we’ve only had a majority in the House for ten months and they seem intent on throwing it away. Groves conceded legislation for a referendum in the hope that it’d pacify both sides, but it backfired completely. To show an iota of support for the Eurosceptics immediately set him at odds with the other half of the party and, in the meantime, he’s being lambasted for not going far enough as well. He’s become the symbol of a split, and if you can’t command your own side of the House . . . I don’t think it’s cowardice on his part, more acceptance that this sort of negotiation isn’t his strength. To be honest, I think it shows remarkable self-awareness to step down less than a year into your dream job. It must be hurting him.’

      ‘Could it trigger another election?’ Amy queried.

      ‘I doubt it. Labour’s new leader’s barely had time to settle in, and there’s no appetite in the country for another one anyway. From what I’ve heard on the grapevine and in the constituency, people just want us to get on with it. Of course, that might alter if the leadership election doesn’t yield the right results, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.’

      Amy and Max exchanged a glance, although neither of them voiced their evident scepticism. Perversely, seeing her unease mirrored on their faces untangled the knot in Valerie’s chest somewhat. She squeezed Max’s fingers firmly and would’ve said more if the purr of an engine in the distance hadn’t shattered their solitude. It prompted her to release Max’s hand and smooth the crinkles in her shirt, something she did a hundred times a day in Westminster.

      ‘Who do you think will get it?’ Amy questioned.

      ‘Not a clue,’ Valerie replied.

      ‘Okay, who’s your preferred candidate?’

      Valerie chuckled as she straightened her collar. ‘I’m afraid I have no opinion whatsoever. I’m not declaring for any candidate, no matter who they are. Now, please, let’s ignore this and concentrate on the house. This is the agent, I’m sure of it.’

      The willowy woman who leapt from the car was not only fully aware of Valerie’s identity but was also up to speed with the rumours swirling around the PM. Valerie steeled herself and swept forward to shake her hand.

      ‘You must be Belinda.’

      ‘Yes, sorry I’m late. The traffic –’

      ‘No matter. I’m Valerie Smythe, this is my partner and our daughter. Now, we have a really good feeling about this property. Am I right in thinking it’s only been on the market a matter of weeks?’

      Belinda adjusted to the rapid introductions admirably and motioned for them to follow her to the imposing gate separating the cottage’s grounds from the wispy grass that littered the roadside. In the summer months, there’d be a blanket of wildflowers; Valerie could picture it now.

      Once Belinda had released the gate, it sprang away from its rusty mechanism with a shriek. It made the same shrill sound as it closed behind them, but Max and Amy were already tramping along the twisting driveway and didn’t seem to notice. Valerie stifled her smirk as Belinda shrewdly fell into step with her and began divulging every piece of information pertinent to the sale following a few judicious questions about the property, the owners and the chain. Before they’d looped around to the front door, Valerie had learned the sellers were willing to accept well under the asking price for a cash sale thanks to an unpleasant experience the last time they’d listed the property. In fact, despite several offers in the fortnight it had been on the market, the sellers had obstinately refused to engage with buyers with any form of dubious chain.

      ‘That’s not a problem in this case,’ Valerie assured her. ‘I’ve cashed in a number of investments and we’re in a position to pay cash even before the sale of our old house. It isn’t even on the market yet, I’m afraid we haven’t had time to deal with it.’

      Another potential listing was seemingly nectar to Belinda, and her voice took on a warmer tone as they drew level with Max and Amy on the patio. Valerie surveyed their expressions then turned her attention back to Belinda.

      ‘So, are there any secrets we need to know about this place, hmm? It looks like it has a history.’

      ‘Yes, but not as much of one as you’d think. It’s a converted Victorian farm, part of a whole row along here that belonged to a local manor house. That’s long gone, and when the farms were sold off, they were transformed into these cottages. They’ve pretty much stayed with the families they were sold to; it’s rare for one to come on to the market like this.’

      ‘Does that mean there’s something wrong with it?’ Valerie queried.

      Belinda almost dropped the keys as she spun around, panic flaring in her eyes. It was Amy who reached out to steady her with an apologetic smile on her face.

      ‘Sorry about my mum; she asks stupid questions for a living. Can we see inside?’

      It took Belinda several attempts to unlock the door then she fumbled with the alarm. Amy offered to hold her files while Valerie lingered on the patio with Max beside her, barely able to contain her amusement.

