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  In loving memory of

  Freddie LaChapelle

  1948–1994


  I grant you immortality

  in the one small way I can.


  Go with God,

  dearest Freddie.


  
    
  


  For neither man nor angel can discern


  Hypocrisy, the only evil that walks


  Invisible, except to God alone.


  John Milton

  Paradise Lost


  Part One


  1


  Charlotte Bowen thought she was dead. She opened her eyes into cold and darkness. The cold was beneath her, feeling just like the ground in her mother’s garden planter where the never-stop drips from the outdoor tap made a patch of damp that was green and smelly. The darkness was everywhere. Black pushed against her like a heavy blanket, and she strained her eyes against it, trying to force out of the endless nothing a shape that might tell her she wasn’t in a grave. She didn’t move at first. She didn’t reach out either fingers or toes because she didn’t want to feel the sides of the coffin because she didn’t want to know that death was like this when she’d thought there’d be saints and sunlight and angels, with the angels sitting on swings playing harps.


  Charlotte listened hard, but there was nothing to hear. She sniffed, but there was nothing to smell except the mustiness all round her, the way old stones smell after mould’s grown on them. She swallowed and tasted the vague memory of apple juice. And the flavour was enough to make her recall.


  He’d given her apple juice, hadn’t he? He’d handed over a bottle with a cap that he’d loosened and shiny beads of moisture speckling its sides. He’d smiled and squeezed her shoulder once. He’d said, ‘Not to worry, Lottie. Your mum doesn’t want that.’


  Mummy. That was what this was all about. Where was Mummy? What had happened to her? And to Lottie? What had happened to Lottie?


  ‘There’s been an accident,’ he’d said. ‘I’m to take you to your mum.’


  ‘Where?’ she’d said. ‘Where’s Mummy?’ And then louder because her stomach felt liquidy all of a sudden and she didn’t like the way he was looking at her, ‘Tell me where’s my mum! Tell me! Right now!’


  ‘It’s all right,’ he’d said quickly with a glance around. Just like Mummy, he was embarrassed because of her noise. ‘Quiet down, Lottie. She’s in a government safe house. Do you know what that means?’


  Charlotte had shaken her head. She was, after all, only ten years old and most of the workings of the Government were a mystery to her. All she knew for sure was that being in the Government meant that Mummy left home before seven in the morning and usually didn’t come back till after she was asleep. Mummy went to her office in Parliament Square. She went to her meetings in the Home Office. She went to the House of Commons. On Friday afternoons she held surgery for her constituents in Marylebone, while Lottie did her school prep, tucked out of sight in a yellow-walled room where the constituency’s executive committee met.


  ‘Behave yourself,’ her mother would say when Charlotte arrived after school each Friday afternoon. She’d give a meaningful tilt of her head in the direction of that yellow-walled room. ‘I don’t want to hear a peep out of you till we leave. Is that clear?’


  ‘Yes, Mummy.’


  And then Mummy would smile. ‘So give us a kiss,’ she would say. ‘And a hug. I want a hug as well.’ And she would stop her discussion with the parish priest or the Pakistani grocer from the Edgware Road or the local schoolteacher or whoever else wanted ten precious minutes of their MP’s time. And she’d catch Lottie up in a stiff-armed hug that hurt. Then she’d swat her bottom and say, ‘Off with you now,’ and turn back to her visitor, saying, ‘Kids,’ with a chuckle.


  Fridays were best. After Mummy’s surgery, she and Lottie would ride home together and Lottie would tell her all about her week. Her mother would listen. She would nod, and sometimes pat Lottie’s knee, but all the time she kept her eyes fixed to the road, just beyond their driver’s head.


  ‘Mummy,’ Lottie would say with a martyred sigh in a useless attempt to wrest her mother’s attention from Marylebone High Street to herself. Mummy didn’t have to look at the high street after all. It’s not as if she was driving the car. ‘I’m talking to you. What’re you looking for?’


  ‘Trouble, Charlotte. I’m looking for trouble. You’d be wise to do the same.’


  Trouble had come, it seemed. But a government safe house? What was that exactly? Was it a place to hide if someone dropped a bomb?


  ‘Are we going to the safe house?’ Lottie had gulped down the apple juice in a rush. It was a little peculiar—not nearly sweet enough—but she drank it down properly because she knew it was naughty to seem ungrateful to an adult.


  ‘That we are,’ he’d said. ‘We’re going to the safe house. Your mum’s waiting there.’


  Which was all that she could remember distinctly. Things had got quite blurry after that. Her eyelids had grown heavy as they drove through London, and within minutes it seemed that she hadn’t been able to hold up her head. At the back of her mind, she seemed to recall a kind voice saying, ‘That’s the girl, Lottie. Have a nice kip, won’t you,’ and a hand gently removing her specs.


  At this final thought, Lottie inched her hands up to her face in the darkness, keeping them as near as possible to her body so that she wouldn’t have to feel the sides of the coffin she was lying in. Her fingers touched her chin. They climbed slowly up her cheeks in a spider walk. They felt their way across the bridge of her nose. Her specs were gone.


  That made no difference in the darkness, of course. But if the lights went on… Only how were lights to go on in a coffin?


  Lottie took a shallow breath. Then another. And another. How much air? she wondered. How much time before… And why? Why?


  She felt her throat getting tight and her chest getting hot. She felt her eyes burn. She thought, Mustn’t cry, mustn’t ever ever cry. Mustn’t ever let anyone see… Except there was nothing to see, was there? There was nothing but endless black upon black. Which made her throat tight, which made her chest hot, which made her eyes burn all over again. Mustn’t, Lottie thought. Mustn’t cry. No, no.


  Rodney Aronson leaned his kettle-drum bum against the window-sill in the editor’s office and felt the ancient venetian blinds scrape against the back of his safari jacket. He fished in one of the jacket’s pockets for the rest of his Cadbury’s whole nut bar, and he unwrapped its foil with the dedication of a palaeontologist scrupulously removing soil from the buried remains of prehistoric man.


  Across the room at the conference table, Dennis Luxford looked completely relaxed in what Rodney called the Chair of Authority. With a triangular grin on his elfin face, the editor was listening to the day’s final report on what Fleet Street had the previous week dubbed the Rent Boy Rumba. The report was being given, with considerable animation, by the best investigative reporter on staff at The Source. Mitchell Corsico was twenty-three years old—a young man rather idiotically given to cowboy attire—with the instincts of a bloodhound and the tremulous sensitivity of a barracuda. He was just what they needed in the current rich climate of parliamentary peccadilloes, public outrage and sexual shenanigans.


