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More praise for Penny Vincenzi:

 

‘Packed with passion, pain, pace and palaver . . . it’s high-class, well-structured . . . with enough juicy subplots and interesting minor characters to keep you gripped through many a chilly evening . . . Fans are in for a feast’ Val Hennessy, Daily Mail

 

‘Deliciously readable. Penny Vincenzi’s novels are rollicking contemporary fantasies’ Mail on Sunday

 

‘The literary equivalent of a huge box of beautiful handmade chocolate truffles - a total indulgence’ Ideal Home

 

‘It should sell in lorry-loads - these pleasures may be wicked, but they won’t rot your teeth or make you fat’ Kate Saunders, Sunday Times

 

‘Penny Vincenzi has delivered an unputdownable family saga’ The Lady

 

‘This is another of Penny Vincenzi’s unputdownable blockbusters - with a rattling good plot and a feisty heroine’ Woman and Home

 

‘Like an illicit lover, I have been sloping off all week to snatch another hour’s pleasure with Almost a Crime, Penny Vincenzi’s terrific new novel’ Jilly Cooper

 

‘A rampantly riveting read . . . This one’s the business’ She

‘A super read that will keep you guessing right until the end’ Company

 

‘Seductively readable . . . I carried on reading late into the night’ The Times

 

‘Penny Vincenzi writes with such flair and gusto that I defy any reader, once they’ve taken the smallest nibble, not to gobble it all down’ Sunday Express

 

‘With an unerring knowledge of the worlds she describes and the emotions that go with them, Penny Vincenzi has created another absorbing page-turner, packed with believable characters and satisfyingly extreme villains, eccentrics and manipulators’ Good Housekeeping

 

‘Will keep you eagerly turning the pages’ Cosmopolitan

 

‘A gloriously tempestuous and romantic mix; all trembling lust and dark secrets’ Daily Express




For Polly, Sophie, Emily and Claudia: 
for every possible kind of help and support 
in a very long year.
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Prologue

August 1986

 

People didn’t have babies on aeroplanes. They just didn’t.

Well - well, actually they did. And then it was all over the newspapers.

‘Gallant aircrew deliver bouncing boy,’ it said, or words to that effect, and then went on to describe the mother of the bouncing boy in some detail. Her name, where she lived, how she had come to be in the situation in the first place. Usually with a photograph of her with the bouncing boy and the gallant crew.

So - that wasn’t an option.

She couldn’t have a baby on an aeroplane.

Ignore the pain. Not nearly bad enough, anyway. Probably indigestion. Of course: indigestion. Cramped up here, with her vast stomach compressed into what must be the smallest space in the history of aviation for what? - seven hours now. Yes, definitely indigestion . . .

Didn’t completely solve the situation though. She was still having a baby. Any day - any hour, even. And would be having it in England now instead of safely - safely? - in Bangkok.

That had been the plan.

But the days had gone by and become a week, and then two, and the date, the wonderfully safe date of her flight, three weeks after the birth, had got nearer and nearer. She’d tried to change it; but she had an Apex seat; she’d lose the whole fare, they explained, very nicely. Have to buy a new ticket.

She couldn’t. She absolutely couldn’t. She had no money left, and she’d carefully shed the few friends she’d made over the past few months, so there was no danger of them noticing.  Noticing that she wasn’t just overweight but that she had, under the Thai fishermen’s trousers and huge shirts she wore, a stomach the size of a very large pumpkin.

(The people at the check-in hadn’t noticed either, thank God; had looked at her, standing there, hot and tired and sweaty, and seen simply a very overweight girl in loose and grubby clothing.)

So there was no one to borrow from; no one to help. The few hundred she had left were needed for rent. As it turned out, an extra three weeks’ rent. She’d tried all the things she’d heard were supposed to help. Had swallowed a bottle-full of castor oil, eaten some strong curry, gone for long walks up and down the hot crowded streets, feeling sometimes a twinge, a throb, and hurried back, desperate to have it over, only to relapse into her static, whale-like stupor.

And now she had - indigestion. God! No. Not indigestion. This was no indigestion. This searing, tugging, violent pain. Invading her, pushing at the very walls of the pumpkin. She bit her lip, clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms. If this was the beginning, what would the end be like?

The boy sitting next to her, as grubby and tired as she, whose friendliness she’d rejected coldly as they settled into their seats, frowned as she moved about, trying to escape the pain, her bulk invading his space.

‘Sorry,’ she said. And then it faded again, the pain, disappeared back where it had come from, somewhere in the centre of the pumpkin. She lay back, wiped a tissue across her damp forehead.

Not indigestion. And three hours to go.

‘You OK?’ The boy was looking at her, concern mixed with distaste.

‘Yes. Fine. Thanks.’

He turned away.

 

They had landed; everyone was standing up, pulling their luggage down from the lockers. The moment had coincided with a very violent pain. She sat in her seat, bent double, breathing heavily. She was getting the measure of them now; they started, gathered momentum, tore at you and then departed  again. Leaving you at once feebly grateful and dreadfully fearful of their return.

Well - she hadn’t had it on the plane.

For the rest of her life, when she read of people describing bad experiences of childbirth, of inadequate pain relief, of briskly bracing midwives, of the sense of isolation and fear, she thought they should have tried it her way. Alone, in a space little bigger than a cupboard, the only pain relief distraction therapy (she counted the tiles on the walls, more and more as the time went by), her only companion a fly buzzing relentlessly (she worried about the fly, the dirt and disease it might be carrying, looked at it thankfully as it suddenly dropped, exhausted, on its back and expired). And then there were some brushes and mops and some clean towels - thank God for those towels, how could she ever have thought one pack of cotton wool would be enough? Her isolation was absolute, her only midwife herself and her precious book, propped against the wall as she lay on the floor, studying its explicitly sanitised diagrams desperately, heaving her child into the world. How could she be doing this, so afraid of pain she couldn’t have a filling without a local anaesthetic, so clumsy she could never fasten her own Brownie tie?

But she did.

She managed because she had to. There was nothing else for it.

