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DEAR HARRY,

You will not remember me, though we have, in a manner of speaking, met. You were a boy, and I was a woman in a car outside a building, or on a long lens across a park, or a name on an invoice that a newspaper paid and never explained to you.

I was one of the people who watched your family for a living. I want to tell you that plainly, at the start, because everything I am about to set down depends on you understanding what I was, and therefore what I know.

I wrote to you once already, to the Archewell email, and I met your lawyer, and I told them a version of what is in this book.

I am writing to you again now, properly, at length, because a letter to a stranger you spied on is the only honest way I can think of to begin.

Let me tell you who I am.

I grew up in care.

I was taken out of a children’s home at seventeen and trained as a private detective by men who had learned their trade in military intelligence, and by the time I was twenty-two I was writing to a serial killer and being splashed across the front pages as a result.

Fleet Street took me in the way it takes in all its damaged and useful children, and it put me to work. For fifteen years I was one of its investigators, and then one of its journalists, with bylines in the Daily Mail and the Sunday Times, and I was very good at it, and I am not going to pretend otherwise, because the whole trouble began precisely because I was good at it.

I watched people for money. Celebrities. Politicians. Criminals. And, yes, your family.

That was the job.

It didn’t feel like a crime at the time, it felt like Tuesday, and if you want to understand how the machine that has spent your adult life feeding on you actually worked, from the inside, from the passenger seat of the car with the engine running, then I am one of the very few people left who can tell you, because I was in it.

And then the machine spat me out.

When the phone hacking scandal broke, the Mail threw overboard everyone connected to its investigators, and I was one of them, and it broke my heart, and it left me a single mother in a rented house with a child and no career and a diagnosis of PTSD and no idea how I was going to live.

I tell you this not for sympathy. I tell you because it is the reason a man was able to walk up to me one hot afternoon in Kew Gardens and offer me the one thing I could not refuse. Revenge on the newspaper that had discarded me. A house by the river. A monthly cheque. And a role in a rolling juggernaut of a lawsuit against Associated Newspapers, with famous names attached by the week, and you, Harry, at the head of it.

I said yes. Of course, I said yes.

And this book is the story of what I found when I stepped inside.

I need to be honest with you about something, because it is the strange knot at the centre of everything that follows. I was, on paper, on the Mail’s side. I had worked for them for over a decade and I felt a guilt about what I was being drawn into, and so I wrote to their chief executive and told them what I had heard, that I was being used as a Trojan horse to destroy them.

I was a woman who belonged to nobody and was wanted, briefly, by everybody, for the one asset I possessed, which was that I knew where the bodies were buried because I had helped bury some of them.

What happened to me over the months that followed, the burglary, the surveillance, the slow understanding that I was not a witness but a piece being moved, is the spine of this book.

But it is not, in the end, what the book is about.

Because I have written about powerful men before.

I wrote to two of the most notorious murderers alive, convinced they held some key to the wound I had carried since I was a child. And here I was again, decades later, sitting across tables from lawyers and journalists and fixers and reaching, once again, for a powerful man to arrive and set my life right. A prince, this time. A court case that would finally, publicly, correct the record and make the world understand that my life had not been a rumour for clever men to move around.

No prince came. No court delivered it. And somewhere in a hot rented flat, with the trial grinding on without me and a landlord prowling outside and my whole life apparently in ruins again, I finally understood the thing I had spent forty years failing to understand.

I had been looking for God in the wrong place my entire life. In the editor, the lover, the killer, the biographer, the beautiful listening men who promised form and delivered extraction. And in you, Harry, or at least in what you represented, which was rescue arriving with a title and a lawyer and the power to make it all mean something at last.

You were never going to be my rescue.

You have enough of your own dark corridor to walk. But I owe you this book, in a strange way, because it was reaching for you, and watching that reach fail, that finally turned me around to see what had been standing behind me the whole time.

So this is the story of the billion-pound press plot, and the house by the river, and the men who mistook me for an opening.

It is true.

I was there.  And it is, underneath, the same story I have been telling my whole life, which is how a child who was taught she was worthless spends her years handing her soul to powerful men and calling it survival, until the day she takes it back.

Let me tell you how it began.

It began with a telephone call, on an ordinary June afternoon, when it felt as though the heatwave was never going to end.
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CHAPTER ONE 
THE BILLION-POUND PRESS PLOT
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The first thing the desk teaches you is that nothing arrives all at once. Not a story, not a ruin. It comes in instalments, and by the time you have counted them you have already paid.
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BY 2016 I THOUGHT THE most interesting parts of my life were probably behind me.

Not all at once. Lives rarely collapse all at once. They leak away. A little here, a little there. A newspaper closes, a contract ends, a relationship fails, a dream becomes a memory. And one day you wake up and realise that the future no longer feels like an adventure. It feels like administration.

