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      Prologue

      
      A huge grin crossed Anna Armitage’s face as she turned her key in the battered brass lock and pushed open the door of Darius’s
         flat. She couldn’t wait to see his face when he saw the pictures she’d got today. They were the best she’d ever done. Beyond
         any shadow of a doubt. And to cap it all, they were exclusive. Virtually every paper in Fleet Street would give their eye-teeth
         for shots like these but no other photographer had got anywhere near. They were hers, all hers.
      

      
      She walked into the tiny sitting room, eased the huge canvas bag off her aching shoulder and dropped it next to Darius’s leather
         briefcase. Where was he? She’d called round at his office near Waterloo earlier on, only to be told by his exasperated deputy,
         Will Price, that no one had seen him all day.
      

      
      ‘I just don’t know what’s come over him recently,’ Will had said wearily, running his fingers through his unruly dark hair.
         He had huge black rings under his eyes and his clothes looked as if he had slept in them.
      

      
      ‘Our circulation figures have taken a nosedive and instead of getting his head down and trying to turn the magazine round
         he keeps on going bloody walkabout. We’ll go bust if he doesn’t pull his finger out soon.’
      

      
      Darius was the editor of Captivate, a London society magazine that had been launched in a blaze of publicity the year before. An eclectic mix of celebrity interviews
         and hot gossip, the first couple of issues had sold a respectable eighty thousand copies each and the staff had all been convinced
         they were on to a winner. But now sales had dwindled to a fraction of that figure and morale was at rock-bottom. The freelance
         contributors were all grumbling about not getting paid on time and slowly, but surely, had begun to take their services elsewhere.
      

      
      Anna had linked her arm through Will’s. This had been the second day running that she’d called at the office only to be told
         that Darius wasn’t there.
      

      
      ‘If you hang on a sec, I’ll show you something that will put a smile back on your face,’ she had told Will.

      
      ‘Wow, that sounds like an offer I can’t possibly refuse,’ he’d laughed. ‘Go on, off you go. I think Stan’s still in his office.
         He’ll help you out.’
      

      
      He had watched Anna walk back down the dingy corridor. She was wearing her usual photographer’s garb of jeans and Barbour,
         with an old baseball cap rammed down on her short blonde hair. When she had got to Stan Wiseman’s door she turned and smiled
         at him, a megawatt smile that lit up her whole face. For the thousandth time he’d wondered what a bright shining star like
         Anna was doing with an out and out shit like Darius Slater. What the hell did she see in him?
      

      
      Anna loved watching Stan at work. As he concentrated on scanning her processed film into his computer, tapping the keyboard
         with two fingers faster than anyone else she knew, he hummed happily to himself. With his tweed suits, nerdy glasses and severely
         cropped hair, at first glance he looked a bit like an earnest young librarian. But when he opened his mouth and showed off
         both the diamond stud in his front tooth and his encyclopaedic knowledge of the work of the controversial photographer Helmut
         Newton, it was apparent that there was far more to Stan than met the eye. He was Captivate’s lowly picture researcher but Anna reckoned he knew more about what made a good photograph than the rest of the staff put
         together.
      

      
      ‘So what do you reckon, Stan?’ asked Anna, as he pored over her pictures.

      
      ‘Best you’ve done yet, girl,’ replied Stan. ‘How the hell did you get them?’

      
      ‘Well,’ began Anna, ‘I’d love to be able to claim that it was down to sheer talent, to my amazing virtuosity with a camera.
         But I can’t lie to you of all people, Stan. When it came to the crunch I’m afraid it was pure and utter luck.’
      

      
      Stan giggled. He had always had a soft spot for Anna.

      
      
      ‘What happened, kid? I won’t tell the top brass.’

      
      ‘Promise?’ said Anna. ‘I don’t want Darius thinking it was a complete walkover.’

      
      Stan nodded. He was mystified as to why Anna should give a toss what Darius thought but still…

      
      ‘I persuaded Will to let me do this fashion photocall in Richmond Park. God knows why Mimi Maguire chose to launch her spring
         collection there. The models were up to their knees in mud, shivering to death in these floaty creations. Mimi kept losing
         her temper with everybody because they all looked so bedraggled. You must have heard what she’s like – terribly highly-strung
         and emotional. She and her husband have apparently just broken up because he couldn’t cope with her moods.’
      

      
      ‘So how did you get this sensational set of pictures?’ said Stan.

      
      ‘I was just coming to that,’ said Anna. ‘Not only did the models look dire but today’s been such a slow news day. There’s
         nothing happening apart from the rain so all the national newspaper boys were there too. As soon as I saw photographers like
         Caspar Shaw turn up I knew my pictures wouldn’t stand a chance of being used in the magazine, no matter how good they were.
         If the morning papers are full of them tomorrow there’s no way Captivate will use them in a few weeks’ time. That’s the trouble with working for a monthly magazine. Everything has to be exclusive.’
      

      
      Stan gave a theatrical yawn and stretched his arms lazily over his head.

      
      ‘You wouldn’t make a reporter, you know, Anna,’ he said. ‘You’ve been talking for ten minutes and we still haven’t got to
         the point of the story.’
      

      
      Anna laughed and landed a playful punch on Stan’s nose.

      
      ‘And you’re so impatient you wouldn’t make a photographer. Anyway, I was so pissed off with the pointlessness of the whole
         exercise that I wandered off on my own. And that’s when I got these.’
      

      
      She gazed proudly at her work. Sharply critical of anything that didn’t come up to scratch, even she had to admit these eight
         shots were good. The first showed Mimi Maguire sitting on a log with her head in her hands. In the second she was crying and
         in the third she had buried her face in her lap. In the fourth and fifth a stunning young woman had appeared beside her and
         seemed to be smoothing Mimi’s hair back from her face. The sixth and seventh had captured them in each other’s arms and in the eighth and final shot of all the women’s lips were locked together
         in a passionate embrace.
      

      
      ‘Who is she?’ whispered Stan, overawed by the sheer emotion in the pictures.

      
      ‘Briony Phillips,’ said Anna matter-of-factly. ‘One of the young up-and-coming models on the circuit. You don’t think they’re
         too, too…’
      

      
      ‘Too what?’

      
      ‘Oh I don’t know. Too intrusive. Too private. They’re not taken on private property or anything like that – Will would have
         a fit if they were – but I still don’t know whether I should have taken them or not. What do you think?’
      

      
      ‘I think they’re absolutely bloody marvellous, kid,’ said Stan, putting his arm round Anna’s shoulders. ‘They’ll do your career
         the power of good, mark my words.’
      

      
      Anna glanced up at the portrait of Darius that hung over the fireplace. A friend from art school had painted it a few years
         back but Anna didn’t think it captured him at all. It somehow made him look supercilious and arrogant and full of himself.
         If he’d only sit for her, she could do a far better job with her camera.
      

      
      The murmur of a man’s voice suddenly interrupted her train of thought and Anna rushed into the hall. Darius must be back,
         she thought, must have brought someone with him. She felt a bit uncomfortable at the prospect of being found in his flat on
         her own. He’d given her a key ages ago but she hadn’t used it before. It seemed a bit of a cheek, somehow.
      

      
      ‘It’s only me, Darius,’ she called.

      
      Puzzled by the empty hallway and the lack of response, she pushed open the bedroom door. Perhaps he was talking in his sleep.