      Max leaned towards her. ‘Are you two playing good cop, bad cop or something?’

      ‘Not deliberately; it just seems to be working out that way. What are you thinking so far?’

      ‘I like it,’ Max replied evenly.

      Perhaps that was an understatement, but Valerie allowed it to pass without comment. They followed Amy and Belinda into the airy foyer which housed three doors, a staircase and a skylight. Belinda seemed to find her rhythm again as she gestured around.

      ‘As you can see, it’s a compact property in terms of number of rooms, although there’s plenty of potential. You’ve got the dining room off to the left and the kitchen straight ahead. Those two are joined by an archway, one of the original features of the cottage that’s been completely restored. I’ll show you that in a moment, but just step through to the reception room with me. I think you’ll like this.’

      Years of pursuing her political ambitions had allowed Valerie to cultivate a flawlessly bland expression that suited any occasion. Yet that melted away as she stepped into the lounge that spanned the length of the cottage and culminated in a stunning orangery. Amy seemed equally as impressed, and Max’s jaw had dropped. It was so much more spectacular than the website imagery had suggested, with the fading sunlight catching every dimple of the wooden beams stretching across the space. For several moments, the four of them stood in silence, absorbing the view, then Valerie’s phone buzzed in her jacket pocket and the serenity was shattered.

      With all eyes on her, she mouthed an apology and backed out of the room. She extracted the phone from her pocket and stared at the display until the call rang out. Then she wandered across the foyer into the dining room, her gaze settling on the majestic archway Belinda had mentioned. It matched the oak fireplace that served as a focal point for this room, and it was no stretch to imagine countless family meals in here with the tinkle of classical music drifting around the exposed beams. If she closed her eyes, she could almost pretend she was there.

      ‘Mum? Who was on the phone?’

      She whirled around to find Amy closing the door to the foyer. It struck Valerie how natural that action seemed in this cottage, but the opportunity to submerge herself in visions of the future had gone. She swallowed and reached for the mantlepiece to steady herself.

      ‘Patrick Webb. I didn’t dare answer it though.’

      ‘The regional journalist?’

      ‘No doubt searching for a scoop, that’s all. We get on well, I like him. But I don’t have anything to tell him and, quite frankly, I don’t want my name turning up in anything related to this damn leadership election.’

      Amy took a few steps forward. ‘Is there something you’re not telling us? I mean, if it’s something you can’t –’

      ‘I’m just apprehensive, sweetheart, that’s all. You know, I was fortunate with Groves last year when everything kicked off. He wasn’t interested in victimisation, not when he had such a slim majority. He’s not the type to do that anyway. But some of the dinosaurs are, and if one of them decides this is their moment for a resurrection . . . Well, I don’t fancy my chances if they put into practice the things they say behind closed doors.’

      ‘You get trouble,’ Amy murmured.

      ‘I’m a politician, it goes with the territory. Anyway, until we get a new leader, I won’t know which way the wind’s blowing, and it’s pointless worrying about it. And, please, darling, don’t mention this to Max. You’ve seen the look on her face, haven’t you?’

      Amy smiled. ‘She loves it.’

      ‘And she’s failing miserably at hiding it. I don’t want anything detracting from the fact she wants to move here, okay? Don’t give her any excuse to back out because a place like this won’t be on the market for long. We’ve got one shot at this and I don’t intend on missing out.’
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        * * *

      

      Amy travelled back to town in Max’s cab, giving Valerie the opportunity to mentally debunk any and all arguments against buying the cottage with Classic FM as her accompaniment. By the time she parked up in the precinct, she was confident she could carry her point whatever tack Max took.

      Ed was cashing up when she arrived at the café, although he broke off to make her a coffee.

      ‘Have you left them somewhere?’ he asked.

      ‘Eating my dust on the bypass. You know Max says I drive like a cabbie. They should be here in a minute, though, so get them the usual.’

      ‘And the house?’

      Valerie tapped her fingertips together. ‘It’s perfect. Listen, can you do me a favour and keep Amy down here while I talk to Max? I get the feeling it’ll go easier if it’s just the two of us.’

      ‘No worries,’ he said as he pushed her coffee cup across the counter. ‘Is it worth me asking by the way or should I keep my mouth shut?’

      ‘Yes, it’s true,’ Valerie replied. ‘And, no, I can’t talk about it.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ he said with a grin.