I was living at 4 Northcote Road, near Richmond in Surrey, in a rented house so ordinary it was almost an accusation. Victorian brick. A small front garden. Cars nosed along the kerb. Nothing about it suggested the strange road that had brought me there, and that was rather the point. I had come to Richmond to disappear, and Richmond had obliged because it was a place where only the wealthy can thrive.

If somebody had walked past my front window that summer, they would have seen a blonde-haired, reasonably attractive woman sitting at a table, staring into a laptop, trying to write a novel to escape the rising private rental market. What they wouldn’t have seen were the ghosts standing behind her.

Fleet Street. Private investigations. BBC television studios. Police stations. World-famous serial killers. The strange cast of characters that had wandered through my life and then wandered out again, leaving me here, at this table, in this bitter silence, with a cursor blinking at me like something impatient.

I had spent years pursuing monsters and mysteries, sitting in prison visiting halls and unlit cars, and now I was trying to persuade fictional characters to walk across a page, and they wouldn’t do it. Some days I convinced myself I was just one chapter away from becoming Jackie Collins. Other days I was certain I would never publish another word. I hated having the writing bug. It sat on my back like a monkey and it wouldn’t get off.

Outside, Northcote Road carried on without me. Children walked home from school. Somebody two doors down conducted a slow, bitter war over a parking space. My wealthy neighbours watered their lipstick-pink David Austin roses with the tender attention people give to things that have never frightened them.

Normal life in a west London suburb. The kind of life I had spent years watching through other people’s windows and never quite learned how to join in with.

And God, I missed having a life. 

I missed Fleet Street the way you miss a person.

Fifteen years, hard won, an investigative journalist with the Daily Mail, and it had ended, and I had become a depressed, anxious shell of the woman who had once lived it.

I missed having a purpose. I missed the sense that somewhere, just beyond the horizon, a story was unfolding without me.

I missed the chase, and the possibility, and the electric certainty that one telephone call could change everything in the space of a single breath.

Because it was hot that summer. Relentlessly, whitely hot, the sort of heatwave that arrives in England once a decade and behaves as though it intends to stay forever, pressing down on the little streets, baking the pavements until they smelled of dust and tar, thickening the air in my front room until even the ghosts seemed to move slowly.

I kept the windows open and nothing came in but more heat. I drank peach iced tea. I watched the cursor blink. And I felt, in a way I couldn’t have put words to yet, as though something were gathering out there beyond the shimmer, the way the air goes heavy and strange in the hour before a storm finally breaks.

I told myself it was the weather.

Then the phone rang.

That is how trouble usually arrives. Not with thunder. Not with fanfare. Simply as an interruption on an ordinary afternoon, while the washing machine turns and a mug of peach and camomile tea cools beside a chapter that refuses to behave.

I almost didn’t answer. I picked up out of boredom, or loneliness, or the old reflex that a ringing phone might, just possibly, contain a story.

“Christine?”

The voice was familiar. Not immediately. But familiar, like an old song you haven’t heard in years and find you still know every word of. Then it landed.

Graham Johnson.

For a moment I was no longer sitting in Northcote Road. I was back in Fleet Street, back among the deadlines and the scandals and the whispered conversations at the ends of bars, back in the years when I carried a press card in my handbag and believed that the truth was always discoverable if you simply dug hard enough.

We talked. At first it was the usual exchange.

“What are you doing now?”

“Not much, Graham.”

“How’s life?”

“I’ve a son now, he’s my whole life and more.  Did you have children?”

“Yes, yes I did.”

The conversation went on.  Whatever happened to so-and-so. But underneath it I could hear something else, a current beneath the surface of the water, an agenda with a destination attached. People don’t resurrect old friendships without a reason, and Graham had never in his life done anything without a reason.

Eventually he asked if I would meet up with him.

“Come to Kew Gardens; let’s take a walk,” he said.

That was all. Kew.

I laughed. Only Graham could make Kew Gardens sound like a rendezvous in a spy novel, a dead-letter drop, a place where two people who used to know things met to exchange them.

We arranged a day and a time. Then he was gone, and I sat staring at the silent phone, and the old feeling had come back into the room with me. Not excitement. Not quite. Anticipation. The sense that somewhere, just out of sight, a door had begun, very slowly, to open.

I did not, of course, stay away.

All the girls had liked Graham once. He had been good-looking in that particular English way, green-eyed, unhurried, the sort of man who seemed to have read more than he let on and to find the whole world faintly, privately amusing.

I wondered, drawing on red lipstick to match my scarlet dress, whether the years had spoiled him. I slipped on ballet pumps. I drew green kohl along my eyes. If I was going back into that world, even for an afternoon, I would go back in costume.

I had learned long ago that a woman could be underestimated in flat shoes or overestimated in lipstick, and that either, used well, was a kind of transport.

***
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KEW GARDENS WAS DRENCHED in summer, the sort of English summer that arrives unannounced and behaves as though it owns the place.

The lawns glowed. The trees seemed impossibly green. Everything shimmered. Water, leaves, light, memory.