  ‘According to this afternoon’s statement,’ Corsico was saying, ‘our esteemed MP for East Norfolk declared that his constituency is solidly behind him. He’s innocent until proven and all the etceteras. The loyal party chairman asserts the entire brouhaha is the fault of the gutter press who, he claims, are attempting yet again to undermine the Government.’ Corsico flipped through his notes in an apparent search for the appropriate quote. Finding it, he shoved his treasured stetson back on his head, struck a heroic pose, and recited, ‘“It’s no secret that the media are set on a path to bring down the Government. This rent boy business is merely another attempt by Fleet Street to determine the direction of parliamentary debate. But if the media wish to destroy the Government, the media shall find more than one worthy opponent waiting to do battle from Downing Street to Whitehall to the Palace of Westminster.”’ Corsico flipped the notebook closed and shoved it into the back pocket of his well-worn jeans. ‘Lofty sentiment, that, wouldn’t you say?’


  Luxford tilted his chair back and folded his hands across his exceedingly flat stomach. Forty-six years old with the body of a teenager and a full head of dusty blond hair to boot. He needed to be euthanized, Rodney thought blackly. It would be a mercy for his colleagues in general and Rodney in particular not to have to lumber along in his elegant wake.


  ‘We don’t need to bring down the Government,’ Luxford said. ‘We can sit back and watch while they bring down themselves.’ Idly, he fingered his silk paisley braces. ‘Is Mr Larnsey still holding to his original story?’


  ‘Like a barnacle,’ Corsico said. ‘Our esteemed MP for East Norfolk has reiterated his earlier statement about, as he called it, “this unfortunate misunderstanding arising from my presence in an automobile behind Paddington Station last Thursday night.” He was gathering data for the Select Committee on Drug Abuse and Prostitution, he maintains.’


  ‘Is there a Select Committee on Drug Abuse and Prostitution?’ Luxford asked.


  ‘If there isn’t, you may depend upon the Government’s establishing one straightaway.’


  Luxford cushioned the back of his neck with his hands and tilted his chair another degree backwards. He couldn’t have looked more pleased with the developing events. In the present stretch of Conservative control over the reins of the Government, the nation’s tabloids had uncovered MPs with mistresses, MPs with illegitimate children, MPs with call girls, MPs engaged in auto-eroticism, MPs with shaky property deals, and MPs with questionable ties to industry, but this was a first: a Conservative MP caught in as flagrante a delicto as there ever was, in the embrace of a sixteen-year-old male prostitute behind Paddington Station. This was such stuff as circulation dreams were made on, and Rodney could see Luxford mentally assessing the next pay rise he would likely be given once the books were balanced and the profits were in. Current events were allowing him to make good his promise to elevate The Source’s circulation to number one. He was a lucky bastard, blast his rotten little heart. But to Rodney’s way of thinking, he wasn’t the only journalist in London who could sink his incisors into an unexpected opportunity and rip a story from it like a hound with a hare. He wasn’t the only warrior in Fleet Street.


  ‘Another three days before the Prime Minister jettisons him,’ Luxford predicted. He glanced in Rodney’s direction. ‘What’s your bet?’


  ‘I’d say three days might be stretching it, Den.’ Rodney smiled inwardly at Luxford’s expression. The editor hated diminutive forms of his name.


  Luxford evaluated Rodney’s reply through narrowed eyes. No fool, our Luxford, Rodney thought. He hadn’t got to where he was by ignoring the daggers waiting at his back. Luxford gave his attention again to the reporter. ‘What do you have on next?’


  Corsico ticked items off with his fingers. ‘Larnsey’s wife swore yesterday she’d stick by her man, but I’ve a source who’s told me she’s moving out tonight. I’ll need a photographer on that.’


  ‘Rod’ll see to it,’ Luxford said without another glance in Rodney’s direction. ‘What else?’


  ‘The East Norfolk Conservative Association is meeting tonight to discuss their MP’s “political viability”. I’ve had a call from someone inside the association who says Larnsey’s going to be asked to stand down.’


  ‘Anything else?’


  ‘We’re waiting for the Prime Minister to comment. Oh yes. One thing more. An anonymous phone call claiming Larnsey always fancied boys, even at school. The wife was a front from the day of the wedding.’


  ‘What about the rent boy?’


  ‘He’s in hiding at the moment. At his parents’ home in South Lambeth.’


  ‘Will he talk? Will the parents?’


  ‘I’m still working on that.’


  Luxford lowered his chair. ‘Right then,’ he said and added wickedly with that triangular grin, ‘Keep up the good work, Mitch.’


  Corsico gave a mock tip of his stetson and headed out of the office. He reached the door as it opened to Luxford’s secretary, sixty years old and bearing two stacks of letters, which she carried to the conference table and placed in front of the Source editor. Stack one was opened, and these went on Luxford’s left. Stack two was unopened, marked Personal or Confidential or Editor’s Eyes Only, and these went on Luxford’s right after which the secretary fetched the letter opener from the editor’s desk and placed it on the conference table a precise two inches from the unopened envelopes. She fetched the wastepaper basket as well and situated this next to Luxford’s chair. ‘Anything else, Mr Luxford?’ she asked, which is what she asked deferentially every evening before she left for the day. ‘A blow job, Miss Wallace,’ Rodney silently replied. ‘On your knees, woman. And moan while you do it.’ He chuckled in spite of himself at the thought of Miss Wallace—decked out as always in her twin set, her tweeds and her pearls—on her knees between Luxford’s thighs. To hide his amusement, he quickly lowered his head to examine the rest of his Cadbury bar.


  Luxford had begun flipping through the unopened letters. ‘Phone my wife before you leave,’ he said to his secretary. ‘I shouldn’t be later than eight this evening.’


  Miss Wallace nodded and vanished in silence, treading across the grey carpet towards the door in her sensibly crêpe-soled shoes. Alone with The Source editor for the first time that day, Rodney slid his bum from the window-sill as Luxford reached for the letter opener and began on the envelopes at his right. Rodney had never been able to understand Luxford’s predilection for opening personal letters himself. Considering the political bent of the newspaper—as far left of centre as one could get without being called Red, Commie, Pinko or any other less-than-salutary sobriquet—a letter marked Personal might well be a bomb. And far better to risk Miss Wallace’s losing fingers, hands or an eye than for the newspaper’s chief editor to make himself the potential bull’s eye in a crackpot’s target. Luxford, of course, wouldn’t see it that way. Not that he would worry over Miss Wallace’s exposure to risk. Rather, he would point out that it was an editor’s job to take the measure of the public’s response to his newspaper. The Source, he would declare, was not going to achieve the coveted top position in the circulation wars by having its chief editor directing its troops from behind the battle lines. No editor worth his salt lost touch with the public.


