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For Blaise


Prologue

TROUBLES NEVER CAME singly. When Mrs Harvey broke her teacup in the washing-up bowl, she knew that something else would go wrong before the day was out.

On Thursdays she had tea with Miss Pope at the Alexandra Hotel. It was 150 yards from her flat to the hotel. At this time of year the wind whipped along the sea-front in a positive gale. It was treacherous underfoot. The Council never dealt adequately with snow and ice. Mrs Harvey derived a grim pleasure from the thought that when the Councillors were Senior Citizens (risible term) themselves, they would suffer in their turn.

As she picked her way along the deserted Promenade, the salt stung her lips. The tide was high; it sucked greedily at the shingle. The sea, devoid of shipping, stretched away to the horizon. Sky and water were a uniform, monotonous grey. Not for the first time, Mrs Harvey wondered why the elderly flocked to Berthing-on-Sea.

The foyer of the Alexandra Hotel was abnormally crowded for a weekday in December. There were a great many middle-aged men with briefcases. Two of them were sitting at Mrs Harvey’s usual table, the one near the radiator in the bow window. Miss Pope was not there.

Mrs Harvey peered at her watch and repressed a twinge of irritation. So like Miss Pope to be late.

‘Mrs Harvey! What are you doing here?’

She recognized the voice rather than the face; her eyesight was not what it was. Joan, the fair, plump waitress, was carrying a tray laden with dirty crockery. She sounded harassed.

‘I’m always here on Thursdays,’ Mrs Harvey pointed out.

‘But today’s Wednesday.’

It took a few seconds for the information to sink in. Mrs Harvey was not altogether surprised. One consequence of age was that time became elastic: it stretched and contracted unexpectedly.

‘I think I’ll have a pot of tea and some toast, nevertheless.’ Mrs Harvey knew this was an indulgence for which she had not budgeted; but she needed time to recuperate before she faced the outside world again.

Joan shepherded her across to the window table. ‘Bit of a rush today, I’m afraid, dear. Most of these gentlemen came for the auction at Warton Castle.’

Mrs Harvey disliked sharing a table with strangers, but there was no alternative. As she waited for her tea, she stared out of the window. The two men were examining some coins in small transparent envelopes. Her attention strayed to their conversation; short of covering her ears she could hardly avoid eavesdropping.

‘I’d exchange the guinea for the Exeter half-crown and the 1723 shilling.’ The thickset man at the far end of the table prodded two of the envelopes with his forefinger. ‘How about it?’

NQOCD, Mrs Harvey thought: not quite our class, dear. The judgement was wholly out of place in these egalitarian days. No one was supposed to think about class any more.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Newley,’ the older man said. ‘It’s not as if the guinea was in good condition. Look at those scratches on the obverse. And the detail is very worn.’

Ex-army, Mrs Harvey decided. It had something to do with the carrying voice and the neatness of the clothes; he was the sort of man who kept his handkerchief in his sleeve.

‘In that case, Fowler-Troon, there’s nothing more to say.’ Newley slipped the guinea into his waistcoat pocket. ‘The shilling doesn’t really interest me. I don’t collect Hanoverians.’

Fowler-Troon swept the remaining coins across the table cloth. His elbow knocked his cup. Tea flooded towards Mrs Harvey.

‘I’m so sorry.’ He dabbed at the cloth with a handkerchief which he took from his sleeve. ‘Clumsy of me. I hope you weren’t splashed.’

‘Not at all,’ Mrs Harvey said. ‘Coin collecting – such an interesting hobby.’ The little accident had flustered her, and she scarcely knew what she was saying. ‘Did you buy them at the Warton Castle sale?’

‘Eh? Yes. Rather a waste of time, actually. An American dealer got most of the good pieces.’

‘So sad.’ Mrs Harvey recovered her poise. She was glad to have an opportunity to talk to someone; it would give her something to think about afterwards. ‘These country-house sales, I mean. An entire home going under the hammer.’

‘Quite so.’ Fowler-Troon refolded the damp, stained handkerchief and looked doubtfully at it. ‘From my point of view, they’re rather like lucky dips.’