And when it was all over, and she had cleaned herself up as best she could, and the room too, and wrapped the baby, the tiny, wailing baby, into the clean sheet and blanket she had packed in her rucksack (along with the sharp, sharp scissors and ball of string and large bottle of water which was the nearest she could get to sterilising anything), she sat on the floor, slumped against the wall, feeling nothing, not even relief, looking at the baby, quiet now, but breathing with astonishing efficiency, its small face peaceful, its eyes closed.

It was over. She had become a mother; and in a very short while she would be one no longer, she could walk away, herself again, free, unencumbered, undisgraced.

She could just forget the whole thing. Completely.

It was over.

Wonderfully, neatly, absolutely over . . .




The Year Before

August 1985

They sat there in the departure lounge, on two separate benches, consulting the same departure board: three girls, strangers to one another, the faded jeans, the long hair, the beaded friendship bracelets, the sneakers, the small rucksacks (vastly bigger ones already checked in) all marking them out as backpackers, and about-to-be-undergraduates. With school and parents shaken off, a few hundred pounds in their new bank accounts, round-the-world tickets in their wallets, they were moving off; to travel a route that would take in one or all of a clearly defined set of destinations: Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, Nepal and the Himalayas, and even the States.

They were very excited, slightly nervous, above all impatient for the journey to begin; constantly exchanging looks, half smiles with one another, moving slowly physically closer as more and more people filled the lounge and the space surrounding them.

It was the announcement that brought them finally together: the announcement that their flight to Bangkok had been delayed for three hours. Their eyes met, eyebrows raised, and they all stood up, picking up their bags, moving towards one another, smiling, annoyed at so early an interruption to their journey, and yet welcoming it as an excuse to meet and to talk.

‘Coffee?’ said one and ‘Great,’ said the other two, and they walked slowly towards the cafeteria, already over-full, tables filled with dirty cups, cigarette stubs swimming in spilt coffee, harassed staff wiping grubby surfaces with grubbier cloths.

‘Here’s a table,’ said one of the three. ‘I’ll keep it - leave the bags,’ and she settled at the table, pulling out a pack of Rothmans and studying her new friends as they queued at the service  counter. One of them was tall and very slim with a cloud of wild blonde hair, the other shorter and distinctly plump, with her hair pulled back into a plait. The blonde kept looking over her shoulder slightly anxiously.

‘We hope it’s coffee,’ said the plait, as she set the tray down on the corner of the table, ‘but we’re not sure. It’s hot and wet, anyway. Sugar?’

‘No thanks. Here, let’s clear this muck onto the tray. I’m Martha,’ she added, smiling quickly at each of them, pushing back a long mane of loose brown hair, ‘Martha Hartley . . .’

‘I’m Clio,’ said the plait. ‘Clio Scott. Spelt with an i. Clio that is.’

‘Jocasta,’ said the blonde, ‘Jocasta Forbes.’

‘That’s quite a name. Jocasta, I mean.’

‘I know. My parents were punishing me for not being a boy.’

‘I think it’s rather a good name,’ said Clio.

‘Well, it’s all right,’ said Jocasta, ‘if you don’t mind a rather strong association with incest.’

‘Did they get the boy in the end?’ asked Martha curiously.

‘Less than a year later. Only time he’s ever arrived anywhere without a long wait. He should be here now and look at him. Or rather don’t, since he’s not,’ she added.

‘He’s going travelling with you?’

‘Yup. Well, we’re starting out together. It made our parents less nervous.’

She smiled at them, pushed back her hair. ‘Anyway, what about you two? Martha - any story behind your name?’

‘My mother said she always identified with Martha rather than Mary, in the Bible you know? She was the one who did all the work while Mary just sat at Jesus’ feet doing nothing. My poor mother works terribly hard.’

‘It’s a nice name anyway,’ said Jocasta. She had looked rather blank at the biblical link. ‘Clio, what about you?’

‘My parents met at Oxford, reading classics. There was a muse and a nymph called Clio. It comes from the Greek word Kleos, which means glory. And my sisters are called Ariadne and Artemis,’ she added. ‘You did ask!’

‘I did. And are you going to follow in their footsteps, read classics?’

‘Absolutely not. I’m doing medicine at UCH.’

‘I was born there,’ said Martha, ‘we all were. My sister sixteen years ago today, actually.’

‘Who’s all?’

‘My sister and my baby brother. Only he’s not really a baby any more, he’s ten. But that’s how we all think of him.’

‘I have a similar problem,’ said Clio, ‘only it’s me. The baby, I mean. Anyway, what about you two, what are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to read law at Bristol,’ said Martha.

‘Same as my brother,’ said Jocasta.

‘Is he going to Bristol?’

‘No, back to school, to do Oxford entrance. He’s horribly clever. He got four A levels, all As, and a year early of course.’ She sighed. ‘And before you ask, I only got three.’

The eyes of the other two met momentarily, then Martha said: ‘And what are you going to do?’

‘English. At Durham. I want to be a journalist, a reporter. Tracking down stories, uncovering scandals, that sort of thing.’

‘How exciting.’

‘Well - I hope so. I’m told I’ll spend my first five years at least covering village fetes.’

 

‘Josh, you made it. Amazing. Only an hour late. Lucky they held the plane for you.’ Jocasta seemed suddenly less at ease. ‘Here, come and join us. This is Martha and this is Clio. And this is my brother Josh.’

And Martha and Clio saw a boy who looked so like Jocasta it was almost shocking. The same wild blond hair, the same dark blue eyes, the same just slightly crooked smile.

‘Hi,’ he said, holding out a thin hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Hi,’ said Martha, ‘nice to meet you too.’

‘You’re incredibly alike,’ said Clio, ‘you could be - ’

‘We know, we know. Twins. Everyone says so. But we’re not. Josh, why are you so late?’

‘I lost my passport.’

‘Josh - you’re so hopeless. And fancy only looking for it this morning.’

‘I know, I know. Sorry.’

‘Was Mum OK, saying goodbye to you? He’s her baby,’ she added to the others, ‘can’t bear to let him out of her sight.’

‘She was fine. How was your dinner with Dad?’

‘It never took place. He didn’t get back till twelve. And this morning he had to rush off to a meeting in Paris, so he couldn’t see me off either. What a surprise.’

‘So how did you get here?’

‘Oh, he put me in a cab.’ Her expression was hard; her tone didn’t quite match it.

