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      To James; with my love and thanks also to my friends Carlos, Alexis, Howard, and that great games-player, Mr Mackenzie.
    






      PROLOGUE

FOUR PARCELS


The main London office of ICD – Intercontinental Deliveries – is off St Mary Axe in the City. A century ago, there was a dank
         overcrowded cluster of houses around the courtyard site. They included a lodging-house for sailors, a brothel and a public
         house which sold gin at twopence a glass. But that was a century ago, before City land values rose to their present heights:
         ICD’s head office was now on the fifteenth floor of an elegant temple of steel and glass.
    

      From this office, true to the company name, five continents were linked. An expanding fleet of planes, trucks, vans and motor
         cycles ensured that urgent parcels and documents were delivered promptly, by uniformed courier, all over the world.
    

      In the summer of 1993, a new employee was hired to adorn ICD’s recently redecorated reception area. The position was advertised
         in The Times. The successful candidate was a twinset-and-pearls girl named Susannah. She had a diploma in flower arranging from a Swiss
         finishing-school, a generous dress allowance from her businessman father and an accent like the finest cut-glass.
    

      Had Susannah’s assets been purely decorative, subsequent events might have turned out very differently. But she proved to
         be intelligent, a fast efficient worker, with good word-processing skills. More important still Susannah had an excellent
         memory. Unlike most witnesses, her recall of events was unwavering and sharp.
    

      This was to prove important, for it was Susannah, early in January the following year, who took delivery of the four identical
         parcels, and Susannah – returning to the office after the extended Christmas and New Year break – who at nine-thirty in the morning took their sender’s odd and crucial first call.
    

      It was a Tuesday morning. It was threatening snow outside, and the City was still quiet. Susannah expected business to be
         slack. The New Year’s celebrations had fallen on a weekend, so yesterday, a Monday, had been a holiday too. An extra day’s
         escape from office tedium. Susannah yawned and stretched. She was not complaining; the long weekend had given her an extra
         morning on the ski-slopes at Gstaad.
    

      She made herself some coffee, greeted a few late arrivals who worked backstage in accounts, arranged the fresh flowers she
         always had on her desk, and in a desultory way flicked through the pages of December Vogue.
    

      Her mind was still on the ski-slopes, and a certain stockbroker she had met, who took the worst of the black runs with fearless
         skill. He had been at Eton with her older brothers, and a fellow guest at her chalet. She wondered whether, as promised, he
         would call her to arrange lunch. When the telephone rang at nine-thirty, she felt a sense of pleased anticipation – but it
         was not her stockbroker. A woman’s voice. Business, then. Susannah checked her watch, and logged the call.
    

      Most ICD deliveries were requested by female secretaries, so there was nothing unusual about this call initially – except
         the caller’s voice, which was low-pitched, English, harmonious, with an accent very similar to Susannah’s own. Susannah would
         have denied fiercely that she was a snob, had anyone ever accused her of such a thing, but she was certainly aware, as is
         everyone English, of the subtle and tell-tale modulations of accent. She responded at once to the fact that her caller was
         one of her own peer group – and this was to prove useful. As a witness, and from the first, Susannah was alert.
    

      There was, however, something odd about the caller’s manner. It was exceptionally hesitant, even vague.

      ‘I wonder,’ said the voice, as if this were the most unlikely request to make to a courier company, ‘if you could possibly arrange hand-delivery of four parcels?’
    

      ‘Of course,’ Susannah said. ‘The destination of the parcels?’

      ‘One must go to Paris,’ said the voice, ‘and one to New York—’

      ‘City or state?’ Susannah interrupted.

      ‘Oh, city. Yes. Manhattan. Then one is within London, and the fourth must go to Venice …’ The voice sounded apologetic, doubtful,
         as if Venice were a village in Tibet, or some Arctic Circle settlement. There was a breathy pause. ‘Will that be possible?’
    

      ‘Absolutely. No problem.’

      ‘How wonderful.’ The voice sounded greatly relieved. ‘How clever. The thing is … the four parcels must be delivered tomorrow
         morning, without fail.’
    

      Susannah’s manner became a little less warm. She began to suspect that this female caller was putting her on. ‘I can guarantee
         that,’ she replied crisply, ‘providing we take delivery before four this afternoon.’
    

      ‘Oh, they’ll definitely be with you this morning.’

      ‘Would you like me to arrange a pick-up?’

      ‘Pick-up?’ There was a hesitation, then a low laugh. ‘No. That won’t be necessary. I’ll bring them over to your office myself.
         They’ll be with you by eleven …’
    

      By now, Susannah found the woman’s approach distinctly odd. Urgency mixed with such vagueness was unusual. The woman sounded
         spaced-out, or perhaps under some terrible pressure. Susannah began to run down the details on her despatch programme, at
         which point – or so she would later claim – the woman became evasive.
    

      ‘Size of parcels?’ Susannah said.

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘Size. You see, if they’re especially large or heavy, I need to make special arrangements.’

      ‘Oh, they’re not large.’ The woman sounded reproachful. ‘They’re light. Quite light. Not heavy at all …’
    

      ‘Contents?’

      ‘I don’t understand …’

‘We need to attach customs declaration forms for the three going abroad,’ Susannah explained. ‘Because of narcotics regulations,
         mainly. So I need an indication as to contents.’
    

      ‘Oh I see.’ The voice sounded amused. ‘Well, I’m not sending cocaine, and I don’t think I’d use a courier company if I were … Still, I do see the problem. Contents … yes. Could you put “Gifts”?’
    

      ‘I’d need to be more specific, I’m afraid …’

      ‘Of course. Birthday gifts?’

      Susannah set her lips. ‘More specific still. Confectionery. Books. Toys – something like that.’

      ‘Oh, that’s easy then. Birthday gifts – articles of clothing. Put that, please.’

      ‘On all those going abroad?’

      ‘Yes.’ There was a pleasant laugh. ‘Odd, isn’t it? All my closest friends seem to be Capricorns …’

      Susannah made a face at her computer. She began flashing up details of flights and courier runs. Watching figures and times,
         she began to run down the remaining queries: address of sender, addresses of recipients, preferred method of billing. The
         voice interrupted.
    

      ‘Oh, that can all be dealt with when I bring the parcels in …’

      ‘Fine. But will you want to pay by cheque or credit card? I can take the details now—’

      ‘Cash,’ the voice interrupted, suddenly firm. ‘I’ll settle the account in cash. When I come in.’

      Cash settlement was very unusual; it was at this point that Susannah’s doubts really began. She said, ‘Fine. If I could just
         take a name and contact number—’
    

      ‘I have to go now,’ said the voice. ‘Thank you so much. You’ve been tremendously helpful.’ Then, without further clarification, this odd woman hung up the phone.
    

      Susannah was left feeling irritated. She suspected she had heard the last of this transaction. She did not expect the woman
         caller to materialize. She did not expect ever to set eyes on these four parcels. A time-waster, she decided. But she was
         wrong.
    

* * *

      At 11 a.m. precisely the lobby doors swung back, and one of the most beautiful women Susannah had ever seen walked into reception.
         Susannah was at once certain that she must be a model although she did not recognize her. She managed not to stare, but so
         exquisite was this woman, so perfect and so costly every detail of her dress, that Susannah was transfixed. She was, later,
         able to furnish an exact description – as perhaps had been the intention all along.
    

      The woman was at least five feet ten inches tall, and enviably slender. Her hair, cut short, was that compendium of gold and
         silver achieved only when nature has been aided by an expensive hairdresser. She needed, and wore, no make-up. Her skin was
         tanned, her eyes sapphire blue, her teeth perfect, and her smile warm.
    

      Around her wrist, just visible, was a gold Cartier tank watch on a green crocodile strap, which Susannah at once coveted.
         She was wearing the most beautiful fur coat Susannah had ever seen in her life, a coat which made Susannah revise all her
         pious beliefs about protecting small furry animals: this coat, full length and luxuriant, was sable.
    

      Beneath the coat the woman wore Chanel head to foot. On this point Susannah was later adamant. It was a suit of soft beige
         tweed, featured in the very issue of Vogue now on her desk. Susannah could point to the page on which it was modelled, and she could explain that all the accessories
         were identical too, from the classic impractical two-tone sling-back Chanel shoes, to the double strand of real matched pearls.
         There they were around this amazing woman’s throat – and there they were on the page of the magazine, with a caption detailing
         their source (Bulgari) and their cost (a quarter million).
    

      Under her arm, the woman carried four small parcels of identical size and shape, packed in an identical way, but of varying
         weight. The hand-over was swift. The details were lodged on Susannah’s computer and could later be re-called. This was the
         information they gave:
    




Name and address of sender:

      Mrs J. A. Hamilton

      132 Eaton Place

      London SWI

      Telephone – 071 750 0007

      Names and addresses of recipients:

      1) M. Pascal Lamartine

      Atelier 5

      13, rue du Bac

      PARIS 56742

      2) Mr Johnny Appleyard

      Apt 15, 31 Gramercy Park

      New York 10003

      NY

      3) Signor James McMullen

      6, Palazzo Ossorio

      Calle Streta

      Campiello Albrizzi

      VENICE 2361

      4) Ms Genevieve Hunter

      Flat 1, 56 Gibson Square

      London NI





      The total delivery charge was £175.50. The required notes were peeled from a brand-new Vuitton wallet; the fifty-pence piece
         was taken from a brand-new Vuitton purse. With polite low-voiced thanks, the sender left the ICD office ten minutes after
         she arrived.
    

      Later, when it emerged that this transaction was not all it seemed – one of the recipients was already dead, and none of the
         recipients had birthdays in January – Susannah was not surprised. There had been, she said, a number of odd inconsistencies.
    

In the first place, the woman in the sable coat had claimed to be Mrs J. A. Hamilton but she had worn no wedding ring. In
         the second, she claimed to be the person who had telephoned earlier and this was patently absurd. The woman on the telephone
         had been English, very English indeed; the beauty in the sable coat had been American.
    

      ‘Which was strange,’ Susannah said, frowning. She turned away from her two questioners to look out of her window; her gaze
         rested on its view of City towers and spires.
    

      ‘Why strange?’ the first of her questioners prompted.

      ‘Because the discrepancy was unnecessary,’ Susannah replied. ‘It was as if she knew …’

      ‘Knew what?’ the second questioner asked.

      ‘Knew that I’d be asked about the transaction,’ said Susannah. ‘Don’t you see? That amazing coat, those clothes. Two different
         women, claiming to be one and the same. Whoever she was, she wanted to make sure that I remembered …’ She paused. Her two
         questioners exchanged glances.
    

      ‘Why would she want to do that?’ Susannah asked.






      PART ONE

      FOUR DELIVERIES






      
      
      I

      
      PASCAL LAMARTINE

      
      The package was delivered shortly after nine. Pascal Lamartine, running late for his meeting, signed for it, shook it, and
         put it down on the breakfast table. No urgency: he would open it later. Meanwhile, he was trying to do several things simultaneously
         – make coffee, pack, check his camera cases, and, most difficult of all, persuade his daughter Marianne to eat her breakfast
         egg.
    

      
      Packages, to Pascal, came in two categories. If they were flat, they contained photographs and might be urgent; if they were
         not then they were usually something unimportant, promotional materials sent out by a PR firm. His daughter Marianne, aged
         seven, saw things differently. To her, parcels signified Christmas or birthdays; they signified pleasure. When Pascal had
         completed his packing, and made the coffee, he returned to the table to find Marianne had the parcel in her hand. The egg
         – unappetizing, Pascal had to admit, but then he could not cook the simplest things – was being ignored.
    

      
      Marianne examined the parcel. She fingered its string. She fixed her father with an expectant gaze.

      
      ‘A present,’ she said. ‘Look, Papa. Someone’s sent you a present. You should open it at once.’

      
      Pascal smiled. He concentrated on the task of mixing a perfect café au lait, Marianne-style. The drink had to be milky and sweet. It had to be served in the traditional French way, in the green pottery
         bowl his mother had given Marianne, a bowl she adored, which had an orange china rooster perched on its rim. The bowl then
         had to be positioned on the table so the rooster faced Marianne. His daughter had a passion for finicky detail which sometimes
         worried him. Pascal feared that it might be a by-product of his bitter divorce. He stirred in three sugar lumps, and passed
         the bowl across to her. He looked at it sadly. The bowl, three years old, slightly chipped, was a relic: his mother had been
         dead almost a year.
    

      
      ‘I’m afraid it won’t be a present, darling,’ he said, sitting down. ‘No-one sends me presents any more. No doubt it’s because
         I’m so very, very old …’ He hunched his shoulders as he said this, and stooped his tall frame. He pulled a long melancholy
         face, and attempted to convey extreme decrepitude. Marianne laughed. ‘How old are you?’ she said, still fingering the parcel.
    

      
      ‘Thirty-five.’ Pascal resisted the temptation briefly, then lit a cigarette. He sighed. ‘Thirty-six this spring. Ancient!’

      
      Marianne assessed this. There was a tiny flicker in the eyes, a pursing of the lips. To her, Pascal realized, thirty-five
         must indeed sound very old. My father, Methuselah. He gave a small shrug: some shadow passed at the back of his mind. To Marianne,
         age was a fact, without corollaries or consequences. She was still too young to associate ageing with sickness or with death,
         even now.
    

      
      ‘The egg’s a failure, isn’t it?’ He smiled. ‘Don’t struggle with it. Eat the tartine instead.’
    

      
      Marianne gave him a grateful look and took a bite of the crisp bread with its coating of strawberry jam. Jam at once adhered
         itself to chin, hand, tablecloth. Pascal reached across tenderly and transferred a morsel from her chin to the tip of her
         nose. Marianne giggled. She munched with a contented expression, then slid the parcel across to him.
    

      
      ‘It might be a present,’ she said seriously. ‘A nice present. You never know. Open it, Papa, please. Before we go.’

      
      Pascal glanced at his watch. He had one hour in which to deliver Marianne back to her mother in the suburbs, brave the rush-hour
         traffic back into the centre of Paris, get to the meeting with Françoise, and hand over the new batch of photographs. If he
         was not delayed, he could easily make it to de Gaulle airport for the noon flight to London. He hesitated: they should have left his apartment
         ten minutes ago …
    

      
      On the other hand, Marianne’s smart and pathetic suitcase, the suitcase he had bought for her himself, was already packed.
         The menagerie of teddy bears and rabbits, and the sad stuffed kangaroo without which she could not sleep were all ready and
         waiting in the hall. He hated to disappoint her, and he could see the expectation in her eyes.
    

      
      ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Let’s see what I have here …’ He drew the parcel towards him. Now that he examined it more closely,
         it did look interesting – and unusual too, not the kind of package sent out by PRs. Brown paper, new, enclosing some kind
         of box. Light in weight. A neat parcel, about six inches square. The string binding had been knotted at intervals, the knots
         sealed with red wax. He had not seen, let alone received, such a parcel in years. His name and address, he saw, had been printed
         by hand in capitals with precise care. He looked more closely, and then realized that the precision could be explained – a
         stencil had been used.
    

      
      He was careful to betray no reaction, but thinking back afterwards, he realized he had moved too quickly, scraping back his
         chair. Perhaps he paled – there must have been some hint of his reaction, and Marianne picked up on it. She had an only child’s
         thin-skinned sensitivity to nuance, a sixth sense for trouble which had been honed by years of parental arguments behind closed
         doors. Now, as he casually picked up the parcel, and began to move away, her face clouded. She looked at him uncertainly.
    

      
      ‘Papa, what’s wrong?’

      
      ‘Nothing, darling. Nothing.’ He kept his voice level. ‘I’ve just realized the time, that’s all. Run and get your coat, will
         you?’
    

      
      She sat for a moment, watching him. She watched him leave the cigarette burning in the ashtray. She watched him carry the
         parcel through into the kitchen, and place it on the stainless-steel draining-board. She watched him start to run the water in the sink. Then, suddenly obedient, she climbed down from her chair.
    

      
      When he next looked round she had fetched her coat, and returned to the kitchen. She stood in the centre of the large room,
         watching him, the light from the tall windows striking her hair. On her face was an expression Pascal had not seen for months,
         an expression he had promised himself he would never provoke again once the divorce was over: a pinched expression of confusion
         and guilt. Leaving the package, Pascal returned to her. He kissed the top of her head, put his arm around her, and began to
         steer her gently towards the front door. She stopped just inside it, and looked up at him, her face pink with anxiety.
    

      
      ‘Something’s wrong,’ she said again. ‘Papa, what did I do?’

      
      The question cut Pascal to the heart. He wondered if this was the fate of all children of divorced parents – to go through
         life blaming themselves for their parents’ failings.
    

      
      ‘Nothing, darling,’ he replied, catching her against him. ‘I told you – we’re terribly late, and I just realized how late,
         that’s all. Listen, Marianne …’ He opened the doorway onto the landing, and edged her gently outside. ‘I’ll open that stupid
         package later – when I get back from London. And if it’s anything exciting, I’ll phone and tell you, I promise. On with the
         coat, that’s it. What have we here? One bear, one rabbit, one kangaroo – now, I have an idea. You run down to the ground floor
         and wait for me there, will you do that? Wait right by the door, don’t go outside, and I’ll be down in a second. Papa just
         has to find a few papers, his airline ticket …’
    

      
      It was working. Marianne’s face had cleared. ‘Can I say hallo to Madame Lavalle, like I did last time?’