      It was always a tricky endeavour to balance a coffee while clambering up these stairs in her heels, but the peace that washed over her when she reached the summit made the climb worthwhile. Ed hadn’t changed much up here in the eighteen months he and Amy had been together, although the books heaped on every table had diversified according to her tastes. It had taken some time for Valerie to appreciate Amy’s love of this place, especially the cushioned reading corner they invariably commandeered whenever they visited as a family.

      Even though Amy wouldn’t be joining them, she still opted for the reading nook out of habit, grateful that at least she managed to skew her legs underneath her like Bambi without Max smirking for a change.

      Five minutes later, Max appeared with one hand clutching a coffee cup and the other stuffed into her jeans’ pocket. She took her time settling down on the cushions, keeping her eyes averted until she had no alternative but to meet her gaze.

      ‘Amy said she’ll be up in a minute.’

      Valerie sipped her coffee. ‘Well, I know what she thinks already. We had a chat while you were talking to Belinda. So, I want your verdict.’

      ‘I like it,’ Max said with a shrug.

      ‘You’ve told me that already. I’d like a little more detail, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘Okay, it’s gorgeous.’

      ‘Keep going,’ Valerie instructed.

      Max exhaled and drew one knee up to her chin while stabilising her cup on the opposite thigh.

      ‘As far as boxes go, it ticks pretty much all of them, right? It’s close to the bypass so I can get into work but it’s still well out of the way. It must be all the trees that make it feel like it’s in the middle of nowhere. I mean, you couldn’t tell we were that close.’

      Valerie said nothing, waiting for her to continue.

      ‘There’s the commuter station within a half hour walk, so that suits you and Amy. Plus, there’s all that space out back with the old barn and everything. I was thinking about a home office for you like we talked about, and maybe it’s somewhere to do up cars if Drew still wants to go down that line. It’s just me thinking aloud, but I bet we could . . .’

      ‘We could what?’ Valerie pressed.

      ‘I’m getting carried away with it.’

      ‘No, you’re giving me reasons you love the place, and you’re talking about what you want to do with it when we move in. That’s not getting carried away.’

      ‘It is if we’re not moving in. It’s beyond us, that place. At least at the minute.’

      Valerie smothered her sigh by taking a long drink of her coffee. Max took the pause as a reprieve, lifting her cup up and stretching both legs out in front of her. She’d barely taken a sip of her drink before Valerie cleared her throat.

      ‘We’ve got the ready cash, you know that.’

      Max wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘You have, you mean.’

      ‘That’s unfair, it’s not as though you bring nothing to the table. You insist on paying most of the bills –’

      ‘Yeah, and I can’t even afford those half the time.’

      ‘And we both know why that is. You’re a conscientious employer. You continue investing in the business – like moving to new premises – and you don’t rip off your drivers. You and Drew are both crazy businesspeople, but I love that about you. It’s not something to be ashamed or angry about.’

      Max simply shook her head, as though that was an adequate response to this cyclical debate they’d had a dozen times or more. After several laudable moments of holding her tongue, Valerie knotted her free hand around her collar.

      ‘Okay, answer me this.’

      ‘That’s your politician’s voice.’

      ‘Yes, well, occasionally, it’s warranted. Just listen to me for a moment.’

      ‘I don’t –’

      ‘Listen to me. Now, you live with me in Geith Place, and I know you’re not exactly comfortable there. That’s partly why we’re moving, but that house is going to sell for more than this cottage is going to cost. So, sure, it might seem like a tremendous outlay, but the house we move into will actually be less expensive than the one we’re currently living in.’

      ‘I’m still taking something that isn’t mine.’

      Valerie squeezed her eyes shut briefly. ‘You’re taking nothing.’

      ‘I doubt Clarice sees it like that. No wonder she hates my guts.’

      The way Max lowered her chin dampened the exasperation coursing through Valerie’s body. She balanced her coffee cup between two cushions and stretched her hand on to Max’s knee.

      ‘Darling, Clarice was never going to be comfortable with me starting another relationship. Would it have been as potent if you’d been a man? Probably not, but I’m through apologising for that. You’re not taking anything from me; you’re not frittering away Amy’s inheritance or anything like that. It’s all I can do some days to make you let me buy you lunch.’

      ‘I don’t need you to, that’s all.’

      ‘But this isn’t a bacon roll,’ Valerie pointed out, tilting her head back against the wall. ‘This isn’t something that either of us could pay for. I wish it was. If we’re having that cottage, the outlay has to be mine. If we equivocate, we will lose it; you know we will.’