Ancient trees leaned over green water and trailed their willow fingers through reflections of emerald and jade, and the air smelled of warm grass and old earth, and it was, I remember thinking, an absurdly beautiful setting for whatever it was he had brought me here to say or do.

I had arrived early. I always arrive early.

Private investigators arrive early, journalists arrive early, people who have spent years waiting for sources to appear arrive early. It becomes a habit you can’t put down.

I wandered to the lake to wait.

The water was green. Not dirty green. Ancient green, the colour of old paintings and forgotten kingdoms.

A pair of ducks drifted across it, leaving trails that briefly shattered the reflections before the surface stitched itself smoothly back together.

Everything about the place suggested permanence. Trees older than countries. Roots older than governments. A landscape that had watched a great many people arrive full of purpose and depart with nothing.

Then I saw him.

Graham, walking towards me across the grass.

Older, of course. We both were. The strange thing about meeting someone from another life is that your memory refuses to age them, so that you stand there waiting for the man you remember and it’s a stranger who arrives wearing his face. But the eyes were the same. Still deepest green. Still faintly amused.

He bought us both large Americanos and two thick slices of rich carrot cake, moist and heavy with cream cheese frosting, the kind of thing you eat with a little plastic fork on a bench and remember years later for no reason at all.

He carried them over with the easy generosity of a man who wanted something, and we began to walk.

We talked about old times. Newspapers. Investigations. The people we had known and the people we had lost, the whole strange travelling circus of Fleet Street.

How quickly its empires had risen. How quickly they had fallen.

We ate the cake as we walked, and drank the excellent coffee, and drifted, without quite deciding to, along the dusty thin paths beneath trees that had been planted before either of us was born, towards Queen Charlotte’s Cottage, which sat among the trees looking as though it had wandered out of another century and lost its way, quiet and still and perfect, the sort of haunted little place where a secret might feel comfortable being told.

And there, his tone changed.

Subtly. Almost imperceptibly. As though another conversation had been running quietly beneath the first one all along, and had only now surfaced. He stopped walking. He turned to face me.

“Remember when you worked private investigations for the press?”

“Of course I remember.  You mean when I was last alive!”

“You were one of the best.”

I laughed. He didn’t.

“I was the best.  And yet it’s gone. Gone and forgotten and I’m a poor single mother who lives in a rented home who can’t even get a job at Tesco! ”

“You were once an investigative legend,” he said quietly.  “Phone hacking came in.  It swept your career away because the newspaper you mainly worked for decided that it would dump all of its investigators.” He paused to watch my reaction.  “You know, The Mail even dumped the old couple who used to go up London to get birth and death certificates – it got that paranoid.”

“I’d been in Fleet Street for over 15 years and I was just ghosted.  It felt – “

“Like a death.”

I suddenly felt seen for the first time since it had happened seven years earlier in 2009.

“It was a death.  The death of a part of me.  And Graham I was taught as a teenager to never embarrass a client.  I was taught that by the ex MI6 officers straight out of the job who trained me when I was nineteen years of age; later the CID who told me never to work on a job when the cops are involved because you’ll muddy their waters – it’s a form of respect.  Wait till they’re done.  The News of the World arrogantly walked all over Millie Dowler.  It was Greg Miskiw.”

“Strange you should say his name because the ex-News of the World editor now works for me.”

“Works for you?”

“In a way.  You see, the people I work for, we go over what the press used to get up to.”

“Hmmm.  I was warned by other PI’s back in 1993 that the press would try to get a PI to carry out illegalities and then pass a file on you to the cops. I entered Fleet Street awake and aware.  If anyone asked me to carry out any illegalities I’d feign compliance and go about it the long way around.  Simple. Effective.  Never embarrass a client. It definitely embarrasses a client by getting them nicked!  Even if they’ve asked you to do it.”

“Clever.”

“I try my best.  I’m out to seed now.  A mind unused.  Apparently only good for Tesco checkout, or perhaps Lidl.”

‘You sound really bitter, Chris, I hate to see you like this.  You sound angry.  Life hasn’t treated you great has it!  Or was it the Mail that treated you like shit after over a decade of getting them front pages.”  

We had walked then for a time in silence among the Californian redwoods by then, enormous ancient things whose roots had been spreading underground since before either of us was born, their branches meeting far above us like the vaulting of a cathedral. Ancient. Protective. Listening.

And beneath them, in that green cathedral hush, he said the thing he had brought me all the way to Kew to say.

“How would you like to get your own back on the Daily Mail for dumping you like that?”

I felt it land somewhere under the ribs.

“My own back on the Mail?”

“They dropped you after they’d used for years,” he said, lightly, watching me. “You were shocked and hurt.”

The phrase hung in the warm air between us, and I knew exactly what he meant.

Losing Fleet Street had broken my heart more than I ever liked to admit. Not because I loved newspapers. Because I loved stories, and because I had built an entire life inside that world since I was twenty-two years old, when it first found me, a damaged girl straight out of a council care home, already trained as a private eye by an ex-military agency, already writing to and visiting the serial killer Ian Brady and being splashed across the front pages for it.