‘Unlucky, in most cases,’ Newley said.

‘I do like guineas,’ Mrs Harvey said wildly, seeking to prolong the conversation. ‘They sound so much more romantic than pounds. I’ve got a guinea at home. My mother used to say it was very rare.’

‘What period?’ Newley asked.

‘One of the Jameses, I think. James III? There’s some connection with Bonnie Prince Charlie, too.’

Newley snorted. His exasperation took Mrs Harvey by surprise.

‘It can’t be James III, I’m afraid,’ Fowler-Troon said. ‘We’ve only had two Jameses, unless you count the Old Pretender. He called himself James III, but of course he was never in any position to mint coins.’

‘I believe my maternal grandfather bought it in Florence as a young man. Perhaps it was James II. I haven’t looked at it for years.’ Mrs Harvey frowned as she tried to remember. ‘I’ve a feeling that the date on it was the same as our old telephone number— 1744.’

‘That would make it George II.’ Fowler-Troon looked at his watch. ‘I must go if I’m to catch my train.’

‘I’m sure it wasn’t a George. Perhaps I’m getting muddled about the date.’

As Fowler-Troon was making his farewells, Joan arrived with Mrs Harvey’s tea. Newley poured himself another cup and asked Joan for a slice of chocolate cake.

‘You say your grandfather bought it,’ he said when they were alone. ‘When would that be? Sometime in the last century?’

‘In the 1850s, I think. He travelled in Italy then, as a very young man. My mother said he bought it from an Italian who had once been employed by the Countess of something. It was a British title, I remember that.’

Newley’s dark brows drew together. ‘Not the Countess of Albany?’

‘I think that was the name,’ Mrs Harvey said; she was genuinely pleased for him. ‘How clever of you.’

‘That might give it curiosity value,’ Newley said. ‘She was the wife of Bonnie Prince Charlie.’

‘How romantic.’

‘It wasn’t.’ Newley gave her an unexpected smile which briefly transformed his sullen features. ‘They fought like cat and dog. I think they were legally separated in the end.’

Mrs Harvey winced. ‘What a pity.’

‘Still, maybe your guinea’s a sort of Jacobite relic. Tell you what: if you like I’ll have a look at it for you – give you a valuation. You never know, it might be worth a small fortune.’

‘Oh, I’d never sell it,’ Mrs Harvey said firmly. ‘Not after it’s been handed down, all those years. It should go to my nephew. If he doesn’t want it, I shall leave it to the nation.’

‘But of course,’ Newley said gently, ‘it may not be worth anything at all.’

Mrs Harvey conceded that she had been wrong about Mr Newley. The rough diamond, she told herself, had a heart of gold.

He insisted on paying for her tea. He escorted her back to the flat. It was a rare pleasure to have a man’s arm to lean on: one didn’t have to worry about muggers, or the risk of a fall.

Once they were home, Mrs Harvey had a moment of panic, largely because her small, crowded sitting room emphasized the bulk of her guest. Asking a complete stranger into her home suddenly seemed the height of folly. On the other hand, she told herself, the Alexandra Hotel was not a likely haunt for criminals.

As it turned out, his behaviour gave her no cause for concern. It took some time to find the guinea. It was literally years since she had seen it. Mrs Harvey’s failing eyesight made the search more difficult. Fortunately Mr Newley helped her look for it.

It was he who discovered it in the theoretically secret drawer of the bureau, buried beneath paper-clips and rusting pen-nibs and wrapped in a yellowing envelope. The envelope was marked Father’s Guinea in dear Mama’s upright hand.

Mr Newley took the envelope to the window and shook the coin on to his palm. He studied it for what seemed like minutes.

Mrs Harvey could bear the excitement no longer. ‘Well?’

He turned back to her. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Harvey. James II – 1686, with the elephant and castle below the bust.’

He handed the guinea to her. It lay, warm and golden, in her hand. The details were a blur.

‘It is worth a few quid, even though the condition’s no more than fair.’

‘I . . . I did think it was James III.’