  Rodney watched as Luxford perused the first letter. He snorted, balled it up, and flicked it into the wastepaper basket. He opened the second and scanned it quickly. He chuckled and sent it to join the first. He’d read the third, fourth and fifth and was opening the sixth when he said in an absent tone that Rodney knew was deliberate, ‘Yes, Rod? Is there something on your mind?’


  What was on Rodney’s mind was being done out of the very position Luxford was occupying: Lord of the Mighty, imprimatur, head boy, senior prefect and otherwise venerable editor of The Source. He’d been elbowed aside for the promotion he bloody well deserved just six months back in favour of Luxford, told by the swine-faced chairman in his plummy voice that he ‘lacked the necessary instincts’ to make the sort of changes in The Source that would turn the tabloid around. What sort of instincts? he’d enquired politely when the paper’s chairman broke the news to him. ‘The instincts of a killer,’ the chairman had replied. ‘Luxford has them in spades. Just look at what he did for the Globe.’


  What he’d done for the Globe was to take a languishing tabloid largely dedicated to film star gossip and unctuous stories on the Royal Family and transform it into the highest selling newspaper in the country. But he hadn’t done it through raising standards. He was too attuned to the times for that. Rather he’d done it by appealing to the baser instincts of the tabloid’s readers. He’d offered them a daily diet of scandals, of sexual escapades of politicians, of Tartuffery within the Church of England, and of the ostensible and highly occasional chivalry of the common man. The result was a veritable feast of titillation for Luxford’s readers, who by the millions slapped down their thirty-five pence each morning as if The Source’s editor alone—and not its staff and not Rodney, who had just as many brains and five years more experience than Luxford—held the keys to their contentment. And while the little rat gloried in his increasing success, the rest of the London tabloids fought to keep pace. All of them together thumbed their noses and said, ‘Kiss my arse, then,’ each time the Government threatened to force some basic controls upon them. But vox populi held no water in Westminster, not when the press were lambasting the Prime Minister each time a fellow Tory MP did his part to underscore what was appearing more and more to be the essential hypocrisy of the Conservative party.


  Not that seeing the Tory ship-of-state sinking was a painful spectacle for Rodney Aronson. He’d voted Labour—or at worst Liberal Democrat—ever since casting his first ballot. To think that Labour might benefit from the current climate of political unrest was extremely gratifying to him. So, under other circumstances, Rodney would have enjoyed the daily spectacle of press conferences, outraged telephone calls, demands for a special election, and dire predictions of the outcome of local elections due to be held within weeks. But under these circumstances, with Luxford at the helm where he would probably remain indefinitely, occluding Rodney’s own rise to the top, Rodney chafed. He told himself his discomfort grew from the fact that he was the superior newsman. But the real truth was that he was jealous.


  He’d been at The Source since he was sixteen years old, he’d worked his way from a factotum to his present position of Deputy Editor—second in command, mind you—on sheer strength of will, strength of character and strength of talent. He was owed the top job, and everyone knew it. Including Luxford, which was why the editor was watching him now, reading his mind like the fox he was, and waiting for him to reply. You don’t have the instincts of a killer, he’d been told. Yes. Right. Well, everyone would see the truth soon enough.


  ‘Something on your mind, Rod?’ Luxford repeated before dropping his gaze again to his correspondence.


  Your job, Rodney thought. But what he said was, ‘This rent boy business. I think it’s time to back off’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘It’s getting old. We’ve been leading with the story since Friday. Yesterday and today were nothing more than a rehash of Sunday’s and Monday’s developments. I know Mitch Corsico is on the trail of something more, but until he’s got it, I think we need to take a break.’


  Luxford set letter number six to one side and pulled at his overlong—and trademark—sideburns in what Rodney knew was a spurious demonstration of editor-considers-subordinate’s opinion. He picked up envelope number seven and inserted the letter opener beneath its flap. He held that pose while he replied.


  ‘The Government has placed itself in this position. The PM gave us his Recommitment to Basic British Values as part of the party manifesto, didn’t he? Just two years ago, wasn’t it? We’re merely exploring what the Recommitment to Basic British Values apparently means to the Tories. Mum and Dad Greengrocer along with Uncle Shoemaker and Grandad Pensioner all thought it meant a return to decency and “God Save the Queen” in the cinema after films. Our Tory MPs seem to think otherwise.’


  ‘Right,’ Rodney said. ‘But do we want to look like we’re trying to bring down the Government with an endless exposé of what one half-witted MP does with his dick in his own free time? Hell, we’ve plenty of other grist to use against the Tories. So why don’t we—?’


  ‘Developing a moral conscience at the eleventh hour?’ Luxford raised a sardonic eyebrow and went back to his letter, slitting open the envelope and slipping out the folded paper inside. ‘I wouldn’t have thought it of you, Rod.’


  Rodney felt his face grow hot. ‘I’m only saying that if we’re going to aim the heavy artillery at the Government, we might want to start thinking about directing fire at something more substantial than the off-hours bonking of Members of Parliament. Papers have been doing that for years and where has it got us? The berks are still in power.’


  ‘I dare say our readers feel their interests are being served. What did you tell me the most recent circulation figures were?’ It was Luxford’s usual ploy. He never asked that sort of question without knowing the answer. As if to emphasize this, he gave his attention back to the letter in his hand.


  ‘I’m not saying we ought to ignore the extra-marital bonking that’s going on. I know it’s our bread and butter. But if we just spin the story so it looks like the Government…’ Rodney realized that Luxford wasn’t listening. Instead, he was frowning at the letter he held. He pulled at his sideburns, but this time the act and the consideration accompanying the act were both genuine. Rodney was certain of it. He said, with rising hope that he was careful to expunge from his voice, ‘Something wrong, Den?’


  The hand that held the letter screwed it into his palm. ‘Balls,’ Luxford said. He threw the letter in the rubbish with the others. He reached for the next one and slit it open. ‘What utter bullshit,’ he said. ‘The great unthinking populace speaks.’ He read the next letter and then said to Rodney, ‘That’s where we differ. You apparently view our readers as educable, Rod. While I view them as they are. Our nation’s great unwashed and greater unread. To be spoonfed their opinions like lukewarm porridge.’ Luxford pushed his chair away from the conference table. ‘Is there anything else this evening? Because if there isn’t, I’ve a dozen phone calls to return and a family to get home to.’