      
      Pascal smiled. He silently blessed an amiable concierge, who was devoted to his daughter. ‘Of course, darling. Introduce her
         to the animals, I bet she’d like that …’
    

      
      Marianne nodded, and ran to the staircase. Pascal listened to the clatter of her shoes as she descended, the sound of a door
         opening, then Madame Lavalle’s voice.
    

      
      
      ‘My goodness, and what have we here today? A rabbit. A bear and – mon Dieu, what can this be? I never saw such an animal!’
    

      
      ‘It’s a kangaroo, Madame.’ Marianne’s high voice floated up the stairwell. ‘And you see, look, she can keep her baby very
         close, safe in this little pouch here …’
    

      
      Pascal closed the door. He wiped the sweat from his brow. He walked back into the kitchen and stood looking at that neat old-fashioned
         parcel, foursquare on the draining-board, the knots neatly sealed. It was five years since he had covered the PLO story, six
         since he had been in Northern Ireland. His work now might be very different, but the wariness – once necessarily acute – still
         remained.
    

      
      Reaching across, he rested his hand on the parcel lightly. He ran his fingers across the surface of the paper, feeling for
         ridges, for the tell-tale presence of wire.
    

      
      He could detect nothing. He turned the parcel so the edges of the wrapping paper faced him. The overlap was unsealed, but
         taut. He hesitated, then picked up his sharpest kitchen knife. He prised the seals loose first. He cut the string in four
         places and eased it off.
    

      
      Nothing. He was already beginning to feel foolish, to see his suspicions as exaggerated. Yet why a stencilled address? He
         looked at the stains of developing fluid on his fingernails. He frowned at the parcel, and thought of the photographs packed
         in his briefcase, awaiting delivery.
    

      
      To obtain those pictures he had donned camouflage clothing, and crawled five hundred yards through the outlying scrub of a
         Provençal estate. He had carried with him a 1200 mm telephoto lens that weighed more than twenty pounds, and a special low-level
         tripod, made to his specifications. Together these ensured that he could take clear, unblurred portraits at a range of three
         hundred yards from his unsuspecting quarry, while lying on his belly like a snake. Once upon a time, he had been a war photographer.
         The lessons and techniques learned then were now applied in other ways. What was he now? he thought, still looking at the
         parcel. A paparazzo – not a man worth injuring any more, not someone worth the damage a letter-bomb could inflict. He felt a second of self-loathing,
         a familiar shame. Then with a quick movement he unfolded the brown wrapping paper, and eased the lid from the box.
    

      
      What he found inside, cushioned in new tissue-paper, was curious and made little sense to him then. Inside the foldings and
         interleavings of tissue there was no note, no accompanying card or message, just a crumpled black shape which he took at first
         to be a scrap of material.
    

      
      He drew it out, and found to his surprise that the material was leather, the finest, softest, black kid, and the object was
         a woman’s glove.
    

      
      A left-handed glove, and brand-new – unworn, he thought at first. Then he noticed the faint creases across the palm, as if
         a hand had worn this glove, if briefly, and that hand had been tightly clenched. He examined it more closely. It was narrowly cut, made
         to fit a delicate hand. An evening glove. Against a woman’s arm, he estimated, this glove would encase from elbow to finger-tips.
    

      
      He stared at it, trying to decipher its message. Was it meant to be seductive or threatening? Was it a clue or a prank? He
         was about to toss it back in its box when a lingering curiosity made him examine it more closely. He pressed it against the
         back of his hand and felt it slip easily against his skin as if it had been oiled. Then he raised it to his face, and sniffed.
    

      
      The glove had a pungent and disturbing scent. He could detect the odour of a woman’s perfume, and beneath that, imperfectly
         masked by ambergris, civet and damask, another earthier smell. Fish, blood – something like that. Suddenly the supple glove
         disgusted him.
    

      
      He threw it down. Late, he thought, checking his watch one more time; that damned parcel had delayed him. He grabbed his briefcase, his camera cases
         and the small battered valise of inexpertly packed clothes. As he opened the studio door, his daughter’s voice floated up
         to him. A week until the next access day. He felt a surge of love and protectiveness so painfully sharp that, for an instant, it immobilized him.
    

      
      He stood there on the landing, staring out unseeingly at a view of roofscapes, a pale, drab, leaden sky. Rain today, rain
         yesterday, rain the day before that: endless winter. Spring, he thought with a sudden and passionate longing; and there, for
         a brief second, he glimpsed it, even sensed it on his skin, all the springtimes of his boyhood, the optimism and elation that
         accompanied them. He could see and smell the fields, the vineyards, the oak woods of his childhood. Across the endless gold
         of the long afternoon he heard his mother call to him, and watched the river coil through the valley below as the light paled
         to silver.
    

      
      Now that house was sold and his mother was dead. It was years since the coming of spring had brought him any sense of hope
         or renewal.
    

      
      Nostalgia was weak. He slammed the door on it. From below, his daughter called to him. Shouldering his cases, Pascal turned
         and ran down the stairs.
    

  



      
      
      II

      
      JOHNNY APPLEYARD

      
      The building Johnny Appleyard lived in lay on the south-west corner of Gramercy Park. It was tall, turreted, Gothic. Julio
         Severas, the ICD courier for that area of New York, arrived there shortly before 10 a.m.
    

      
      It was a clear cold day, and had snowed during the night. The sidewalk outside Appleyard’s building was well swept; Julio
         paused to admire the building’s massive portico, its gleaming marble steps. Julio liked his job – it gave him the opportunity
         to see how the other half lived. He looked around him with interest as he entered the lobby: dark panelling, a stained-glass
         window – weird, he thought, like some kind of church.
    

      
      The porter, a Greek, showed no inclination to talk. He escorted Julio into a lift – more panelling, a little leather-covered
         seat. The lift was hand-operated. Julio stared in astonishment as the porter hauled expertly on a rope. There was the sound
         of machinery, of counter-weights. With a surprising efficiency, the lift glided up.
    

      
      ‘Some system,’ Julio said. ‘No electrics, right?’

      
      The porter pointed to a brightly polished brass plate. It said Otis Elevators 1908. ‘Original,’ he said. ‘Hand-operated. One hundred per cent reliable. In New York City – unique.’
    

      
      ‘Regular antique, huh?’ said Julio, and stored this piece of information away for his wife. She too was fascinated by details
         of how the rich chose to live. ‘Expensive building, I guess. Exclusive,’ he ventured, as the Greek brought them to a halt.
    

      
      The Greek gave him a look of contempt. He ushered him out onto polished parquet, facing a tall mahogany door. He rang the bell and stood there with Julio, shoulder to shoulder. From behind the door came the roar of rock music.
    

      
      Julio sighed and tried again. ‘You get a lot of celebrities here, maybe? Rock stars? Actors? Art-world types?’

      
      The porter gave him a withering look. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I told you downstairs already. Mr Appleyard, he’s not here. No reply,
         OK? Now, you want to leave that package with me?’
    

      
      ‘No,’ said Julio, getting his own back. ‘I don’t.’

      
      The porter lifted his hand to try the bell again, but before he could ring, the door suddenly opened. A strong scent of rose
         bath oil eddied out. An exquisite girl stood in the doorway, swathed from shoulder to ankle in a white towelling bath-robe.
         When she saw the two men, her face fell.
    

      
      ‘Oh. I thought it was Johnny …’ she began, in a low, husky voice. The rest of the sentence trailed away.

      
      Julio blinked. He looked more closely and realized his mistake. Not a young woman, a young man: a young man with clear olive
         skin, hyacinth blue eyes and long thick waving blond hair. The hair brushed his shoulders; one damp tendril clung to the damp
         skin of his throat. He was wearing a gold ear-ring in his right earlobe, and a narrow gold bracelet on his right wrist. He
         was around twenty years old, tall, slender and devastating. Only the pitch of his voice declared his sex. If Julio had encountered
         him elsewhere, just passed him by on the sidewalk, he’d never have guessed. Jesus; Julio felt himself blushing. He averted his gaze and stared hard at the boy’s bare feet.
    

      
      ‘Parcel for Mr Appleyard,’ the Greek announced in an insolent tone. He jerked a thumb at Julio. ‘I told him already. He’s
         out, right? Haven’t seen him in days.’
    

      
      The remark sounded oddly like a jibe. The boy blushed. Looking up, Julio saw he was fighting back tears.

      
      ‘He’s out now,’ he replied, in a defensive way, ‘but I expect him back real soon. This afternoon, maybe later this morning …’ He held out
         one slender hand for the parcel. ‘I’ll take that. I’ll give it to Johnny the minute he gets back. You need me to sign?’
    

      
      Julio handed the parcel across. The kid had a rural accent, slow, with a kind of hick twang. Out west someplace, Julio thought.
         The boy was examining the package in a childlike way, turning it this way and that. He gave it a little shake, frowned at
         the customs slip. ‘Articles of clothing. Birthday gift,’ he read out. ‘Birthday gift?’ The boy looked confused. ‘Johnny’s birthday’s in July. He’s a Leo, like me. Someone’s six
         months early. That’s weird …’
    

      
      He gave the parcel another little shake. There was a faint rustle. Julio glanced at the porter.

      
      ‘He lives here?’

      
      ‘Sure he lives here. Stevey’s Mr Appleyard’s room-mate, right Stevey?’ He grinned. ‘Been here three years now, maybe four.
         Looks after Mr Appleyard real nice. Looks after his apartment when he’s away …’
    

      
      Julio felt sorry for the boy. The insinuation in the porter’s tone was obvious; insolence now veered towards the rude. The
         porter rocked on his heels, still grinning, looking the boy up and down. Julio waited for Stevey to come back at him, put
         him down. What was the guy, after all? Just hired help.
    

      
      To his surprise the boy made no comeback. He looked at the Greek in a wide-eyed hesitant way, as if hoping the remark might
         be a compliment. Julio gave the Greek a glance of dislike. He proffered his clipboard and a pen; the boy hesitated then signed
         an illegible scrawl.
    

      
      ‘Have a nice day now,’ Julio said, trying to make amends for the porter. The boy nodded, smiling shyly and closed the door
         on a gust of rose-scented air.
    

      
      ‘Fucking faggots,’ said the Greek succinctly, then gave Julio a malicious grin. ‘Poor little Stevey. What’s he gonna do now
         that Mr Appleyard’s not so keen any more? The kid’s getting anxious. You saw? Jesus, he was nearly in tears. Mr Appleyard,
         he ain’t set foot in the building in over a week. Got himself a new toy boy, I guess. Still, who the fuck cares?’
    

      
      
      He waddled out into the lobby. Julio followed, more slowly. He still felt a lingering sympathy for the boy. He was rehearsing
         in his mind how he’d relate all this to his wife later that evening, what he’d leave out, what he’d put in. This was the aspect
         of his job he liked best. It was like a movie: little clips from other people’s lives.
    

      
      ‘So, this Appleyard guy …’ He was in the doorway now; he gave it one last try. ‘The name’s kind of familiar. I’ve heard of
         him, maybe? A singer? Musician?’
    

      
      ‘Works for the newspapers. Hangs out with the stars. A tight-wad. Likes pretty boys. Lots of them.’

      
      ‘Each to his own, right?’ Julio said uneasily. The porter rolled his eyes. ‘And this Appleyard, he’s older, I guess?’

      
      ‘Forty years old and a prize ass-hole. The prince of shits.’ The Greek gave one last malevolent grin, and slammed the door.

  



      
      
      III

      
      JAMES McMULLEN

      
      Giovanni Carona was the ICD courier in Venice. It was not a full-time job. Giovanni, newly married, living still with his
         parents and saving up for an apartment, fitted it in when the calls came. Come summer, come the tourists, he did well enough,
         ferrying Americans and Japanese up the Grand Canal and out onto the lagoon. Come winter, he took whatever work he could get.
    

      
      The package was due in at the airport at nine o’clock. At eight, on a bitterly cold morning, Giovanni was out on the tiny
         canal behind his father’s house, coaxing the engine of his father’s old launch into life. By eight-thirty he was easing his
         way through a maze of narrow waterways. A greyish mist lingered over the canals. The city was just coming to life.
    

      
      Out past the cemetery isle of St Michele – Giovanni crossed himself as he passed – and into the channel which led to the airport.
         The boat chugged between the black piles that marked the route. The mist was denser here, clammy against the skin. Up ahead,
         where the industrial sector of Mestre was situated beyond the airport, the fog was yellowish, bunched like thunder clouds,
         dense.
    

      
      Fog delayed the London flight by an hour. It was almost eleven by the time the hand-over formalities were completed, and Giovanni
         was making his way back. He took a different route this time, approaching the city by the Grand Canal, then turning into the
         snaking maze of waterways on its southern flank.
    

      
      This was a part of Venice few tourists penetrated, but it was Giovanni’s home ground. He relaxed; he felt no sense of urgency.
         A thin sun was coming out, warming and dissipating the mist. By the time he drew alongside the Palazzo Ossorio, it was nearly noon. He tied up, and surveyed
         the building, hands on hip. The place might once have been magnificent, but now it was a wreck.
    

      
      Giovanni’s eyes scanned the palazzo’s sagging façade. Its lowest storey had been abandoned long ago; the cracked ochre of
         its stucco was stained a seaweedy green. The palazzo’s windows, dark, closed and unwelcoming, were twisted out of true by
         subsidence. Half its shutters were missing and its graceful balconies, and tall pilastered entrance gates were in a ruinous
         condition. The entire building looked unsafe.
    

      
      Giovanni glanced down at his package. McMullen: a foreigner – English? Irish? American? In his experience, most foreigners avoided places such as this. McMullen must be
         eccentric, someone who found decay picturesque. Giovanni had no patience with such indulgences. He clambered ashore, and made
         for the palazzo’s entrance courtyard. As he entered it, he heard a scuttle of movement, but did not glimpse the rat.
    

      
      There was no sign of a concierge or porter, no sign of any inhabitants, come to that. All the windows overlooking this interior
         courtyard had their shutters clamped.
    

      
      In the corner of the courtyard was a wide flight of stone stairs. Apartment six, this McMullen’s apartment, would be on the
         top floor; a peeling painted arrow directed him up. Giovanni heard and saw no-one on his ascent. Dead leaves rustled in the
         corners of stairs; the doors he passed looked long closed up. He began to think he must be in the wrong place – but no, this
         was the Palazzo Ossorio and here, on the top floor, was a door clearly numbered ‘six’.
    

      
      Giovanni peered at the door. The landing was ill-lit; he could see no bell, no knocker. He hammered against the thick door
         panels, listened, then hammered again. No footsteps; no response.
    

      
      There was a note, faded and fly-spotted, pinned to the door. Giovanni’s English was sufficient: If I’m out, try later, it read.
    

      
      
      An English name on the parcel, an English note on the door – it was the right place. Giovanni hammered a third time. He called
         a few holas through the panels. Then he drew back, wrinkling his nose in distaste. This place was not only dirty and decaying, it stank.
    

      
      A musty and ammoniac smell, as if people used the stairway as a urinal – but beyond that scent, something even more unpleasant,
         like rotting meat. Giovanni felt a sense of irritation.
    

      
      He heard a mewing sound. Glancing down he saw a thin ginger cat, sidling along the walls, inching its way warily towards him.
         It looked half-starved. Giovanni bent towards it. The cat arched its back, bared its teeth, and spat.
    

      
      Giovanni aimed a clumsy kick in its direction, which missed. He considered the package, and the note on the door. It was strictly
         against ICD rules to leave a parcel unsigned for. On the other hand, no-one was likely to steal it from here. McMullen’s receipt
         signature could always be forged; no-one ever checked … Giovanni hesitated. He was tempted. It was past noon now, he was hungry
         and he’d already wasted a whole morning on this. Coming to a decision, he bent, rested the package against the door, and left:
         the hell with this.
    

      
      Later that afternoon, he got anxious: he’d been lazy, he’d broken the rules. He needed this job, and now he’d put his job
         at risk. He debated with his wife what to do; at her urging, he returned later that evening to the Palazzo Ossorio.
    

      
      His wife accompanied him. The plan was, they’d just check the parcel was safely received, then they’d go for an evening stroll,
         stop for a glass of wine in a café someplace.
    

      
      Just as before, the building was deserted. There was still no reply from McMullen’s apartment. The parcel, though, had disappeared,
         and beside the door there was now a saucer of milk for the cat. Presumably the package had been received therefore: but Giovanni
         still felt uneasy. He hammered several times on the door panels, then pressed his ear against them. He listened, and stiffened. He was certain he could hear someone inside; there were slow rustling movements
         behind the door, then the creak of a floorboard. Someone was there, moving about.
    

      
      The light was failing. His wife plucked his sleeve. She gave a shiver, and glanced over her shoulder.