      ‘It’s the first one we’ve looked at. Maybe we’re rushing into it.’

      Valerie squeezed Max’s leg. ‘I’ve tried to get you to view so many houses over the last few months. I knew from the moment you saw it on the website that you were enamoured. All you did today was confirm that. You love it, I love it, Amy loves it. Tell me why we wouldn’t jump at the chance, leaving out any concerns about what you do or don’t bring with you. Just tell me.’

      ‘I can’t,’ Max admitted after a prolonged pause.

      ‘Then I’ve got a call to make.’

      As she began the arduous exercise of drawing herself to her feet, Max grabbed her hand.

      ‘Wait, what about this leadership election?’

      ‘The thing I’m going to have absolutely no part in whatsoever?’ Valerie shot back. ‘Honestly, the most I’m going to do is vote, and even that’s up for debate if all the candidates are dreadful. Trust me, Max, I’m not getting embroiled in that circus.’
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      ‘Coffee’s on,’ Oliver said as she walked through the door.

      Valerie threw him a smile and made a beeline for the kitchen. She passed back through the open-plan office on the way to her own, rolling her eyes at the way he trotted along beside her like a puppy. It was a far cry from his usual greeting method which chiefly consisted of multiple torrents of information she was expected to recall on command at various points throughout the day. Instead of reacting to his ingratiating demeanour, she placed her coffee on the desk and began unpacking her bag.

      ‘Any updates on Gillian’s caseload? The Donovan benefits claim is a particularly nasty one – I hope we’re making progress.’

      Oliver leaned against the doorframe. ‘The DWP have set payments in motion as of next week, but they’re still being finicky about backdating. She’s on at them, don’t worry.’

      ‘I’m not, I wouldn’t like to face her down. Anything else I should know?’

      ‘The phone’s been ringing off the hook since the rumours started up yesterday. Councillors, business leaders, constituents – everyone’s been finding pretexts to call. You’ve got a list of messages there on your desk.’

      ‘Are there any that I actually might need to respond to?’

      ‘Councillor Pike wants to talk to you about an initiative on cultural improvements he’s trying to get through the council.’

      Valerie raised an eyebrow. ‘A senior Labour councillor wants me to help him?’

      ‘Blame Gillian and Stacey, they’ve done some brilliant cross-party work in the constituency and it’s starting to pay off. I think he genuinely hopes you can help him.’

      ‘Well, I will if I can. He’s a dedicated local politician, I think we can work together.’

      She sat down and surveyed the correspondence overflowing from her in-tray before meeting Oliver’s eye for the first time since she’d walked through the door.

      ‘You should know we’ve put an offer in on the house we saw yesterday. The timing’s not ideal, but the house is perfect. With any luck, I can keep myself clear of the grandstanding and focus on my constituency work and the move.’

      ‘About that . . .’ Oliver motioned towards an orange post-it note beside her monitor. ‘You’ve had a call from the Chancellor’s office about the Early Day Motion you signed last week. It sounded more like a pretext than anything else, and he’s already been highlighted as the man to beat by the Telegraph so . . .’

      ‘Okay, thanks for the warning, I’ll tread lightly there. Are all my meetings still on?’

      ‘Yep, nothing until eleven though. In the meantime, I’ll keep the coffee coming.’

      Valerie smiled and watched him close the door. Then she powered up her laptop to begin working through the messages that’d accumulated following her temerity to take an evening off for personal reasons. With Tchaikovsky as her companion, she was on her way to conquering the mountain when her office door burst open and John Foster entered, pursued by a breathless Oliver.

      She somehow managed to keep her expression free from revulsion as her ex-fiancé halted in front of her and planted his hands on the desk. Out of sight, she clamped her hands together. Occasionally breathing the same oxygen in Westminster was one thing but being forced to speak civilly when even the stench of his aftershave was kindling nauseating memories was quite another.

      ‘What happened to Rochelle?’ he questioned.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Oliver said at the same time, ‘he wouldn’t wait outside.’

      Valerie held up a hand. ‘It’s fine. You get back to work.’

      ‘A coffee wouldn’t go amiss,’ John called over his shoulder.

      ‘Ignore him, Ollie. He won’t be staying long enough for a coffee.’