‘Our parents are divorced,’ Josh explained. ‘Usually we live with our mother but my dad wanted - ’

‘Said he wanted,’ said Jocasta, ‘to spend yesterday evening with me. Anyway, very boring, let’s change the subject. I’m going to the loo.’

She walked away rather quickly.

There was a silence. Josh offered a pack of cigarettes, and Martha and Clio each took one. Josh’s arrival had brought a tension into the group that was a little uncomfortable. Time to withdraw, at least until the flight . . .

 

Their seats were far apart, but they managed to spend some of the flight together, standing in the aisles, chatting, swapping magazines, comparing routes and plans. From Bangkok, Josh wanted to go up country; Martha was spending a short time in Bangkok before going on to Sydney, where she was meeting a school friend. She planned to stay a few weeks there, ‘working in bars and stuff ’ before moving up to Ayers Rock and then the rain forest and the Great Barrier Reef. ‘After that I don’t know, but I want to finish in New York, maybe visit California on the way.’

Clio was island-hopping for a few weeks and then travelling on to Singapore, where a distant cousin of her father’s would put her up. ‘Just for a couple of weeks. He’s got a son who they seem to think might want to travel with me. Apparently I’m sure to like him.’

‘What, because he’s eighteen too?’ said Martha.

‘Of course. I’m sure he’ll be gross. After that, Australia, probably, but I do want to get to Nepal. I wouldn’t do that on my own though; I’m relying on meeting someone.’

Jocasta didn’t know what she was going to do. ‘Go wherever fate takes me. Start with the islands, definitely. I don’t want to go north with Josh, and he wants to get rid of me as soon as he can.’

‘Why don’t you come to Koh Samui with me?’ said Clio. ‘You’re sure to make friends with someone down there you can travel on with.’

‘Yes,’ said Martha. ‘My best friend’s sister, who went last year, said you keep meeting people from your own town, your own school, practically your own family.’

‘God, I hope not,’ said Jocasta. ‘Family, I mean. I’ve got quite enough of mine with me.’

She looked across the aisle at Josh, who was engrossed in his book, occasionally pushing his wild hair out of his eyes.

‘I certainly won’t,’ said Martha. ‘My entire family see a day-trip to France as a huge adventure.’

‘I don’t want to meet any of mine either,’ said Clio. ‘This is my first chance to do something on my own without my sisters.’

‘Don’t you like them?’

‘I suppose so. But they’re both older than me, both very beautiful and successful and they treat me like I was eight, not eighteen.’

‘So - did you have trouble persuading your parents to let you come? As you’re the youngest?’

‘Well, my mother died when I was tiny. My sisters persuaded my father. Although they all made it very clear they thought I’d be home by Christmas, tail between my legs.’

Her round little face was at once harder and infinitely sad; then she smiled quickly. ‘Anyway, I got away.’

‘My parents couldn’t wait to get rid of me,’ said Martha.

‘Why?’

‘They just find it all so exciting. They lead a rather - well, a very narrow life.’

‘In what way?’ said Jocasta curiously.

‘Well, my father’s a vicar. So we have to live in conditions of unbelievable respectability. Nothing remotely racy. And in a spotlight of sorts. A small one, but it’s still a spotlight. The whole parish watching.’

‘I’m really surprised,’ said Clio, ‘in this day and age.’

‘’Fraid this day and age hasn’t really reached St Andrews, Binsmow. It’s in a total time warp.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Deepest Suffolk. When I tell you I went to the cinema on a Sunday with some friends last year and at least a dozen people got to hear about it and complained to my father, you’ll get some idea of what I’m talking about.’

They digested this in silence. Then, ‘And what about your mum?’

‘She’s just a perfect vicar’s wife. Runs the WI and stuff. But she loves it. She’s absolutely thrilled I’m going away, even though she’s a bit worried.’

‘How on earth did they get you, these terribly conventional people?’ asked Jocasta, laughing. ‘Where did you go to school? One of those wacky places?’

‘Oh - just a grammar school,’ said Martha quickly. ‘That’s the other thing about being a vicar’s family. There isn’t a lot of money, to put it mildly. What about you two?’

‘Sherborne,’ said Jocasta, ‘and boarding prep before that.’

‘Day school,’ said Clio, ‘Oxford High. I always longed to go to boarding school.’

‘It isn’t all fun, I can tell you,’ said Jocasta. ‘Loneliest place in the world if you’re homesick, which I was.’

‘I expect you were, at - what were you, eight?’ asked Martha.

‘Yes. My mother was busy having a nervous breakdown - my father had left her by then and my mother didn’t want a stroppy child about the place. Josh stayed at home a bit longer. Of course. But I got used to it. You can get used to anything, can’t you? In the end?’

She stared out of the window, clearly discouraging any further probing into her family life. The others looked at one another and started discussing an article in Cosmopolitan about how to have it all: career, love, children . . .

‘I wouldn’t want to,’ said Martha. ‘Have it all, I mean. Well, certainly not children. My career, that’ll be quite enough for me.’

A disembodied voice asked them to return to their seats.

 

They spent three days together in Bangkok, three extraordinary days in which they bonded absolutely, adjusting to the soup-like  heat, the polluted air, the uniquely invasive smell - ‘I’d call it a mix of rotting vegetables, traffic fumes and poo,’ said Clio cheerfully - staying in the same bleak guest house on the Khao San Road. It was an incredible and wonderful culture shock - hot, noisy, heaving with people, alight with Technicolor flashing signs, lined with massage and tattoo parlours and stalls selling everything from T-shirts to fake Rolexes and illicit cds. Every other building was a guest house, and all along the street neon-lit cafes showed endless videos.

The girls all kept diaries, writing them earnestly each night, and evolved a plan to meet in a year’s time to read of one another’s adventures.

Jocasta inevitably took hers particularly seriously. Reading it many years later, even while wincing at a rather mannered style, she was transported back to those early days, as they moved around the filthy, teeming, fascinating city. She felt the heat again, the nervousness, and along with it, the sense of total intrigue.