      
      ‘Let’s go, Giovanni,’ she whispered. ‘Let’s leave. It’s creepy here.’

      
      Giovanni raised his finger to his lips. ‘Listen,’ he said in a low voice. ‘There’s someone in there. I can hear them … If
         he’s in there, why doesn’t he answer the door?’
    

      
      ‘I can’t hear anything. It’s just the wind.’ His wife, too, had pressed her ear to the door. Now she recoiled sharply. ‘Giovanni,
         what’s that horrible smell? It’s foul …’
    

      
      ‘Drains, I guess. It certainly stinks. Worse than this morning.’

      
      He drew back with a puzzled frown. He hammered one last time on the door. Silence this time, complete silence.

      
      ‘Please let’s go, Giovanni. Please. You’re imagining things.’
    

      
      ‘OK, OK. God, it’s cold. You’re shivering. We’ll go …’

      
      They walked around the corner to a small café in the square, and drank a glass of red wine apiece. Giovanni tried asking the
         café owner a few questions – whether he knew this Signor McMullen, whether the Palazzo Ossorio was occupied – but he got nowhere.
         The café owner, a taciturn man, shrugged. That place? One mad old grandmother, he thought, with around fifty stray cats. No-one
         else. It would fall down into the canal any day now, through sheer neglect …
    

      
      Whether the café owner knew it or not, this information was incorrect. As Giovanni and his wife passed the palazzo one last
         time on their way home, Giovanni looked up. The window of apartment six was on the top floor, in the corner of the building.
         All the windows in the palazzo were dark, except that one.
    

      
      
      Giovanni stood looking up at it; no, he was not mistaken, and he had been right earlier, too. Someone was in that apartment
         then and was there now. The shutters were closed but between them he could see a band of faint light.
    

  



      
      
      IV

      
      GENEVIEVE HUNTER

      
      Genevieve Hunter lived in the basement flat of a tall, terraced, early-Victorian house overlooking one of Islington’s prettiest
         squares. When the ICD courier arrived it was shortly after nine in the morning and she was already resigned to the fact that
         she would be late for her newspaper office that day. She was upstairs in the rooms occupied by her elderly neighbour when
         she heard the knocking from the basement area below. Opening the window, she leaned out and saw a uniformed man below, cradling
         a package and a clipboard.
    

      
      ‘Hold on – I’ll be right down,’ she called. The man looked up at her, shivered, stamped his feet, and nodded.

      
      Genevieve closed the window, and carefully locked it. She looked around the meagre bedroom in which her upstairs neighbour,
         Mrs Henshaw, had spent five years of widowhood and nearly forty years of married life. Linoleum covered the floor; the only
         furniture was a massive wardrobe and an ancient, equally massive bed. The only heating was provided by a gas fire. Genevieve
         checked the gas was off, then shouldered Mrs Henshaw’s two large suitcases and made for the stairs.
    

      
      Her neighbour, who was one of the few remaining residents from the days when this area was run-down, and who could still remember
         what Islington had been like before it was discovered and ‘gentrified’, was due to spend ten days with her married daughter
         in Devon. She was sixty-eight now, and unused to travelling. She had packed enough clothes, judging by the weight of these
         cases, for a stay of two months.
    

      
      Gini smiled to herself, and manœuvred the cases down the narrow stairs. When Gini had first purchased her basement flat, with its central heating, its modern kitchen and bathroom,
         Mrs Henshaw had regarded her with some suspicion and alarm: a tall, thin American girl, unmarried, working for a London newspaper.
         ‘I like to keep myself to myself,’ Mrs Henshaw had said, eyeing her round the crack of her front door when Genevieve came
         up to introduce herself. Then, gradually, this suspicion had worn off: Mrs Henshaw discovered that this young American kept
         a cat – a magnificent marmalade cat, called Napoleon – and Mrs Henshaw was very fond of cats. This forged the first bond;
         then Mrs Henshaw found to her surprise that this eager boyishly dressed young woman, who seemed to work such long hours, could
         always spare the time to fetch her groceries when her arthritis was bad, and was even prepared, over a cup of strong tea,
         to listen to Mrs Henshaw’s memories of the area, to look through her old faded photograph albums, to hear the stories of hard
         times past, and the six children Mrs Henshaw had brought up in this place.
    

      
      Mrs Henshaw, resigned to being chivvied and dismissed as an elderly bore, lonely since her children had married and moved
         away, responded to this. ‘That Genevieve – she’s like a daughter to me,’ she would now claim, in Mr Patel’s grocery shop.
    

      
      As Gini made her way down the stairs, she found Mrs Henshaw waiting anxiously in the hall below. She was wearing zip-up furry
         bootees, three cardigans, an overcoat, a new woolly scarf Genevieve had bought her, and her best hat. She was trembling with
         nerves. As Genevieve descended, she was checking the contents of her handbag for the third time, and muttering to herself.
         Tickets, spectacles, hanky, purse, pension-book, keys: Genevieve put down the suitcases, and put an arm gently around her
         shoulders. It was hard, she thought, to make the simplest journey when you were old, and poor, and alone and unused to travelling
         further than the corner shop. The important thing was not to rush her neighbour, or to show the least sign of impatience.
    

      
      
      ‘Mrs H.,’ she said, ‘that is one incredible hat. You look great.’

      
      Mrs Henshaw flushed pink. The flurry and anxiety diminished a fraction. She peered at her reflection in the small hall mirror,
         and then smiled.
    

      
      ‘It’s my best. I last wore it for my Doreen’s youngest’s christening, and that’s eight years back. My Doreen always did like
         it, so I thought …’
    

      
      From the basement below came the sound of renewed knocking; the noise put Mrs Henshaw into a new panic at once.

      
      ‘Oh, Gini, love – all that banging, I can’t think straight. Did I put the gas off? What about the milk? I forgot to cancel
         the milk …’
    

      
      Genevieve edged to the front door, opened it, called down again to the delivery man in the area below, and then began the
         complicated process of persuading Mrs Henshaw out of her house. She tried not to think of how late this was making her for
         the News offices, and tried to keep up a soothing refrain. Yes, the gas was off, she had checked in every room; yes, the milk delivery
         was cancelled, and all the windows shut and locked. Yes, Mrs Henshaw’s daughter would meet her at the station the other end,
         and at this end, the cab driver would help her onto the train, even carry her cases on for her – it was all fixed.
    

      
      Genevieve helped Mrs Henshaw out of the doorway, and down the front steps to the street. Her neighbour had a new plastic hip,
         but her pace was still unsteady and slow. When her attention was diverted, Genevieve gave the cab driver a hefty tip.
    

      
      ‘You’ll see her onto the train? You’ll take care of her bags? Oh – and please don’t hurry her. It gets her in a state …’

      
      The young cab driver looked her up and down and grinned.

      
      ‘Your gran, is it, love?’

      
      ‘No. Just a friend. But she’s not used to travelling. She doesn’t go out much.’

      
      
      ‘Don’t you worry. I’ll see she’s all right.’ He bent his head into the cab, and grinned at Mrs Henshaw. ‘All comfortable?
         Right, you sit back now and relax. By the way – I like the hat.’
    

      
      ‘It’s my best.’ Mrs Henshaw quivered, and Genevieve felt a surge of pity for her. She leaned into the cab, and planted a kiss
         on her whiskery cheek. A squeeze of her hand, another check through the handbag to make sure the tickets were there, and Mrs
         Henshaw was off. Genevieve stood watching her disappear into the distance. She lifted her face to the damp grey air as the
         cab rounded the corner. She sighed and turned back to the basement steps.
    

      
      The uniformed courier was now mounting them. In his hand he was carrying a neat package. Gini saw that it was tied with string
         and sealed with red wax.
    

      
      The courier looked this Genevieve Hunter up and down. When she had opened the window above, and called down to him, he had
         at first taken her for a young man; now, on closer inspection, he could see some of the reasons for that mistake. She was
         tall and slender, and dressed in a mannish way: black trousers, black polo-neck sweater, flat boots. Her long fair hair was
         tucked back beneath a battered khaki baseball cap, and she wore an odd military-style trenchcoat which reached to mid-calf
         and was adorned with innumerable flaps and pockets and epaulettes. Now that he could see her properly, however, there was
         no mistaking her sex: this young woman had a grave, clear-eyed and rather beautiful face.
    

      
      ‘Sorry I kept you waiting,’ Genevieve said. She signed for the package, and was about to stuff it, unopened, into her bag,
         when she stopped and looked at it more closely. She might be in a hurry to reach the News offices, but this parcel was unusual, to say the least.
    

      
      ‘How strange,’ she said. ‘Can you believe it? Look …’ She held the package out to the courier. ‘Someone’s stencilled the address.’

      
      She shook the package, as the courier bent forward to inspect it. There was a small rattling noise. Genevieve frowned, and the courier shook his head.
    

      
      ‘Maybe it’s meant to be a surprise,’ he said, in an encouraging tone. ‘So you can’t recognize the handwriting, won’t know
         who sent it until you open it up. Boyfriend, maybe?’ He gave her a shrewd glance. ‘A surprise present from the boyfriend,
         something like that?’
    

      
      Genevieve smiled; there was no boyfriend, at the moment, and the last possible candidate for that title had left to edit an Australian newspaper a month
         back. Genevieve did not miss him greatly, and he was, in any case, not the kind of man to send surprise parcels. She felt
         a momentary unease, gave the package another tentative shake. The courier, who seemed as curious as she was, produced a pocket-knife.
    

      
      ‘Here.’ He handed it to her with a smile. ‘You never know these days, love – it could be a bad idea, carrying that around.
         Maybe you ought to open it up.’
    

      
      Genevieve did so. Carefully, she cut the string and removed the brown wrapping paper. Inside, there was a plain cardboard
         box. Inside the box there were sheaves of new tissue-paper. Inside this was a pair of handcuffs. They were made of heavy steel.
         A small key was inserted in their lock.
    

      
      Genevieve drew them out with a cry of surprise. The sense of unease deepened. She felt around inside the tissue, but the handcuffs
         came with no accompanying message, or note. Her mouth tightened in anger, and her cheeks flushed.
    

      
      ‘Great. No note.’ She looked at the courier, who was shaking his head in disbelief. ‘I’m getting a pretty strong message all
         the same. What kind of a creep would send me this?’
    

      
      She frowned down at the handcuffs, trying to think of candidates: who might find such an anonymous gift appealing? Who might
         want to play this kind of sick joke?
    

      
      She could think of no-one. She had enemies as well as friends at her office, of course, and there were people she had alienated as a result of past articles, certainly, but she could think of no-one who would retaliate in this particular
         underhand way. With an angry shrug, she began to fold up the wrapping paper.
    

      
      ‘Chuck them away, love – I would,’ the courier said, on a defensive note. He gestured to a dustbin up the street.

      
      ‘No way.’ She set her lips. ‘I need them. I’m going to find out who sent me this …’

      
      She began to push the handcuffs into her bag. The courier hesitated.

      
      ‘I could make a few enquiries if you like,’ he began. ‘At my office. They were sent out from our City branch – I know that
         much. I could call in there after work – ask around …’ Genevieve gave him a grateful smile.
    

      
      ‘Would you? I’d check myself, but I’m tied up all day.’ She handed him her card. ‘Those are my numbers – work and home. I
         should be back here around six. Will you call me if you discover anything? I’d be very grateful.’
    

      
      The courier promised he would do so; he said that his name was George, and he would call her at home, without fail, after
         six. He then left, for his next delivery, and Genevieve stood for a while on the pavement, watching his van disappear. It
         was cold, and beginning to rain. She turned up the collar of her coat, and gave a small shiver. Handcuffs. Did that mean that
         she had an unknown enemy? Or was this anonymous package meant to convey something else?
    

      
      She walked across to her car, and drove off. The rush-hour traffic was heavy, and delayed her further still, but she drove
         the whole way to her newspaper’s docklands offices unaware of the passing time, considering her anonymous present. Halfway
         there, she finally made the obvious deduction: the sender of these handcuffs was likely to be male – and at that her residual
         sense of sick unease increased.
    

  



      PART TWO

      AN INVESTIGATION






      
      
      V

      
      It was typical of his ex-wife, Pascal thought, turning into the smart estate where she lived, to elect to live here, in Paris
         and yet not in Paris, in surroundings which could scarcely be less French. His former wife, born with a gift for languages,
         fluent in French, German and Italian, remained English to the core. She retained a thin-lipped disdain for foreigners, an
         unshakeable belief in their inferiority. ‘Paris?’ Helen had said, at the time of the divorce. ‘Live in Paris? Are you insane? I only stay in France on sufferance, for Marianne’s sake. I’ve already found the perfect house. It’s
         on the outskirts. It costs five million francs. We can build it in to the settlement. I hope you’re not going to quibble,
         Pascal. It’s cheap at the price.’
    

      
      The five-million-franc house lay ahead of him now, just up the street. It was what Helen called an ‘executive’ house. It had
         seven bedrooms, all expensively furnished and five of them unused. It had seven bathrooms, a kitchen like an operating theatre,
         a four-car garage, and a view of desolate immaculate turf. It was a house which could have been built in any expensive suburb
         in the world. Pascal had seen others just like it, equally vulgar, in Brussels, London, Bonn, Detroit. Its bricks were an
         aggressive scarlet. He had loathed it on sight.
    

      
      This morning, there was a change in the routine. Normally, by tacit agreement, Pascal and Helen never met. At the end of an
         access weekend, Pascal would pull up outside the house. Helen, watching from the picture windows, would rush to the doorway,
         and hold out her arms. Marianne would run inside, the door would close, and Pascal would drive off.
    

      
      This morning was to be different, it seemed. Helen was waiting in the driveway, looking thin, elegant and irritable. She kissed Marianne in a perfunctory way, and the child
         ran inside. Pascal wound down the window of his car.
    

      
      In English, Helen said: ‘You’re late.’

      
      ‘I know. I’m sorry. The traffic was bad.’

      
      She raised her eyebrows in a small arc of reproachful disbelief. ‘Really? Well, it hardly matters. I have nothing else to
         do except wait around, as I’m sure you know. Could you come in for a moment? I’d like us to talk.’
    

      
      ‘I can’t. I have an appointment in Paris in twenty minutes and I have to catch the flight to London at noon.’

      
      ‘When don’t you have a flight to catch?’ She turned away, faint colour rising in her cheeks. ‘Nothing changes, it seems. Well,
         if you can’t spare me ten minutes of your time, I’ll do it through the lawyers. Slower, and more expensive, of course – but
         it’s your choice.’
    

      
      At the word ‘lawyers’, Pascal switched off the engine. He climbed out, slammed the car door, and strode ahead of her into
         the house. In the kitchen, he picked up the telephone and started dialling. He observed the cafetière filled with fresh coffee,
         the plate of biscuits on the white marble kitchen worktop, the two white cups and saucers, the two plates.
    

      
      Helen came into the kitchen and closed the door, a tiny smile of triumph on her lips. She frowned when she saw him at the
         telephone.
    

      
      ‘Who are you calling?’

      
      ‘The magazine. I told you, I have an appointment. I’m now going to be late.’

      
      She ignored this. While Pascal completed the call, she filled the two cups with coffee and carried them over to the table
         by the window. She placed a porcelain jug of milk and a porcelain sugar bowl in the centre of its white, empty expanse.
    

      
      ‘Do sit down,’ she said, as Pascal replaced the telephone. ‘Try not to glower. I shall keep this brief.’

      
      Pascal eyed the coffee, the two waiting cups, this evidence of his ex-wife’s assumption that no matter how reluctant, he would eventually toe the line. He shrugged and sat down.
         ‘If you would be brief I’d be grateful.’ His tone was polite. ‘It’s important I catch this flight.’
    

      
      ‘Oh, I’m sure.’ She smiled. ‘It always was. When I look back on our marriage – something I try to do as little as possible,
         I might add – you know what I find the single most significant fact? You were never there. Whenever I or Marianne might have needed you, where were you? At an airport. In the middle of a war zone. In some flea-bitten
         hotel in the back of beyond, where the switchboard didn’t work. And if the switchboard did work …’ she picked up a biscuit and bit into it delicately, ‘you were never in your room. Odd, that.’
    

      
      Pascal looked away. Keeping his voice level, he said: ‘That’s all ancient history. We’ve agreed not to go over it again. You
         knew when you married me—’
    

      
      ‘When I married you I knew nothing at all.’ Her voice became bitter. She composed herself almost at once. ‘However, as you
         say – ancient history. So I’ll come to the point. I want us to be civilized about this. You should know, I’ve sold the house.’
    

      
      There was a silence. Pascal looked at her carefully. His stomach lurched. ‘This house?’

      
      ‘Well, of course, this house. It is the only one I have. And I find … I find it doesn’t suit.’

      
      ‘Doesn’t suit? You chose it. It cost five million francs. You’ve lived in it less than three years and you find it doesn’t suit?’
    

      
      ‘I have endured this house for three years.’ Her colour had risen. ‘And you will please keep your voice down. I don’t want Marianne to hear,
         or the nanny, come to that. I don’t want any more resignations. Marianne needs continuity, and these girls don’t like scenes.’
    