      
      For a split-second Anna thought she must be watching a movie. Darius was there all right. Darius was lying naked on his king-sized
         bed, his arms outstretched, his eyes tightly closed. Astride him sat a delicately-built woman with a short blonde bob and
         a golden back. They moved together in perfect unison.
      

      
      ‘How could you do this to…’ Anna moaned in pain.

      
      Clearly startled by the sound of her voice, the woman swung round to face her.

      
      
      Anna’s words stuck in her throat. With her photographer’s eye, she tried to make sense of the scene in front of her, but it
         was impossible. She just couldn’t. The only thing she knew with complete certainty was that the look of shock on the woman’s
         face would remain frozen in her mind forever, like a still from an old film.
      

      
      The woman was at least fifteen years older than Darius yet with her slim figure and smooth skin she looked more like a vulnerable
         slip of a girl.
      

      
      A tear slid silently down Anna’s cheek and on to the floor.

      
      She knew that face almost as well as she knew her own.

      
      It was her mother.

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Sam Turner pushed his car seat as far back as it would go, plonked his hefty size tens up on the dashboard and closed his
         eyes. How much longer was the damned woman going to keep him waiting? Days? Months? Years? He’d probably be dead by the time
         she turned up here. If she ever turned up here.
      

      
      It was three days since he’d parked his mud-spattered Vauxhall Cavalier outside this South London mansion block. If he’d been
         at all inclined to look at the bright side – which he wasn’t – he might have described it as the perfect place for a doorstep.
         Pub on the corner for a lunchtime pint. Greasy spoon opposite for early-morning fry-ups. Phone box to check in with the news
         desk now they’d swiped his mobile. Newsagents for fags and papers. Not that he cared a toss about what the idiots on the other
         tabloids were writing but he was addicted to the ‘quick’ crossword in the Telegraph.
      

      
      Sam glanced at his watch. It was six-thirty on a cold, damp November morning and he’d been on his own all night. Just him
         and some inane DJ chattering away to London’s insomniacs. Rory Smith, the last photographer to keep him company, had buggered
         off hours ago, confident that his replacement had been briefed and was on her way. Silly bitch, she still hadn’t shown.
      

      
      As he dozed fitfully, half-listening to the Today programme and half-wondering where he could get a wash and a shave close by, he became aware of a banging noise. At first
         it was barely discernible above James Naughtie’s cheery tones, but there it came again. And again. The sound grew louder,
         more persistent, and finally impossible to ignore.
      

      
      Sam opened his eyes. A young woman with short fair hair and startlingly blue eyes was hammering on his window. Oh my God, he thought, it’s her, and there’s no snapper here to get a picture.
         In an instant he was over the back seat, shaking off the empty crisp packets, old newspapers and discarded beer cans strewn
         everywhere in a desperate attempt to find the tiny Polaroid he kept for emergencies like this.
      

      
      Later, he wondered how on earth he could have been so stupid. So he’d sunk into a drunken stupor, born of misery and self-pity
         and loneliness, but that was no reason to mistake the Daily News’s greenest smudger for the face he was waiting for. The face he was after quadrupled sales of glossy magazines every time
         it was splashed, smiling, across their front covers. The one in front of him was pretty, but not a traffic stopper. Not at
         this hour of the morning, anyway.
      

      
      Anna smiled uncomfortably at Sam’s crumpled clothes, unshaven face and bleary eyes. She’d only been freelancing for the News for three weeks and though she knew Sam Turner by reputation, this was the first time she’d met him in person.
      

      
      ‘You look as if you’ve slept in your car all night,’ she said, trying to make conversation. ‘Are you…?’

      
      ‘That’s rather stating the obvious if I may say so, darling,’ snapped Sam, irritated that she’d caught him unawares. ‘Anyway,
         where the hell were you last night? The picture desk told me they were sending someone down here to take over from Rory Smith
         at eight p.m. What would have happened if she’d turned up here and there was no monkey to bloody well get a picture of her? Your fucking career with the News would have been over before it started, wouldn’t it?’
      

      
      Startled by the viciousness of his tone, for a moment Anna couldn’t think what to say. She knew she’d messed up but that didn’t
         give a man she barely knew the right to bawl her out like this. Shaun Bryan on the picture desk had bleeped her last night
         and ordered her to take over from Rory Smith at ‘eight’. It had been a simple misunderstanding. She’d assumed he meant eight
         a.m. – like any reasonable person would. Anna glanced at the greasy hamburger wrappings and overflowing ashtray next to Sam’s
         seat and felt sick. She couldn’t see the point of sitting in his gruesome car all night simply to get a grainy, snatched shot
         of some boring supermodel with a filthy temper and lousy skin. The picture library must have masses of pictures of her already.
      

      
      
      ‘Look, darling, let’s get one thing straight,’ continued Sam. ‘You’re not working for Vogue now. This one won’t simply swan down the street before our very eyes, flash that winning smile of hers and oblige us with
         a fashion shoot right here in the sodding road. If she and lover boy do show up here, they’ll be scuttling in with their heads
         down and heavies on each arm to keep the likes of us bloody miles away. So wise up, will you, or you’ll land both of us in
         the shit.’
      

      
      By this time Anna had had enough.

      
      ‘Give me a break, will you?’ she said. ‘And just to put the record straight – people like you are always going on about being
         absolute sticklers for accuracy – I did not, repeat, did not, ever work for Vogue. Right? Got it into your thick skull?’
      

      
      Anna rubbed her eyes wearily with the back of her hand and for a moment Sam thought she was going to cry. He shrugged his
         shoulders. Why the hell did the news desk keep sending him on jobs with amateurs? College kids who thought that with a Hasselblad
         slung round their neck and an arty-looking portfolio shot in black and white they could hack it. If only one of the old timers
         was here. Alfie Swan, perhaps. He might have as much imagination as a tub of lard but at least he knew what he was doing.
         He could charm anyone, from Arthur Scargill to the royals. ‘Heard the one about the four-eyed chicken, Ma’am?’ he used to
         say to Princess Di at photocalls back in the good old days and even though all the frosty Palace types would frown and try
         to hurry Diana along, she’d always stop and listen and smile. ‘What’s that, Alfie? Oh great – another joke I can pass on to
         my boys.’
      

      
      But Anna was much tougher than Sam gave her credit for. There was no way she was going to collapse in a heap just because
         he needed to lash out at the nearest available person. She hadn’t wept over anyone for four years now, not since Darius, and
         she certainly wasn’t going to be intimidated by a bully like Sam Turner.
      

      
      ‘I’ll sit in my own car, if you don’t mind,’ she said, gesturing towards a bright yellow Citroen Dyane parked behind his Cavalier.
         ‘I’m quite fussy about the company I keep.’
      

      
      Sam cursed his bad temper. He could have done with someone, even an airhead, to talk to after twelve hours of solitary confinement.
         He turned up the radio and leaned his seat back again so that it was almost horizontal. It was funny how things turned out, he thought. Up until last spring, he’d have sworn that
         his days of doorstepping were over for good. But at forty-six, a seasoned royal watcher with a string of contacts as long
         as his arm and a clutch of exclusives under his belt, he’d made the classic mistake of assuming he was indispensable. After
         all, he had the expense account, he had the office with his name on the door, and, most importantly, he had the ear of the
         editor, Bert Sacker.
      