Newley shrugged. ‘Easy to make a mistake. I mean, the coin’s worn, and you’re not an expert. Of course it may well have Jacobite associations. That would increase its value. If I were you, I’d look for something to support its provenance – letters, diaries, that sort of thing.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Mrs Harvey said. ‘I’ve brought you here on a wild-goose chase.’

‘Never mind, Mrs Harvey. It’s always a pleasure to look at coins.’


Chapter 1

THE FIRST DEATH occurred on the first Monday of the New Year.

Afterwards, however, Celia Prentisse looked back on the previous Saturday evening as the real watershed. In retrospect at least, it was then that an invisible curtain had descended, separating the precarious normality of the past from the dangerous uncertainties of the future.

Six of them had been sitting round the oval table. By the end of the meal, all of them had eaten too much without really noticing what they were eating. Celia was later to learn that each of the others had something to conceal, ranging from the embarrassing to the criminal. The secrets would cost two of them their lives.

‘If you’ll excuse me,’ Georgina Newley said. ‘I’ll just . . .’

‘Through the hall and on your left.’ Arabella Lorton smiled, inviting sympathy. ‘You have to pull the chain twice. Rod hasn’t fixed it yet.’

Georgina’s eyebrows quivered. ‘I see. Don’t bother to get up.’

Since none of the men had shown any inclination to do so, the last remark was not so much an indulgence as a rebuke. Georgina strode out of the room. As she closed the door, the atmosphere lightened perceptibly. Celia found Mrs Newley difficult enough at work; socially she was impossible.

‘Have some Stilton.’ Rod Lorton pushed the cheese-board towards Ivor Newley, who shook his head.

‘There’s more claret,’ Arabella said. ‘Darling, would you?’

Lorton picked up the bottle and looked enquiringly round the table. No one wanted any more except William Dougal. Celia wished he wouldn’t drink so much, not that it was any of her business. Lorton spilt a few drops of wine on the polished mahogany of the table. He mopped it up with his napkin. For an instant Arabella’s smile slipped.

‘Do you specialize in any particular period?’ William asked.

Newley glanced at him and looked away. ‘The Stuarts.’

It was an unusually laconic reply. Newley rarely declined an opportunity to talk about coins.

‘That’s interesting,’ William said amiably. ‘Numismatically, I mean.’

‘Why’s that?’ Arabella asked, ably seconding William’s effort to revive the conversation.

He smiled at her, and Celia felt the familiar stab of jealousy. ‘The Civil War produced a lot of oddities. Then there was the Commonwealth. And in Charles II’s reign they stopped hammering coins by hand and started using machines. What were they called?’

‘You mean the mill and screw presses,’ Newley said reluctantly. ‘It wasn’t quite as simple as that.’

His thick-featured face was almost grim. Newley wasn’t a man who had much time for smiling, but he could make himself pleasant enough when he chose. Celia wondered what was bothering him tonight; it was unlikely to be the office, because the firm had recently acquired two new accounts. He had been in a good enough mood yesterday. Georgina must have said something again.

Arabella turned to William. Her thick, straw-coloured hair glinted in the light from the silk shade which hung over the table. Celia didn’t envy her looks: Arabella had that unattainable beauty you usually saw only in two dimensions, on the screen or in a magazine. But it was unjustly allied to charm as well. Celia hoped William would be proof against the combination.

‘Aren’t you doing something on the Stuarts?’

Arabella’s words were innocent enough, but the way she said them contrived to cast an invisible web of intimacy across the table.

William seemed perfectly happy to be snared. ‘Not the ones that minted coins. I’m doing some background research for a TV documentary on the Stuarts in exile. Bonnie Prince Charlie and that lot.’

Celia pushed back her chair, averting her eyes from William’s face. Why did he have to stare at Arabella? You could drown in her eyes.

‘Shall I put the kettle on?’

Arabella transferred the charm to Celia. ‘Please. I’ll bring the plates.’

Lorton, Newley and William sprang up to help Arabella. Celia told herself it meant nothing: she wasn’t jealous; she just wished William wouldn’t make a fool of himself.