She tasted again the food, sold from stalls on the street, tiny chickens, ‘the size of a ten pence piece’, stuck four in a row on sticks, to be eaten bones and all, kebabs, even cockroaches and locusts, deep-fried in woks; she stared out again at the waterfalls of warm rain hitting the streets vertically, which, in five minutes, would have them ankle-deep in water - ‘Bangkok has the opposite of drainage’ - shuddered again at the shanty town ghettoes by the river, and smiled at the incredible near-standstill of traffic which filled the vast streets all day long, the overflowing buses, the tuk tuks, motorised three-wheel taxis, hurtling through the traffic, and the motor scooters transporting families of five, or occasionally glamorous young couples, snogging happily as they sat in the midst of the fumes.

They went to Pat Pong, the red-light district, and watched the lady-boys plying their trade - ‘you can tell they’re men - they’re much better turned out than the women’ - to the post office to write to their parents and tell them where they were, checked the poste restante desk where a horde of backpackers queued to pick up letters from home, messages from friends arranging meetings; they water-taxied through the stinking canals, shocked at the poverty of the hovels where the river  people lived, wondered at the gilded and bejewelled palace and temples, and visited the shopping centre, packed with Gucci and Chanel - ‘this is mostly for rich men’s mistresses apparently, and you can get real tea, not the endless Lipton’s, wonderful!’

What none of them wrote about - with that year-off meeting in mind - was the other girls, or even Josh, but they learned a great deal about each other very quickly in those three days. That Jocasta had fought a life-long battle with Josh to gain her father’s affection and attention; that Clio had grown up miserably envious of her older sisters’ beauty and brilliance; that Martha’s jokey complaints about her strait-laced family masked a fierce defensiveness of them; and that Josh, easily charming, brilliant Josh, was both arrogant and lazy. They learnt that Jocasta for all her wild beauty lacked self-confidence; that Clio felt herself acutely dull; that Martha longed above all things for money.

‘I do plan to be really rich,’ she said one night as they sat in one of the endless bars, drinking one cocktail after another, daring one another to eat the deep-fried bugs. ‘And I mean really rich.’

And when they parted, Clio and Jocasta on their way down to Koh Samui, Josh for his trip north and Martha for a couple more days in Bangkok while deciding exactly what to do, they felt they had been friends for years.

‘We’ll ring each other when we get back,’ said Jocasta, giving Martha a last hug, ‘but if one of us doesn’t, we’ll track her down somehow. There’ll be no escape.’

But they knew there would be no need for tracking down; it would be a race to the phone. They would want to see one another again more than anything in the world.




Part One



Chapter 1

August 2000

 

She always felt exactly the same. It surprised her. Relieved. Excited. And a bit ashamed. Walking away, knowing she’d done it, resisting the temptation to look back, carefully subdued - she could still remember old Bob at the news agency telling her one of the prime qualities for a good reporter was acting ability. Of course, the shame was pretty rare, but if it was a real tragedy, then it did lurk about, the feeling that she was a parasite, making capital out of someone else’s unhappiness.

This had been a horror to do; a baby in its pushchair, hit by a stolen car; the driver hadn’t stopped, had been caught by the police fifty miles away. The baby was in intensive care and it was touch and go whether he would live; the parents had been angry as well as grief-stricken, sitting clutching each other’s hands on the bench just outside the hospital door.

‘He’ll get what - three years?’ the young father had said, lighting his ninth cigarette of the interview - Jocasta always counted things like that, it helped add colour - ‘and then get on with his life. Our little chap’s only had eight months and he could be gone forever. It makes me sick. I tell you, they should lock them up forever for this sort of thing, lock them up and throw away the key - ’

She could see her headline then: and hated herself for seeing it.

 

While she was in the middle of writing her story, she got an e-mail from the office: could she do a quick piece on Pauline Prescott’s hair (a hot topic ever since her husband had made it his excuse for taking the car out to drive a hundred yards); they  would send a picture down the line to her. Jocasta, wrenching her mind off the desperately injured baby, wondered if any other job in the world imposed such extraordinarily diverse stress at such short notice. She filed that copy via her mobile and had just returned to the baby when her phone rang.

‘Is that you, Miss - ’

‘Jocasta, yes,’ she said, recognising the voice of the baby’s father. ‘Yes, Dave, it’s me. Any news . . . ?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes, he’s going to be all right, he’s going to pull through, we just saw him, he actually managed a smile!’

‘Dave, I’m so glad, so very glad,’ said Jocasta, hugely relieved, not only that the baby was going to live, but that she was so touched by it, looking at her screen through a blur of tears.

Not a granite-hearted reporter yet, then.

She filed the story, and checked her e-mails; there was an assortment of junk, one from her brother telling her their mother was missing her and to phone her, a couple from friends - and one that made her smile.

Hello, Heavenly Creature. Meet me at the House when you’re back. Nick.

She mailed Nick back, telling him she’d be there by nine then, rather reluctantly, dialled her mother’s number. And flicking through her diary, knowing her mother would want to make some arrangement for the week, realised it was exactly fifteen years to the day since she had set off for Thailand, in search of adventure. She always remembered it. Well, of course she would. Always. She wondered if the other two did. And what they might be doing. They’d never had their promised reunion. She thought that every year as well, how they had promised one another - and never kept the promise. Probably just as well though. Given everything that had happened . . .

 

Nick Marshall was the political editor on the Sketch, Jocasta’s paper; he worked not in the glossy building on Canary Wharf but in one of the shabby offices above the press galleries at the House of Commons. ‘More like what newsrooms used to be,’ one of the old-timers had told Jocasta. And indeed many journalists, who remembered Fleet Street when it had been a genuine, rather than a notional, location for newspapers, envied  the political writers for working at the heart of things, rather than in shining towers a long cab ride away.

It always seemed to Jocasta that political and newspaper life were extraordinarily similar; both being male-orientated, run on gossip and booze (there was no time in the day or night when it was not possible to get a drink at the House of Commons) and with a culture of great and genuine camaraderie between rivals as well as colleagues. She loved them both.

Nick met her in Central Lobby and took her down to Annie’s Bar in the bowels of the House, the preserve of MPs, Lobby correspondents and sketch writers. He ushered her towards a small group in the middle.

‘What do you want, sweetie?’

‘Double chardy.’

‘OK. Bad day?’