      
      He and Bert went way back. Back to the days when they were both young and keen and so desperate to make a name for themselves
         that they’d chase ambulances, fire engines, you name it, in the hope of cracking the big one. They’d slogged their guts out
         in those days, worked Christmas Day virtually every year, cancelled holidays at a moment’s notice if the editor demanded it
         and never ever complained. Sam had lost count of the number of times he’d been woken in the middle of the night and told to
         get to the other end of the country ‘right now’ to cover a breaking story. The sacrifices had been worth it on the whole.
         Bert rose to the giddy heights of editor and he, well, he hadn’t done so badly for himself either.
      

      
      But now all that had gone. So too, had Bert Sacker, trampled underfoot in a boardroom coup by a gang of know-it-all upstarts
         from Presscorps Incorporated. They’d wrested Bert from his editor’s chair and sent him packing, back to Orpington and his
         nagging wife Agnes.
      

      
      Newspapers were cruel places, reflected Sam. You were the bee’s knees one day, wining and dining with the men in suits and
         being begged to review the tabloids on breakfast telly. Out on your ear the next. He’d seen it happen so many times during
         the course of his career.
      

      
      But at least when the axe fell on Bert it had been a clean break, he thought. Look at me – a middle-aged has-been, still standing
         on people’s doorsteps asking ridiculous questions. Who cares about the starving millions when you can spend your time investigating
         the real issues of the day? Like Fergie’s latest jolly jape and who the cast of EastEnders are screwing.
      

      
      Up until six months before, Sam had been happy – ish – with his life. The role of royal correspondent on the News suited him down to the ground and he reckoned he suited it. So he didn’t have the posh upbringing some of the other royal
         watchers claimed – and he was downright dubious about some of the stories they told – but somehow he’d learned enough over the years
         to be able to slip into society circles with confidence and ease. He knew how to dress like a gentleman, even if he wasn’t
         one. He knew how to choose a good wine and, when it was absolutely necessary, he knew how to sweet-talk the snootiest aristocrats
         in the land. He’d even married one of their daughters, for heaven’s sake. His face softened, as it always did when he thought
         of Susanna. Then he snapped out of his reverie. She was another story altogether.
      

      
      Everything had changed back in March, when Beau Firman acquired the Daily News. Firman was a bold, brash American, with a substantial girth and a rumbustious manner that made Christopher Biggins seem
         like a wallflower. A joke in other words, until he’d stormed across the Atlantic, caught the shareholders of the News and its sister paper, the Sunday Sentinel, at a vulnerable moment, bulldozed them into selling and declared that he intended to make London his base for a while. He’d
         promptly settled into the chairman’s suite on the top floor of the newspapers’ Vauxhall headquarters, commissioned a full-length
         portrait of himself to be hung in the impressive marble foyer and, despite his avowal that he wouldn’t be involved in the
         day-to-day running of his publications, set about hiring and firing with gusto.
      

      
      He didn’t fire Sam though. To Sam’s eternal disappointment and, even worse, chagrin, he wasn’t one of the fortunate few to
         be handed a year’s money, given their marching orders and instructed to leave the building immediately.
      

      
      A far worse ignominy was in store for him. He was stripped of his title and his smart office and despatched back to the newsroom.
         In future, he was told, he would be back on the general news rota. He’d be starting at nine o’clock sharp, not wandering in
         at around eleven-thirty after breakfast with a few so-called contacts at the Savoy, and taking his turn on the deadly seven
         p.m. to three a.m. ‘dog watch’ every three weeks without fail.
      

      
      If Sam could have told Firman where to stick his bloody job, he would have. He’d actually written his letter of resignation
         and stuffed it in his top drawer to run through the following morning. But when he re-read it in the cold light of day, thoughts
         of the children’s school fees, the hefty mortgage and his payments to Susanna had dulled his enthusiasm for quitting. Despising
         himself, he feebly acquiesced to Firman’s wishes. He hurled his resignation letter into the bin and, with head down and shoulders
         hunched, headed back to the newsroom. It was the most humiliating moment of his life.
      

      
      Now he was stuck on this ridiculous job with some idiot of a girl who called herself a photographer. At least if she was supposed
         to have done the night shift another photographer might be along soon and she’d be out of his hair. He, however, had at least
         another night to go before he was shot of this tedious Supermodel Love Shock story.
      

      
      He glanced in his mirror to see what Anna was up to and couldn’t help smiling. She was jiggling her head around in an idiotic
         fashion, no doubt to some absurd Spice Girls hit.
      

      
      After a few seconds she plonked a large navy and white spotted make-up bag on the dashboard and carefully applied a frightening
         shade of vermilion lipstick to her pale lips. It would serve her right if she missed the Bella Fraser picture altogether,
         he thought, then checked himself crossly. He was definitely becoming bitter and twisted. Why had he taken such an instant
         dislike to a young kid like her? In the past he’d prided himself on keeping his feelings to himself. For God’s sake, when
         Jane O’Connor had broken down in tears on his shoulder during the New Age Travellers’ story a couple of years back he’d treated
         her to a slap-up dinner and scrawled a twenty-paragraph story for her across the starched white tablecloth. The head waiter
         had been rather upset so he’d simply asked for the cost of the tablecloth to be added to his bill. Jane had bundled the whole
         thing into her bag and duly filed his story to her paper at the crack of dawn the next morning. Sam grinned. It was the first and only time he’d ever got the splash in the
         Evening Standard.
      

      
      At that moment Anna stopped what she was doing and looked up. Immediately her eyes met Sam’s and she glared frostily. A little
         embarrassed that she’d caught him watching her, he opened his door and carefully eased his aching six-foot frame out of the
         car. He was beginning to feel a bit guilty for losing his temper earlier on.
      

      
      In a bid to make amends, he bought two cartons of steaming hot coffee at the greasy spoon over the road and rather sheepishly
         carried them across to Anna’s car.
      

      
      ‘To apologise for being such a fucking bastard,’ he said, passing one of the cartons through Anna’s open window. ‘Will you forgive me?’
      

      
      Anna scowled at him.

      
      ‘I don’t really see why I should,’ she said, ‘but then again, I could really do with an injection of caffeine.’

      
      ‘Can I sit in then?’ asked Sam. He opened the passenger door and got in without waiting for a reply.

      
      ‘Are you always like this on jobs?’ asked Anna, taking a long slurp of her coffee.

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘Such a shit. One moment you’re mouthing off at me, telling me I’m absolutely useless and my career’s in shreds. The next,
         I don’t know, you want to be my new best friend.’
      

      
      ‘I’m always like this,’ said Sam. ‘What about you? Are you always twelve hours late for jobs?’

      
      ‘Don’t push your luck, pal,’ said Anna. ‘We’d better keep off controversial subjects or we’ll be at each other’s throats all
         over again.’
      

      
      Sam laughed. Anna Armitage could clearly give as good as she got. He was starting to enjoy himself.

      
      ‘What did the office say when you last spoke to them?’ she asked suddenly.

      
      ‘Oh, fucking hell,’ said Sam, banging his forehead with his fist. ‘I haven’t bloody spoken to them this morning. I can’t stand
         ringing in too often because they whinge so much. I’ll go ballistic if they don’t call me off today. What time is it now?
         Eleven-thirty-five. I’ll just finish my coffee, then I’d better ring. How about you?’
      