The press had made me a front-page story, and then, with PTSD and nowhere left to go after it had destroyed my life, Fleet Street had taken me in like a lost little orphan and put me to work.

I had risen.

From the woman in the car outside to a specialist on Northern Ireland with bylines in the Sunday Times, hard work morphing me from a private eye into an investigative journalist.

But that hadn’t mattered to Paul Dacre.

When the phone hacking scandal broke, the Mail threw out everyone linked to investigations, and out I went, and after all the front pages and all the years of being called a genius I was told one bright morning to fuck off.

I had fallen onto the floor of my life.  I had not got up.

Depression had followed. I was a single mother in a rented house who had been so sure the career would last that she had never bought property, and now it was over, and I was stuck in rented rooms and stuck in poverty.

And now here was Graham Johnson, ex-News of the World, offering me revenge.

Revenge.

I wasn’t yet sure what shape it took. Only that it involved celebrities. Lawyers. Claims of unlawful information gathering against Associated Newspapers. A rolling juggernaut of a case that seemed to be gathering famous names by the week.

“Hugh Grant,” he said. “Amy Winehouse. Paul Gascoigne. Campaigners. Law firms. A-list names.”

The names felt surreal, spoken aloud beside the lily ponds and the willow trees, as though he were reading a guest list for a party in another world entirely. Then he turned and looked directly at me.

“You investigated half these people,” he said. “And I know that you spied on the Royal family. On Princess Diana. On Prince Harry. He’s going to lead the litigation.”

“Harry?”

“Yes. Prince Harry. I’ve met him.”

His words landed like a stone dropped into still water, the rings spreading out and out.

I said nothing, because he wasn’t wrong.

Over the years I had investigated all sorts of people. That was the job. That was what the newspapers paid their investigators to do.

But now he was holding those years up to the light from a completely different angle. Not as work. As evidence. As history.

As something that suddenly, dangerously, mattered again.

We sat on a bench overlooking the water.

The surface glittered. A swan moved past with the unbothered confidence of royalty. I looked at the green of the lake, the utter silky greenness of it, the way it seemed like a portal to another world, a cool escape from the mundane, and I turned the word over in my mind.

Revenge.

Graham leaned forward.

“With Prince Harry involved, this’ll have a snowball effect. Politicians will come forward. Celebrities. If we get legal cases for compensation for a thousand of them, at a million pounds apiece, what does that make, Chris?”

I frowned. “Maths was never my strong point.”

“It makes the whole thing worth a billion.”

The sentence should have sounded ridiculous.

Like a line from a thriller nobody would quite believe.

And yet there it was, floating out across a lake in Kew Gardens on a hot afternoon, perfectly serious.

A billion pounds.

He kept talking. Meetings. Claims. Evidence. Potential witnesses. Campaigners. Lawyers. Money, always money.

My head began to swim, and I wanted another coffee, and I wanted, if I am honest, for him to keep going.

And then came the offer. The one that would change everything.

A rented riverside house, he said. For me and for my son, Charlie. Twenty-five thousand pounds paid over six months as I helped them go over the world I had carried out for the press. A chance to be involved. A chance to matter again. A chance to step back through the door into a world I had believed was closed to me forever.

Graham hadn’t finished. “As well as the house and the twenty-five thousand,” he said, “we can offer you the chance to become powerful over the organisations that told you to fuck off after all those years of service.”

“I did rather get ghosted,” I said.

“I imagine it was like being in a marriage,” he said, “and coming home one day to find that your husband has not only moved out, but is denying the two of you were ever married at all.  You feel like you were never legitimate.”

I blinked up into the sun.

Did he know that I was adopted and had been smeared with that word illegitimate every day of my life by my adoptive mother who regretted adopting children.

He was seductive.

He had always been seductive.

I felt suddenly as if I had been offered cake by the Devil.

The sensible part of me knew perfectly well that I should finish my coffee, thank him for the cake, and walk away across the grass and back to my quiet ordinary Richmond life.

The curious part of me was already leaning forward.

That’s the dangerous thing about stories. They know exactly how to tempt the people who love them, and I had always loved stories, even the ones that ended badly. Especially, perhaps, the ones that ended badly.

Ahead of us Queen Charlotte’s Cottage sat among the trees, a scene from another century. Behind me lay my old life, the rented house, the blinking cursor, the roses I watched other people water. Ahead of me something else was beginning.

I simply didn’t yet know whether it was an opportunity to find some kind of life back connected to the media that I missed with a daily ache.

Or a trap.
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE HOUSE THEY GAVE ME

[image: ]


[image: ]

Watch what a man offers you before you watch the man. Nobody is ever bought with what they wanted; they are bought with what they were short of.
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LOOKING BACK, I SOMETIMES wonder whether the river was part of the pitch.

Not consciously. Not in some criminal mastermind sort of way. Nobody sat across a table twirling a moustache while plotting my downfall.

Life isn’t like that.

The best seductions are much simpler.