She went into the hall. The lavatory was empty. Georgina Newley was standing in the doorway of the next room, which Arabella used as a combination of office and studio. She had switched on the light.

Georgina turned towards Celia. She showed no sign of embarrassment.

‘So this is where it all happens,’ she said; there was an odd note of triumph in her voice. ‘It must be wonderful to be as talented as Arabella. So versatile.’

A dog whined in the kitchen.

‘I didn’t know they had a dog.’ Georgina raised her bushy eyebrows. ‘It is a dog, isn’t it?’

Celia nodded. ‘It’s not theirs. They’re looking after next door’s spaniel for the weekend.’

‘Really?’

Georgina swept into the dining-room; the stiff folds of her dress rustled as she moved. Nosy old bag, Celia thought. She never misses an opportunity to poke around.

In the kitchen Celia plugged in the kettle and shook the beans into the coffee grinder. The spaniel nosed around her ankles, depositing golden hairs on her tights. Celia diverted his attention with a piece of cheese.

She knew the Lortons’ kitchen almost as well as her own. Rod and Arabella had moved into the house six months ago. At that time the basement flat, where Celia now lived, was uninhabitable; she had camped in the Lortons’ spare bedroom until the damp-proof course, the replastering and the painting were finished.

Sharing the house was an arrangement which suited all of them. Rod and Arabella needed a lodger to help with the mortgage; Celia needed somewhere to live. She had known Arabella for years: they had grown up in the same small East Anglian town, gone to the same school and been invited to the same parties. When Arabella moved to London, in her late teens, their friendship had dwindled to the ritual exchange of Christmas cards. But it had swiftly developed again since Celia came to London, a little over a year ago. Celia privately thought that they no longer had much in common; but old friendships could be extraordinarily resilient, perhaps because they had fewer illusions than new ones.

Arabella’s husband had come as a surprise. Rod Lorton was a squat, powerful man, a widower and ex-soldier who now worked for a public relations company. He was in his early forties, nearly fifteen years older than Arabella. ‘I’m the Beauty,’ she had said when she first introduced him to Celia; ‘he’s the Beast.’

There were raised voices in the hall: Arabella was disclaiming any need for a male escort to the kitchen. A few seconds later she pushed open the door and came in with a tray.

‘You angel,’ she said vaguely to Celia. She began to stack plates and cutlery in the dish-washer. ‘Sticky, isn’t it?’

‘It’s had its moments,’ Celia agreed. ‘What’s up with Ivor?’

Arabella shrugged. ‘Too much of that woman, I should think. Thank God for your William. He’s got Georgina reminiscing about her childhood. You know, when the villagers knew their place at the bottom of creation and there was always bloody honey for tea.’

Celia jabbed the spoon into the heap of ground coffee. Some of it spurted on to the work top. ‘He’s not my William. But I must admit, he’s good with people like that.’

‘Diplomatic.’ Arabella closed the dishwasher with a bang. ‘Just as well. Rod’s about as diplomatic as a steamroller.’

‘It can’t be much fun for him, entertaining the boss and his wife.’

Arabella grinned. ‘Not when the wife’s Georgina. Which reminds me, she wants hot milk in her coffee.’ She tossed back her hair. ‘Pity we haven’t any arsenic to go with it.’

‘It was a very small world,’ Georgina Newley said, ‘but none the worse for that. Apart from the vicarage and the doctor’s family we hardly saw anyone on a regular basis; socially, I mean. Of course by that time the manor was empty. But I’m sure I’m boring you.’

‘Not at all,’ William Dougal said. ‘It’s fascinating how much life has changed since 1939. It must have seemed such a stable world.’

Lorton thought: You little creep.

Newley lit a cigar. He was sitting on the far side of the room and had rebuffed Lorton’s attempts to make conversation.

‘It could have been the setting for a pre-war novel by Agatha Christie.’ Georgina sighed majestically. ‘Times have changed. We have a cottage in Hampshire now. The village seems to be full of commuters. Nobody has any roots, these days.’