      
      ‘You go first,’ said Anna. ‘Then I’ll tell my lot what your lot have said. Decision-making isn’t exactly the picture desk’s
         forte.’
      

      
      Sam swigged the last of his coffee then leapt out of the car and made for the telephone box opposite.

      
      ‘You can use my mobile if you want,’ Anna shouted after him, but it was too late. He’d gone.

      
      The stench inside the phone box was overpowering. Sam fumbled for his notebook, trying to ignore the odour of tramps’ piss,
         and asked the operator for a reverse-charge call to the office. As he juggled the receiver in one hand and his pen in the
         other, his notebook dropped to the ground with a splat. He knelt to retrieve it and swore out loud. The hem of his stone-coloured
         Burberry raincoat was soaked in a puddle of urine.
      

      
      
      ‘Hello. News desk.’

      
      Sam groaned inwardly at the voice on the other end of the line. John Radley, the news editor’s ineffectual number two, wouldn’t
         know a decent story if it jumped up and punched him in the mouth. This was the man, after all, who just a few months before
         had skimmed through the Reuters snap breaking the first news of the American invasion of Panama, pronounced it boring and
         wiped it off his computer screen. The little jerk had survived that cock-up by blaming the news-desk secretary for fiddling
         about with his keyboard and no doubt he would survive many others in the future.
      

      
      ‘Look, mate, this doorstep is a total waste of everybody’s time. I’ve been parked outside the boyfriend’s flat for three days
         now and Bella Fraser hasn’t shown her gorgeous body anywhere near. Call me off, will you, there’s a good chap. She’s obviously
         giving this place a wide berth.’
      

      
      John Radley paused for a moment. His terror of making a decision was all too apparent.

      
      ‘Sorry, Turner, but the news editor’s really keen on this one. You’ll have to stick with it, I’m afraid. Have you tried asking
         Bella’s agent where she is? That might give you a good lead. If you hang on for a moment, I’ll try and find the number. I’m
         pretty sure I’ve got it in my contacts books somewhere.’
      

      
      Sam snorted with disgust and slammed the phone down. He’d spoken to Bella’s agent so many times he almost knew what colour
         underpants he was wearing. He wrenched open the door of the phone box and stalked back over the road. He was so angry he didn’t
         look where he was going and narrowly missed being hit by a Pickfords removal van.
      

      
      Cursing, he threw himself back into his own car, and without so much as a backward glance at Anna, switched on the ignition,
         accelerated aggressively and drove off down the road. Fuck the news desk, he thought.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      From a tiny window on the fourth floor of Victoria Mansions, Bella Fraser watched Sam Turner’s car disappear out of sight.
         His tyres squealed as he took the corner at forty mph and despite her unhappiness, she couldn’t help smiling. She had no idea
         whether the bloody reporter who’d been camped on the doorstep for three long days and three interminable nights had gone for
         good but at least he’d given her the chance to escape.
      

      
      Incarcerated inside the flat all this time, Bella had begun to wonder if she was destined to live in her miserable twilight
         zone for the rest of her days. She’d kept the blinds drawn and the lights down low, switched the answerphone on and ignored
         the reporter’s persistent ringing of the doorbell at all hours of the day and night. She’d eaten virtually nothing. Not that
         there was much to eat in the flat anyway, just a few Weight Watchers’ soups and some mouldy crispbread – testimony to her
         constant battle with the scales. It was just her luck to stand a statuesque five-foot-eleven tall when the waif look was in.
         She’d always looked so damn healthy on the catwalk next to girls like Sophia Barrett, with their protruding hip-bones, concave
         stomachs and vacant stares.
      

      
      Bella bundled a few belongings into a small leather holdall and slipped a voluminous cashmere coat around her shoulders. She
         grabbed a pair of sunglasses, then thought better of the idea. Wearing dark glasses on a dreary October morning would look
         ridiculous. They were bound to draw more attention than the horror underneath. She dropped them back on to the old pine desk
         she’d been using as a dressing table and slumped in front of the mirror, trying to summon up the courage to look at herself
         properly for the first time in three days.
      

      
      
      The pale person staring gravely back at her looked as if she’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. Her left eye was still closed
         up, the eyelid bruised blue-black. Her poor face was red and blotchy from too much crying and she had a spot on her chin again,
         just like she always did when she was miserable. Bella was in such a terrible state that she wondered if she’d ever model
         again.
      

      
      In the road down below, Anna unwound her window to get some fresh air. She had no idea what Sam Turner was playing at. Just
         when they were on speaking terms he’d gone and buggered off altogether. God knows what the news desk had said to make him
         storm off like that. She wondered what she should do. She’d skimmed through the Mail, the Express, the Sun, the Chronicle and the News, slapped on some make-up to pass the time and now she was bored. Ringing the picture desk was out because obnoxious as he’d
         been, leaving her in the lurch like this, she couldn’t drop Sam in it. She fiddled with the radio dial in search of a news
         bulletin.
      

      
      She’d just found Talk Radio when a man on a flashy Kawasaki motorbike drew up alongside the car and hooted his horn several
         times.
      

      
      ‘Anna darling. Still got your ridiculous Noddy car, I see. What the hell are you doing sitting here on your own?’

      
      Anna sighed heavily. Caspar Shaw was chief photographer at the Chronicle, the News’s deadly mid-market rival. He fancied himself like mad as God’s gift to women and seemed to have the uncanny knack of appearing
         when you least wanted to see him.
      

      
      ‘Doorstep,’ she mumbled, hoping he had better things to do with his time than stop and chat.

      
      ‘Got a blunt with you, have you?’

      
      ‘What do you mean, blunt?’ asked Anna.

      
      ‘Blunt,’ repeated Caspar. ‘Reporter, writer, whatever you like to call them. Their pencils are always blunt. Opposite of sharp.’

      
      ‘Really?’ said Anna.

      
      ‘So have you got one with you or not?’

      
      ‘Sam Turner.’

      
      ‘Where is he then?’

      
      ‘He’s done a bunk,’ said Anna, sick of being cross-examined by the likes of Caspar Shaw.

      
      
      Caspar removed his lime-green helmet and ran his fingers through his glossy, shoulder-length hair. He was universally acknowledged
         to be a brilliant photographer and had won scores of awards and herograms for his work. The downside was that he was an out
         and out bastard who’d sell his dying grandmother if he thought it would bring him more acclaim and more money.
      

      
      ‘Where are you off to anyway?’ asked Anna. ‘Something exciting?’

      
      ‘King’s Road. The sodding picture desk rang me at seven a.m. just to say some junior royal is having lunch with a bunch of
         Chelsea Pensioners and big bloody deal, we’ve got the rota pass from the Palace. It’ll never make the paper – and who gives
         a stuff about a load of boring old codgers? At least I’ll have time for a bit of shopping though. I’ve spotted a great Jean
         Paul Gaultier jacket that would look…’
      

      
      He paused for a second, then seemed to register what Anna had just said.

      
      ‘Hey, did you say Turner’s around? What’s the job?’

      
      Anna glared at him. Telling someone from a rival paper about the job you were on was a cardinal sin. When she’d worked for
         one weekly magazine the staff weren’t even allowed to talk about work in the lift, just in case someone overheard them and
         pinched their ideas.
      