  There’s your job, Rodney thought once again. There’s what I’m owed for twenty-two years of loyalty to this miserable rag. But what he said was, ‘No, Den. There’s nothing else. At the moment, that is.’


  He dropped his Cadbury wrapper among the editor’s discarded letters and headed for the door. Luxford said, ‘Rod,’ as Rodney pulled the door open. And when he’d turned to Luxford, ‘You’ve got chocolate in your beard.’ Luxford was smiling as Rodney left him.


  But the smile faded instantly once the other man was gone. Dennis Luxford swung his chair to the wastepaper basket. He pulled out the letter. He uncrinkled it against the surface of the conference table and read it again. It was composed of a one-word salutation and a single sentence, and it had nothing to do with rent boys, automobiles or Sinclair Larnsey MP:


  Luxford—


  Use page one to acknowledge your first-born child, and Charlotte will be freed.


  Luxford stared at the message with a heartbeat thumping light and fast in his ears. He swiftly assessed a handful of possible senders, but they were so unlikely that the only conclusion he could reach was a simple one: the letter had to be a bluff. Still, he was careful to sort through the remaining rubbish in such a way so as not to disturb the order in which he’d thrown away the day’s post. He rescued the letter’s accompanying envelope and studied it. A partial postmark made a three-quarter moon next to the first-class stamp. It was faded, but legible enough for Luxford to see that the letter had been posted in London.


  Luxford leaned back in his chair. He read the first eight words again. Use page one to acknowledge your first-born child. Charlotte, he thought.


  For the past ten years, he had allowed himself to reflect upon Charlotte only once a month, a quarter of an hour’s admission of paternity that he’d managed to keep secret from everyone in his world, Charlotte’s mother included. The rest of the time he forced the girl’s existence to diminish in his memory. He’d never spoken to a soul about her. Some days he managed to forget altogether that he was the father of more than one child.


  He scooped up both the letter and its envelope and carried them to the window where he looked down at Farrington Street and listened to the muted noise of traffic.


  Someone, he knew, someone quite close by, someone in Fleet Street or perhaps in Wapping or as far away as that soaring glass tower on the Isle of Dogs, was waiting for him to make a wrong move. Someone out there—well versed in how a story completely unrelated to current events gained momentum in the press and whetted the public’s appetite for a very conspicuous fall from grace—anticipated his inadvertently laying a trail in reaction to this letter and, through laying that trail, forging a link between himself and Charlotte’s mother. When he’d done that, the press would pounce. One paper would uncover the story. The rest would follow. And both he and Charlotte’s mother would pay for their mistake. Her punishment would be a pillory followed by a quick descent from political power. His would be a more personal loss.


  He was sardonically amused to note how he was being hoist with his own petard. If the Government had not been facing even more certain damage should the truth about Charlotte be known, Luxford would have assumed the letter had been sent from Number 10 Downing Street in a gesture of how-does-it-feel-to-be-on-the-receiving-end-for-once. But the Government had as much of an interest in keeping the truth about Charlotte buried as had Luxford himself. And if the Government was not involved in the letter and its obliquely minatory message, then it stood to reason that another sort of enemy was.


  And there were scores of them. From every walk of life. Eager. Waiting. Hoping that he would betray himself.


  Dennis Luxford had been playing the game of investigative one-upmanship too long to make a false move. He hadn’t turned the tide of The Source’s declining circulation by being oblivious of the methods used by journalists to reach the truth. So he decided that he would toss out the letter and forget about it and thus give his enemies sod all to work with. If he received another, he’d toss out that one as well.


  He balled up the letter a second time and turned from the window to throw it with the others. But in doing so, he caught sight of the correspondence his secretary had already opened and stacked. He considered the possibility of yet another letter, not marked this time for his eyes only, but sent unmarked so that anyone could open it, or sent to Mitch Corsico, or to one of the other reporters who were currently on the scent of sexual corruption. This letter wouldn’t be phrased so obscurely. Names would be mentioned, dates and places would be manufactured, and what had started as a thirteen-word bluff would become a full-blown hue and cry for the truth.


  He could prevent that. All it would take was a single phone call and an answer to the only questions possible at this point: Have you told someone, Eve? Anyone? At any time? In the last ten years? About us? Have you told?


  If she hadn’t, the letter was nothing but an attempt to rattle him, and easily dismissable at that. If she had, she needed to know that both of them were about to come under a full-blown siege.


  2


  Having prepared her audience, Deborah St James lined up three large black-and-white photographs on one of the work-tables in her husband’s laboratory. She adjusted the fluorescent lights and stood back to wait the judgement of her husband and of his workmate, Lady Helen Clyde. She’d been experimenting with this new series of photographs for four months now and while she was fairly pleased with the results, she was also feeling more and more these days the pressure to make a real financial contribution to their household. She wanted this contribution to be a regular one, not one restricted to the sporadic assignments she had so far been able to glean from beating on the doors of advertising agencies, talent agencies, magazines, wire services and publishers. In the last few years since completing her training, Deborah had begun to feel as if she were spending most of her waking hours lugging her portfolio from one end of London to the other, when all along what she wanted was to be successful shooting her photographs as pure art. From Stieglitz to Mapplethorpe, other people had done it. Why not she?


  Deborah pressed her palms together and waited for either her husband or Helen Clyde to speak. They’d been in the midst of evaluating the transcript of a forensic deposition Simon had given a fortnight ago on water-gel explosives, and they had intended to go on from there to an analysis of toolmarks made on the metal surround of a doorknob in an attempt to establish a case for the defence in a forthcoming murder trial. But they’d been willing enough to take a break. They’d been going at it since nine that morning with only a pause for lunch and a second for dinner, and from what Deborah could see now at half past nine in the evening, Helen, at least, was ready to call it a day.


  Simon was bent over the photograph of a National Front skinhead. Helen was studying a West Indian girl who stood with an enormous Union Jack curled through her hands. Both the skinhead and the girl were positioned in front of a portable backdrop that Deborah had devised from large triangles of solidly painted canvas.