They offer you exactly what you’re missing. And at that point in my life, what I was missing was hope.

The house stood beside the Thames in Windsor.

The first time I saw it I felt something I hadn’t felt for years. Relief. Not excitement. Not triumph. Relief.

The sort that slips into your body before your mind has caught up. The back garden stretched down towards the river itself.

At the end of the lawn stood a little gate. Beyond it lay the water. Not a canal. Not a pond. The Thames. England’s great green artery.

The very river that had carried kings, queens, merchants, thieves, dreamers and fools. The river that seemed to run through every chapter of British history.

And now it ran behind my garden.

The river-house itself was called ‘Ferry View,’ and it sat at the bottom of Ouseley Road, Wraysbury. It was wood lined on the inside with driftwood on the outside like a shooting lodge in Switzerland.  Inside there were wide wooden stairs like a chalet in a ski resort.  Eagles swooped over the garden.

I felt a sudden and deep connection to nature.

Every morning, I opened the curtains and saw sunlight glimmering on the surface. Swans drifted past. Rowers appeared in the mist. Boats moved lazily along the current.

The river seemed incapable of hurry. It possessed the confidence of something ancient. Something that knew it would still be there long after everybody else had gone.

Charlie loved it immediately. He was eleven then. Old enough to notice beauty. Young enough to believe happiness might be permanent.

For a little while I almost believed it too.  The house came with a small motorboat. Not luxurious. Not one of those ridiculous millionaire toys. Just enough boat to make you feel adventurous.

Some evenings we’d take sandwiches and drift along the water. The river widened and narrowed. We passed gardens and pubs and hidden corners of Berkshire. The sunlight bounced from the water onto Charlie’s face. He’d laugh at something. And for a few minutes I could almost convince myself that life had finally decided to stop kicking us.

Those moments mattered. People underestimate moments like that. They think happiness must arrive in fireworks. Usually, it arrives as a sandwich and a river. A child laughing. A summer evening. Nothing more. Nothing less.

Charlie demanded we buy pets; so, we bought conures, lovebirds, hamsters, canaries, until the cabin became a miniature petting zoo.

I tried to write a best-selling novel. That was the plan.  Graham would pay me monthly; I’d cover the rent, I’d write and I’d become world famous and be muttered about as if I was the new D H Lawrence.

The deposit for the house and the first month’s rent had been paid and I had given them ten remittances from The Daily Mail, emblazoned with their emblems and addressed to Warner Private Detective Agency with a list on who was spied on and payments made to me.  

I felt guilty, who wouldn’t.

Associated Newspapers had been my employer for well over a decade.  Yet, I knew I hadn’t carried out anything illegal; so, I took it that it wouldn’t harm the Mail; but guilt made me email their CEO telling them what I had heard.

Graham Johnson has got together with a man called Evan Harris an ex-Liberal MP.  I have heard that there is backing by Hugh Grant.  Max Mosley’s money is being used. Graham told me that Hugh Grant wants to destroy the Daily Mail using me as a Trojan horse.

Best wishes, your ex private investigator, Christine Hart.

It felt weird when I got no rejoinder.

Meanwhile I accepted the house, the boat, I waited for the money which they said had to be split into month-by-month payments and decided to take things day by day.

Every morning after the school run I sat in the garden with a laptop. The river glimmered beyond the lawn. The air smelled faintly of cut grass. Sometimes swans would appear so close to the bank that they seemed almost domestic. Like oversized, aristocratic ducks.

I was determined to become a novelist. Not a journalist. Not an investigator. A novelist. I’d spent years collecting stories. Now I wanted to create them.  I wanted to become a creator, a narrator of truth.

I was absolutely certain success was just around the next corner.  Writers always believe that. Every unpublished manuscript is one chapter away from greatness. Every rejection is temporary. Every book is secretly destined to conquer the world. At least that’s what we tell ourselves.

After the school run, I sat there chewing my pen, imagining bestseller lists. Television adaptations. Book tours. Future versions of myself who had finally figured everything out. The river listened patiently.

The first paperwork and Daily Mail newspaper cuttings arrived a few weeks later.  Cuttings on Felicity Kendall and Prince Charles (later to become King.)

Paper rarely announces itself as dangerous. Paper waits. Paper accumulates. Paper changes lives.

The documents landed in my inbox without fanfare. I opened it. Read it. Then read it again. Names. Dates. Payments. References. The sort of administrative detail that appears boring until you realise what it represents.

Then Graham called.

“Did you get the cuttings?”

“I got it.”

“What do you think?”

That was the problem.

I wasn’t sure what I thought.

I recognised celebrity, political and royal names immediately.

Some I’d worked on. Some I’d investigated. Some I’d written about. Others belonged to a world that was becoming increasingly entangled with the Royal litigation.

The more I looked at the documents, the more uncomfortable I became.

Not because I believed anything criminal had happened.  Because I could see the shape of a narrative being constructed.

A story. And I knew stories. Stories were my profession. My weakness. My addiction.