‘No - good, really. But I’m tired. You?’

‘Fine. Anyone else want anything?’

The group said ‘same again’ as one man; Jocasta grinned round at them.

‘Hi, guys. So what’s new here? Any hot stories?’

‘Pretty lukewarm,’ said Euan Gregory, sketch writer on the Sunday News. ‘Labour lead shrinking, Blair losing touch, shades of Maggie, too much spin - you name it, we’ve heard it before. Isn’t that right, Nick?’

‘’Fraid so. Here you are, sweetie . . .’ He bent to kiss her. ‘Pleased to see me?’

‘Of course.’ And she was, she was.

‘Good thing somebody loves him,’ said Gregory. ‘Campbell was giving him the evil eye earlier.’

‘Really, Nick? Do you know why?’

‘I expect because of what I said on LBC at lunchtime today.’

‘Which was? I wish I’d heard you.’

‘It was about this new row about spin. I said how Campbell reads everyone’s stories on their computers and comments on what they say - that it’s like having your homework marked. Oh for the good old days, eh, Bertie, when you wrote stories on pieces of paper and they were for your eyes only.’

‘Absolutely. Mind you, you had to phone them in to the copytakers in those days and people might overhear you. But it  was so much better. You should hear dear old Bernard Ingham on the subject.’

‘I like hearing Bernard Ingham on any subject,’ said Nick with a grin. ‘In fact, I must buy him lunch. You always get the best quotes from the old guys. Come on, Jocasta, drink up. I’m going to take you out to dinner.’

‘My God. What have I done to deserve this?’

‘Nothing. I’m hungry and I can see nothing interesting’s going to happen here.’

‘You’re such a gentleman, you know that?’ said Jocasta, draining her glass.

 

In fact Nick was a gentleman; nobody was quite sure what he was doing in the world of the tabloid press. His father was a very rich farmer and Nick had got a double first in classics at Oxford. He had rather old-fashioned manners - at any rate with the older generation - and was much mocked for standing up when a grown up, as he put it, came into the room. But he had developed an early passion for politics and after an initial foray into the real thing had decided he could move into the corridors of power faster via the political pages of a newspaper. He was a brilliant investigative journalist, and came up with scoop after scoop, the most famous, if least important, of which was the revelation that a very prominent Tory minister bought all his socks and underpants at charity shops.

It had been love at first sight, Jocasta always said, for her. Nick had walked into the newsroom of the Sketch on her very first day there, fresh from a news agency in the West Country, and she had gone literally weak at the knees. Told he was the political editor, she had assumed, joyfully, that she would see him every day; the discovery that he only came in for the occasional editor’s conference, or one-to-one meetings with Chris Pollock, the editor, was a serious blow. As was the news that he had a girlfriend on every paper. She wasn’t surprised; he was (as well as extremely tall: about 6' 4") very good-looking in an untidy sort of way, with shaggy brown hair, large mournful brown eyes set deep beneath equally shaggy brows, a long and very straight nose, and what she could only describe rather helplessly as a completely sexy mouth. He was very thin and  slightly ungainly with very large hands and feet, altogether a bit like an overgrown schoolboy; he was hopeless at all games, but he was a very fine runner and had already done the New York as well as the London marathon, and could be seen early every morning, no matter how drunk he had been the night before, loping round Hampstead Heath where he lived.

It was not entirely true that he had a girlfriend on every paper, but women adored him. His secret was that he adored them back; he found them intriguing, entertaining and treated them, certainly initially, with a rather old-world courtesy. When Jocasta Forbes arrived on the Sketch he actually miraculously had no one permanent in his life.

She had pursued him fervently and shamelessly for several months; she would feel she was really making progress, having flirted manically through evening after evening and been told how absolutely gorgeous he thought she was, only to hear nothing from him for weeks until some newspaper happening brought them together again. She had been in despair until one night, about a year previously, when they had both got extremely drunk at the Spectator party, and she had decided a proactive approach was the only one that was going to get her anywhere and started to kiss him with great determination. Unwilling, this time, to leave anything to chance, she then suggested they went back to her place. Nick declared himself hooked.

‘I’ve admired you for so long, you have absolutely no idea.’

‘No,’ she said crossly, ‘I haven’t. I’ve made it very clear I admired you though.’

‘I know, but I thought you were just being kind. I thought a girl who looked like you was bound to have a dozen boyfriends.’

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ said Jocasta, and got into bed beside him and their relationship had been finally - and very happily - sealed.

Although certainly not signed. And it troubled Jocasta. She stayed at his flat sometimes, and he at hers (in which case it was Clapham Common he loped across), but they were very much an item, recognising that the next step would be moving in together. Nick said repeatedly that there was absolutely no hurry for this: ‘We both work horrendous hours, and we’re perfectly happy, why change things?’

Jocasta could see several reasons for changing things, the strongest being that they had been together for well over a year and if they were so happy, then that was a very good reason indeed to change things. There was also the fact that she was thirty-three, which meant that next birthday she would be thirty-four and everyone knew that thirty-five was the age when being single stopped being a statement of independence and started being a worry. She loved Nick, and she was fairly sure he loved her, although he seldom said so, and usually then with that preface so hated by women, ‘of course’. And she felt, with increasing intensity, that the time had come for some proper commitment. At the moment, it seemed no nearer; and it was beginning to worry her. Quite a lot.

‘Where are you taking me then?’ she said, as they walked into the long corridor.

‘Covent Garden,’ he said. ‘Mon Plaisir. I don’t want to see anyone in the business tonight.’

This was unusual; one of the downsides of having a romantic evening with Nick was that he was so in love with his job and so deeply fond of everyone he worked with that she often thought if he ever did get around to proposing to her, and was down on his knees and he saw Trevor Kavanagh from the Sun or Eben Black of the Sunday Times across the room, he would call them over to join them.

She suddenly realised she hadn’t even combed her hair since she had left the hospital. ‘Hang on a minute,’ she said, ‘I need the loo. I’ll meet you in Central Lobby.’

But as she reached the vast space at the heart of the House of Commons minutes later, she saw Nick deep in conversation with someone she didn’t recognise; he waved her on.

‘Sorry,’ he said, coming up to her rather breathless, ‘we’ll have to go up to my office for a bit.’