  When neither Simon nor Helen spoke, she said, ‘You see, I want the pictures to be personality specific. I don’t want to objectify the subject in my old way. I control the background—that’s the canvas I was working on in the garden last February, do you remember, Simon?—but the personality is specific to the individual picture. The subject can’t hide. He—or she, of course—can’t falsify himself because the film speed’s too slow and the subject can’t sustain artifice for as long as it takes to get the proper exposure. So. What d’you think?’


  She told herself that it didn’t matter what either of them thought. She was on to something with this new approach and she meant to keep with it. But it would help to have someone’s independent verification that the work was as good as she believed it was. Even if that someone was her own husband, the person least likely to find fault with her efforts.


  He moved away from the skinhead, skirted Helen who was still studying the West Indian flag holder, and went to the third picture, a Rastafarian in an impressively beaded shawl that covered his hole-dotted T-shirt. He said, ‘Where did you take these, Deborah?’


  She said, ‘Covent Garden. Near the theatre museum. I’d like to do St Botolph’s Church next. The homeless. You know.’ She watched Helen move to another picture. She kept herself from gnawing at her thumbnail as she waited.


  Helen finally looked up. ‘I think they’re wonderful.’


  ‘Do you? Do you really? I mean, do you think…? You see, they’re rather different, aren’t they? What I wanted… I mean… I’m using a twenty by twenty-four inch polaroid, and I’ve left in the sprocket marks as well as the marks from the chemicals on the prints because I want them to sort of announce that they’re pictures. They’re the artificial reality while the subjects themselves are the truth. At least… Well, that’s what I’d like to think…’ Deborah reached for her hair and shoved its copper-coloured mass away from her face. Words left her in a muddle. They always had. She sighed. ‘That’s what I’m trying…’


  Her husband put his arm round her shoulders and soundly kissed the side of her head. ‘A fine job,’ he said. ‘How many have you taken?’


  ‘Oh dozens. Hundreds. Well, perhaps not hundreds, but a great many. I’ve only just started making these oversize prints. What I’m really hoping is that they’ll be good enough to show… in a gallery, I mean. Like art. Because, well, they are art after all and…’ Her voice drifted off as her eyes caught movement at the edge of her vision. She turned to the door of the lab to see that her father—a long-time member of one or another of the St James family’s households—had come quietly to the top of the Cheyne Row house.


  ‘Mr St James,’ Joseph Cotter said, adhering to his history of never once using Simon’s Christian name. The length of their marriage aside, he had never been able to adjust fully to the fact that his daughter had married her father’s youthful employer. ‘You’ve visitors. I’ve put them in the study.’


  ‘Visitors?’ Deborah asked. ‘I didn’t hear… Did the doorbell ring, Dad?’


  ‘Don’t need the doorbell, these visitors, do they?’ Cotter replied. He entered the lab and frowned down at Deborah’s photographs. ‘Nasty bloke, this,’ he said in reference to the National Front ruffian. And to Deborah’s husband, ‘It’s David. Along with some mate of ’is, done up in fancy braces and flashy shoes.’


  ‘David?’ Deborah asked. ‘David St James? Here? In London?’


  ‘Here in the ’ouse,’ Cotter pointed out. ‘And looking ’is usual worse for wear. Where that bloke buys ’is clothes is a mystery to me. Oxfam, I think. You want coffee all round? They both look like they could do with a cup.’


  Deborah was already heading down the stairs calling, ‘David? David?’ as her husband said, ‘Coffee, yes. And knowing my brother, you’d better bring along the rest of that chocolate cake.’ He said to Helen, ‘Let’s put the rest of this on hold till tomorrow. Will you be off, then?’


  ‘Let me say hello to David first.’ Helen switched off the fluorescent lights and trailed St James to the stairs, which he took with a slow care necessitated by his braced left leg. Cotter followed them.


  The door to the study was open. Within the room, Deborah was saying, ‘What are you doing here, David? Why didn’t you phone? Nothing’s wrong with Sylvie or the children, I hope?’


  David was brushing his sister-in-law’s cheek with a kiss, saying, ‘Fine. They’re fine, Deb. Everyone’s fine. I’m in town for a conference on Euro-trade. Dennis tracked me down there. Ah. Here’s Simon. Dennis Luxford, my brother Simon. My sister-in-law. And Helen Clyde. Helen, how are you? It’s been years, hasn’t it?’


  ‘Last Boxing Day,’ Helen replied. ‘At your parents’ house. But there was such a crush that you’re forgiven for not remembering.’


  ‘No doubt I spent most of the afternoon grazing at the buffet table anyway.’ David slapped both hands against his paunch, the one feature he possessed that distinguished him from his younger brother. Otherwise he and St James were, like all the St James siblings, remarkably similar in appearance, sharing the same curling black hair, the same height, the same sharp angularity of features, and the same eye colour that could never decide between grey or blue. He was indeed dressed as Cotter had described him: oddly. From his Birkenstock sandals and argyll socks to his tweed jacket and his polo shirt, David was eclecticism personified, the sartorial despair of his family. He was a genius in business, having increased the profits of the family’s shipping company four-fold since their father’s retirement. But one would never guess it to behold him.


  ‘I need your help.’ David chose one of the two leather armchairs near the fireplace. With the assurance of a man who commands a legion of employees, he directed everyone else to sit. ‘Rather more to the point, Dennis needs your help. That’s why we’ve come.’


  ‘What sort of help?’ St James observed the man who had come with his brother. He was standing more or less out of the direct light, near the wall on which Deborah regularly hung a changing display of her photographs. Luxford, St James saw was extremely fit-looking, a middle-aged man of relatively modest stature whose silk tie, blue blazer and fawn trousers suggested a beau but whose face wore an expression of mild distrust that at the moment appeared to be mixing with a fair amount of incredulity. St James knew the source of the latter, although he never saw it without a momentary sinking of his spirits. Dennis Luxford wanted help in some matter or another, but he didn’t expect he’d be able to receive it from someone who was obviously crippled. St James wanted to say, ‘It’s just the leg, Mr Luxford. My intellect continues to function as always.’ Instead he waited for the other man to speak while Helen and Deborah made places for themselves on the sofa and the ottoman.


  Luxford didn’t seem pleased that the women had apparently settled in for the duration of the interview. He said, ‘This is a personal matter. It’s extremely confidential. I’m not willing—’


  David St James interposed. ‘These are the three people in the country least likely to sell your story to the media, Dennis. I dare say they don’t even know who you are.’ And then to the others, ‘Do you, in fact? Never mind. I can see by your faces that you don’t.’