I knew how facts became narratives. I knew how narratives became movements. And I knew how movements became truths. Whether they deserved to or not.

The names sat on the page like sleeping snakes. Prince Harry. Celebrities. Campaigners. Journalists. Lawyers. Each one connected to the next by invisible threads.

Somewhere inside that web sat me.

***
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ONE AFTERNOON I SAT beside the river after Charlie had gone to bed. The sky was turning gold. The water reflected every colour it could steal from the evening. A narrowboat drifted past. Music floated across the water from somewhere I couldn’t see. For a moment everything felt peaceful.

Then my phone rang. Graham again. I listened. Asked questions. Took notes. And slowly a feeling began to form. Not fear. Not yet. Suspicion.

The sort of feeling private investigators learn to trust. The tiny shift in atmosphere when a room changes. The slight wrongness hidden beneath a perfectly reasonable explanation.

Nothing concrete. Nothing provable. Just instinct. The same instinct that had kept me alive through newspapers, investigations and serial killers.

I put the phone down and stared at the river. The current moved silently through the twilight. Always moving. Always carrying things away. I thought about the house. The money. The opportunity. The documents. The names. The promises.

And a question surfaced. A simple question. One that would grow larger with every passing month. What exactly was I being recruited into?

Across the water a swan emerged from the darkness. White against black. Beautiful. Silent. Watching.

I watched it until it disappeared. Then I went back inside. The river remained where it was. Flowing steadily towards London. Towards Parliament. Towards newspapers. Towards courts. Towards power.

And, though I didn’t know it then, towards disaster.
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE NON-VIOLENT BURGLARY
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A job that opens in good weather is the one to be frightened of. The trade keeps its worst mornings bright, so that you will remember them properly.
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THE MORNING OF THE Knightsbridge meeting began beautifully, which, looking back, feels almost like an insult. The river glittered. The sky was a clean, innocent blue. The water beyond the garden moved lazily in the sunshine as though England itself had decided to take the day off, and had no idea what was coming, and would not have cared if it had.

I woke early. Charlie still asleep upstairs. The river house silent except for the occasional creak in the timber walls, the small private sounds a wooden building makes when it thinks no one is listening.

I loved that house. Not because it was grand, but because it was improbable. A wooden riverside cabin. Part holiday home, part Scandinavian dream, part chapter from a life I had never expected to be handed.

The garden sloped gently down towards the Thames, and stone Buddhas sat among the shrubs and the ornamental grasses, left behind by the previous owner. Serene. Silent. Watching the river. Watching, I would think later, everything.

In the mornings I would stand on the decking with my coffee and stare at the water, and the river seemed to absorb my anxiety, or at least to make it look smaller than it was.

That morning I had somewhere important to be. Knightsbridge. A meeting with Graham Johnson, Evan Harris and his lawyer.  A flashy London hotel. Documents. Lawyers. Questions.

The whole increasingly strange machinery that had begun to assemble itself around the celebrity claims, quietly, the way weather assembles itself out of a clear sky.

I remember feeling nervous. Not frightened. Not yet. Just uncertain, because I still hadn’t worked out what part I was meant to be playing. Witness? Investigator? Former investigator? Asset? Confidante?

Nobody seemed entirely clear, least of all me, and in my experience the person who does not know what part she is playing is usually the one being played.

I padded downstairs and switched on the silver coffee machine, and the kitchen filled with the smell of it, and outside the sunlight bounced off the river, and inside the cabin glowed honey-gold from the timber walls, and for a few minutes life felt ordinary and warm and safe.

Then I went to find my computer.

It wasn’t there.

At first I wasn’t alarmed. You have just moved house, I told myself. Moving house is chaos. Things walk. I checked the dining table. The study. The kitchen counter. Nothing. And then something cold moved through me, and I want to be precise about what it was, because it was not fear, not yet. It was recognition. The specific, professional cold of a person who has spent years reading crime scenes, and who has just understood, before she has consciously worked it out, that she is standing in one.

I walked into the room where I had stacked the equipment after the move. Cameras. Lenses. Computers. Hard drives. The tools I had accumulated across a whole lifetime of work, a journalist’s tools, an investigator’s tools, a writer’s tools. And the space was wrong. It was empty. It was too empty, in the particular way a space is too empty when a thing that should be there has been deliberately removed.

I stared. Then I stared again, the way you do when your eyes keep offering the room a chance to correct itself. My laptop had gone. So had the other equipment. Bags. Cases. Files. The neat pile I had left there was simply, cleanly, gone.

Somebody had been inside my house.

Somebody had walked through the rooms where my son was sleeping, and helped themselves, and left.

For a long moment I just stood there with the coffee cooling in my hand, trying to force the world into a shape that made sense. And then the panic came up through the floor of me, and one clear thought stood above all the others.

Police. Now.

They came quickly. Uniform first, then, later, CID. Questions, photographs, measurements, fingerprints, the whole familiar choreography of an investigation, every step of which I knew intimately, because I had spent years on the other side of it. Only now I was standing in the wrong place. The victim’s place. And I hated it. I hated it more than I can properly explain, the helplessness of it, the being done-to.