      
      ‘Oh this and that,’ she said breezily. ‘You know how it is. I can’t really…’

      
      Caspar Shaw fiddled with the strap of his helmet and tried not to look interested. He stared at the name over the door of
         the building Anna was parked outside. Victoria Mansions. Why did it ring a bell? Who the hell lived there? Someone showbizzy,
         he was sure of it.
      

      
      His face brightened as the penny dropped.

      
      ‘Sebastian Taylor, eh?’ he said, casting his mind back over the latest gossip he’d heard about Bella Fraser’s actor boyfriend.
         Hadn’t there been a rumour flying around that he’d knocked her bloody senseless one night? He was sure one of the Chronicle hacks had tried to check the story out a while back but hadn’t managed to stand it up. Trust the News to be doorstepping the place so late in the day.
      

      
      ‘Look, if you’ve heard the rumour that he’s been beating his girlfriend up, that’s a bloody ancient story. They’ve been living
         together on and off for yonks and they’re always scrapping, everyone knows that, but he’d never lay a finger on her. You’re
         wasting your time, sweetie. How long’s Turner been staking out the flat?’
      

      
      What the hell, thought Anna. Caspar Shaw had cottoned on to the story and Bella Fraser probably wasn’t even in the country
         anyway. Maybe she’d turn up at the fashion collections in New York. Ralph Lauren always used her.
      

      
      ‘About three days, I think.’

      
      ‘Poor old Turner,’ laughed Shaw. ‘How the mighty have fallen.’

      
      ‘Is he a friend of yours then?’ asked Anna.

      
      ‘Er, vaguely. We’ve been on a few royal jobs together, but to be honest we don’t exactly see eye to eye.’

      
      That was the understatement of the century. Caspar Shaw and Sam Turner loathed each other’s guts. They’d been at loggerheads
         since the Prince and Princess of Wales’s Middle East tour back in the mid-eighties and even now Shaw was still on the look-out
         for ways to stitch him up. His face brightened. He had the feeling that this might just turn out to be his lucky day.
      

      
      That particular royal trip to the Gulf States had been a total wash-out. Diana had looked unhappy, Charles seemed distracted
         and to cap it all, there was no booze to be found for love nor money. By the time the rat pack wound up in Jeddah, no one
         was getting anything in the papers and tempers were frayed.
      

      
      Caspar Shaw would never admit it in a million years, not even to himself, but he was a greedy man, with expensive tastes and
         habits. He could scarcely contain his glee when a senior Saudi diplomat solemnly presented each royal correspondent and photographer
         with a solid gold watch at the end of the tour. He knew he would easily get a grand for his back home.
      

      
      When a rookie reporter from one of the regional papers accidentally dropped his precious watch on the plane from Riyadh to
         Jeddah, Shaw couldn’t help himself. He plucked it off the floor and dropped it nonchalantly into his camera bag without batting
         an eyelid. The rookie reporter didn’t even notice.
      

      
      Shaw was confident he’d got away with it until they landed at Jeddah airport, where Sam Turner picked him up by the scruff
         of the neck and pinned him against the wall of the Arrivals hall.
      

      
      ‘You little scumbag. You bloody well hand that watch back right now or I’ll have you round to the Saudi police so fast your feet won’t touch the ground. You know what they do to fucking
         thieves over here, don’t you? Hmm? They cut their hands off. You’ll never work again. Or enjoy any of your other nasty little
         habits either.’
      

      
      Eight years on, Shaw looked Anna square in the eye and summoned up every ounce of charm he could muster. It was a bit like
         being caught in the headlights of a speeding Porsche.
      

      
      ‘You poor sweetheart,’ he said. ‘I know what it’s like being stuck on a job that’s an absolute no-hoper. It’s happened to
         me enough times. Look, I’m far too early for my photocall. I’ll buy you a cup of coffee and we’ll have a chat. I think your
         work’s great, by the way. I’m sure I could get you some shifts on the Chronicle. They’re crying out for talented young snappers like you.’
      

      
      Anna was still at a loss as to what she should do now that Sam had disappeared. She deliberated for a moment, then agreed.
         Anything would be better than sitting in her car on her own, even having a quick coffee with a prat like Caspar Shaw.
      

      
      ‘Oh all right then. But I’d better make it a quick one. I’ve walked right round the block and I’m pretty sure Bella Fraser
         can’t be up there. Sebastian Taylor’s flat is on the fourth floor and Sam told the news desk there haven’t been any lights
         on for days. Anyway, she’d be mad if she camped out there. It’s the first place anyone would think of looking for her.’
      

      
      Ensconced in a trendy brasserie on the other side of the Thames, Anna gulped down her cappuccino and interrogated Caspar Shaw
         about Sam.
      

      
      ‘Why is he so bad-tempered? He nearly snapped my head off when I first met him this morning.’

      
      ‘He’s just a bitter old man who’s past it,’ replied Shaw with a sardonic smile. ‘I’ll never understand why Beau Firman didn’t
         boot him out months ago. Okay, he’s had his moments, but he hasn’t got the faintest idea any more. Fancy walking out on a
         job like that. It’s a sacking offence in newspapers. Even worse than screwing the boss’s wife.’
      

      
      ‘Did he do that?’

      
      ‘Course he did. He’d screw anyone in a skirt, that man. I reckon that’s why Susanna walked out on him too.’

      
      ‘Is he married then?’

      
      
      ‘Separated,’ said Shaw. ‘That was an extraordinary episode. Surely you’ve heard the story of Turner and the Honourable Susanna
         Doyle?’
      

      
      Anna shook her head.

      
      ‘Bloody hell. Where have you been for the last five years? Oh I remember. You’ve been marooned in women’s magazines, haven’t
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Go on, tell me what happened,’ urged Anna. She didn’t know why, but she was intrigued to know more about Sam Turner. And
         his marital history.
      

      
      Shaw flicked his hair back off his face again. He did that a lot, she thought.

      
      ‘You know Turner used to be the News’s royal watcher? Yeah? Well, he spent all his time hanging around the nobs, trying to worm his way in and pick up stories.
         I met him at a houseparty down in Gloucestershire once – you know the Royal Triangle down there, Highgrove, Gatcombe, Nether
         Lypiatt – and I couldn’t believe the way he was dropping names and toadying his way around.’
      

      
      ‘Takes one to know one,’ muttered Anna under her breath. After half an hour of Caspar Shaw’s bragging and hair flicking, she
         could see him for exactly what he was. A poser in leather trousers. She wondered if you were supposed to polish them. Like
         shoes.
      

      
      ‘Go on.’

      
      ‘He met Susanna at some royal charity gala. She’d always been into good works. You know the type. Fresh face, string of pearls,
         couple of Labradors at her heels. Anyway, she asked Turner to write something for the charity magazine – and like a fool he
         agreed. For free, too. Totally ridiculous.’
      

      
      Once Shaw had started talking about Sam Turner and his wife, he seemed unable to stop.

      
      ‘Her father’s Lord Doyle. You know, that idiot who’s trying to stop us lot poking our long lenses through people’s privet
         hedges. He went ballistic when he found out Susanna was seeing some sleazy tabloid oik. Threatened to cut her off without
         a penny if she married him. He softened up a bit once the kids were born but he wouldn’t have anything to do with Turner.
         Still won’t. When he found out she’d left him last year the old chap was out on the tiles with his pals, celebrating till
         dawn.’
      