  He went on to explain. He and Luxford, he said, had been together at Lancaster University, adversaries in the debating society and boozing mates after exams. They’d stayed in touch through the years since leaving the university, keeping tabs on each other’s successful career. ‘Dennis is a writer,’ David said. ‘Damned finest writer I’ve ever known, truth to tell.’ He’d come to London to make his mark in literature, David told them, but he’d got sidetracked into journalism and decided to stay there. He started out as a political correspondent for the Guardian. Now he was an editor.


  ‘Of the Guardian?’ St James asked.


  ‘The Source’ Luxford said it with a look that directed a challenge towards any of them who might choose to comment. To begin at the Guardian and end up at The Source might not exactly be considered a celestial ascent in one’s fortunes, but Luxford, it seemed, was not about to be judged.


  David appeared oblivious of the look. He said with a nod in Luxford’s direction, ‘He took over The Source six months ago, Simon, after making the Globe number one. He was the youngest editor in Fleet Street history when he ran the Globe, not to mention the most successful. Which he still is. Even the Sunday Times admitted that. They did quite a spread on him in the magazine. When was that, Dennis?’


  Luxford ignored the question and seemed to chafe under David’s encomium. He appeared to ruminate for a moment. ‘No,’ he finally said to David. ‘This isn’t going to work. There’s too much at risk. I shouldn’t have come.’


  Deborah stirred. ‘We’ll leave,’ she said. ‘Helen. Shall we?’


  But St James was studying the newspaper editor, and something about him—was it a smooth ability to manipulate the situation—made him say, ‘Helen works with me, Mr Luxford. If you need my help, you’re going to end up with hers as well, even if that doesn’t appear to be the case at the moment. And I do share most of my work with my wife.’


  ‘That’s it, then,’ Luxford said and made a movement to depart.


  David St James waved him back. ‘You’re going to have to trust someone,’ he said and went on to his brother, ‘The problem is, we’ve got a Tory career on the line.’


  ‘I should think that would please you,’ St James said to Luxford. ‘The Source has never made a secret of its political leaning.’


  ‘This is a rather special Tory career,’ David said. ‘Tell him, Dennis. He can help you. It’s either him or a stranger who might not have Simon’s ethics. Or you can choose the police. And you know where that leads.’


  As Dennis Luxford was considering his options, Cotter brought in the coffee and chocolate cake. He set the large tray on the coffee table in front of Helen and looked back to the door where a small long-haired dachshund hopefully watched the activity. ‘You,’ Cotter said. ‘Peach. Didn’t I tell you to stop in the kitchen?’ The dog wagged her tail and barked. ‘Likes chocolate, she does,’ Cotter said in explanation.


  ‘Likes everything,’ Deborah amended. She moved to take cups from Helen as she poured the coffee. Cotter scooped the dog up and headed again towards the back of the house. In a moment, they heard him climbing the stairs. ‘Milk and sugar, Mr Luxford?’ Deborah asked amiably, as if Luxford hadn’t been questioning her integrity a moment earlier. ‘Will you have some cake as well? My father made it. He’s an extraordinary cook.’


  Luxford looked as if he knew the decision to break bread with them—or in this case cake—would be crossing a line he would prefer not to cross. Still, he accepted. He moved to the sofa, where he sat on the edge and brooded while Deborah and Helen continued passing round the cake and the coffee. He finally spoke. ‘All right. I can see that I have little choice.’ He reached into his blazer’s inner pocket, revealing the paisley braces that had impressed Cotter. He brought out an envelope, which he passed to St James with the explanation that it had come to him in the afternoon’s post.


  St James studied the envelope before removing its contents. He read the brief message. He went at once to his desk and rooted in the side drawer for a moment, bringing forth a plastic jacket into which he slipped the single piece of paper. He said, ‘Has anyone else handled this?’


  ‘Only you and I.’


  ‘Good.’ St James passed the plastic jacket to Helen. He said to Luxford, ‘Charlotte. Who is she? And who’s your first-born child?’


  ‘She is. Charlotte. She’s been kidnapped.’


  ‘You’ve not phoned the appropriate authorities?’


  ‘We can’t have the police, if that’s what you mean. We can’t run the risk of any publicity.’


  ‘There won’t be publicity,’ St James pointed out. ‘Procedure calls for keeping kidnappings under wraps. You know that well enough, don’t you? I’d assume a newspaperman—’


  ‘I know well enough that the police keep the newspapers up to date with daily briefings when they’re dealing with abduction,’ Luxford said sharply. ‘With all parties understanding that nothing goes into print until the victim’s returned to the family.’


  ‘So why’s that a problem, Mr Luxford?’


  ‘Because of who the victim is.’


  ‘Your daughter.’


  ‘Yes. And the daughter of Eve Bowen.’


  Helen met St James’s eyes as she passed the kidnapper’s letter back to him. He saw her eyebrows raise. Deborah was saying, ‘Eve Bowen? I’m not entirely familiar… Simon? Do you know…?’


  Eve Bowen, David told her, was the Undersecretary of State for the Home Office, one of the Conservative Government’s most high-profile Junior Ministers. She was an up-and-comer who, with astonishing rapidity, was climbing the ladder to become the country’s next Margaret Thatcher. She was the Member of Parliament for Marylebone, and it was from Marylebone that her daughter had apparently disappeared.


  ‘When I got this in the post,’ Luxford gestured to the letter, ‘I phoned Eve at once. Frankly, I thought it was a bluff. I thought someone had somehow linked our names. I thought someone was trying to get me to react in a way that would betray the past relationship between us. I thought someone was in need of some sort of proof that Eve and I are connected through Charlotte, and the pretence that Charlotte had been abducted—plus my reaction to that pretence—would be the proof required.’


  ‘Why would anyone want proof of your connection to Eve Bowen?’ Helen asked.


  ‘In order to sell the story to the media. I don’t need to tell you how it would play out in the press if it became known that I—of all people—am the father of Eve Bowen’s only child. Especially after the way she’s…’ He seemed to search for a euphemism that eluded him.


  St James concluded the thought without resorting to a more pleasant way of expressing it. ‘The way she’s used the child’s illegitimacy to benefit her own ends in the past?’


  ‘She’s made it her standard,’ Luxford admitted. ‘You can imagine the field day the press would have with her once it was known that Eve Bowen’s great crime of passion involved someone like me.’