‘Oh, Nick, why? I’m starving.’

‘Sorry. That was a rather spectacular little leak.’

‘About?’

‘Blunkett’s latest idea for dealing with asylum seekers.’

‘And why did they have to give it to you?’ she said, sighing.

‘Well, the Mail made them really angry last week, running some nasty piece about Cherie, and the Sun had that bit of dirt  about Mandelson, so they get to annoy both of them by giving it to me. Come on, sweetie, I swear I won’t be long.’

 

‘So,’ he said as they were finally settled at Mon Plaisir. ‘Tell me about your day. You do look tired, Mrs Cook.’

‘I am tired, Mr Butler.’

They had once gone to a fancy dress party as the cook and the butler and used the names occasionally in their e-mails (the more indiscreet ones), whenever a code was necessary.

‘But it was OK. One tragedy, one trivia - Mrs Prescott’s hair. I do get so tired of doing those stories.’

‘But you’re so good at it.’

‘I know that, Nick,’ she said and indeed she was good at it; she could get into anyone’s house, however many other journalists were on the doorstep, make her way into anyone’s life, it was all part of her golden charm and, to a degree, she knew, the way she looked. If it was a choice between talking to a male reporter in a sharp suit or an absurdly young-looking girl with long blonde hair and wide blue eyes, whose face melted with sympathy for you and whose voice was touched with feeling as she told you this was the worst part of her job and she absolutely hated having to ask you to talk to her, but if you could bear it, she would make it as easy as possible - then it was not a very difficult decision. Jocasta got more by-lines on human-interest stories, and what were known in the trade as tragedies - and also those about celebrities caught with their trousers literally down - than almost anyone in Fleet Street. But she was weary of it; she longed to be a feature writer, or a foreign correspondent, or even a political editor.

No editor, however, would give her that sort of chance; she was too valuable at what she did. In the predominantly male culture that was newspapers, a dizzy-looking blonde with amazing legs had her place and that was getting the sort of stories other reporters couldn’t. Of course she was extremely well rewarded for what she did, she had a very generous expense account and most of the time she was happy. But as in her relationship with Nick she was aware that she wanted more.

‘So - anything happen to you today? Apart from your scoop?’

‘I had lunch with Janet Frean.’

‘Should I be jealous?’

‘Absolutely not. Very nice, I’m sure, but a Wonderwoman-type, politician, five children, famously pro-European, sacked from the shadow cabinet is not for me. Actually, I don’t exactly like her, but she’s an incredible force to reckon with.’

‘So?’

‘So, she’s pretty sick of what’s going on in the party. They’re all feeling depressed. Saying that Hague is just not PM material, that he was a terrible mistake, that the party has got everything wrong. That they’ll never get in again, that Blair can walk on water, however often it looks like he’ll drown, however much the polls say he’s got to do better.’

‘So?’

‘So - there’s talk of some of them doing something about it.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, like making a break for it. Backed by a few right-minded people within the party. People who are prepared to stand up and be counted, say this just isn’t any good, we know we can do better, come and join us.’

‘And do these people exist?’

‘Apparently. Chad Lawrence, for a start.’

‘Really? Well, I’d vote for him. Most gorgeous man in Westminster. According to Cosmo anyway.’

‘Which won’t do him any harm - women voters by the dozen. And he may be an arrogant bugger, but he’s got a lot of energy and a mind like a rattrap. And then they have a couple more quite senior and high-profile people in the party on side. Most notably Jack Kirkland.’

Jack Kirkland had risen from extraordinarily unpromising beginnings - and indeed unlikely for a Tory - from a South London working-class family, to a position as Minister for Education in the Tory party; his journey from grammar school to an Oxford first was extremely well charted in the media as a whole and the Daily Mail in particular.

‘So - where is this leading, Nick?’

‘A new party. A party just left of centre, but still recognisably Tory, headed up by a pretty charismatic lot, which will appeal to both disillusioned Blair and Tory voters. Saying - and it’s  screamingly obvious isn’t it - this lot’s not delivering, the others can’t, we will. Or something like that.’

‘But - that’s what every politician since time began has said.’

‘I know. But there’s a growing disaffection with Blair, with what he isn’t achieving. Ditto Hague. There are a lot of instinctive Tory voters out there, longing for change and a sort of pious hope that things might get better. If they could look at someone new and strong and say yes, that’s more like it, I could go for that, Kirkland and his merry men could do rather well.’

‘And - what does this Frean superwoman want you to do?’

‘Get the Ed. on side. Get the paper to support them. When the time comes. I think maybe he would. He’s a Tory at heart and the whole thing will appeal to his romantic nature.’

‘Romantic! Chris Pollock!’

‘Jocasta, he’s terribly romantic. Not in your women’s fiction sense, but David and Goliath, triumph of the underdog, that sort of thing. And our readers are precisely the sorts of people Frean is talking about.’

‘Oh - OK. And when and how might it start?’

‘They’ve got to get some funds together and more people on side. There’ll be a lot of plotting - which’ll be fun. I would say by conference time it’ll all be boiling up nicely.’

His large brown eyes were brilliant as he looked at her; she smiled.

‘Is this another exclusive?’

‘At the moment. Obviously they chose the finest political editor of the lot.’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’ She looked at him. ‘Maybe,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘maybe this could give me my big break. Be my first proper story. You never know.’

‘Jocasta, I adore you, but this is not a human-interest story.’

‘It might be. I bet Chad Lawrence has an intriguing private life for a start. Anyway, I’m not wasting my breath convincing you. I’ve got champagne to drink. Cheers. Here’s to the dawn of New Toryism. Or whatever.’

‘And its attendant human interest.’

She looked at him and took a deep breath.

‘Nick,’ she said.

‘Yes?’

‘Nick, there’s something I really want to discuss with you. Speaking of human interest . . .’

But he dodged the issue, as he always did, told her he was tired and he just wanted to take her home and curl up with her and think how lucky he was. Feebly, she gave in.