      John snickered as Oliver slipped out of the door. ‘Now, you see, Rochelle would’ve made me a coffee instead of waiting for me to request one. She was a fantastic secretary, that’s why I recommended you hire her last year.’

      ‘Yes, well, I wanted an office manager and not a secretary, I’m afraid. What are you doing here, John? Your constituency office is in Lincolnshire, when you bother to attend.’

      He dropped into the chair opposite with an obnoxious air of complacency.

      ‘You’ll be hard pressed to find another MP in their office today. There’s too much going on elsewhere.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean any of us can neglect our constituents,’ Valerie reminded him.

      ‘Put all your ambitions on the back burner now that you’ve moved in your taxi driver?’

      ‘Leave Max out of this.’

      ‘Now, come on. I’m the one who should be prickly, not you. For all I know, you could’ve been seeing this Max character the whole time you were throwing yourself into my bed.’

      Valerie pressed her hands together until her knuckles ached. ‘What is it I can help you with?’

      ‘Tell me something, just for old times’ sake. Who was it who leaked the story about you and her, hmm? Was it her? You played that well, didn’t you? Instead of dumping her like any normal person would, you orchestrated a big public reunion. I’d ask how that plays in private but, then, she’s not exactly my type.’

      ‘Actually, it wasn’t Max who leaked the story to the press,’ she said before she could help herself. ‘It was me.’

      He burst out laughing. ‘You? See, you still manage to surprise me. We could’ve been good together.’

      ‘If this is another proposal, John, you might want to make it more romantic than the first.’

      ‘I was more thinking a quick fuck on the table.’

      Her body reared up, almost involuntarily. His hand thrust across the desk and caught hers, twisting against her fingers when she tried to yank them free.

      ‘Don’t touch me,’ she hissed

      ‘Sit down,’ he told her.

      The voice was one he used for staff and everyone else he judged to be beneath him. She’d seen the repercussions of this tone too often to underestimate it, so she lowered herself back into her chair and tangled her hands together. He reclined in his seat; his expression relaxed again.

      ‘It needn’t be a big thing. With Groves gone, there’s a power vacuum.’

      ‘Yes, I am aware of that.’

      ‘I aim to fill it, that’s all.’

      Valerie arched an eyebrow. ‘Really, I think you’re far too optimistic. But I wish you luck, of course.’

      ‘I want more than that. I want your support.’

      ‘You only need two MPs to back you and you’ve got junior ministers at your disposal. You don’t need my nomination.’

      ‘Perhaps not, but I want it. Along with your full and unqualified support during my campaign.’

      ‘Well, I’m afraid I can’t offer that,’ she replied.

      ‘Why not?’ he questioned.

      ‘Quite frankly, I don’t believe you’d take the party in the right direction. Labour have elected a progressive, we risk being left behind if we insist on becoming entrenched in the past. The country’s moving on, we need to move with it.’

      He sniggered. ‘Jesus, Val, I’m not that old. There’s only twelve years between us, remember.’

      ‘It may as well be thirty for all we have in common politically. Now, I respect your decision to stand, but I won’t be supporting you. As it happens, I don’t intend to publicly endorse any candidate. I’ll cast my vote in the ballot, as is my right, but that’s all.’

      John’s eyes narrowed. ‘That’s the coward’s way.’

      ‘If you see it like that, I can hardly –’

      ‘Listen to me, Val, I could’ve made things difficult for you last year if I’d wanted. You owe me; you’ll support me.’

      Nothing in his bearing suggested room for manoeuvre, yet she held his gaze as steadily as she could manage.

      ‘I’m afraid not,’ she answered.

      ‘We’ll see,’ he said, a smirk tugging at his lips. ‘Think about it, I’ll be in touch.’

      She opened her mouth to argue but he’d already jumped from his chair and blasted out of the door, leaving it swinging open behind him. A minute later, Oliver appeared in the doorway with a fresh cup of coffee.

      ‘Is it just me or is this leadership election getting closer to the door already?’ he queried.

      Valerie lowered her chin into her hands. ‘Too close for comfort.’
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        * * *

      

      A typical Friday gauntlet of meetings, phone calls and a cascade of emails left her with a headache brewing. Late afternoon, aware she’d be ploughing through her inbox into the early hours, she decided to take a break and walk into the town centre. Amy worked most days in the café, and the prospect of an unscheduled coffee with her daughter was all the impetus Valerie needed to leave her desk.