      
      ‘Scenes? Scenes?’ Pascal stood up. ‘Considering the wages I pay her, she could stand the odd scene, I’d think.’
    

      
      ‘That was uncalled for. And uncouth.’ Helen also rose. She had flushed scarlet. ‘I try to talk to you, in a reasonable manner, for five minutes … And this happens …’
    

      
      She was shaking, Pascal saw. He looked at her for a long slow moment. His former wife was virtually unchanged from the day
         he’d first met her, outside the Unesco offices in Paris, where she worked as a translator. She had loved Paris then, or claimed
         to. A slender girl, with sleek dark hair, and a nervous intense thin face, she had been wearing a dark coat, a scarlet scarf:
         he could still see her, standing on the pavement the day he met her. Their affair had been brief and fraught. They argued
         continually. Yet after the marriage, there had been contentment as well as incompatibility, surely? The birth of Marianne,
         for instance. He said, surprising them both: ‘I loved you once.’
    

      
      ‘Thanks for the past tense.’

      
      She turned away. Pascal looked at her narrow back, at the strain in her shoulders. He had not meant to be cruel. The remark
         had sprung of its own accord to his lips. Then and now: the woman he had once loved stood three feet in front of him and yet
         did not exist.
    

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’ He started on a clumsy apology, then stopped. ‘You’re right. It’s better if we keep all this—’

      
      ‘Businesslike?’ She swung around with a scornful look. ‘I do so agree. That was exactly my point. So. I’ve sold the house.
         Shall we take it from there?’
    

      
      Pascal stared at her. The announcement had taken him by surprise, and now he sensed that pain was about to be inflicted. His
         previous remark had probably ensured the pain would be lingering. Helen’s face became set; her gaze slid away from his face.
    

      
      ‘I’ve decided to return to England. Daddy’s promised to help find me a place. Somewhere in Surrey, we thought. Not too far
         from home. With the slump in the market over there, Daddy thinks we can pick up a bargain. Something really nice. Somewhere
         with a paddock, so Marianne can have a pony of her own. She’s mad about horses, did she tell you that?’
    

      
      Pascal stared at his wife. There was perceptible triumph at the back of her eyes. He said, ‘You can’t do that.’
    

      
      ‘Oh, but I can. Daddy’s talked to the lawyers. I’ve talked to the lawyers. We were married in England, Marianne was born in
         England …’
    

      
      ‘You insisted on that …’

      
      ‘She has dual nationality. I have custody. Daddy’s man says I have virtual carte blanche. I can take her anywhere I like.’
    

      
      ‘You agreed!’ Pascal could hardly speak. ‘You signed an agreement to bring her up here. You wanted to facilitate access, you
         said that. To me. To her grandmother—’
    

      
      ‘Your mother’s dead.’

      
      ‘You signed an agreement. You gave me your word—’
    

      
      ‘Agreements can be renegotiated. I’m renegotiating now. The lawyers say you can object, but it will be expensive, and you’ll
         lose in the end. If it goes to a hearing, they’ll bring up the work you do now – the nature of your work. They’ll point out that you’re never around anyway, whereas I am – day in, day out.’
    

      
      ‘I’m always here,’ he burst out. ‘When I’m allowed to see her, I’m here. One evening a week. One weekend in four. In three years I’ve
         never missed one of those appointments, not one.’
    

      
      ‘In fact,’ she pressed on, her voice riding over the top of his, ‘the lawyers say your access might well be reduced. It would
         have to take place in England, certainly. Maybe France for a few weeks in the summer, but—’
    

      
      ‘Why are you doing this?’

      
      The question angered her.

      
      ‘Why? Why? Because I hate this country and I always did. I want to be back in my own country. I want to see my parents and friends.
         I want to work again—’
    

      
      ‘You can work here. Translators can work anywhere. You always said that.’

      
      ‘I want to work there! I want to be with people I know, people I grew up with …’
    

      
      ‘I want. I want …’ He stepped back from her. ‘That’s all we have to consider, is it? What about Marianne? What about what she wants?’
    

      
      
      ‘Marianne thinks it’s a lovely idea. A house in the country, ponies …’

      
      ‘You’ve already discussed it? Jesus Christ.’

      
      ‘Yes, I have. And if you must know, I asked her not to mention it to you, not just yet, not until we’d had a chance to discuss
         it—’
    

      
      ‘Discuss it? You call this discussing it?’ He could feel the anger rising in him uncontrollably now, and he could see an answering
         delight in his wife’s face. She relished her powers of provocation, he had always known that. He moved towards the door. If
         he stayed another five minutes in this terrible room, he knew he might hit Helen – perfect evidence in a court of law. She
         had never been able to accuse him of violence. Perhaps this, he thought, was her attempt to rectify that.
    

      
      In the doorway he turned back. He said, ‘I’ll fight you over this. No matter how long it takes. No matter what it costs. I’ll
         fight you inch by inch.’
    

      
      ‘Your choice.’ She turned away with a shrug.

      
      ‘Helen, think. Just think.’ He risked one last appeal, made an awkward gesture of the hand to her.

      
      ‘I’m her father. Don’t you want me to see her? Are you trying to exclude me?’
    

      
      ‘Exclude you? Of course not. If you agree to my proposals the access arrangements can remain the same. One evening a week.
         One weekend a month.’
    

      
      ‘An evening? In England? In Surrey? What am I supposed to do, travel three hours every week to spend two hours with my daughter, then travel three hours back?’
    

      
      Helen smiled. With beautiful politeness, she said, ‘But you love air travel, Pascal. You spend half your life on planes. Why not spend a little more?’
    

      
      In the seventh-floor executive offices at Paris Jour, senior editor Françoise Leduc spread Pascal’s photographs across her conference table. Monochrome prints to the left, colour
         to the right: a damning tableau. Pascal, whom she had known for many years, whose career she had launched fifteen years before,
         stood watching her. Françoise, who had in her younger days been painfully in love with him, was puzzled by his manner. He had just presented her with a magazine
         sensation, a news-stand sell-out, yet he showed little interest. His manner was abstracted and tense.
    

      
      ‘You’re smoking too much, Pascal,’ she said, in the mothering tone she had adopted years before as the safest device to defuse
         the attraction she felt.
    

      
      ‘I know. You’re right.’

      
      He gave a half-shrug and extinguished this, his second cigarette in ten minutes. He moved towards the window, and looked out
         at a wintry sky.
    

      
      Françoise could see the tension in his back. She hesitated. They were good friends and colleagues now, she and Pascal, and
         Françoise valued that. It was a triumph she had earned by virtue of iron control. For five, six, seven years – maybe more
         – she had hidden her feelings for this man absolutely, never betraying them by the least gesture or inflection. No-one had
         ever suspected, least of all Pascal himself. A handsome man, he was without vanity – a rare gift. Perhaps also a little lacking
         in imagination. Françoise smiled to herself. Pascal, always absorbed, dedicated to his work, had a priestlike quality. If
         he ever noticed the reaction he provoked in women, he ignored it; but Françoise suspected he noticed nothing, was curiously
         blind to his own often dramatic effect.
    

      
      Her sacrifice had been worth it. Françoise was a pragmatic woman. At fifty, she valued the long-term benefits of friendship
         to any short-term gains that might have accrued from an affair. She had hidden her feelings and her reward was Pascal’s trust.
    

      
      She glanced down at his photographs, then looked back at Pascal, a slight frown of puzzlement on her face. She could still
         remember vividly the first time she had encountered him, an unknown twenty-year-old photographer, newly returned from his
         first trip to Beirut, standing here in this same office, talking, gesturing, spilling photographs across her desk. She had
         seen him as a favour to a mutual friend, and assigned him ten minutes in her packed schedule. The ten minutes had expanded to half an hour; the half-hour, after some last-minute cancellations, had expanded into lunch. When this extraordinary
         young man finally left her some four hours later, she sat in the restaurant, shaken: this was unprecedented. Why had she done
         this?
    

      
      Because his photographs were exceptionally good? That was true, certainly, and she’d run the pictures over six pages the following
         week – so, yes, there were professional reasons. But there were other reasons too – powerful reasons, and not sexual ones
         either, for Françoise was too disciplined a professional for that.
    

      
      The only explanation she could find at the time was something she had seen in his face: innocence, youth, passion, dedication.
         An unswerving conviction expressed in a whirl of sentences, confirmed by blazing eyes in a pale intent face, that he was presenting
         Françoise with a gift beyond price – not just any photographs but documentation, evidence, truth.
    

      
      He had been very young, very naïve, very inexperienced and very gifted. The combination cut Françoise to the quick. As he
         talked about Beirut, and the violence he had seen there, Françoise was forced to look at herself. She saw all the compromises,
         the adjustments she made in the day-to-day course of her work; she saw the creeping nature of her own professional cynicism.
         What had she said to her secretary, before Pascal arrived? How boring. It won’t take five minutes. Just some kid with more bomb pictures. Who gives a damn? The last thing we need is
            more sob stuff from Beirut …
    

      
      Then this young man had burst into her office, waving a banner, crying out for a crusade, waging some personal war against
         injustice, lies and deceit. Françoise had listened and been chastened. She might be the more worldly of the two, but this
         twenty-year-old made her feel cheap.
    

      
      Fifteen years ago. Outwardly, Pascal was little changed since then. Tall, narrow-hipped, wide-shouldered, quick of movement,
         elegant yet somewhat scruffily dressed. Françoise smiled: the clothes he wore today were, as usual, good and, as usual, unpressed. She doubted Pascal possessed an iron, or would know how to use one. He could no more
         sew on a button than he could make an omelette or compliment a woman on her dress. He was sublimely impractical, sublimely
         indifferent to such things – yet put a camera in his hands, and he was transformed at once.
    

      
      With cameras, with a story in view, Pascal was unstoppable: indifferent to obstacles, privation, physical danger or difficulties.
         In pursuit of a story, Pascal became a man possessed.
    

      
      Except … Françoise, who had been about to speak, stopped herself. She looked down at the photographs on the table. Once Pascal
         Lamartine had been one of the best war photographers in the world. He had covered every major conflict, bringing back photographs
         which broke people’s hearts, which provoked passionate debate. What had he brought her now? Adultery: sneak shots of a man
         in the act of cheating on his wife.
    

      
      In the pictures before her, the French Cabinet Minister and his American movie-star mistress were very clearly identifiable.
         Françoise could see the shape of the swimming-pool behind them, the title of the book the minister’s bodyguard was reading.
         She could see the minister’s wedding ring as his hand caressed the movie-star’s legendary breasts. The pictures did not surprise
         Françoise. The minister concerned was an aggressive apostle of family values, and had a reputation for absolute rectitude:
         so the world went.
    

      
      But that Pascal should take these photographs – that did surprise her. That he should take on work of this kind once, twice
         perhaps, at the time of his divorce – yes, she could even understand that: lawyers were expensive. But that he should continue
         to do so now, three years later, when the divorce settlement was long finalized, the alimony long agreed, the child maintenance
         fixed … that she could not understand. Pascal himself never discussed his ex-wife’s demands, and this kind of work certainly
         paid far better than pictures of wars. But if this was the price Helen Lamartine was demanding, it was extortionate.
    

      
      Françoise picked up one of the photographs, then put it down. Professional, circulation-boosting: she would publish them,
         of course. Yet she hated them. The photographs had a double venality: they were the evidence that a man she much admired was
         destroying himself.
    

      
      ‘OK.’ She swept the pictures into a pile. ‘We’ll run them. Next week. Three spreads plus the cover. We’ll deny we’ve even
         got them, obviously, maybe prepare another dummy lead. Even so, it’s bound to leak.’
    

      
      Pascal shrugged. ‘You think he’ll bring an injunction?’

      
      ‘Maybe. And sue once we’ve published, under the privacy laws. He keeps three lawyers permanently on their toes.’ She smiled.
         ‘The man’s a fool. In bed with Sonia Swan? Every red-blooded male in France will vote for him after this. He could be the
         next President of the Republic – maybe. I’ll be doing him a favour. But I don’t expect him to see it like that.’ She paused.
         Pascal was paying little attention. ‘Provided the pictures run first in England and the States, we’re covered anyway,’ she
         continued. ‘No invasion of privacy once the privacy’s invaded elsewhere. Then it becomes a legitimate news story – just about.
         Anyway, he’s a sanctimonious son of a bitch. Petit Fascist. It’s worth the risk.’
    

      
      ‘You don’t have to worry,’ Pascal turned. ‘Those deals are sewn up. The pictures will be on the news-stands in London and
         New York by the end of the week.’
    

      
      ‘I know.’ Françoise began returning the prints to their folders. ‘Nicky Jenkins called from London this morning. So suave.
         I could hear him licking his lips.’
    

      
      Pascal, who disliked Nicholas Jenkins, editor of the London Daily News, as much as she did, betrayed no reaction. He was already moving to the door, checking his watch.
    

      
      ‘Françoise, I’m sorry. I have to go. I’m meeting Nicholas for lunch. With luck I might still make the noon flight.’

      
      ‘Call me when you get back. Some friends are coming over for dinner Wednesday night. It would be nice if you could join us.’
    

      
      She knew from his expression that the invitation would be refused: Pascal was turning into a loner. Most invitations were
         now refused, unless they assisted his work.
    

      
      ‘I might not be back. Nicholas has some new lead. Something he wants me to work on.’

      
      ‘More scandals?’

      
      ‘So he said.’

      
      ‘Bigger than this?’ She gestured at the photographs.

      
      ‘Much bigger. Very hush-hush. But then Nicholas exaggerates.’

      
      ‘If it’s good, tell him I want a tie-in. I don’t want it going to Paris Match.’ Françoise hesitated. Pascal’s cool grey eyes had met hers.
    

      
      ‘Just listen to us both,’ he said. He made the remark drily, looking away. When he turned back the irony had left his face.
         He looked desperately tired – or tiredly desperate, she could not have said which.
    

      
      ‘Pascal,’ she began awkwardly, ‘we’re friends. We know each other. I hope we trust one another. Once upon a time, your work
         was so … Pascal, why do you do this?’
    

      
      She looked down at the photographs as she spoke. Pascal’s eyes followed her gaze. He pushed back one lock of dark hair which
         fell across his forehead – an irritable careless gesture, one Françoise had seen him make a thousand times before. He was
         greying a little at the temples now, she saw; there were lines she did not remember, from nose to mouth. For a moment she
         thought she had angered him. His eyes glinted. She waited for the impetuous reply he would once have given, but none came.
         He turned to the door, and Françoise thought he intended to leave her question unanswered. Yet at the door he turned, then
         shrugged.
    

      
      ‘Françoise, I work for the money,’ he said. ‘What else?’

      
      ‘That wasn’t always the case.’

      
      ‘No. Once I worked for …’ He broke off. His expression became closed. ‘Circumstances change,’ he said in a flat tone. It was his final remark, one that told her nothing, and he closed the door on it.
    

      
      Outside, in the car-park below, Pascal climbed into his car, switched on its engine, then switched it off. Françoise’s final
         question had gone unerringly to the heart of the matter, he knew that. For an instant, staring straight ahead of him, seeing
         no cars, no traffic beyond, no passers-by, he looked down into it, this emptiness now central to his life. No optimism, no
         self-respect, a great deal of self-hate. He felt a sensation of vertiginous despair, then anger with himself.
    

      
      There was no point in dwelling on this. Self-hate was perilously close to self-pity – and that he refused to indulge. Besides,
         there was a cure for despair; not drink, not drugs, not women – those exits led to dead ends.
    

      
      Work, he said to himself, and fired the engine. He slammed the car into reverse, turned, accelerated fast, and made for the airport
         via the périphérique. Work, speed, haste, an accumulation of detail, these were the cures he now relied upon. They had one supreme benefit: properly
         manipulated they left no time in which to think. Racing for the plane, Pascal congratulated himself dourly: the past three
         years had made him an expert in this.
    

  



      
      
      VI

      
      Genevieve was working on a new story about telephone sex. It was Nicholas Jenkins’s idea. Most of his feature proposals concerned
         sex in one form or another. In the year he had been editor, the News’s circulation had increased by a hundred thousand, so presumably – by that yardstick anyway – Jenkins’s editorial instincts
         were correct.
    

      
      It was not, however, a policy Genevieve liked. She found it both sly and cheap. The News was a middle-market paper, not a tabloid, and Jenkins’s new editorial policy involved a balancing act. The saucy expressions
         of pin-up girls were not for the News, so the titillation of a typical Jenkins story had to be disguised. An ‘exposé’ was the form that disguise usually took.
         Thus could titillation become a crusade. Jenkins was in the process of elevating scurrility to an art-form. Genevieve could
         have put up with the scurrility a whole lot better, she often thought, had it not come so larded with cant.
    

      
      Her initial research on this new story consisted of calling a representative sample of telephone sex lines, widely and excitably
         advertised by one of the News’s most sensationalistic competitors. By noon, seated at her desk in the Features department, she had been engaged in this
         activity for more than two hours; her spirits felt leaden, and her head ached.
    