      
      
      ‘Why did she?’ said Anna. ‘Leave him, I mean.’

      
      ‘Maybe the novelty wore off. Maybe she got fed up of being married to some jumped-up blunt who kept trying to talk her pals
         into spilling the beans about the royals. Maybe she got sick of his ugly mug.’
      

      
      That was ridiculous, thought Anna. Sam had been looking distinctly rough this morning but you couldn’t call him ugly. Not
         by any stretch of the imagination. He was nearly twenty years older than her but he definitely had something, even if she
         couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was.
      

      
      ‘Poor Sam,’ she murmured. ‘Nothing seems to be going right for him, does it?’

      
      When Sam roared out of Victoria Road he hadn’t had the faintest idea where he was going. It was thirty minutes before his
         fury subsided and he realised he’d just driven through Richmond and was heading out of London along the M3. It reminded him
         of Friday nights in the Susanna days, only now there was just him in the car. Shit, he might as well carry on down to Dorset,
         he thought. If he got there by three-thirty he’d at least catch sight of Kit and Tom coming out of school.
      

      
      Sam felt a stab of pain at the thought of his four-year-old sons. Even now, a whole year after Susanna’s abrupt departure,
         he could still see their smiling faces waving from the back of the speeding car, still feel the tears coursing down his cheeks.
         He had always been an emotional man but it was the first time he’d actually cried in nearly forty years.
      

      
      What had happened to him and Susanna? They’d been so happy in the early days and once Kit and Tom were born, two dark-haired
         bundles with tightly-clenched fists, he’d assumed they’d always be together.
      

      
      It was three-twenty by the time Sam pulled into the drive of East Holme School in Casterton. ‘Girls 4–18 Boys 4–8,’ it proclaimed
         in gold letters on a navy-blue sign.
      

      
      Sam sighed heavily. This place was part of the reason why he’d chucked away that resignation letter. Kit and Tom were going
         to have the best education money could buy and he was going to pay for it. No one else. Certainly not Susanna’s bloody father.
      

      
      He pulled the collar of his coat up. Too proud to let Susanna and the boys see him in such a dishevelled state, he just wanted to gaze at his precious sons. And, if he was honest with
         himself, at their mother.
      

      
      Caspar Shaw consulted his fake Rolex. He kept the real thing at home, terrified that some low-life would wrench it off his
         wrist if he wore it for work.
      

      
      ‘Bloody hell. I must dash or I’ll miss the old codgers. Look, you stay here, sweetheart. Have another drink on me.’

      
      He slammed a fiver on the table, grabbed his helmet and dashed for the door.

      
      Big deal, thought Anna, reaching into her bag to find her wallet. The bill for six coffees and a couple of glasses of white
         wine each would come to far more than that. Mean bastard.
      

      
      Caspar Shaw couldn’t get Turner out of his mind. He stood on the pavement outside the brasserie and, unusually for him, dithered
         for ten seconds before deciding he just about had time for another spin down to Victoria Road.
      

      
      Now Anna was safely out of the way – clever move that, enticing her for a coffee over at Brompton Cross, more than a mile
         away – he wanted to check out Sebastian Taylor’s flat for himself.
      

      
      Bella Fraser pulled up her hood and tentatively opened the front door. On the spur of the moment she turned and posted Sebastian’s
         keys back through the letterbox. It had been a good morning’s work, she thought, smirking with satisfaction at the dismembered
         clothes and smashed plates she’d left in her wake. Her pièce de résistance had been to ring the Speaking Clock in New York and leave the phone off the hook. She’d love to see Sebastian’s face when
         he got back from the Far East.
      

      
      Feeling cheerful for the first time in ages, Bella strode out of the mansion block and down the rickety front steps. After
         being shut away in the flat for three days it somehow seemed strange to be out in daylight again. This must be how prisoners
         freed on parole must feel when they first clapped eyes on the outside world, she thought.
      

      
      Bella paused to look left and right but apart from a man on a garish motorbike the street was deserted. Much to her relief,
         the girl in the bright yellow car had gone and there was still no sign of the reporter who’d been plaguing her. She turned out
         of the gate and began to walk briskly along the pavement.
      

      
      She’d only taken a few paces when the motorcyclist leapt off his bike and lunged towards her.

      
      ‘Bella, Bella darling. Quick, look at me. Smile.’

      
      Bella panicked. She didn’t want anyone seeing her in this state – certainly not some scumbag photographer. She picked up her
         coat and tried to run but he was much too fast for her. From out of nowhere he brandished a camera and began shooting film
         like it was going out of fashion. Click. Click. Click. Click. Click.
      

      
      Bella was tempted to throw herself at the photographer’s mercy, plead with him to hand over his film, but deep down she knew
         it would do more harm than good. A man like him wouldn’t give a toss about destroying her modelling career. If she stopped
         and tried to reason with him he would simply get a set of close-ups that were even more newsworthy. God only knows what her
         agent would say when these pictures hit the papers.
      

      
      Sam sat on a red velvet-covered stool by the fire and stared into his pint. The silent message he conveyed to the five or
         six other drinkers in the bar was crystal-clear. Don’t even think of speaking to me or I’ll wrench your bloody head off.
      

      
      It had been a fucking terrible day. One of the worst for a long time, and that was saying something. First his tirade against
         Anna Armitage outside Bella Fraser’s flat. Then losing his rag with John Radley when he rang the news desk. Then the idiotic
         drive down to Dorset. What had come over him? He’d sat in his car for twenty minutes before it struck him that the boys’ school
         was remarkably silent for a week-day afternoon. Why was there no bell, no excited children pouring into the playground, no
         loving parents ready to scoope their sons and daughters into their arms and hear about their day? Then it finally dawned on
         him. It was fucking half-term.
      

      
      The only comforting thought was that he hadn’t been a complete imbecile. He’d carried on the charade with the news desk –
         checked in a couple more times on the phone during the day and calmly assured them that no, there was nothing doing down at
         Victoria Road, and, yes, he’d stick with it.
      

      
      Two hours later, when Sam stumbled through the door of his small Pimlico flat, slightly the worse for wear and looking forward to his first decent night’s kip in four days, he could
         hear the telephone ringing.
      

      
      He snatched up the receiver without thinking, then instantly regretted it.

      
      ‘Yes?’ he growled, cursing inwardly as he remembered he was supposed to be sleeping in his car for the fourth night running,
         not sitting around at home taking phone calls.
      

      
      ‘Turner, where the hell have you been?’ bellowed Steve Mange, the night news editor. ‘You’ve really landed us in the shit
         this time.’
      

      
      Sam realised that his most sensible tactic was to feign total ignorance. At least until he’d worked out exactly what was going
         on.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Don’t come the innocent with me, Turner. The first edition of the Chronicle has just dropped and they’ve got pictures of Bella Fraser splashed all over the bloody show. Page one, page three, the centre
         spread…’
      

      
      Turner could hear the rustle of pages being flicked over. He decided to try and brazen it out.

      
      ‘Look, it’s not my fault if they got a tip-off about where she’s been hiding out. You told me to doorstep Victoria Road and
         that’s exactly what I’ve been doing. I’ve had a long hard day and I’ve just rushed in to pick up some clean clothes. Do you
         know what it’s like living out of a sodding car for four days? No, I don’t suppose you do. You’ve never been out on the road
         yourself, have you?’
      