      The café was always quiet in the afternoons, so it was no surprise that Amy wasn’t serving or clearing tables. Ed motioned to the ceiling, and Valerie slipped through and went straight upstairs. She was surprised to find Amy surrounded by brochures and career guides in the reading corner rather than being engrossed in a hefty book as she usually was.

      ‘Something you want to tell me?’ Valerie asked.

      Amy flinched and looked up, a reddish tinge settling on her cheeks.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I needed a break from the office. Would you prefer it if I just disappeared and I can pretend I never saw any of this?’

      ‘No, I just . . .’ Amy tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘You can sit down if you want.’

      Valerie managed it with as little finesse as usual then took the prospectus Amy proffered. It was so far from what she’d expected that she took the time to read the page twice before passing the booklet back.

      ‘Do you think I’m crazy?’ Amy questioned.

      ‘Of course I don’t. I think you’d be a splendid counsellor; you’ve got the empathy for it and I know damn well that you can do anything you truly want to, sweetheart. Is this something you’ve been thinking of for a while?’

      Amy nodded. ‘A few months. I’ve only told Ed so far, but I’ve had the brochures for a week or so. I just keep looking at them. I can’t make up my mind.’

      ‘You’re evidently drawn to it,’ Valerie pressed gently. ‘What turned you in that direction?’

      ‘You,’ Amy murmured.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Me and Max have been talking a lot, talking about your old job at the hospice. I couldn’t be a nurse; I know I couldn’t. But I could help people in other ways, couldn’t I?’

      ‘Certainly, you could. What makes you feel this is your way though? I’m not criticising, I’m only trying to understand.’

      Amy was silent for a minute, toying with the sleeve of her shirt. Her eyes were glistening when she finally raised her chin and Valerie instinctively took her hand, although she didn’t push her to speak before she was ready.

      ‘I remember what it was like for me when Dad died,’ she said finally. ‘Everyone knew he was dying, so it was almost as if they were just waiting for him to get on with it. They wanted to stop tiptoeing around me; it was getting boring. Afterwards, I think they thought I’d snap back to normal and be okay again, but it doesn’t work like that. I mean, it wasn’t only everything that happened with you and me or me moving in with Biddy – nothing’s the same afterwards. Nothing.’

      Valerie squeezed her hand as tightly as she could. ‘I know.’

      ‘Most people, I bet they’ve got no idea what it’s like to lose a parent when you’re that young. It’s like nothing else matters, even if you’re doing your exams and all these people are saying that you need to focus, that it’s what they’d want –’

      ‘Sweetheart, shush,’ Valerie interjected as tears began prickling at her eyelids.

      ‘I’m not blaming you,’ Amy said in a whisper. ‘People don’t know how it feels, that’s all.’

      Valerie swallowed as guilt and grief coalesced in her chest. She was still clinging on to Amy’s hand, as if that would stop her mind sweeping backwards through the months to a time when she’d reconciled herself to a permanent estrangement with her daughter.

      ‘Mum? I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      ‘You didn’t,’ Valerie said firmly, blinking a few times to chase her tears away. ‘I’m so proud of you, darling. It’s an incredible thing for you to want to do, and your dad would be proud as well.’

      Amy pursed her lips. ‘Biddy won’t be.’

      ‘Well, we’ll deal with her together, don’t you worry about that. If this is what you want to do, Max and I will support you every step of the way – Ed too, I’m sure. We’ll do everything we can.’
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        * * *

      

      Once she’d had a long discussion with Amy, she left the café with the intention of walking back to the constituency office. Instead, her feet took her in the direction of the cab office where Max was working on the switchboard. It was fortunate the changeable weather had taken all the drivers out on jobs, meaning Max was alone and reading a horror novel when Valerie arrived. That familiar sight brought a wistful smile to her face.

      ‘What’s up?’ Max asked as she unlocked the interior door.

      Valerie shook her head, eager for a kiss before they delved into the detail of why she was there. Max graciously obliged, and they spent several minutes squirreled away in the corner beside the door with their hands roaming over each other’s bodies. They rarely managed to snatch time like this when neither of them were battling exhaustion, and when it was about love not just unrestrained passion. Valerie savoured the moment until the persistent ringing of the switchboard broke them apart and Max reluctantly moved to answer it.

      As she took the call and despatched the driver, Valerie put the kettle on to make them both a coffee. Going through the motions of that grounded her again, meaning that when they settled next to each other on the oversized sofa, she was ready to talk. From the expression on Max’s face, she’d be better getting it out in one gulp. So, she took a steadying breath and began.