      
      Nicholas Jenkins’s theory was that somewhere in England there was the Mister Big of telephone sex. Genevieve’s crusading task
         was to find this man, and expose his activities. According to Jenkins the man was – or might be – a well-known international
         entrepreneur, whose more legitimate business interests ranged from American modelling agencies to rock-star management … or
         so Johnny Appleyard had suggested to Jenkins, and Jenkins placed great faith in Appleyard’s tips.
    

      
      Genevieve placed less faith in them. In her book, Appleyard was an intrusive ubiquitous busy-body with an expensive nasal
         hobby, a man whose transatlantic tip-offs were one per cent hot and ninety-nine per cent myth.
    

      
      With a sigh, she replaced the telephone on a breathy South London girl (French Governess Corrects Your Mistakes). She closed her eyes, buried her aching head in her hands, and considered for the hundredth time, just how pleasant it would
         be to tell Nicholas Jenkins to stick this job. Before his advent at the News, she’d taken pride in the work she did. In the ten years she’d worked in England in journalism, she’d fought hard to establish
         herself. No fashion coverage, no women’s page fluff, no soft-focus human-interest stories: she had wanted to cover hard news,
         to start out the way her journalist father had. Her ambition – never confessed to her father, whom she rarely saw, and who
         would have scoffed – was to move up through investigative journalism to foreign reporting. Sam Hunter had covered wars – indeed,
         had won a Pulitzer for his Vietnam dispatches. Why should she not take a similar course? So she had served her apprenticeship,
         but kept that goal ahead of her. One day, she would be truly out in the field, she too would be there, at the front.
    

      
      Wars drew her like a magnet, she knew this. To bring back the truth from a war zone seemed to her a tremendous thing. If she
         could ever do that, she felt she would prove something to herself – and perhaps also prove something to her father, although
         this aspect of her plan made her uneasy, and she ignored it as much as she could.
    

      
      And she had come so close to her goal – so very close. All the hard work of her apprenticeship, her years first on a provincial
         paper, then on the Guardian, then on The Times, finally at the News in its previous more sober incarnation, had finally paid off. Nicholas Jenkins’s predecessor, a man Genevieve had admired
         very much, had given her assignments with teeth. The last story she had covered for him, an investigation into police corruption in the north-east, had won the paper two awards. Her reward, so long sought,
         was to have been a three-month posting to Yugoslavia. The day before it was confirmed, that editor was fired and Nicholas
         Jenkins took his place.
    

      
      ‘Yugoslavia?’ he had said, in the six and a half minutes he finally spared her. ‘Sarajevo? My dear Genevieve, I think not.’

      
      ‘Why not?’ Genevieve asked, although she knew the answer, which had nothing to do with her capabilities and everything to
         do with her sex.
    

      
      ‘Because I need you here,’ Jenkins replied. ‘I’ve got some big stories lining up. I’m not ruling out foreign stories – don’t
         think that. We’ll review the situation in six months …’
    

      
      Six months later, there had been another excuse; a third was proffered three months after that. Now a year had gone by, she
         was no nearer her goal, she no longer trusted Jenkins’s temporizings, and what was she now stuck with? Telephone sex; a Johnny
         Appleyard tip. Genevieve glared at the lurid advertisements in front of her. She punched the next number. She would give this
         charade, she told herself, just one more month. If the assignments did not improve by then, if she was still being fobbed
         off with this trivial stuff, then she would confront the slippery Jenkins. Some tougher assignments – or, Nicholas, dear,
         you can shove this job.
    

      
      Meanwhile, she was through to the next sex line (Big Blondes) and another girl was launched on an all too familiar spiel.
    

      
      ‘Oooh,’ moaned a bored and breathy voice. ‘I’m all alone tonight. I’m going to unhook my bra now. I know I shouldn’t, but
         the weather’s sooo hot. By the way, did I mention it’s a 42D cup …?’
    

      
      Genevieve groaned and looked out of the office window. Outside the sky was grey. It was beginning to sleet.

      
      ‘Hot weather?’ she muttered. ‘Lucky for you, sweetheart. Not here, it’s not.’

      
      The recording continued. There was a rustling sound as the girl turned the pages of her script. ‘I think I’m going to tell you what I’m doing. Oooh yes. I’m undoing my bra now.
         Oooh that’s better. I’m just easing it off. It’s black lace, did I mention that?’
    

      
      ‘No, you didn’t, moron, get on with it,’ Genevieve snapped.

      
      ‘It’s wired underneath,’ breathed the girl. She giggled mirthlessly. ‘Well, it has to be, you see, because I’m a big girl, and it carries a lot of weight …’
    

      
      ‘Dammit,’ said Genevieve. ‘What is this – an engineering manual? Get to the point.’

      
      She knew she was wasting her breath. Apart from the fact that the recording could not hear her, delay was the whole purpose
         of these tapes. The longer the poor sucker kept listening, the greater the profits. There seemed to be hours of this anodyne
         build-up. The scripts were risible, their delivery amateurish. Genevieve could imagine only too well the kind of businessmen
         behind them: small-time wide boys making a few bucks on the side from a back room someplace. The more she listened the less
         she placed any credence in Appleyard’s tip.
    

      
      She yawned, hung up on Big Blondes, and tried Swedish Au Pair. Such a feast of stereotypes. Swedish Au Pair also had a South London accent. She sounded dyslexic. Two-syllable words were giving her problems. When desperate, she whirred
         a vibrator. She was describing her panties, at length.
    

      
      ‘Give me a break,’ Gini moaned.
    

      
      ‘You’re the wrong sex for this story.’ One of the men from the news desk leaned over her shoulder, and pressed his ear to
         the receiver. ‘Why didn’t Nicholas give it to me? Good God, who is this?’
    

      
      ‘It’s number thirty-five. Swedish Au Pair.’
    

      
      ‘She sounds as if she comes from Neasden, not Stockholm.’

      
      ‘They all sound like that.’

      
      ‘Bloody hell. What’s that?’

      
      ‘Her vibrator. Again. She lets it buzz for thirty seconds. They all do. I timed them.’

      
      
      ‘Nicky wants you. Now. In his office.’ The news-desk man was already bored. ‘He says drop everything, something’s come up.’

      
      ‘He should write these scripts. He has the perfect style.’ Genevieve replaced the receiver.

      
      ‘It’s lunch,’ said the newsman, drifting away. ‘He says if you’ve made arrangements, cancel them. You have to meet some photographer
         and it must be important. I overheard his secretary making the arrangements. Editor’s dining-room stuff.’
    

      
      Genevieve groaned. She stood up. ‘That’s the afternoon blown. You’re sure he said me? Since when did you become his messenger?’

      
      The news-desk man gave her a languid salute. ‘Aren’t we all?’ He turned and threaded his way down the room, through the ranked
         word processors, the ranked desks.
    

      
      When God summoned, you went. Gini took the lift to the fifteenth floor. She stepped out onto thick Wilton carpeting. From
         here the large windows overlooked docklands: there was a grey view of cranes, girders, the river and Thames mud.
    

      
      She made her way through the outer office, through the inner office. As she approached the sanctum itself, the door was thrown
         back and Nicholas Jenkins emerged looking powerful, pink, complacent and svelte.
    

      
      ‘Ah, there you are at last, Gini,’ he said. ‘Come in, come in. Charlotte, get Gini a drink.’

      
      Charlotte, his senior secretary, made one of her rude minion faces behind his back. She moved between Gini and the open doorway.
         Gini remained rooted to the spot. She was staring into the office beyond, where a tall dark-haired man stood by Nicholas Jenkins’s
         desk. The office became silent; the air moved, flickered, became excessively bright.
    

      
      ‘Come in, come in.’ Nicholas bustled around her. He drew her through the door. He was leading her across to the man, who had
         turned and was regarding her equably.
    

      
      ‘Gini, I want you to meet Pascal Lamartine. You’ll have heard of him, of course …’

      
      
      Gini took the hand that was being held out to her. She could feel the blood draining from her face. She shook Lamartine’s
         hand, and released it quickly. She had to say something – Nicholas was staring.
    

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’ve heard of him. More than that – we’ve met.’

      
      ‘A long time ago,’ Lamartine put in, in a polite neutral tone. His accent was unchanged. Gini could still feel Jenkins’s eyes
         resting curiously on her face.
    

      
      ‘Years ago,’ she said rapidly, taking her tone from Lamartine. ‘I was still at school. Pascal is an old friend of my father’s.’

      
      ‘Oh, I see,’ said Jenkins – and to Gini’s relief lost interest at once.

      
      Years ago, in Beirut. And he had never been a friend of her father’s – quite the reverse. Her father might have won that Pulitzer
         for his Vietnam work, but by that time fame and bourbon had made him soft.
    

      
      ‘An old warhorse,’ he would say, easing himself into the first highball of the day, holding court in the palm bar at Beirut’s
         four-star Hotel Ledoyen, surrounded by cronies, surrounded by sycophants quick to prompt. There was her father, sluicing bourbon
         and anecdotes, and there she was, silent, ignored and embarrassed, averting her eyes from the spectacle, watching the ceiling
         fans as they rotated above his head.
    

      
      An old warhorse, an old news hound, a forty-six-year-old boozer. Her father, a living legend, the great Sam Hunter – worshipped
         by the rest of the press corps. These days he relied on stringers, helpers. Once a week he took a taxi to what he called the
         front.
    

      
      And there, on the edge of the group, was a young photographer. He was French, introduced by an Australian reporter, flanked
         by the man from UPI. Pascal Lamartine, aged twenty-three and already on his third Beirut trip. She had seen his photographs,
         and admired them. Sam Hunter had also seen them and dismissed them at once.
    

      
      
      ‘Pictures? Who gives a damn?’ It was one of his favourite refrains. ‘Spare me the Leica leeches, please God. One story’s worth
         a thousand pictures, I’ll tell you that. This stuff – today it rates an easy tear, tomorrow it’s wrapping trash. But words
         – they stick. They lodge in the goddamn reader’s goddamn brain. Genevieve, remember that.’
    

      
      The contempt was mutual, she had known that at once. The Frenchman was introduced; he made some polite remark. He stood on
         the edge of the group. Some sycophant made some sycophantic joke, and her father was launched.
    

      
      The Frenchman watched him quietly. He never spoke once, but Gini could feel the eddies of Lamartine’s dislike. She was young
         and naïve, and she loved her father very much. The ceiling fans revolved; on and on her father talked, and Gini’s heart shrivelled
         inside her. The young Frenchman stood there, silent and stony-faced. He made no effort to disguise his contempt.
    

      
      Gini could feel Beirut on her skin now, in a newspaper dining-room. She could smell Beirut – honey and pastries, arak and
         coffee grounds, cordite and mortar dust – while the English waiter served them an English lunch. Nicholas Jenkins was speaking,
         but over and above and through his words came a richer sound – the clamour of the Beirut streets.
    

      
      Machine-gun fire and the cries of street vendors; the liquid voices of the bar girls; the creak of louvred shutters, the sudden
         drum of summer rain, the Western songs seeping out from the dancehalls, the thunderclap of bombs and wail of Arab ululations.
         She could feel it now, that new foreign land, that dry rasping heat.
    

      
      Pascal Lamartine had lived in a room by the harbour. It was next door to a bar, over a cheap dancehall: twelve feet square,
         bare as a monk’s cell, all his pictures filed in boxes. There was a mattress on the floor, two chairs and one table. When
         she went to the room, she found that the dancehall music from below filtered up. It made the air move and the floor vibrate
         like the deck of a ship. Several times, in the evenings, she’d stood at his window and watched night fall. When darkness came, the fishing boats left the harbour beyond, and the dancers below began their routines.
         She could hear the murmurs of their male audience, soft as distant thunder, a million miles beneath.
    

      
      She’d imagine then, waiting, how it would be if Pascal did not come back. She’d hear the bomb, see the sniper, live his deaths.
         She would count the seconds, the clink of glasses from the bar, the passers-by in the streets, whispers in foreign tongues.
         And then the door would open, and Pascal would come back. Quick, my darling, he would say, or she would say, please be quick.
    

      
      Smoky twilights; neon seeping through the shutters. She could smell his skin now, recollect the detail of his gaze, feel the
         touch of his hand. She closed her eyes, and thought, Dear God, will I never forget?
    

      
      Years ago, another place, another life. She had encountered Pascal just once since.

      
      She looked up, tried to push the past back where it belonged, in the deadzone. She sipped a glass of water. A modish newspaper
         dining-room deconstructed then reassembled itself. The lunch provided was elaborate, unusually so – as if Jenkins intended
         to impress. In front of her on a white plate was a tiny bird of some kind, its glazed skin impaled with grapes. Jenkins was
         talking, and she had not heard a single word he’d said. Sense was fragmenting: Pascal sat three feet away from her as polite
         as a stranger. There was still a pair of handcuffs in her bag; this room was a very normal and a very crazy place.
    

      
      Jenkins was drinking Meursault. He drained his glass and continued speaking. Beirut receded: this was some briefing, a new
         assignment. For the first time Gini began to listen to what he said.
    

      
      ‘… total confidentiality.’ He smiled. Nicholas Jenkins, thirty-five, pink-cheeked, baby-faced, growing plump. He wore rimless
         nuclear-physicist-style spectacles. His bonhomie never quite disguised the fact that Jenkins was on the make.
    

      
      
      ‘No leaks,’ he continued, stabbing the air with his knife. ‘Anything you discover, we check it once, we check it twice. Make
         doubly sure. We can’t afford any errors. This story will be big.’
    

      
      He looked from Gini to Pascal. He pushed his quail aside, half-eaten. ‘I’m using you, Pascal, because I want pictures. Pictures
         equal proof. And I’m using you, Gini, because you have certain contacts.’ He paused, and gave a tight secretive smile. ‘You’ll
         understand when I give you a name. Then you keep that name to yourselves. You don’t tout it at dinner tables. You don’t leave
         it in a notebook in the office. You don’t stick it up on a computer screen. You don’t use it on the office phones. You don’t
         trot it out to wives, girlfriends, boyfriends, favourite dogs – you’ve both got that? Radio silence.’
    

      
      He gave them both an impressive glance. ‘You work together on this. You start today, and you report to me – to me and no-one
         else, under any circumstances. Understood?’
    

      
      ‘Understood, Nicholas,’ Gini replied, thinking what a self-dramatist he was.

      
      She caught an answering glint of mockery in Pascal’s eyes. Then Jenkins came out with the name – and the glint of amusement
         vanished. Pascal’s face became alert. Like Gini, he started to pay attention, and at once.
    

      
      ‘John Hawthorne.’

      
      Jenkins leaned back in his chair watching them. When he was sure they were suitably surprised and intrigued, he continued.
         A smile played around his lips.
    

      
      ‘John Symonds Hawthorne – and the fabled Lise Courtney Hawthorne, his wife. Or, to put it another way, his Excellency the
         United States Ambassador to the Court of St James. The American ambassador, and his wife.’ He lifted his glass in a mock toast.
    

      
      ‘The perfect couple, or so we’re always told. Except, as I know, and you know, my dears, there’s no such thing as the perfect
         couple.’
    

      
      Gini registered the name, and the implication – and was shocked. She began to concentrate. She had a reporter’s memory, and so did Pascal. As the filing cards in her mind started
         to flick, she saw his expression also become intent. Names, dates, connections, rumours, new and old hints. She saw her own
         mental process mirrored, checking and re-checking, in his eyes.
    

      
      Nicholas Jenkins would have liked a more dramatic reaction. He liked to stage-manage his own effects. Now, as if deciding
         to keep his revelations in reserve, to make them wait, he leaned forward, suddenly businesslike.
    

      
      ‘Tell me what you know,’ he said. ‘Then I’ll tell you what I’ve heard. Pascal, you first.’

      
      Gini watched Pascal closely. The Pascal she once knew did not care much for ambassadors and their society wives – but this
         Pascal apparently did.
    

      
      ‘Very well,’ Pascal began. ‘Politics in the blood. Three generations of public service at least. The Hawthorne money comes
         from steel and shipyards originally. The younger brother – Prescott – runs the companies now. They were ranked sixth in America
         on the last Forbes list. John Hawthorne is aged around forty-six, forty-seven—’
    

      
      ‘Forty-seven,’ Jenkins put in. ‘He’ll be forty-eight in a couple of weeks.’

      
      ‘Educated at Groton, then Yale. Went through Yale law school.’ Pascal paused. ‘He served in Vietnam, which for a man of his
         background makes him unusual, maybe unique.’
    

      
      ‘Not a draft-dodger. Unlike others we could all mention …’
    

      
      ‘Indeed.’ Pascal frowned. ‘What else? There’s his father, of course. Stanhope Symonds Hawthorne, known to his enemies as SS.
         A not inappropriate nickname, either, given his political views. Stanhope’s still alive though he must be eighty at least.
         The legendary wheeler-dealer, the man at the heart of the political machine. He’s semi-paralysed now, I gather, from the last
         stroke. In a wheelchair. But he still lords it over that vast place they have in New York State.’
    