 

Martha looked out of her office window and saw the first streaks of dawn in the sky. She had worked all night. Of course it was July, and dawn came pretty early: it was only - she glanced at the three-faced clock on her desk, showing London, New York and Singapore time - only just after four. It seemed much harder in the winter, when the nights were long and the streetlights were still on at seven-thirty in the morning. People always said how exhausting it must be, which irritated her. She enjoyed the all-night sessions, found them exciting; and perversely she never felt remotely tired. Adrenalin boosted her all through the following day, she seemed to become high on her own nervous energy, only collapsing as she closed her front door on the day and the deal, poured herself a drink, and sank into the hottest bath she could bear - often to fall asleep and wake an hour later to find it cooling rapidly. People warned her it was dangerous, that she could drown in it, or have a heart attack, but Martha pooh poohed this. It was what she did, she said, how she ran her life, it suited her, and as in so many other tenets of hers - like only eating once a day, or never taking more than one week’s holiday at a time - it had always worked very well. Martha was extremely sure that what she did was right.

Although just recently she’d been having just a few doubts . . .

Anyway, she had finished now; she had only to get the document typed, complete with its final changes, ready for sign-off. She rang the night secretary; got no answer, and rang again. She’d obviously gone walkabout. They were always doing that, gossiping in each other’s offices. Very annoying. Well, it would have to go to the word processing centre. She took it down, told them to call her when it was done and decided to get her head down for an hour and a half in the overnight room and then go to the gym and come back to the office. With the clients coming  in and the deal closing at noon, it was terribly important nothing went wrong now. It was one of the biggest acquisitions she had worked on - one financial services company taking over another, made more complex by the world-wide offices of both and a very quixotic CEO in the client company. And the whole thing had begun as a management buyout that had gone wrong in the other company, and the acquisition was salt in the wound of the main protagonist; he had been dragging his feet, looking for a white knight until the eleventh hour, and raising objections to almost every clause in the contract.

But - they had done it. Sayers Wesley, one of the biggest, sleekest operations in London, had fought a mighty battle on behalf of their client, and won. And Martha Hartley, at thirty-three one of the youngest partners, had been in control of that battle.

She was happy: very happy indeed. She always felt the same at this point, her muscles aching as if the battle had been a physical one, and light-headed with relief. She had sent her assistant home to get a few hours’ sleep and the poor exhausted trainee as well; she worked best on her own in these last-lap hours, undistracted, her head absolutely clear.

What was more, she had earned a great deal of money for Sayers Wesley, which would be reflected in her salary in due course. Her £300,000 salary. Her dream of becoming rich had certainly come true.

Her father had asked her, quite mildly, the last time she had gone home, what she did with her earnings; she had appeared, to her irritation, in a list of the up and coming women in the City, the new nearly millionaires it had said, and her family had been shocked by the amount she earned. She didn’t tell them it had been underestimated by about twenty thousand.

‘Spend it,’ she had said.

‘All of it?’

‘Well - I’ve invested some of course. In shares and so on.’ Why was she feeling so defensive, what was she supposed to have done wrong? ‘And bought that time-share in Verbier. Which you could also call an investment - I let it if I don’t go there.’ Which she hadn’t for the past two years, she had been too busy. ‘My flat was quite expensive - ’ she hoped he wouldn’t ask how expensive - ‘and that must be worth at least twice  what I paid for it. And I give a lot to charity,’ she said, suddenly nettled. ‘Really a lot. And I’m ready and waiting to help you and Mum buy your retirement bungalow.’

This was a sore point with her parents. One of the things about being clergy was that you never owned a house, you lived in church accommodation, never had that huge investment most people did nowadays, to cash in on at the end of their lives. Pride had so far kept the Hartleys from accepting money from their children, but it was beginning to appear inevitable - and painful. Martha knew that and was as discreet as she could be about it; but there was no very satisfactory way of saying ‘Look, Mum and Dad, take thirty thousand, you need it more than I do.’

She had the money in a high interest-bearing account; had saved it without too much difficulty over the past five years. It almost frightened her to think she could do that.

But most of her life was appallingly self-indulgent, and she knew it. Her apartment was dazzling, in one of the most sought-after high-rise buildings in Docklands, with huge sheet glass windows and coolly pale wood floors, furnished from Conran and Purves and Purves; she owned a soft-top Mercedes SLK, which she used only at weekends; she had a walk-in wardrobe that was an exercise in fashion name-dropping, Armani, Gucci, Ralph Lauren, Donna Karan, and a stack of shoes from Tod and Jimmy Choo and Manolo Blahnik filed in their boxes in the fashionably approved manner, with polaroids stuck on the outside for instant recognition; and she worked on average fourteen hours every day, often over the weekend, had a very limited social life, hardly ever went to the theatre or concerts because she so often had to cancel.

‘And what about a boyfriend?’ Her sister, married now for seven years with three children. ‘I suppose you just go out with people in your own line of work.’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Martha had said briefly, and it was true; she had had two rather tidy relationships with solicitors on a similar level to her, and one heartbreaker of an affair with a third, an American who had just happened to be married and failed to acquaint her with the fact until it was too late and she was helplessly in love with him. Martha had ended the relationship  immediately, but it hurt her horribly, and a year later she was only just able to consider going out with anybody at all.

She wasn’t lonely exactly, she worked too hard for that, and she had a few good friends, working women like herself with whom she had dinner occasionally, and a couple of gay men she was immensely fond of, who were invaluable escorts for formal functions. And if an empty Sunday stretched before her, she simply went to the office and worked. But somewhere within her was a deep dark place which she tried to deny, which drew her down into it during her often sleepless nights, usually at the news that yet another friend was settling into a permanent relationship; a place filled with fears: of a life that was not merely independent and successful but solitary and comfortless, where no one would share her triumphs or ease her failures, where fulfilment could only be measured in material things and she would look back with remorse on a life of absolute selfishness.

But (she would tell herself in the morning, having escaped from the dark place), being single was perfectly suited to her, not only to her ferocious ambition; nobody messed up her schedule or interfered with her routine, no untidied clothes or unwashed cups or unfolded newspapers destroyed the perfection of her apartment. Apart from anything else, it meant her life was completely under her control.

 

She walked back into her office at six, having studied herself in the mirror as she left the overnight room; she certainly didn’t look tired. She actually looked as if she had had a good night’s sleep.