  St James could well imagine. The Marylebone MP had long portrayed herself as a fallen woman who’d made restitution, who’d eschewed an abortion as a solution reflecting the erosion of values in society, who was doing the right thing by her bastard child. The fact of her daughter’s illegitimacy—as well as the fact that Eve Bowen had nobly never named the father—was at least part of the reason she’d been elected to Parliament in the first place. She publicly espoused morality, religion, basic values, family solidarity, devotion to Monarch and country. She stood for everything that The Source derided among Conservative politicians.


  ‘The story’s served her well,’ St James said. ‘A politician who’s admitted publicly to her imperfections. That’s hard for a voter to resist. Not to mention a Prime Minister seeking to bolster his Government with female appointees. Does he know the child’s been kidnapped, by the way?’


  ‘No-one in the Government’s been told.’


  ‘And you’re certain she’s been kidnapped?’ St James indicated the letter that was lying on his knee. ‘This uses a form of block printing. It could well have been done by a child. Is there any chance that Charlotte herself could be behind this? Does she know about you? Could this be an effort to force her mother’s hand in some way?’


  ‘Of course not. Good God. She’s only ten years old. Eve’s never told her.’


  ‘Can you be sure of that?’


  ‘Of course I can’t be sure. I can only go by what Eve’s told me.’


  ‘And you’ve told no-one? Are you married? Have you told your wife?’


  ‘I’ve told no-one,’ he said firmly, without acknowledging the other two questions. ‘Eve says she hasn’t either, but she must have let something drop at one time or another—some reference, some chance remark. She must have said something to someone who bears a grudge against her.’


  ‘And does no-one bear a grudge against you?’ Helen’s dark eyes were guileless and her expression bland, both implying that she had no idea that The Source’s primary philosophy was to dig up the dirt fast and publish it first.


  ‘Half the country, I dare say,’ Luxford admitted. ‘But it’s hardly going to ruin me professionally if word gets out that I’m the father of Eve Bowen’s illegitimate child. I’ll be a laughing-stock briefly, considering my politics, but that’ll be the end of it. Eve, not I, is in the vulnerable position.’


  ‘Then why send you the letter?’ St James asked.


  ‘We both received one. Mine came in the post. Hers was waiting at home, hand delivered some time during the day, according to her housekeeper.’


  St James re-examined the envelope in which Luxford’s letter had been mailed. It was postmarked two days previously.


  ‘When did Charlotte disappear?’ he asked.


  ‘This afternoon. Somewhere between Blandford Street and Devonshire Place Mews.’


  ‘Has there been a demand for money?’


  ‘Just the demand for public acknowledgement of Charlotte’s paternity.’


  ‘Which you’re unwilling to make.’


  ‘I’m willing to make it. I’d rather not, it would cause me difficulties, but I’m willing. It’s Eve who won’t hear of it.’


  ‘You’ve seen her?’


  ‘Talked to her. After that, I phoned David. I remembered his having a brother… I knew you were involved in criminal investigations somehow, or at least that you had been. I thought you might help.’


  St James shook his head and returned letter and envelope to Luxford. ‘This isn’t a matter for me to handle. It can be dealt with discreetly by—’


  ‘Listen to me.’ Luxford hadn’t touched either his cake or his coffee, but he reached for the coffee now. He gulped down a mouthful and replaced the cup in its saucer. Some of the coffee sloshed out, wetting his fingers. He didn’t make a move to dry them. ‘You don’t know how newspapers actually work. The cops will go to Eve’s house first and no-one will hear of it, true. But they’ll need to speak to her more than once, and they won’t be willing to wait for an hour when she’s in seclusion in Marylebone. So they’ll go to see her at the Home Office because that’s near enough Scotland Yard, and God knows this particular kidnapping is going to be a Scotland Yard case unless we do something to head that off now.’


  ‘Scotland Yard and the Home Office live in each other’s pockets, you know that. Even if that weren’t the case, the investigators wouldn’t go to see her in uniform,’ St James pointed out. ‘So no-one at the Home Office—’


  ‘Do you actually think they need to be in uniform?’ Luxford demanded. ‘There isn’t a journalist alive who can’t tell when he’s looking at a cop. So a cop shows up at the Home Office and asks for the Undersecretary of State. A correspondent for one of the papers sees him. Someone in the Home Office is willing to snout—a secretary, a filing clerk, a caretaker, a fifth-rank civil servant with too many debts and too much interest in money. However it happens, it happens. Someone talks to the correspondent. And his newspaper’s attention is now zeroed in on Eve Bowen. Who is this woman? the paper starts asking. What’s going on that the police have come to call? Who is the father of her child, by the way? It’s only a matter of time before they trace Charlotte to me.’


  ‘If you haven’t told anyone, that’s unlikely,’ St James said.


  ‘It doesn’t matter what I’ve told or not told,’ Luxford said. ‘The point is that Eve’s told. She claims she hasn’t, but she must have done. Someone knows. Someone’s waiting. Bringing in the police—which is what the kidnapper expects us to do—is just the ticket to get the story into the press. If that happens, Eve’s finished. She’ll have to stand down as Junior Minister and I dare say she’ll lose her seat as well. If not now, because of this, then in the next election.’


  ‘Unless she becomes a figure of public sympathy, in which case this entire affair serves her interests quite well.’


  ‘That,’ Luxford said, ‘is a particularly vile comment. What are you suggesting? She’s Charlotte’s mother, for God’s sake.’


  Deborah turned to her husband. She’d been sitting on the ottoman in front of his chair, and she touched his good leg lightly and got to her feet. ‘Could I have a word, Simon?’ she asked him.


  St James saw that she was flushed. He regretted at once allowing her to be part of the interview. The moment he’d heard it was about a child, he should have sent her from the room on some pretext. Children—and her inability to bear them—were her greatest vulnerability.


  He followed her into the dining room. She stood by the table with her hands behind her, resting them against the polished wood. She said, ‘ I know what you’re thinking, but it isn’t that. You’ve no need to protect me.’


  ‘I don’t want to get involved in this, Deborah. There’s too much risk. I don’t want it on my conscience if something happens to the girl.’


  ‘This doesn’t appear to be a typical abduction though, does it? No demand for money, just a demand for publicity. And no threat of death. If you don’t help them, you know they’ll just go to someone else.’


  ‘Or they’ll go to the police, which is where they should have gone in the first place.’


  ‘But you’ve done this sort of work before. So has Helen. Not recently, of course. But you’ve done it in the past. And you’ve done it well.’