One of the detectives walked the property slowly, unhurried, reading it, and eventually he showed me where they believed the entry had been made. And here is the thing that turned the cold in me to something worse. It was clean. Professional. Efficient. No smashed window. No jemmied door. No drunken opportunist off the towpath chancing his luck.

This was not a burglary in the ordinary sense at all. This was a job. Done by somebody who knew what they were doing, and, worse, somebody who knew I was here, and knew what they had come for.

Back inside, the scenes-of-crime officers had begun to dust, and the sight of it was surreal, obscene almost, white powder drifting across my own furniture, the soft fingerprint brushes moving in their patient little circles, the exact procedure I had watched happen to other people for years now happening to me, in my house, over my things.

The CID officer looked around the room. Then he looked down at the carpet, which was white, and deep, and expensive, the sort of carpet the previous owner had chosen without ever imagining what it might one day be asked to remember. The sort of carpet that keeps footprints.

“This wasn’t random,” he said. He said it lightly, almost conversationally, the way men say the most frightening things. But I heard it. I heard every syllable of it. “This looks professional.”

Professional.

The word settled into the room and sat there and did not leave, and I felt the floor of the whole affair shift under me, because I was already, involuntarily, doing the maths. The remittances I held from my years working for the Daily Mail.

Some had been taken. Some were elsewhere. The paperwork. The names. The meetings. The claims. The celebrities. The newspapers. The lawyers. And all at once every one of those things reached out and joined hands with every other one, whether they truly connected or not, because fear is a draughtsman, and it draws lines between things at speed, and it never once stops to ask whether the lines are real.

The detective asked what might have been taken. I hesitated. Then I told him. Everything. The computers. The equipment. The files. And maybe, I said, some paperwork.

“What sort of paperwork?”

I led him to a cupboard, and I opened the door, and his eyebrows went up.

The shelves were packed. Boxes. Folders. Envelopes. Years of work for the Daily Mail, years of newspapers, years of investigations. Remittances. Records. History.

A whole life rendered down into paper.

I explained it to him, the other publications, the assignments, the payments, the stories, and he listened, and then he looked again, longer this time, because the cupboard didn’t look like a cupboard any more. It looked like a small archive. It looked like an evidence store. It looked like both.

And the strange, sickening beauty of it was this: the burglars hadn’t touched it.

This was the real treasure, hidden in plain sight behind a plain door, and they had walked straight past it. Which told me, more clearly than anything else, that whatever they had come for, they had believed it was somewhere else. They had done their homework. They had simply been given the wrong map.

“This is what they really wanted,” I told him, and I heard my own voice climbing and could not stop it. “They’ve involved royalty. Celebrities. They’ve formed a thing, a club, they call it the Billion Pounds Club, and I know it sounds like a bad joke, but this club wants to destroy Associated Newspapers.

They want to bankrupt it.

And they believe I can help them do it. I was the Daily Mail’s top private investigator for over a decade. They want me to say I spied on politicians, on royalty, on hundreds of celebrities across those ten years, and then to demand a million pounds apiece for every one of them, and with that they mean to break Associated, break Lord Rothermere, because they’ve decided he’s the enemy and they, they and the Royals, are the other side. The Billion Pounds Club. That paperwork, to them, is worth tens of millions.”

I could feel myself coming apart at the edges, slightly hysterical, because he was not grasping it, he could not grasp it, and I felt like something flimsy, a sheet of paper, a reed, standing in the path of sharks that had smelled blood in the water. And the blood was money. An almost unimaginable quantity of money, dressed up in the polite word compensation. A billion of it.

The officer scratched his head.

“This is all above me,” he said. “But I’ll let those above know.”

After they left I sat alone in the kitchen. The coffee machine gleamed. The river carried on flowing, unbothered. The swans carried on being swans. The whole world went about its business with a remarkable lack of concern for the fact that mine had just quietly caved in.

Eventually I called Graham. He listened. Quietly. Patiently. And then he said the thing that has stayed with me ever since.

“Just focus on the fact that you and Charlie weren’t hurt.”

A reasonable thing to say. A kind thing, even. And yet something in it turned over wrong in my stomach, and lay there, and would not settle.

Perhaps because it was too reasonable. Perhaps because I was already afraid. Perhaps because investigators are trained, over years, to distrust the smooth thing, the soothing thing, the thing that arrives exactly on time and says exactly what you need to hear. Weren’t hurt.

As though someone had already weighed the alternative. As though being hurt had been on the table, and had been, this time, decided against. I ended the call and sat staring at the river and could not decide whether I was being paranoid, or whether, far more dangerously, I was not being paranoid enough.

That afternoon I went to Knightsbridge anyway.

I almost didn’t.

Part of me wanted to lock every door in the house and refuse to come out.