Martha was not a beautiful girl, and certainly not pretty; she was what the French call jolie laide. Her face was small and oval-shaped, her skin creamy, her eyes dark and brilliant, but her nose was just a little too large for her face, a patrician nose, and she hated it and from time to time she considered having surgery, only to reject it again on the grounds that time could not be spared. Her mouth also displeased her, too big again, she felt, for her face, although her teeth were perfect and very pretty. And as for her hair . . . A lovely gleaming brown certainly, but very straight and fine and requiring endless (and extremely  expensive) care simply to produce the easy swinging bob that looked as if it could be washed and left to dry on its own.

And yet people always thought her gorgeous: glossy, perfectly dressed, and wand-slim. Her appearance was the result, like everything else in her life, of a great deal of hard work.

There was a weary-looking Asian woman plugging in a vacuum cleaner in her office.

‘Lina, good morning. How are you?’

Martha knew her quite well; she was always there at six, her weariness hardly surprising, since this was the first of three jobs that she did each day.

‘I’m sorry, Miss Hartley. Shall I come back later?’

‘No, no, you carry on. How are you?’

‘Oh, I’m pretty well. A little tired.’

‘I’m sure you are, Lina. How are the family?’

‘Oh - not too bad. But Jasmin is giving me trouble.’

‘Jasmin?’

Martha had seen pictures of Jasmin, a beautiful thirteen year old, adored by both her parents.

‘Yes. Well, it’s the school, really. It’s a bad school. Like most schools these days, seems to me. She was doing so well, in her last school, working so hard, getting such good marks in her SATs.’

‘And now?’

‘Now she’s bored. Not learning anything. She says the teachers are rubbish, can’t keep any discipline. And if she tries to work, she gets teased, told she’s a - boff. You know what a boff is, Miss Hartley?’

Martha shook her head.

‘A boffin, someone who studies all the time. So already she’s slipping. And you know they said at her last school she was university material. It’s breaking my heart, Miss Hartley, it really is.’

‘Lina, that’s terrible.’ Martha meant it; it was the sort of waste she hated. ‘Can’t you get her into another school?’

‘All the neighbourhood schools are bad. I’m thinking of taking another job, in the evening at the supermarket. So I can pay for her to go to a private school.’

‘Lina, you can’t. You’ll be exhausted.’

Lina’s eyes met hers, and she smiled.

‘You’re a fine one to talk about exhaustion, Miss Hartley. Working all the nights.’

‘I know - but I don’t go home and care for a family.’

‘Well, the way I see it, no point caring for them if they’re all going to end up on the social.’

‘I’m sure Jasmin would never - ’

‘Half the teenagers on the estate are unemployed. No qualifications, nothing. Only way out of it is education. And Jasmin isn’t going to get it if she stays where she is. I’ve got to get her out of it. And if it means me working harder, I’ll work harder.’

‘Oh, Lina!’ God, this sort of thing made Martha angry. How dare this ghastly system write off children as they did, denying them their most basic right, while swearing via their absurd league tables that standards were rising. She’d read only the other day that a large number of children were arriving in secondary schools still unable to read. She thought of her own wonderful academic education at her grammar school; that should still be available to children like Jasmin, bright children from poor backgrounds, who deserved to have their potential properly fulfilled. Why should people like Lina have to work themselves literally to death to provide what their children should have by right? But there were only a very few grammar schools left and she had heard only the other day some Education Minister pledging to see them all closed by the next Parliament; going as they did, he said, against the comprehensive ideal. Some ideal . . .

‘I’m sure she’ll cope,’ she said rather helplessly to Lina. ‘Bright children always do. She’ll make her way somehow.’

‘Miss Hartley, you’re wrong. You don’t know what it’s like there. And no child wants to be the odd one out. If all Jasmin’s friends turn against her because she’s trying to do her schoolwork, what’s she going to do?’

‘I - don’t know.’ She wondered suddenly, wildly, if she should offer to help pay Jasmin’s school fees - but what about all the other Jasmins, the other bright, wasted children: she couldn’t help them all. And it wasn’t just education; her father was always telling her of elderly parishioners waiting two years for hip  replacements and lying frightened and neglected in dirty wards run by hopelessly overworked nursing staff. But - what could she do? What could anyone do?

She dismissed, swiftly and ruthlessly, the thought of what she might actually do. Or at least try to do.

She checked her diary, just to make quite sure that there were no outstanding personal matters to attend to, no birthday cards to be posted that day - she always kept a stack ready in her desk - and no pressing phone calls to make. But it was all under control. She had sent her sister some flowers: she always did remember her birthday. It was the day they had all met at Heathrow, and set off on their travels. And she had said how determined she was to be successful and rich. She wondered if the other two had done as well as she had. And if she would ever see any of them again. It seemed extremely unlikely. And it would certainly be much better not to.

 

Clio wondered if she was brave enough to do it. To tell him what she had done, tell him why. He wouldn’t be pleased. Not in the least. So - oh, Clio, come on, pull yourself together. You may be about to get married, but you’re still an individual. Go on, pick up the phone and tell him, or at least tell him you want to talk to him. This is your fiancé you’re confronting, not some medical board . . .

‘Hello? Josie? It’s Clio Scott. Yes, hello. Could I speak to Mr Graves, please? What? Oh, is he? Oh, all right. Must have been a very long list. Well - could he ring me, please? When he’s through. No, I’m at home. Thanks, Josie. Bye.’

Damn. No getting it over quickly then. Still time to change her mind. But -

Her phone rang sharply, made her jump. Surely Jeremy hadn’t finished already.

‘Clio Scott? Hi. Mark Salter here. Just wanted to say how very pleased we are that you’re joining us. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it and we can certainly use you. When are you actually joining us? Good, good. Sooner the better. I believe you’ve had the nerve to ask for time off for your honeymoon. Bloody cheek. Well, look forward to seeing you then. Bye, Clio.’

She’d liked Mark Salter. He was a senior partner in the practice and one of the reasons she’d wanted the job so much. That, and the proximity to home. Or rather what would be home. That was one of the things she could tell Jeremy. That one of the things she had based her decision on had been that the job was so near Guildford. He should like that. Surely . . .

 

‘I don’t understand.’ They were sitting at an outside table in Covent Garden in the early evening sunshine
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