  St James made no reply. He knew what he ought to do: what he’d already done. Tell Luxford that he wanted no part of the situation. But Deborah was watching him, her face a mirror of the absolute faith she’d always had in him. To do the right thing, to be wise when necessary.


  ‘You can put a time limit on it,’ she said reasonably. ‘You can… What if you say that you’ll give it… what, one day? Two? To establish a trail. To talk to people who know her. To… I don’t know. To do something. Because if you do that much, at least you’ll know that the investigation is being handled properly. And that’s what you want, isn’t it? To be sure that everything’s handled properly?’


  St James touched her cheek. Her skin was hot. Her eyes seemed too large. She looked little more than a child herself despite her twenty-five years. He shouldn’t have let her listen to Luxford’s story in the first place, he thought again. He should have sent her off to work on her photographs. He should have insisted. He should have… St James brought himself round abruptly. Deborah was right. He always wanted to protect her. He had a passion to protect her. It was the bane of their marriage, the largest disadvantage of being eleven years her senior and having known her since her birth.


  ‘They need you,’ she said. ‘I think you ought to help. At least talk to the mother. Hear what she has to say. You could do that much tonight. You and Helen can go to her. Right away.’ She reached for his hand that still grazed her cheek.


  ‘I can’t promise two days,’ he said.


  ‘That won’t matter, so long as you’re involved. Will you do it, then? I know you won’t regret it.’


  I already do, St James thought. But he nodded his assent.


  * * *


  Dennis Luxford had plenty of time to put his psychological house in order before returning home. He lived in Highgate, a considerable drive north from the St James home near the river in Chelsea, and while he was guiding his Porsche through the traffic, he assembled his thoughts and constructed a façade that his wife, he hoped, would not be able to pierce.


  He’d phoned her after talking to Eve. Estimated time of arrival had changed, he explained. Sorry, darling. Something’s come up. I’ve a photographer in South Lambeth waiting for Larnsey’s rent boy to come out of his parents’ house: I’ve a reporter ready when the boy makes his statement; we’re holding up the presses as long as possible to get it in the morning’s edition. I need to stand by here. Am I ballsing up your evening plans?


  Fiona said no. She’d just been reading to Leo when the phone rang, or rather reading with Leo because no-one read to Leo when Leo wanted to do the reading himself. He’d chosen Giotto, Fiona confided with a sigh. Again. I do wish his interest might be caught by another period of art. Reading about religious paintings quite puts me to sleep.


  It’s good for your soul, Luxford had said in a tone that tried to achieve wry amusement although what he had thought was, Shouldn’t he be reading about dinosaurs at his age? About constellations? About big game hunters? About snakes and frogs? Why in hell was an eight year old reading about a fourteenth-century painter? And why was his mother encouraging him to do so?


  They were too close to each other, Luxford thought not for the first time. Leo and his mother shared too much of the same soul. It would do the boy a world of good when he was finally packed off to Baverstock School for the autumn term. Leo didn’t like the idea, Fiona liked it less, but Luxford knew it would serve them both well. Hadn’t Baverstock done as much for him? Made him a man? Given him direction? Wasn’t being sent off to public school the reason why he was where he was today?


  He quashed the thought of where he was today, tonight, this minute. He had to obliterate the memory of the letter and everything that had followed from the letter. It was the only way to maintain the façade.


  Still, thoughts lapped like small waves against the barriers he had built to contain them, and central to the thoughts was his conversation with Eve.


  He hadn’t spoken to her since she’d told him she was pregnant all those years ago, five months to the day after the Tory Conference where they’d met. Or not met exactly because he’d known her from the university, known her only in passing on the staff of the newspaper and found her attractive even as he found her politics repellent. When he’d seen her in Blackpool among the grey-suited, grey-haired and generally grey-faced power brokers of the Conservative party, the attraction had been the same, as had the repulsion. But they were fellow journalists at that time—he two years into his command of the Globe, she a political correspondent for the Daily Telegraph—and they had occasion, dining and drinking among their colleagues, to lock horns and intellects over the Conservatives’ apparent stranglehold on the reins of power. Locking horns and intellects led to locking bodies. Not once, because at least there might be an excuse for once: ascribe it to excessive drink and more excessive randiness and forget about it please. But instead, the affair had gone on feverishly throughout the length of the conference. The result was Charlotte.


  What had he been thinking of? Luxford wondered. He’d known Fiona for a year at the time of that conference, he’d known he intended to marry her, he’d set upon a course to win her trust and her heart not to mention her voluptuous body, and at the first opportunity, he’d cocked things up. But not entirely, because Eve not only hadn’t wanted to marry him, she wouldn’t hear of marrying him when he made the perfunctory offer upon learning she was pregnant. She had her sights set on a career in politics. Marriage to Dennis Luxford was not part of her plan to achieve that career. ‘My God,’ she’d said. ‘Do you actually believe I’d hook myself up with the King of Sleaze just to have a man’s name for my baby’s birth certificate? You must be more demented than your politics suggest.’ So they’d parted. And in the intervening years, as she climbed the ladder of power, he sometimes told himself that Eve had successfully done what he himself could not manage: she’d made a surgical cut into her memory and amputated the dangling appendage of her past.


  That hadn’t been the case, as he discovered when he’d phoned her. Charlotte’s existence wouldn’t allow it.


  ‘What do you want?’ she’d asked him when he had finally managed to track her down in the Chief Whip’s office at the House of Commons. ‘Why are you phoning me?’ Her voice had been low and terse. There were other voices in the background.


  He’d said, ‘I need to talk to you.’


  ‘Frankly, I don’t feel likewise.’


  ‘It’s about Charlotte.’


  He heard her breath hiss in. Her voice didn’t change. ‘She’s nothing to do with you and you know it.’


  ‘Evelyn,’ he said urgently. ‘I know I’m phoning out of the blue.’


  ‘With remarkable timing.’


  ‘I’m sorry. I can hear you’re not alone. Can you get to a private phone?’


  ‘I’ve no intention—’


  ‘I’ve had a letter. Accusing me.’


  ‘That’s hardly a surprise. I should think that a letter accusing you of something would be a regular event for you.’


  ‘Someone knows.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘About us. About Charlotte.’


  That seemed to rattle her, if only for a moment. She was quiet at first. He thought he could hear her tapping a finger against the mouthpiece of the phone. Then she said abruptly, ‘Nonsense.’


  ‘Listen. Just listen.’ He read the brief message. Having heard it, she said nothing. Somewhere in the office with her, a man’s voice gave a bark of laughter. ‘First-born child, it says
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