The four of them had moved into the sitting room. The smell of coffee drifted along the hall from the kitchen. Newley stared at the flames of the gas-powered log fire. Lorton was annoyed; but you could hardly tell your boss to snap out of it and stop sulking. It felt unbearably hot and the cigar smoke made his eyes smart.

‘Rod!’ Arabella shouted along the hall. ‘Can you get the drinks?’

Lorton welcomed the chance of a change of scene. He went to fetch the glasses and bottles from the dining-room: brandy for himself, Newley and Arabella; Armagnac for William and Celia; and Cointreau for Georgina, who had a sweet tooth. He polished the glasses with unnecessary care, whistling softly under his breath. Anything to get away from the old trout and her memoirs. He could hear voices and laughter in the kitchen. Celia was the one guest tonight whose company he actually enjoyed.

It was the first time she had turned up with this particular young man. Arabella had asked her to bring someone, to make up the numbers. Lorton thought Celia should be able to do better for herself than William Dougal. It turned your stomach to hear him playing the flatterer with Georgina; and he would have done the same for Ivor with those precious coins, if Ivor had let him.

It was difficult to work out the relationship between Dougal and Celia. Arabella said they had known each other since they were children, that their parents had been friends and that they had been sweet on each other ten or twelve years ago. Now they were meant to be just good friends, but Lorton had a suspicion that Dougal wanted to be rather closer to Celia than that. He had a brief but satisfying fantasy which began with Celia asking him to stop the little tyke from pestering her.

Lorton had little time for most of Arabella’s friends; he thought them flashy and brittle. He categorized them in his mind as ‘Ya-Yas’ – which was the term he had coined for people with affected voices who habitually mangled the word ‘yes’.

But Celia wasn’t a Ya-Ya. She reminded him of Sue, his first wife, though he had never mentioned this to Arabella. The resemblance was not physical – Sue had been small and dark, while Celia was fair and taller than Lorton. But both of them were reserved, determined and vulnerable; both of them expected the world to live up to the impossibly high standards they set for it.

His liking had nothing to do with sex, though he found Celia attractive; but no woman could hope to compete successfully with Arabella on that score. It sprang from the fact that Celia, like Sue, made him feel protective; and protecting Celia went some way – not far, but a little – towards expiating the guilt he still felt for failing to protect Sue. That was the trouble with a Catholic upbringing. You never got away from guilt.

Arabella didn’t need protecting. It was she who looked after him, a state of affairs which Lorton did not altogether relish. She had even persuaded Newley to take him on, despite his relative inexperience, at twice the salary of his last job, with a car thrown in. Sometimes Lorton felt he allowed her to make too many decisions.

This house was a case in point. She had insisted on having it, despite the expense, largely because it was within easy reach of Primrose Hill. She brushed aside Lorton’s protests that they couldn’t afford it. Arabella’s earnings as a freelance photographer fluctuated wildly from month to month. Public relations wasn’t exactly a haven of security: you could be out on your ear before you knew what was happening to you. The fact that he was probably a better account executive than Newley himself had nothing to do with it: Newley was a director; Lorton was just a hired hand.

Crockery rattled in the hall. The dining-room door opened.

‘What are you doing in there, darling?’

‘Wishing they’d all gone home.’

Lorton picked up the tray. As he passed Arabella in the doorway, she nestled against him; it was both an invitation and a promise. He bent to kiss her but she slipped away from him. At the sitting room door she turned.

‘Rod, did you remember the Cointreau for Georgina?’

He nodded.

Arabella grinned at him. Then she stuck out her tongue at the closed door, in the direction of Georgina’s chair. ‘I loathe that woman,’ she whispered.

William Dougal took the Armagnac with relief. He had had ten minutes of Georgina Newley’s undivided attention and he needed an anaesthetic. He was glad to see that Rod Lorton went in for generous measures.

Mrs Newley took her Cointreau. She sipped it and said, ‘Yorick.’

For a moment Dougal thought this was a novel form of ‘Cheers’.

Ivor Newley stirred in his chair. ‘All right, I hadn’t forgotten.’ He looked at Celia. ‘You don’t mind if we talk a little shop, do you? Have you roughed out the press releases?’