      
      ‘S. S. Hawthorne,’ Jenkins chuckled. ‘Old SS. Kind of a cross between King Lear and a Nazi. Not the easiest of parents. What about the mother?’
    

      
      ‘Long dead.’ Pascal shrugged and lit a cigarette. ‘She was killed in a car crash years back, when Hawthorne was still a child,
         aged about eight. The father never remarried. He ruled the dynasty single-handed from then on.’
    

      
      ‘And the wife? John Hawthorne’s wife?’ Jenkins put in silkily.

      
      ‘The famous Lise? She’s very beautiful, of course. Related to Hawthorne, I think, but distantly. Second cousins, third perhaps
         – I’d have to check. They married a decade ago. People say S. S. Hawthorne handpicked his son’s bride, but I don’t know about
         that. John Hawthorne was said to be besotted with her. Anyway, it was a notorious wedding. One-thousand-plus guests …’ A glint
         of amusement returned to his eyes. ‘As I recall, the bride wore a thirty-thousand-dollar St Laurent dress.’
    

      
      ‘Did you cover the wedding?’ Jenkins asked.

      
      Gini flinched.

      
      Pascal gave him a cold look. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘I told you, it was ten years ago. I was in Mozambique at the time. I didn’t
         cover society weddings then.’
    

      
      ‘Yes, yes, of course.’ Jenkins sounded impatient, unconcerned at his own lack of tact. Other people’s pasts held no interest
         for him, unless they had direct bearing on a story. ‘So, anything else, Pascal? You hear rumours – it’s your job to hear rumours.
         Any scandal about the Hawthornes? Any ripples, hints?’
    

      
      ‘Nothing at all,’ Pascal replied evenly. ‘But then it’s some time since I was last in the States. I’ve been working in Europe
         this past year. Something could have come up in that time. All I hear is that the Hawthornes are unfashionably happy. Two
         children, both boys. Marital devotion …’ A hard note had entered his voice. He shrugged. ‘Good works and public service. Husband
         and wife – everywhere seen, everywhere admired. In short, the perfect couple. Just as you said.’
    

      
      Nicholas Jenkins gave Pascal a sharp glance. Gini felt that he might have liked to make some jibe, and then restrained himself. Pascal Lamartine’s temper was well known. Jenkins obviously decided to watch his tongue. He leaned back
         in his chair looking secretive and smug. How he loved information, Gini thought. Jenkins nursing a story was like a miser
         hoarding gold. He turned to her.
    

      
      ‘Your turn, Gini. There’s plenty to add.’

      
      ‘There certainly is.’ She hesitated. ‘I should say that I’ve met John Hawthorne, of course.’

      
      The second the words were said, she regretted them. The ‘of course’ had slipped past her guard. Across the table Pascal picked
         up on it at once.
    

      
      ‘Of course?’ he said. ‘Is Hawthorne another friend of your father’s?’

      
      There was a nasty little silence. Jenkins, who always enjoyed tensions between others, gave a smirk. Gini looked away. The
         tone in which Pascal had spoken, lazily disguising what she knew to be a reprimand of sorts, hurt her. She waited a second,
         then Jenkins intervened.
    

      
      ‘Am I missing something here?’ he said in an arch voice. ‘Is there some little mystery, Gini? Does your father know him?’

      
      ‘He may well have run into him.’ She gave a quick dismissive shrug. ‘No, that’s not the link. As I’m sure you know, Nicholas,
         there are other contacts.’
    

      
      ‘Thought so.’ Jenkins beamed. ‘Go on.’
    

      
      ‘There’s very little to say. I’ve met Hawthorne precisely twice. Once, years ago, when he was first a senator. This was before
         he married, when I was still at school. I was about thirteen, and I talked to him for about ten minutes – less.’
    

      
      ‘This was in England? He was making a trip to England?’ Jenkins said.

      
      ‘That’s right. The second time was last year, when he first arrived at the embassy here. I went to one of the parties given
         to welcome him. Again, I spoke to him very briefly. He was busy. There were about two hundred guests.’
    

      
      ‘Busy?’

      
      ‘He was working the room, Nicholas.’

      
      
      ‘Efficiently?’

      
      ‘Oh, very efficiently.’

      
      ‘And the lovely Lise, she was there too?’

      
      ‘Yes. But I never had a chance to speak to her. She was surrounded by admirers all night.’

      
      ‘Interesting. Interesting …’ Jenkins leaned back in his chair. Pascal said nothing, merely sat and watched her in a thoughtful
         way. Gini could feel something emanating from that cool watchful regard. It could have been hostility, it could have been
         dislike. It made her nervous, and self-conscious, and also determined. Let him remain silent; she refused to let him put her
         off.
    

      
      ‘Wake up, Gini.’ Jenkins had leaned forward again. ‘I’m longing to know … Impressions?’

      
      ‘Of Hawthorne? Very little. The obvious things. He’s exceptionally good-looking. He’s as charming as most people say. I’ve
         heard he can be both kind and generous. He works a room ruthlessly, but then a lot of politicians do.’
    

      
      ‘Fine. Fine.’ Jenkins shifted in his seat. ‘Background, then. Is there anything you want to add to what Pascal’s just said?’

      
      She paused once more, and glanced across at Pascal. His rundown on Hawthorne had puzzled her. Accurate it might be, but it
         had skirted the most important facts. Could Pascal’s new work have made him obsessed with trivia – with society weddings,
         and designer gowns? She could not believe that. Possibly he had been mocking Jenkins’s pomposity. She could not tell. The
         fact remained that Pascal, whose journalistic instincts had once been so sharp, had ignored the most important and most curious
         aspect of John Hawthorne’s meteoric career. Now, why should he do that?
    

      
      ‘I’ll stick to politics, I think,’ she said. ‘We ought to start with a puzzle, a mystery, if you like. OK, so John Hawthorne
         is now the US ambassador here. Fine. But let’s remember that in his terms, that’s a demotion. Five years ago, John Hawthorne
         was one of the best known senators in the country and he seemed poised for greater power still. Back in 1989, 1990, all the forecasters agreed: Hawthorne was all set to be the next Democratic candidate
         for the Presidency.’
    

      
      ‘Precisely.’ Jenkins smiled broadly. ‘And given his clout, his wealth and his charisma, he might even have made it to the
         White House. If, that is, he could be persuaded to run. And no-one anticipated any difficulties about that. Fascinating, isn’t it?’
    

      
      Jenkins waited in silence, savouring the implications while he performed an elaborate ritual of cigar lighting.

      
      ‘Fine,’ he said finally. ‘John Hawthorne might have been the 1992 Democratic candidate for the Presidency. He might even have
         made it to the Oval Office. But he didn’t. Gini, go on.’
    

      
      ‘John Hawthorne’s part of a machine,’ Gini began. ‘A family machine. There are parallels with the Kennedys obviously, though
         in Hawthorne’s case, no Irish connections. His descent is Catholic Scots. He was the third generation to make it to the Senate.
         He was groomed by his father for political office from his earliest childhood. Law school, a serving officer in Vietnam, congressman,
         senator – it was a smooth, perfect, unimpeded ascent. He’s rich, smart, charismatic, driven. Master of the sound bite. Perfect
         on TV. Almost unnatural good looks. A tough campaign record … In a word, perfect modern presidential material. Hawthorne as
         the Democratic candidate in 1992 – that was the prediction …’ She paused. ‘Only something went wrong. Hawthorne never announced
         his candidacy. He resigned from the Senate early in 1991. He disappeared off the political map for an entire year to much
         rejoicing in Arkansas. Clinton had a clean run.’
    

      
      ‘Reasons?’ Jenkins said.

      
      ‘It was never explained. That’s what’s so curious. Why resign from the Senate? He had powerful backers in the Democratic party
         – why disappoint them? Count the column inches on that. And the answer? No-one knows. There was no scandal, no hint of skeletons
         in the closet, no smoking bimbos, no bribes, no unfortunate connections with organized crime. Nothing. Just, one day he was there – the next he was gone—’
    

      
      ‘There were reasons given,’ Pascal interrupted. ‘He put out a statement. One of the children, the younger son, had been seriously
         ill.’
    

      
      ‘Oh, sure. And Hawthorne wanted to spend more time with his family as a result. Don’t tell me you swallowed that.’

      
      ‘Possibly not.’

      
      ‘If you did, Pascal, you’re in a minority of one.’

      
      ‘Children, children, please. Do I detect a note of hostility here?’ Jenkins, who loved to detect such tensions, his guiding
         principle being divide and rule, made a calming gesture. ‘Let’s stick to the point,’ he said. ‘Fast forward – we haven’t got
         all day. Hawthorne resigns from the Senate, as you say. He stays well clear of the subsequent presidential election. One month
         after the inauguration, what do we find? John Hawthorne kissing hands with the Queen. His Excellency the Ambassador. A very unexpected appointment, Gini, don’t you agree? Run that one past me. Explain that as a career move.’
    

      
      Gini shrugged. ‘I can understand why the Clinton administration might offer him the job – I can see them in the Oval Office
         saying, How do we get rid of Hawthorne, how do you bury America’s crown prince? I can see that. But for Hawthorne to accept
         the posting to London? All his life this man’s been like a heat-seeking missile, straight on target to the White House—’
    

      
      ‘And then he veers off,’ Jenkins cut in. ‘Of course, one could say that being ambassador to Britain is a prestigious post.
         Other people even saw it as an effective launch-pad to the presidency – Joseph Kennedy, for one.’
    

      
      ‘Maybe so. But that was over fifty years ago. Times change. Now ambassadorships go to yesterday’s men, or women. As a reward
         for services rendered. In American terms right now, Hawthorne’s invisible. Ambassadors don’t make headlines. All this posting
         does for him is delay any political comeback. It cuts him off from the power centre. I’d say he has to have accepted that.
         He knows it’s over. Maybe he wants it to be over. Politically, Hawthorne’s all washed up.’
    

      
      There was a pause. Jenkins savoured the moment, then seemed to decide he had held out long enough. He leaned forward, wafting
         cigar smoke at them both.
    

      
      ‘Suppose I told you that Hawthorne wasn’t washed up? Suppose I told you that Hawthorne was having second thoughts, that he
         now wished he’d never abandoned that golden career?’
    

      
      ‘I’d say he’s left it too late.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’ Jenkins smiled. ‘After all, make the calculations: let’s suppose Clinton enjoys office for two full terms.
         That takes us to the year 2000. By which time John Hawthorne will be in his mid-fifties. He’s a man, in any case, who looks
         a good ten years younger than his age. Would you rule him out of the presidential running then – a man of his looks and abilities,
         a man with his connections? If you would, I’m not sure I’d agree.’
    

      
      ‘OK,’ Gini said. ‘I agree. Up to a point. It’s feasible Hawthorne could make a comeback further down the road. But not without
         re-establishing his American base. Not if he remains here too long. If he does that, he’s dead in the water.’ She paused.
         Jenkins was watching her, smiling. Gini, who knew his techniques, realized that she had been given, and missed, a clue.
    

      
      ‘Connections,’ she said, leaning forward. ‘Oh, I see, Nicholas. You mean it might not just be a question of Hawthorne’s own ambitions?
         You mean there are other people promoting Hawthorne’s political future as well?’
    

      
      ‘Well, my dear Gini, I’d say so, wouldn’t you? His father, for one. That goes without saying, and old SS should never be underestimated,
         wheelchair or no. I’ve heard other names mentioned as well, powerful names representing powerful vested interests. Still—’
    

      
      He broke off, and leaned back in his chair, drawing on his cigar. ‘We don’t need to concentrate on those details, not for
         now. I didn’t bring you both here today to discuss them. John Hawthorne may or may not have an illustrious political future.
         Right now, he’s one of his country’s most senior ambassadors, a man with an unblemished reputation. And – unlike you – I have been hearing stories about him. Very
         interesting stories. Revelatory, you might say. Your job will be to discover if they’re true. If they are, then Hawthorne
         will have no political future at all.’
    

      
      He paused, looking from Pascal to Gini. The end of his cigar glowed. Gini hesitated, puzzled by Pascal’s silence. She glanced
         across at him, then turned back to Jenkins.
    

      
      ‘You mean Hawthorne has an enemy?’

      
      ‘Oh, very much so.’

      
      ‘That doesn’t necessarily mean much. Men in Hawthorne’s position breed enemies.’

      
      ‘I do so agree,’ Jenkins said smoothly. ‘An enemy means nothing – unless that enemy could come up with something John Hawthorne
         hoped to keep well buried. Something never rumoured, never whispered about before. Now, if an enemy could do that—’
    

      
      ‘They’d go straight to an American newspaper.’ It was Pascal who cut in, making Gini jump. He was watching Jenkins closely.

      
      ‘They’d go straight to the New York Times, Nicholas, or the Washington Post. Their approach might be indirect, devious. But that’s where they’d go. Not a British newspaper. You know that.’
    

      
      ‘True. Very true.’ Jenkins remained unruffled. ‘I agree. That’s precisely what they’d do. Unless they happened to be in England
         at the time. Unless it just so happened that they had an English contact, someone whom they had reason to trust.’
    

      
      There was another silence. Jenkins continued to sit there, smiling at them both. He had every intention, Gini could see, of
         spinning this out. Silently, she cursed him for this characteristic and labyrinthine approach. Jenkins parted with information
         as reluctantly as a glutton parted with food. The story, she saw, would have to be prised out.
    

      
      ‘OK,’ she said, ‘let me get this straight, Nicholas. You’ve heard rumours about Hawthorne, yes? There’s something he wants
         to hide. Fiscal? Some tax scam?’
    

      
      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Influences then. Friends in the wrong places? Electoral bribes? Some link-up with organized crime?’

      
      ‘Nothing like that. Not a hint. In that respect, Hawthorne’s unusual. The original Mr Clean.’

      
      ‘Come on, Nicholas. I’m getting sick of guessing games.’

      
      ‘One more try.’

      
      ‘All right. Sex. It’s something sexual he wants to hide.’

      
      ‘Getting warmer. Go on.’

      
      ‘Well, if it’s sexual, it’s predictable …’

      
      ‘The best stories often are.’

      
      ‘A mistress? An illegitimate child? Call-girls? Unwise moments with blondes …’

      
      ‘You’re right about the blondes.’ Jenkins’s smile broadened. ‘They have to be blondes, or so I hear …’
    

      
      He broke off while they sat in silence, Jenkins enjoying their suspense. He continued to puff at his cigar, pink, plump and
         magisterial, like a benign Buddha enthroned on a chair.
    

      
      Finally, Gini said, ‘Have to be blondes? That’s an odd way of putting it.’
    

      
      ‘Oh no. It’s precise.’ Jenkins beamed. ‘When their services are arranged, he stipulates blondes. He has other requirements
         as well. Hawthorne’s extremely specific, or so I hear.’
    

      
      ‘Get to the point, Nicholas.’

      
      ‘Of course, Pascal. Blondes. Hawthorne needs blondes. But the ways in which he needs them are unusual to say the least. Even
         to me, and I’ve heard it all. First,’ he held up one finger, ‘he requires a blonde, a hired blonde, with absolute regularity. One a month, always on the same
         day. Always on a Sunday, as it happens – the third Sunday of any calendar month.
    

      
      ‘Second,’ he went on, ‘the blonde must remain silent at all times. During the … sessions they have together, she must not speak or
         cry out while in his presence. In view of what happens, that must present difficulties, but those are the rules.
    

      
      ‘Thirdly, the meetings last for exactly two hours and a costume is provided for the girl. Much of that costume will be removed. Except for one item. The girl is provided with long
         black leather gloves, and the gloves must be worn at all times. The girl is never permitted to touch Hawthorne, except with
         a gloved hand.’
    

      
      ‘Gloves?’ Pascal said, and Gini caught his reaction.
    

      
      Jenkins, launched now, did not; he pressed on. ‘Fourth, generally speaking, the girl is there to obey Hawthorne’s commands. Some of those commands are … unusual, shall we say?
         Though each to his own, of course. Occasionally the girls have required medical attention afterwards. It’s partly for that
         reason, I imagine, that they’re so well paid. The going rate was twenty thousand dollars a session in America. It’s ten thousand
         pounds here. No girl is ever used twice.’
    

      
      ‘Twenty thousand dollars?’ Gini stared at him in disbelief.

      
      ‘Generous, isn’t it?’ Jenkins smiled. ‘Maybe that accounts for the fact that none of these girls has gone running to the tabloids.
         There is another reason, of course. In view of what’s happened. They’re too scared.’
    

      
      There was a silence. Nicholas Jenkins looked well pleased. He leaned back in his chair. ‘Fascinating, don’t you find? The
         patterns of obsessive behaviour. And Hawthorne a man with so much to lose …’
    

      
      ‘It’s ridiculous,’ Gini began a second before Pascal. ‘It’s trash. Garbage. Colourful, sure – and beyond that, Nicholas, I
         have to say I don’t believe a word.’
    