Part of me wanted to put my sweet little Charlie in the car and simply drive, and not stop. Part of me wanted answers more than I wanted safety, and that part, as it always did, as it always has, won.

As London slid past the car window I found myself thinking about all the versions of my life. Journalist. Investigator. Mother. Author. Witness. And somewhere between Windsor and Knightsbridge I understood that another role was quietly forming around me, fitting itself over me like a coat I had not asked for.

The woman in the middle. The woman who no longer knew who to trust. And that, I would learn, at some cost, is the most dangerous position there is.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
NO SANDWICH, NO SIGNATURE
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Never sign in a room where they have not fed you. A man who will not put lunch on the table has already decided what you are worth.
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I WAS LATE.

Of course I was late. I had spent the morning watching scenes-of-crime officers dust my own furniture for the fingerprints of men who had walked through my house while my son slept, and now I was doing forty in second gear through the crawl of Knightsbridge traffic, one hand on the wheel and one hand reaching across to feel Charlie’s forehead, which was too hot, and the burglary was still sitting in my chest like a swallowed stone, and I was driving towards a meeting I did not understand to sit in a room with people I did not trust, and I was late, and I could not have told you, if you had stopped the car and asked me, what exactly I was so frightened of.

Only that I was.

Charlie slumped against the window in the passenger seat, grey and quiet, eleven years old and off school with a fever, because there had been nowhere on earth to leave him.

He hadn’t eaten. I hadn’t eaten.

I had rushed us both out of the door in the state I was in, and now here we were, inching past the great lit windows of Harvey Nichols and Harrods, past women with carrier bags stiff as armour and men in coats that cost more than my car, the whole moneyed hum of Knightsbridge going about its glittering afternoon while I sweated in the traffic with a sick child and a head full of stolen files.

The hotel rose up ahead of us, the Sheraton Park Tower on Lowndes Square, all glass and confidence, the kind of building that looks down at the street the way the rich look down at everyone.

I handed the car to a valet in a long grey coat who took my keys as though they might be contagious, and I lifted Charlie out, and we went in through doors that opened for us on their own, silently, the way expensive doors do.

And the smell of the place hit me.

That particular smell of serious money, which I knew of old from my Fleet Street years, and had almost forgotten.

Lilies, enormous ones, in an arrangement the size of a small tree on a central table. Beeswax on old wood. Fresh coffee somewhere out of sight. And underneath it all, faint and cold, the smell of air that has been conditioned and filtered and kept, quite deliberately, at a temperature the outside world is never allowed to reach.

The thick red carpet swallowed my footsteps. The light was low and golden and forgiving. Somewhere a piano was being played, softly, by someone who was paid to make sure you never quite noticed it.

The porters watched us come in. They were good at their job, which meant they watched without appearing to, and I knew that look, because I had spent half my life doing a version of it myself. A blonde woman in a hurry, badly rattled, with a sick grey-faced boy on her hip and no luggage and the wrong sort of shoes.

They clocked all of it in half a second and their faces gave back nothing at all, and one of them murmured “Madam” and inclined his head towards the lounge, as though he already knew exactly where I was going and who I was going to see.

That frightened me more than anything. That they knew.

The lounge, when I reached it, was a low, hushed cathedral of money. Deep chairs the colour of clotted cream. Marble the colour of bone. Little lamps everywhere throwing pools of honey light, so that the whole room seemed lit for a conversation nobody wanted overheard.

And it was full, quietly full, of exactly the kind of people who use rooms like this. A pair of Gulf businessmen in immaculate white, talking to no one, missing nothing.

Two women with the sculpted, expensive faces of the seriously wealthy, leaning close over a single glass of champagne. A silver-haired man alone with a newspaper he wasn’t reading. Everybody murmuring. Nobody laughing. The kind of room where the most dangerous things in the world are said in the gentlest possible voices, over very good tea, while a pianist covers the sound.

And there, at a low table near the back, beneath a vast gilt mirror that showed me myself coming in, harried and pale with a child on my hip, sat the men I had come to meet.

Graham Johnson sat in the centre of the eminent lawyers and campaigners, and I remember thinking that he had come a long way since a reporter for the News of The World who had been sacked for inventing a story and then nicked for phone hacking at the Sunday Mirror.  He reminded me of someone in a movie, but I couldn’t yet work out which film I was considering; something by Guy Ritchie.

At first everything sounded reasonable. Perfectly, smoothly reasonable. That, I have learned, is exactly how the dangerous conversations begin. Nobody ever asks you to cross a line. They are far too clever for that. They simply move the line, an inch at a time, so gently that you never feel your feet leave the safe ground, and by the time you look down there is nothing under them at all.

The talk circled and circled the same warm water. Information gathering. Privacy. Methods. Techniques. Newspapers. Investigators. Journalists. The past. Always drifting, always pleasant, always one degree closer to the thing they actually wanted.

Then somebody said something that made me sit up. Not because it was dramatic. Because it wasn’t. It was casual. Almost bored. The kind of remark a man makes when he has already decided you are on his side and is simply waiting for you
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