      
      Steve Mange, ever sensitive to the fact that he’d been a downtable sub for years before his recent elevation to the news desk,
         exploded with rage at the jibe.
      

      
      ‘Turner, the pictures of Bella Fraser were taken outside the flat you were supposed to be watching and they’re bloody brilliant.
         Her face is battered black and blue and she’s only about six months’ fucking pregant. Got it? You’d better file something
         pretty damn quick and we’ll try to repair the damage. Oh, and the editor wants you in his office at ten-thirty sharp tomorrow
         morning. Right?’
      

      
      ‘What about Anna Armitage?’ asked Sam. He felt a sudden twinge of remorse at the way he’d treated her.

      
      ‘She’s finished,’ said Steve Mange grimly. ‘She’ll never work for us again.’

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      It had begun to pour with rain by the time Anna finished her glass of wine and paid the brasserie bill. After buying a copy
         of the Evening Standard she spent a few minutes marvelling at the amazing prices in the Conran Shop window, then realised she was getting drenched
         to the skin. She made a dash for the shelter of her car and groaned out loud when she spotted the all-too-familiar parking
         ticket flapping beneath the windscreen wiper.
      

      
      It felt like the last straw when she tried to start the car and nothing happened. Thanks a lot, she muttered to herself. A
         few spots of rain and now the car had decided to give up the ghost. She’d been promising herself something a bit more reliable
         when she was earning better money but the way things were going, that looked like an impossible dream.
      

      
      Anna lifted up the bonnet and sprayed the engine frantically with WD40. She tried to start it again. Nothing happened. She
         used up the rest of the can, and crossing her fingers, tried once more. Silence.
      

      
      It was two hours before the AA finally managed to come and sort the car out.

      
      ‘Take my advice, love, and get rid of this heap of metal,’ said the avuncular khaki-clad AA man, packing his tools and jumpleads
         back into his van. ‘It’s only fit for the scrapheap. I haven’t seen anything like this deckchair on wheels for a long time.
         Come to think of it, you’d probably find a real deckchair on wheels more reliable.’
      

      
      Anna drove cautiously back to Victoria Road, terrified all the time that the car might conk out on her yet again. She wondered
         if Sam Turner had bothered to show his face again and felt half-relieved, half-sorry, when she saw his car wasn’t there. The
         road looked just as it had a few hours before.
      

      
      When she checked in with the picture desk at six p.m. they all sounded fed up to the back teeth. Everyone had to be reminded
         where she was and what story she was covering.
      

      
      ‘And there’s nothing doing, you say, Anna?’ inquired Ken Dobbs, the picture editor who’d given her her first chance on the
         News.
      

      
      ‘Nothing,’ repeated Anna. ‘I’ve been here all day and there’s been no sign of Bella or Sebastian. I don’t mind hanging on
         a bit longer if you want though.’
      

      
      ‘No, it’s all right. Knock it on the head and get off home, love. We can’t afford to waste any more time on this one. We’ll
         try and come up with something a bit more exciting for you tomorrow.’
      

      
      It was a relief to get back home to Chiswick. When Anna told people where she lived they always said things like, ‘How lovely
         to live so near to the river – that part of London is so pretty.’ But in fact her grotty first-floor flat was nearer to Stamford
         Brook tube station than anywhere else (she could even hear the rumble of trains from her bedroom). And the closest she ever
         got to views of the Thames was when she stopped off at one of the pubs along the river on her way home.
      

      
      Clutching a lukewarm take-away pizza box in one hand and a Brad Pitt video in the other, Anna staggered through the front
         door. She was looking forward to sprawling on the sofa in a heap and putting the frustrations of the day behind her.
      

      
      Her hopes were shattered by a jaunty voice shouting from the kitchen.

      
      ‘Anna, is that you? You’ll never guess who I’ve just bumped into.’

      
      Anna froze. A loner by nature these days, she’d reflected long and hard about the wisdom of allowing someone to share her
         flat but Stan had sworn blind to her that he would hardly ever be there. And with her finances in such an appalling state,
         she figured that at least the money would come in handy.
      

      
      For the two months that Stan had been paying rent he had been true to his word. He’d come a long way since his days on Captivate and was now art director of a new woman’s magazine called Destiny. Wildly in love for the first time in his life, he spent most nights clubbing into the early hours with his new (male) lover.
         He hadn’t introduced Anna to the object of his affections yet though and she wasn’t sure that she could face meeting love’s
         young dream tonight.
      

      
      After a couple of seconds, though, her irritation gave way to contrition. Stan had been a good friend to her when she needed
         him – while she was building up her portfolio he’d often put in a good word to help her get jobs – and it wouldn’t take much
         effort to be charming to his new man.
      

      
      She took off her jacket, smoothed her wet hair back off her forehead and strode purposefully into the kitchen.

      
      ‘Would anyone like to share my Four Seasons,’ she began, then stopped dead in her tracks. She recognised the tall, dark-haired
         man sitting at the table almost instantly.
      

      
      ‘Will,’ she said, chucking her pizza down on one side to give him a huge hug. ‘How wonderful to see you after all this time.
         What have you been up to?’
      

      
      ‘I was going to ask you exactly the same thing,’ smiled Will Price. ‘I always wondered what happened to you after you ran
         out on Captivate like that. One moment we were chatting in the office about those sensational pictures you got of Mimi Maguire and the next
         you’d disappeared without trace. No one had a clue where you’d gone.’
      

      
      Anna looked down at the ground. She hated being reminded of that time. She’d never returned to Captivate after that afternoon when she’d walked in on Darius and her mother and she’d certainly never told anyone, not even Stan,
         what had happened. She’d coped with the whole thing by going straight out the following day and booking herself a ticket on
         the first overland trip to Khatmandu she could get her hands on. She’d spent the next three months bumping along in an old
         Bedford truck in the company of a bunch of cheery Australians on their way back home, two Irish nurses and an eccentric seventy-three-year-old
         artist who was determined to see the snow-capped tip of Everest before she died. The trip, with its cramped conditions, dodgy
         food and inevitable bouts of sickness, had toughened her up no end and she’d returned to London a much harder and wiser character,
         determined that she’d never let someone like Darius hurt her again. Her relationship with her mother, however, was still unresolved. Her mother continued to send cards and presents on her birthday and at Christmas but Anna had never replied to
         a single one of them. They hadn’t seen each other for four years. Not since that day.
      

      
      ‘I suddenly decided it was about time I saw the world so I went off travelling,’ said Anna firmly.

      
      Will hesitated. He was keen to ask what had become of her relationship with Darius but something in the tone of her voice
         made it quite clear that her hasty departure from Captivate wasn’t up for discussion.
      

      
      ‘You must have been really pleased with the way the magazine used those Mimi Maguire pictures though,’ said Will. ‘I hope
         Darius paid you well for them before Captivate finally went belly up.’
      

      
      Anna felt sick at the very mention of his name. A vision, a pinsharp vision, of her mother riding on top of him, suddenly
         swam before her eyes and her face went deathly pale.
      

      
      ‘Anna, are you feeling okay?’ said Stan, rushing protectively to her side. ‘What’s the matter? Come and sit down. I’ll pour
         you a glass of wine.’
      

      
      Anna took a few deep breaths. Gradually the picture receded and the colour began to return to her cheeks.