      
      ‘Nor do I.’ Pascal rose. ‘This is a total waste of time. Once a month, every month? For God’s sake, Nicholas, the man’s an
         ambassador. He used to be a US senator. To arrange something like that, other people would have to be involved. Aides, bodyguards
         certainly. A man like Hawthorne is protected, rarely alone. There’s no way on earth you could keep that kind of thing under
         wraps. Two months, three at most – and the story’s all over town.’
    

      
      ‘I know.’ Jenkins’s smile became complacent. ‘Yet I hear it’s been going on for years. Four years at least – that’s a great
         many blondes.’
    

      
      
      ‘You must have taken leave of your senses.’ Pascal now made no attempt to disguise his impatience. ‘You flew me to London
         for this? I might as well go now.’
    

      
      ‘Oh, I wouldn’t do that. You haven’t heard it all. Just listen. Consider – my reaction was exactly the same as yours. The
         first time it was put to me, well, I wouldn’t have given it a second’s credence. And I certainly wouldn’t have flown you in,
         not at your rates.’ Pascal flushed; Jenkins waved him back to his chair. ‘Sit down – there’s a good fellow. And let me explain.
         There’s one very obvious question, isn’t there? Who was my source?’
    

      
      ‘OK. Five minutes.’ Pascal sat down. ‘Who was your source? One of the girls?’
    

      
      ‘Certainly not.’ Jenkins looked offended. ‘You think I’d react this way to some story from a two-bit tart? My source is right
         in there, close to the ambassador.’
    

      
      ‘You’ve talked to this source yourself?’

      
      For the first time, some of Jenkins’s ebullience diminished. He shifted his gaze slightly. ‘No,’ he admitted in a grudging
         way, ‘I haven’t. Not yet. My information was filtered, if you like. It came through a third party.’
    

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘The name’s not likely to mean anything to you, or Gini. It’s a man. James McMullen. I was at school with him, as it happens.
         I’ve known him for years.’
    

      
      ‘McMullen?’ Pascal glanced across at Gini, who shook her head. ‘And who is he, this school-friend of yours?’

      
      ‘Nobody much,’ Jenkins replied, and there were signs his confidence was returning. ‘Well-connected. Clever – up to a point
         – in fact, he was an Oxford scholar. But a bit weak maybe – vacillating, no drive. Left Oxford without a degree, spent some
         years as an army officer, then resigned. Took a few jobs in the City. Became a bit of a drifter – a handsome, charming drifter.
         Goodhearted. Honest. A bit of a throw-back – not in touch with the modern world. He first approached me about three months
         ago. Out of the blue. I hadn’t laid eyes on him in years.’
    

      
      ‘He told you the story about the blondes?’ Gini asked, watching him closely. ‘Was he selling it? How much did he want?’
    

      
      ‘Nothing. My friend James doesn’t operate that way. He’s a gentleman, one of a dying breed. I doubt he even knows newspapers
         pay for information, and if he did, he’d be appalled. No. He didn’t want money. He wanted something more subtle. He wanted
         the truth about Hawthorne to come out.’
    

      
      There was another silence. Gini could see Pascal thinking, calculating. His impatience had gone.

      
      ‘All right,’ he said, when Jenkins volunteered nothing further. ‘Your friend McMullen was an intermediary, bringing you information
         on someone else’s behalf. How close is that person to the ambassador?’
    

      
      ‘Oh very close indeed.’

      
      ‘And you can substantiate McMullen’s link with that source?’

      
      ‘Pascal, please, of course. That was my opening request. That groundwork’s done. It was arranged for me to witness McMullen lunching with
         his source. There’s no doubt they know each other. They’re old friends. And then …’ He paused, smiling. ‘Then – also at my
         suggestion – James recorded a telephone conversation between them, with equipment I provided. The tape’s being copied now.
         I’ll let you have it tomorrow. When you hear it, you’ll see. James wasn’t lying. And he’s very close to his source.’
    

      
      Pascal shrugged. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Let’s take that as read for now. McMullen is close to this source, and the source
         is close to Hawthorne. How close? Someone employed in the household, or at the embassy? A maid? A driver? One of his aides?
         Some security man?’
    

      
      ‘Closer than that.’

      
      ‘Someone in Hawthorne’s family? His brother? One of that tribe of cousins?’ Gini suggested, then shook her head. ‘No. I can’t
         believe that. A united front. No-one in that family would talk.’
    

      
      Jenkins was not listening. His gaze was now directed towards the windows, and the fading light of a winter afternoon. Gini could see how much he was relishing this, and she had an intuition: Jenkins loved scoops, he loved the coup de grâce. He would have saved the best, and the nastiest twist, for last.
    

      
      ‘In a way,’ he began slowly, in a meditative tone, ‘you could say that the source is almost the ambassador himself. Because
         there’s another aspect to those monthly rituals – one I didn’t mention before. It seems that when Hawthorne returns from one
         of his sessions, he likes to go over its details, chapter and verse. Blow-by-blow descriptions, as you might appropriately
         say … It’s the conclusion to the night’s entertainments, apparently. And from what I gather, for Hawthorne it’s the most satisfying
         part of all.’
    

      
      ‘You mean he tells someone all this?’ Gini stared at him in astonishment. ‘That can’t be true. You mean he comes back, sits down by the fireside,
         and describes what he’s done? Nicholas …’
    

      
      ‘Not by the fireside, I hear.’ Jenkins’s smile was now one of malicious delight. ‘In bed is the favoured location, or so I’m
         told.’
    

      
      ‘In bed? You mean …?’

      
      ‘I mean, my dears, that our source is the ambassador’s wife. Lise Hawthorne herself. She told McMullen, her old friend, confidant and self-appointed protector, and eventually McMullen
         told me. Rather trusting, as I’m sure you’ll agree, handing a stick of dynamite to an editor – but then my friend James is trusting, and so I’m beginning to suspect is the ambassador’s wife. Trusting, frightened, trapped and increasingly desperate
         … And such a beautiful woman, too.’
    

      
      Jenkins had finally obtained his hoped-for reaction. He bathed a few minutes in the glow of their astonishment, then rose
         to his feet.
    

      
      ‘Mrs Hawthorne wants this story to come out,’ he continued, more briskly. ‘Since she’s a devout Catholic, a divorce is ruled
         out. Now a divorce court, of course, would bring the truth to light – but since she hasn’t that option, she’s turned to the
         Press. To us.’ He paused. ‘On one condition. We have to substantiate this story without any apparent assistance from her. She cannot be revealed as its
         source—’
    

      
      ‘You mean we can’t talk to her?’ Gini interrupted. ‘We can’t approach the main source directly?’

      
      ‘My dear Gini, absolutely not. Under no circumstances. That’s the first rule, the first condition McMullen laid down. No interviews with the lovely Lise.’
         Jenkins favoured both of them with a benign, and possibly gloating, smile. ‘Leg-work, my dears. No cosy phone calls to the
         ambassadorial residence. No cosy tête-à-têtes with Lise. No enquiries to staff that get back to the ambassador three seconds
         after you hang up the phone.’
    

      
      ‘Damn.’ Gini had opened her diary meanwhile. She was flicking through its pages. ‘I was just checking how the Sundays fall.
         It’s eleven days to the third Sunday this month.’
    

      
      ‘I know,’ Jenkins replied. ‘And you’ll need every one of those days. There’s a lot to check out. And, annoyingly, there were
         gaps in my friend James’s narrative. We know when these meetings allegedly take place—’
    

      
      ‘But not where,’ Gini finished for him.

      
      ‘This shouldn’t be too much of a problem.’ Pascal rose. He looked at Jenkins thoughtfully. ‘After all, McMullen’s told you
         everything else. He’s been a very obliging kind of source. Location shouldn’t be a difficulty. Where is your friend Mr McMullen,
         Nicholas? How do we contact him?’
    

      
      Pascal’s tone had been sarcastic. Jenkins seemed pleased to have riled him.

      
      ‘Ah, tiny problem,’ he said cheerily. ‘I should have mentioned it before. McMullen’s disappeared. Gone to ground. We were
         due to meet just before Christmas. McMullen had promised to provide the next assignation address. Unfortunately McMullen never
         showed. He’s not been in his London flat for over two weeks. None of his friends has clapped eyes on him. He hasn’t written,
         hasn’t telephoned … Most mysterious. As if he’s dead … Still, I’m sure you’ll both track him down.’
    

      
      
      He gave them both a jovial salute. Gini felt that for some reason he now chose to forestall further questions. ‘Must rush.
         Late for my own editorial meeting. Here, Gini.’
    

      
      He slid a card and a photograph across the table. The picture must have been taken some years before, Gini noted, for in it
         McMullen wore uniform. A good-looking fair-haired man, wearing combat fatigues. It was not a very good photograph, nor a very
         clear likeness.
    

      
      ‘That’s his address, and the only picture I could get hold of. Just to give you both a start. Pascal, talk to my girl Charlotte.
         I know she’s booked you a room somewhere comfortable. Check back with me in a couple of days, when you’ve got some results.
         Be ingenious, my dears. Have fun. Ciao.’
    

  



      
      
      VII

      
      ‘Is Jenkins always like that?’ Pascal asked, some time later as they left the News building.
    

      
      Gini shrugged, and pulled her coat tighter around her. It was almost dark now, at three-thirty in the afternoon. It was cold;
         rain alternated with sleet. ‘You’ve met Nicholas before. You should know. And yes, he is.’
    

      
      ‘He’s a shit,’ Pascal said in a gloomy way. ‘I always thought that, and now I’m sure. He gloats.’

      
      ‘Sure. He enjoys other people’s misfortunes. He’s not alone in that.’

      
      ‘It’s a wild-goose chase.’ Pascal glanced at the yellowish sky, and turned up the collar of his jacket. ‘None of this will
         stand up. It’s too far-fetched.’
    

      
      ‘Maybe. I’m not so sure of that. Nicholas knows a good story when he hears one. Think about it – from his point of view it
         could work two ways. If the allegations about Hawthorne are true, that’s headline stuff. If they turn out to be untrue, there’s
         still a story: Lise Hawthorne, peddling lies about her husband to the Press.’
    

      
      ‘Maybe. Maybe so.’

      
      There was a small awkward silence. She could feel Pascal’s gaze, and averted her face. She looked around her. The News offices, in former years after the move from Fleet Street, had been under siege to union pickets. They were a grim place.
         ‘Fortress Docklands’ they’d been nicknamed, and the tag was apt. From where they stood, just outside the brutalist office
         building itself, they were ringed by fifteen-foot walls, barbed-wire fencing, and electronic security-manned gates. A few
         blocks beyond, through a maze of grim council estates and converted warehouses, was the River Thames. The proximity of the river and its low-tide mud flats made the air dank. I work in a prison, Gini sometimes thought.
    

      
      ‘Genevieve?’

      
      Pascal had turned to her. He touched the sleeve of her coat, then quickly withdrew his hand. His use of her full name, and
         the French manner in which he pronounced it, brought the past roaring back. For one brief and painful instant Gini remembered
         how it had once been in that little room by the harbour. She remembered how the dancehall music made the floor pulse, how
         the lights of the fishing boats glittered across the water at night, how it felt when Pascal took her in his arms.
    

      
      She averted her face, and kept her eyes fixed firmly on the security gates.

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’ Pascal hesitated. His manner was awkward.

      
      ‘I wasn’t told I would be working with you. I promise you, Gini, until just before you walked into that room, Jenkins had
         said nothing. I had no idea.’
    

      
      Gini turned to look at him. ‘If you had known in advance would you have agreed to work with me or refused?’

      
      A shadow passed across his face, but the Pascal she remembered had always been honest, and he gave her an honest answer now.
         ‘If it had happened a few years ago – yes, I’d have refused. I was trying to make my marriage work. There was Marianne – my
         daughter.’ He paused, looked towards her, then away. He thrust his hands into his jacket pockets, half-shrugged. ‘So – yes,
         if this had happened a few years back, I would have refused. You know why, I think.’
    

      
      ‘Too many memories?’

      
      ‘Partly. And too much risk.’

      
      There was a little silence. Gini stared hard at the gates. Eventually, she said, ‘Risk?’

      
      ‘We quarrelled once. I had no wish to do so again.’

      
      It was not the answer Gini had hoped for. She began to move across the yard in the direction of her car. She pushed her wet
         hair back from her face. Pascal came after her, and touched her sleeve. She came to a halt.
    

      
      
      ‘Why do you ask?’ he said, in an agitated way. ‘You don’t want to work with me now, is that it?’

      
      Gini turned to look at him. His face was pale and drawn, his hair wet from the rain. She could both feel his tension, and
         see it written on his features.
    

      
      ‘If that’s the case, just say so, Gini, I’ll understand. I’ll tell Jenkins I’m pulling out. It doesn’t matter. There’s plenty
         of other work. I’ll do that, Gini. I’ll tell him right now. If you want.’
    

      
      Gini hesitated. The sleety rain was cold against her cheeks. Tiny wet particles clung to her eyelids and lashes. She blinked.

      
      ‘No,’ she said eventually. ‘No, don’t do that … After all, it’s a good story. It could be a major story. There’s no reason
         why we can’t work together as a team. I might have found it hard too, a few years back. But not now. Now it’s fine. I’m over
         all that …’
    

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      ‘It was a long time ago, Pascal. Twelve years.’

      
      He touched her shoulder, and made her face him. He looked down at her intently, then with a half-smile, tilted up the brim
         of her cap.
    

      
      ‘Why the disguise, Gini? A boy’s cap, a man’s overcoat, your lovely hair all tied back? Trousers, boots. Are you trying to
         change your sex?’
    

      
      ‘No, no, of course not.’ She gave a quick protective irritable gesture. ‘I just don’t like to look too female, that’s all.
         Not when I work. I work with men all the time, and … I find it’s simpler, that’s all.’
    

      
      ‘Your eyes haven’t changed, you know that?’

      
      ‘Pascal, don’t.’

      
      She drew back from him sharply, and looked away. She could feel his gaze rest upon her face. The sleet fell. Across the yard,
         a car engine started up. She tried to fight down all the memories that surged forward when she heard that tone, amused, half-tender,
         in his voice. She said to herself: I will not let this happen to me again; I won’t.
    

      
      Pascal moved a few paces off. He made an odd gesture of the hand, as if relinquishing something. He said, ‘You’re right. Of course.’
    

      
      ‘Friends,’ Gini began in a rush. ‘We can work together as friends, surely? We always said that was how it would be – if we
         met again. No bitterness. No recriminations.’
    

      
      ‘Is that what we said?’

      
      ‘It was. You know it was. More or less.’

      
      ‘Maybe. I remember it rather differently.’ It was his turn to look away. He frowned up at the sky, then turned back with a
         shrug. ‘Still. Friends. I’m sure you’re right. Reporters. Colleagues. Tout à fait, les professionels, toi et moi.’
    

      
      ‘Pascal, please don’t speak French.’

      
      ‘You used to speak it once.’ He smiled. ‘Bad grammar, the accent not so good – but you still spoke it. I can still hear the
         sound of your voice. Gini—’
    

      
      ‘No. Don’t do this. I won’t work with you if you do this.’ She had raised her voice. It echoed around the courtyard. Pascal
         seemed about to argue, then reconsidered. Gini thought: He has changed; he would have argued once. She glanced toward him; there was a tired grey resignation on his face.
    

      
      ‘It throws me,’ he said simply. ‘It throws me badly, meeting you like this.’

      
      ‘I know.’ She set her lips. ‘Me too. We’ll get over that.’

      
      There was defiance in her tone; Pascal ignored it. He made no comment. Turning, he began to walk back towards the gates. Gini
         fell into step beside him. Behind them, from the News offices, a cold fluorescence spilled into the dusk. As they reached her small Volkswagen Beetle, Pascal said, ‘I’m divorced
         now.’
    

      
      ‘I know. I heard. Someone in the office mentioned it. I thought of writing to you to say how sorry I was. I am sorry, Pascal.’

      
      ‘It happens.’ His tone was flat. Then his face lightened. ‘I still see my daughter, of course. Marianne. She’s seven now.
         She lives with my wife, but I see her every week. In the holidays …’ He paused. ‘You never married, then?’
    

      
      
      ‘No. I never married. I live alone. Maybe I’m not the marrying type. You know how it is.’

      
      There was another silence. How awkward we are, Gini thought, and how bleak we sound. She opened her bag, and began to rummage
         inside it for her car keys.
    

      
      ‘I used to think of you,’ Pascal said, in a sudden abrupt way. ‘I’d see articles you wrote. I could see you were doing well.
         I was glad. I always wanted you to succeed. To be happy. I hope you know that was the case—’
    

      
      ‘I am happy,’ Gini replied quickly. ‘I’m fine. Everything’s worked out very well. Listen, I should go, Pascal. We’ve got work
         to do. I think I’ll go over to the Press Association, go through the clippings on the Hawthornes. And you’ll want to check
         in at your hotel. Can I give you a lift?’
    

      
      ‘No, no. There’s a cab pulling in. I’ll take that.’