      ‘Okay, here’s the thing. John Foster turned up at my office this afternoon. He has this fantastical notion that I’m going to support his leadership bid. Which, of course, I’m not. I know enough of him to realise that he’d take us back to the Stone Age. And as a man, he’s repulsive – to voters and to me. If I’d gone through with . . . I’m sorry, I don’t want to talk about last year. I just want you to know that I hate him.’

      Max slipped an arm around her shoulders, squeezing tightly. ‘I do know that. I don’t get why he thinks you’ll support him though. You broke up with him then publicly shacked up with me. It doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘I can’t fathom it either. Perhaps he’s playing the wounded hero card, so me supporting him shows that he can forgive, that he’s benevolent. He seemed pretty confident I’d campaign for him though.’

      ‘How do you mean – confident? He didn’t threaten you, did he?’

      ‘No, he wouldn’t dare, at least not with staff around. It was just that, despite me saying no, he seemed pretty certain I’d be supporting him before too long. It could be that he intends to release my name as a supporter and put me in an awkward position. That’d be something out of his playbook, especially if he thinks he can act the injured party again.’

      ‘Is that something that’s going to win him any votes, though? I mean, why would he want to drag up the fact that you left him for me? It wasn’t exactly his finest hour.’

      Valerie conceded that with a wry smile and rested her hand on Max’s knee. ‘I’m just keeping you in the loop, that’s all. If he does pull a rabbit out of the hat and proclaim on national television that I’m supporting him, I wanted you to know the truth. Oliver thinks I’m crazy for believing I can stay out of it but, I promise you, I’m determined.’

      ‘I know you are,’ Max said in a low voice.

      ‘What?’ Valerie asked. ‘You don’t think I can manage it?’

      Max pressed a kiss to her temple. ‘It’s not you I’m worried about. It’s him I don’t trust.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The atmosphere in Westminster on Monday was a blend of juvenile enthusiasm for a playground brawl and potent animosity. All Valerie wanted to do was get on with her job, yet that was patently impossible in a venue where factions were multiplying by the hour.

      An extraordinary meeting of the 1922 Committee on Friday had set the contest in motion, opening nominations from today until the end of the week. John had declared first thing, along with the Chancellor, Peter Hoogan. He was banking on a record in government that was barely ten months old – he’d hardly had time to count the paperclips in the Treasury, let alone prove his worth at the helm. However, amid chatter about the impending skirmishes, most MPs were sticking close to their jobs and, by extension, their own desks. That left Valerie wandering back to her office in Portcullis House, wondering vaguely whether another coffee was in order. She was standing indecisively in the atrium when a hand touched her arm.

      ‘Have you got a minute?’

      It was Adiba Shah, the Culture Secretary and MP for one of the constituencies neighbouring Valerie’s. Her expression was more guarded than Valerie was accustomed to, but that was this damned leadership election. A quick glance around the atrium revealed they were the only two Tory MPs even sharing the same space. There were plenty of others around, but their territories seemed to be clearly defined. From the way Adiba was fiddling with her collar, she recognised that too.

      ‘Only if I can buy you a coffee,’ Valerie answered in a light tone. ‘My last meeting was cancelled and I’m in dire need of a caffeine fix.’

      ‘Me too – on both counts.’

      ‘In that case, I’ll be right back.’

      It took a few minutes to get served, and Adiba was dealing with a call when she returned. Valerie delicately tuned out of the conversation until Adiba deposited the phone on to the table and grasped her coffee cup eagerly. As she added sugar and stirred, she focused her attention on Valerie in a manner that suggested the upcoming topic of conversation was the most fascinating item she’d ever discussed in her life.

      ‘It’s about the quarry access dispute. I know you’ve been keeping my team up to speed, but I thought it might be time to throw my name into the mix. I don’t like to do it, especially when you’ve put so much work in, but they seem determined not to listen.’

      ‘They’re exploiting the loophole of two council areas with partisan leadership. I’d applaud their ingenuity if there weren’t people suffering noise pollution on both sides of the hill. No, please, do whatever you need to get through to them. It’s about results; it doesn’t matter how we get there, does it?’

      ‘Noble sentiments,’ Adiba said with a smile.

      ‘I can afford to be philanthropic with no appetite for an early election. On
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