      
      ‘I’m… I’m fine,’ she said, slumping down on to a kitchen chair. ‘It’s been a long day, that’s all.’

      
      Stan raised his eyebrows quizzically at Will. It was obvious that Will had touched a raw nerve when he mentioned Darius but
         neither of them had the faintest idea why.
      

      
      ‘Actually,’ said Anna, making an effort to break the uncomfortable silence that had descended, ‘I didn’t get paid a penny
         for those pictures. I hope I at least got a credit?’
      

      
      ‘Anna,’ began Will. He wasn’t sure how to break the news to her. ‘They were syndicated to virtually every country in the world.
         Made an absolute fortune for the magazine. In fact, if it hadn’t been for those pictures, Captivate would have folded six months earlier than it did. I can’t believe you didn’t get any money for them.’
      

      
      ‘Oh well,’ said Anna, swigging her wine back even faster. ‘At least I was stuck in the wilds of Khatmandu and didn’t realise
         I could have been making my fortune. I could have been living in a luxury penthouse by now. Not this, this…’
      

      
      
      She waved her arms vaguely at the kitchen, at its peeling yellow paint and grotty plywood units.

      
      ‘Dump?’ suggested Stan helpfully.

      
      ‘Thank you, Stan. Dump,’ said Anna. ‘There’s nothing I can do about it now, I suppose?’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ said Will flatly. ‘The whole company went bust so there isn’t even anyone you can sue.’

      
      Will and Stan looked so solemn by now that Anna, who was starting to feel the effect of several glasses of wine on a completely
         empty stomach, couldn’t help giggling.
      

      
      ‘Oh come on you two, cheer up,’ she said, sloshing more wine into their glasses. ‘Life’s a bitch, isn’t it?’

      
      She leaned conspiratorially towards Will.

      
      ‘Actually, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you all evening.’

      
      ‘What’s that?’ said Will.

      
      ‘I’d never have guessed in a million years,’ said Anna.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘That you were Stan’s type.’

      
      ‘I’m not,’ said Will quietly, grabbing his jacket off the back of the chair and getting up to go. ‘It’s not Stan I’m interested
         in. You of all people should have worked that one out.’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      Sam’s head hurt. Yet again, he’d had too much to drink and too little sleep and the combination was taking its toll.

      
      ‘You look a bit rough this morning, Sam,’ said the girl behind the counter at Mario’s café.

      
      He slapped a couple of pound coins into her hand for two coffees, then carefully balanced one polystyrene cup on top of the
         other. As he stepped into the street, he stared up at the monstrous edifice towering in front of him. It was hard to believe
         he worked there. He chuckled to himself. After the farcical events of yesterday, maybe he didn’t any more.
      

      
      Presscorps House was hideous. A concrete monolith with tiny peephole windows, it looked as if it had been designed by an architect
         with a grudge against the press. The inside was better than the outside, admittedly, but the place seemed more like a shopping
         arcade than a newspaper office. A fountain bubbled in the foyer, forests of imitation trees stood in vast urns everywhere
         and all day long a quartet of Perspex lifts glided noiselessly up to the sixth floor and down again.
      

      
      Sam got out of the lift at the second floor, slotted his white plastic security pass into the turnstile and clanked the wheel
         round. A hatchet-faced security guard watched him from the desk. These days Sam wouldn’t have been at all surprised if he
         had been strip-searched before being allowed in.
      

      
      The newsroom was deathly quiet. If he worked there for another twenty years – and at the rate he was going, that seemed extremely
         unlikely – Sam would never get used to this silent new world of work stations, information technology and database systems,
         all linked together with wires and modems. He was from a bygone age, when reporters sat at rows of bashed-up tin desks, wrote stories on clattering typewriters and boasted
         that ink coursed through their veins. In those days, newspaper offices were chaotic places, with paper spilling from every
         conceivable surface, copytakers running in excitedly with breaking stories, the news desk barking orders left, right and centre.
         The din was so great that Sam often had to retreat beneath his desk with his telephone to catch what his snouts were telling
         him.
      

      
      Reporters like him, with their loosened ties, rolled-up sleeves and the smell of one beer too many on their breath, had nothing
         in common with the designer-suited, personal-organiser-carrying youngsters who filled the newsroom now. This lot were so cleancut
         that they didn’t even smoke. Sam couldn’t cobble together a bloody weather story without lighting up first.
      

      
      He strode through the newsroom, slumped behind his desk in the far corner, then opened his first carton of coffee and took
         a slurp.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Turner,’ grunted Gerry Napier from the other side of his computer screen.

      
      ‘Morning, Gerry. You’re in early.’

      
      Gerry grunted again. It was nine-fifty-five – a good hour before either of them ever used to surface under the old regime.

      
      ‘Have to be these days, don’t you? Look at that lot, slaving away on stories that wouldn’t even make the Barnsley Advertiser.’
      

      
      Gerry gestured contemptuously at the new intake, all sitting as close to the news desk as they could get. Sam reckoned they
         were like baby magpies, desperate to snaffle the best story of the day before anyone else grabbed it. They were so anxious
         not to miss any titbit that they never dared venture out of the office at lunchtime. Instead they sent one of the spotty young
         messengers down to the canteen on the first floor to buy sandwiches wrapped in sweaty clingfilm and munched them at their
         desks. Christ knows what they did when they were frantic for a pee.
      

      
      ‘It’s a fucking waste of time writing anything before morning conference,’ said Sam to no one in particular. ‘The news desk
         hasn’t a clue what Barney Joseph wants and Barney Joseph doesn’t know what he wants till he’s asked God.’
      

      
      Beau Firman was God as far as the two-hundred-strong News staff were concerned. Barney Joseph might be the editor but Beau Firman owned the paper and his word was law. If he ordered Barney Joseph – or BJ as he was known – to splash ‘Bugs Bunny ate
         my tortoise’ across the front page everyone was convinced the wimpish BJ would quite happily oblige.
      

      
      Sam hated being in the office. He always had, but these days it was even more horrendous than before. He felt trapped in a
         foreign world where everyone spoke the language except him. Apart from Gerry, who was usually half-cut by lunchtime, there
         was no one he wanted to talk to, no one he wanted to ring, certainly no story he had the slightest interest in doing. He opened
         his copy of Racing Post and pored over the hot tips for the two-ten at Newton Abbot. He didn’t even like racing that much but he was ever hopeful
         that he might win his fortune and escape from all this madness.
      

      
      At ten-thirty he ambled over to the editor’s suite. Hidden behind two massive wooden doors, BJ’s office was like an inner
         sanctuary, forbidden to lesser mortals. Apart from God, no one was allowed to enter without the nod from Wendy Savile, BJ’s
         Rottweiler of a secretary. Sam had always believed she was wasted on BJ. She should have been an interrogator for the KGB
         at the very least.
      

      
      He stood dutifully to attention in front of Wendy Savile’s desk. You didn’t get anywhere with Wendy unless you were suitably
         submissive.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ she said, not bothering to look up from her papers.

      
      ‘And a very good morning to you too, Wendy,’ said Sam, trying to summon up as much charm as he could. ‘Look, BJ told the news
         desk he wanted to see me at ten-thirty. Here I am. Present and correct.’
      

      
      ‘Ah yes, Mr Turner,’ snarled Wendy. ‘I’m afraid Mr Joseph is tied up at the moment. I’ll call you when he’s free.’
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