      
      He signalled to the taxi-driver. Gini still fumbled for her keys in her overflowing bag. Her fingers touched wrapping paper,
         a box, the cold metal of a pair of handcuffs. She had almost forgotten this parcel. She fumbled again, and found the keys
         at last. When she looked up, she found Pascal was still watching her, a slight frown on his face.
    

      
      ‘Your father? How is he?’ he asked. ‘Well, I hope.’

      
      ‘My father’s at the Washington bureau now. Drinking just a little bit more. I rarely see him. You don’t have to be polite.’

      
      ‘And your stepmother? She lives in the country still?’

      
      ‘No. In London. She remarried some years ago. Very happily. Her husband died last year. So it’s been hard for her. But she’s
         fighting back. She’s like that.’ She paused. ‘You’d like her, I think. You should meet her anyway.’
    

      
      ‘I should?’ He looked surprised.

      
      ‘Oh yes. She might help us. She’s the reason Jenkins put me on this story. She’s the “contact” Jenkins mentioned.’

      
      ‘Your stepmother?’

      
      ‘Yes. Mary’s known the Hawthorne family for forty years at least. They’re old old friends. She and Hawthorne are very close.
         It was through Mary that I met him. At her house, at her party.’
    

      
      
      A look she could not quite interpret crossed Pascal’s face. ‘Oh, of course,’ he said. ‘All those family connections of yours.
         Instant entrée.’
    

      
      ‘I don’t advertise them, Pascal.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you don’t.’

      
      ‘Mary’s nothing like my father, in any case. And my father …’ She broke off. ‘Pascal. You shouldn’t have blamed him.’

      
      ‘I didn’t blame him.’ He spoke sharply. ‘I blamed myself.’ Across the yard, the taxi-driver leaned on his horn. ‘Damn.’ Pascal
         glanced over his shoulder. ‘He’s getting impatient, I’d better go. And you’d better hurry, if you want to go through the clippings
         on Hawthorne. The files will be a foot thick. So …’ He turned to glance at her. ‘What shall we do? Would you like to meet
         later? Shall we have dinner tonight?’
    

      
      ‘No, not tonight. I’m going out tonight. Let’s make a start in the morning. Call me then. You’ve got the number?’

      
      She stopped. Another memory had come back. For an instant she felt on her skin the heat of a Beirut summer. Sometimes, when
         he was working, Pascal would be away all night. If he was, he always called her hotel first thing in the morning. He always
         called at eight. She always picked up on the first ring. That was their ritual. Darling, can you come over now? I got the pictures. It’s all right. I’m safe. She turned away. These memories hurt.
    

      
      Pascal hesitated, as if about to say more, then moved off to the waiting cab. Over his shoulder, from a few yards off, he
         said, ‘I’ll call in the morning. I’ll call at eight.’
    

      
      Inside her little Beetle it was cold. The seats felt damp. Gini switched on the windscreen wipers. She watched the cab pull
         away, then disappear through the gates. She switched off the car engine. Water rattled against the car roof. The windscreen
         became a blur. She slumped against the steering wheel, and covered her face.
    

      
      She felt tense with the effort of concealment. If she had known she was to meet him, then she would have coped so much better, she thought. It was hard to be greeted by him as an acquaintance, a virtual stranger, yet if she had had time
         she could have prepared for that.
    

      
      She straightened, started the engine once more and looked out across this prison-yard place. It was twelve years since Beirut,
         and five since the last occasion, the only other occasion, when they had met. Sitting outside a café on a wide Paris boulevard
         on the left bank. It had been a day of bright sunshine, the light dazzled in the street. And she had not been alone, she had
         been with another journalist, an Englishman much older than herself. Her affair with him had been uneasy and quarrelsome from
         the first; the visit to Paris had not improved things. They had spent much of the previous night arguing, and all of the morning.
         As she sat outside the café, she was trying to blot out the stream of accusations that came from her left. She had been thinking:
         In a moment, I’ll just stand up and leave. Then I’ll never need to see him again. And she looked away, up the boulevard, with its plane trees, watching the passing people, and her eyes focused on a single
         family group.
    

      
      They were walking towards her at a leisurely pace, a tall dark-haired man, a dark-haired woman, and their child. The man had
         his arms around the woman’s shoulders; the woman was pushing a buggy with a little girl in it. The child was laughing, and
         waving her fists. She looked about two years old, Gini thought. It was their ease, their evident contentment, which drew her
         eye. She watched them approach, the little girl was wearing a bright blue frock, a little pinafore – and then she realized.
         It was Pascal who was laughing at something this woman had just said to him. It was Pascal who took one of her hands, and
         swung it, and increased his pace. It was Pascal, who stopped just a few yards away, turned to her, said something, and kissed
         her upturned face.
    

      
      The shock was acute. She had known that he was married; she had heard he had a child; until that moment she had not understood
         what she had lost.
    

      
      She had looked away quickly, and bent her head. She told herself that he would not notice her, and that if he did, he would walk on by, but he did not. He stopped, hesitated,
         and then he spoke.
    

      
      She did not want to remember the scene after that. The stiff introductions, the meaningless exchanges, the fixed and glassy
         smiles. The air eddied with undercurrents. Pascal’s wife’s face became tight. The little girl began to cry. Eventually, the
         family group moved off. Beside her, her companion knocked back his drink.
    

      
      ‘Well, well, well,’ he said. ‘Pascal Lamartine, no less. So tell me, when did you screw him – and don’t bother denying it, Gini. It was written all over your face. And his.’
    

      
      She had not said one word. She simply rose and walked away. As she did so, she felt the headiest relief. She ran back to their
         hotel, packed her bags, and left. The man was completely unimportant. Now, still sitting in her car, she could scarcely remember
         his name, let alone his face.
    

      
      But that glimpse of marital happiness – she could remember that only too clearly. Looking across the wet yard, she watched
         it, gesture by gesture, Pascal’s other life. When, just a few minutes earlier, he had mentioned his daughter, he had made
         no reference to the incident. Perhaps he had forgotten it, forgotten she had ever seen his wife or Marianne.
    

      
      It was likely, to be expected. Releasing the brake, she drove forward, and out of the gates.

      
      Pascal’s hotel turned out to be in Park Lane. It was large, efficient, international and anonymous. He had been assigned a
         business suite with two telephones and a fax machine. His life was now lived in similar hotel rooms. He felt he could move
         around them blindfolded. It took him two seconds to unpack.
    

      
      He checked his cameras, dialled room service, and told them to bring some food at eight. He showered, changed, inspected the
         crumpled garments in the closets, and resolved to reform. Would Gini want to work with a man who looked as if he’d slept the
         night before in a hedge? No, she would not. He rang the valet service, and feeling proud of himself, gestured grandly at the closets.
    

      
      ‘Take them away,’ he said. ‘All of them. I want them all cleaned and pressed. Oh, and the shirts laundered. Can you do that?’

      
      The valet smiled and said he could. He made no comment when he opened the closet doors to find it contained three ancient
         shirts, three pairs of blue jeans, and innumerable pairs of odd socks.
    

      
      ‘The leather jacket as well, would it be, sir?’

      
      Pascal ran his hands through his hair, so it stood on end. ‘No. Maybe not the jacket. It’s cold. I’ll need this.’

      
      ‘Replace the missing buttons on the shirts, sir?’

      
      ‘That is possible? Superb.’

      
      ‘If you’ll be staying with us some while, sir, I could make a suggestion …’

      
      ‘One week. Two weeks. Maybe more. What?’

      
      ‘There is a very good shop in the hotel arcade, sir. It sells excellent gentlemen’s clothing …’

      
      ‘Suits?’ Pascal said, on a suspicious note.

      
      ‘More your actual informal wear, sir. I think you’d find it to your taste. It stays open until eight.’

      
      ‘Excellent.’ Pascal gave the man a very generous tip. He went downstairs at once. He inspected the shop in question warily,
         since clothes did not interest him in the least, and he bought them rarely, only when the previous garments gave up the ghost.
         Steeling himself, he went inside and began grabbing things from shelves.
    

      
      ‘These,’ he said, ‘and these. And three of these. And those over there …’

      
      The pile on the counter mounted. The assistant watched him, straight-faced. ‘They’re all black, sir. You’re sure you—’

      
      ‘Yes, yes, black,’ said Pascal, proffering plastic. He was already bored with this. ‘Everything black. It’s simpler like that.’

      
      The assistant knew a pushover when he saw one: customers in a hurry were usually the best. Besides, this customer would be a pleasure to advise: he was tall, lean, rangy. He deserved to be well dressed.
    

      
      ‘If I might make a few suggestions, sir? To complement these purchases. A classic white shirt, perhaps? We have Turnbull and
         Asser in stock. And a nice tie to go with it. Knitted silk is back …’
    

      
      Pascal was not aware that knitted silk had ever been away. He gave the man a blank look. ‘Ties? Ties? I never wear ties …’

      
      ‘For a dinner engagement, sir? Or a business meeting, perhaps?’

      
      Pascal hesitated. He had a sudden vision of Gini seated next to him at a candlelit table. He and Gini were drinking champagne
         and eating wonderful food. Gini looked rapturously happy. Women liked to be taken to restaurants, he thought vaguely. He frowned.
    

      
      ‘A tie,’ he said in a meditative tone. ‘A tie. Yes, maybe you are right.’

      
      ‘And then, sir, we have the new Armani jackets just in. The unstructured look, with just a fraction more tailoring than last year. Now this one here …’ He produced a jacket. Unfortunately Pascal looked at the price tag. An
         expression of pure horror came upon his face.
    

      
      ‘Ah no. Here I draw the line. Impossible. Unthinkable. Indefensible. I have a leather jacket upstairs.’

      
      ‘Ah yes. But for that dinner engagement, sir? Would the leather really be suitable? This is cashmere, of course.’

      
      Pascal still looked shaken, and unconvinced. Inspiration came to the assistant.

      
      ‘And then it would last, sir, there’s always that. Classic styling, superb fabric. Ten years from now, you could still be
         wearing it.’
    

      
      Pascal was less naïve than he seemed. He knew an astute sales pitch when he heard one, and he smiled at this. He made a quick
         calculation: perhaps it could be justified, this once. He added the white shirt, the knitted tie and the jacket to the pile.
    

      
      ‘Ça suffit. Not a sock, not a belt, not an item more. Enough.’
    

      
      
      * * *

      
      Returning to his hotel room, Pascal made an effort. He actually hung up the new clothes. Then they made him feel guilty, and
         despondent – restaurant, what restaurant? He’d probably never even take Gini to a restaurant. They would work together during
         the day, and then in the evenings she’d go out with whoever was the new man in her life. He glowered at the foolish clothes
         and shut the door on them at once.
    

      
      Work, he said to himself, and he set himself to work. He could feel the memories, just there at the edge of his consciousness,
         and he wanted them no closer. Work would keep them at bay. He opened his heavy address book and began to run down the names
         of contacts. Forget Beirut, forget that small square bare room above the harbour, forget everything that happened there. That
         was in another country, in another life.
    

      
      He closed his eyes briefly. For an instant he saw Gini, the Gini he had known then. She was standing, quietly, near the window.
         It was dawn, the shutters were closed, and the pale outline of her naked body was striped with the pinkish light from the
         louvres. She was watching him, silently, a little sadly, as he slept. Waking, seeing her, he at once ached to hold her. He
         lifted his hand to her.
    

      
      ‘Darling. Don’t worry. Don’t be sad. We’ll find a solution. I love you. Come back to bed.’

      
      He swore under his breath, closed the address book, opened it again. The memory faded, eased away, but he knew it would come
         back. Names, contacts, he said to himself. Somewhere in this address book there would be someone who could help with the Hawthorne
         story. Someone – but who? Of all these numbers – which?
    

      
      Pascal’s contacts were his life blood. They had to be better than those of his competitors: his contacts, as much as his camera
         skills, kept him ahead of the pack. These connections spanned the social scale: at one end were the hostesses, the party-givers,
         the jet-set pleasure-seekers; at the other end were those who serviced the needs of the first – the private plane pilots,
         the chauffeurs, the hotel clerks, the ski-instructors, the security operatives, the maids, nannies and gardeners – all those who quietly, efficiently and invisibly
         served the whims and caprices of the rich.
    

      
      The night-club owners, the croupiers, the swimming-pool servicers, the golf pros, the tennis coaches, the vendeuses, the call-girls: it was a huge and useful underclass. Pascal had experienced the pulse of their resentment. Their banked
         hostility to their employers no longer surprised him. Like them, he had learned from proximity. He had little sympathy for
         the hypocrisies of the privileged and powerful, little sympathy for the sublime carelessness of the rich.
    

      
      He paid well and promptly for information received. Sometimes the advantage this gave him amused him, and sometimes it disgusted
         him. His mother, tough, forthright and uncompromising, had attacked him for this work, right up to and including the day of
         her death.
    

      
      ‘Once your work meant something,’ she said. ‘Now what are you? A jackal, a hyena, une espèce de parasite.’
    

      
      Pascal had not replied. He was adding bills in his head. French lawyers. English lawyers. A house in the suburbs that cost
         five million francs he didn’t have. A house – or so the French lawyer believed, so Helen had said – which would make his ex-wife
         happy and keep her in France. Keep Marianne in France, near by, near him, at a French school, speaking French.
    

      
      This had mattered to him once, passionately. Now even that achievement, that attempt to rescue some security for his child
         from the wreckage of the marriage, even that might be lost.
    

      
      Pascal flicked through the pages of his address book, closed it again.

      
      ‘If there was no wrong-doing, Maman, I would have no story …’ He had said that once, twenty times. ‘People lie, Maman. They cheat. They double-cross. My photographs show them doing that. They show the truth.’
    

      
      His mother had not deigned to answer him, and Pascal, shamed, had turned away. Better not to try to justify this work, although it could be justified, perhaps. He needed money and this paid better than wars or deprivation. There was an
         inexhaustible appetite for these stories. He was in tune with his society’s values: let that be his excuse.
    

      
      He stood up, and switched on the television. On the news programme were reports from several Middle Eastern countries. The
         previous week, Israeli troops had opened up on a village in the occupied territories: sixteen Arabs had died, two of them
         possible terrorists, and five of them children. The incident had occurred while the latest round of US–Israeli talks was proceeding.
         Increased US aid to Israel, and a boost in US arms supplies were widely rumoured to be part of the new package. The anti-US
         demonstrations had begun in Egypt, in Syria, now in Iraq and Iran: outside the US embassies, outside the premises of US businesses.
         Pascal watched his past in his present: the processions, the placards, the slogans, the burial of the dead.
    

      
      In London, the latest IRA bombing campaign was continuing. A bomb had been defused in a van outside Victoria Station. In Brussels,
         EEC ministers had met to … In the West Country, severe flooding had … Pascal rose and switched off the set. He spent some
         time on the telephone to various contacts of his, including one – formerly the madame of an exquisite brothel in the sixteenth arrondissement of Paris, who might know where a powerful man would go, once a month, to hire blondes for a liaison with sado-masochistic
         overtones. The results of the calls might prove helpful, but for the moment were inconclusive. Pascal stood, and stared at
         the wall of his hotel room. He thought of Genevieve; he heard the music of that small room above a dance hall in Beirut.
    

      
      At seven, needing air, feeling trapped, he left the hotel and walked the streets for a while. He passed through a silent Mayfair
         and skirted the brilliant empty shops of Oxford Street. He thought he walked at random, without purpose or direction, but
         this was not the case. His footsteps led him to Grosvenor Square, and to the US embassy there.
    

      
      He halted, and watched the building from across the street. Rain now fell heavily, in a thick curtain. Lights still blazed
         from the office windows with their protective bomb-blast curtaining. Outside the main doorway, at the head of the steps, two
         Marines stood on guard. This was unusual; Pascal stared. He could see the startling white of their puttees, the glint of their
         cap badges. The front of the building was floodlit. Pascal’s eyes moved up to where the bronze eagle, wings outspread, soared
         along the roof-line.
    

      
      Protective in its attitude, yet predatory: Pascal regarded it with distrust. Eagles, hammers, sickles – he disliked the icons
         of imperialism. He shifted his eyes higher to the flagpole, with its stars and stripes.
    

      
      The Marines alerted him. He heard the stamp of their feet as they came to attention. As he lowered his gaze, the doors were
         already swinging back.
    

      
      A cluster of men in dark coats was moving rapidly down the steps. At the foot of those steps, a long black limousine had drawn
         up, engine running, doors open. Two operatives were already in position, one at the front of the car, one at the back, their
         practised eyes raking the square.
    

      
      Still the cluster of men came down the steps. Then, just by the car, as if at a hidden signal, the group parted and drew aside.
         One of the bodyguards raised his arm and spoke into his wrist-mike. For half a second – no more – one man stood alone on the
         brink of the car. Light caught his pale hair. Then he ducked and was inside the car, the door was closed, and the limousine
         was pulling away from the pavement.
    

      
      Fast, discreet, one back-up car, no outriders. From across the square, Pascal had that half-second to glimpse the ambassador’s
         face.
    

      
      Pure chance – but he had glimpsed his quarry. Pascal turned, and retraced his steps.
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