‘I did them this morning. I hope they’re okay – as a client he’s a little out of the usual.’

‘Pop music,’ Georgina said firmly, ‘is a product which someone manufactures. We get publicity for the person and the product. It’s precisely the same as anything else.’

Celia flushed. ‘Yes, of course. I only meant –’

‘That the music press isn’t our usual cup of tea,’ Lorton said quickly. ‘I know a bloke who used to work on the Melody Maker. If you like I’ll ask him to check them out.’

Dougal’s memory stirred. Yorick had had several chart successes five or six years ago. The songs were slick electronic jingles aimed at small girls on the fringe of puberty. Yorick himself had been an Identikit pop star who looked as if his appearance had been generated by a computer. Dougal sat up suddenly.

‘Isn’t he dead?’

Lorton shook his head. ‘He had a few problems and retired for a while.’

The curt reply irritated Dougal. ‘Drugs, wasn’t it?’ he said innocently. ‘Heroin? And wasn’t there something about an under-age girlfriend? Or was it a boyfriend?’

‘Yorick has changed,’ Georgina Newley snapped. ‘He wants to leave the past behind, to build a new career as a serious musician. We have been retained to help him.’

‘He’s doing entirely different stuff now,’ Celia said, ‘and aiming at an older market. There’s a new intellectual flavour to his music. Or so he tells me.’

‘He looks different too.’ Arabella dazzled Dougal with a smile. ‘He’s going in for leather plus-fours, uncombed hair and lots of stubble. I think he’s modelling himself on the “Death of Chatterton”.’

Newley leant forward, pointing his cigar at Arabella. ‘The photo sessions went all right?’

‘All except the last batch, the ones with the wind machine. I had to do those again, and I haven’t had time to develop them, let alone mount them.’

‘I’ll need them by first thing on Tuesday at the latest.’

‘You’ll have them. Rod can bring them in on Monday morning.’

‘There could be a lot of money involved,’ Newley said. ‘If Yorick really takes off we could expand into an entirely new sector of the business. Let’s get this one right.’

Dougal sensed that there was something off-key in this little exhortation. Surely the agency was doing perfectly all right as it was? PR for the music business must be both specialized and chancy. The Newleys’ enthusiasm was difficult to explain.

The conversation drifted away from him. The other five were all concerned with the agency; even Georgina was a shareholder and a director, though Celia said she rarely came to the office; her directorship was probably a form of tax avoidance.

They were discussing the details of the press conference which was to launch the reborn Yorick on the astonished world. It would immediately precede his comeback concert. Dougal thought of other things. Occasionally fragments of conversation intruded.

‘I thought perhaps a Japanese motif for the catering. It seems appropriate. Just the food, of course . . .’

Dougal was looking at Celia. She was holding her own, even with Georgina Newley. The firelight flickered on her face. She glanced across the room to him, as if she felt his eyes on her. He smiled, and she looked away.

‘Joe has promised me a good review,’ she said to Newley, ‘but if we’re going to be sure . . .’

It was well over a year, now, Dougal thought: surely that was enough time?

Sixteen months ago, Celia’s father had died. The shock jolted her out of a teaching job she loathed and an engagement which offered nothing except a modicum of financial security; it had driven her from Suffolk to London, and into a series of dead-end secretarial and tutoring jobs.

‘The quality’s a bit too grainy for my liking . . .’

At Lorton’s suggestion the agency had taken on Celia as a secretary; she had been good enough to earn promotion to account executive. (‘Some of our clients,’ Newley had said, ‘prefer to deal with a woman.’) Now, thanks to Arabella, she had escaped from the world of grimy bedsitters masquerading as studio flats. Celia had made it, on her own terms. She was in a position to say no if she wanted to; if she said yes, Dougal would no longer have to feel that he might have forced her into a decision she might not want to make.

The spaniel scratched on the door. Lorton let him in.

‘His name’s Pumphrey,’ Arabella said. ‘Darling, isn’t it time he went out? You know what happened last time.’

Dougal noticed that Lorton was grateful for an excuse to get away. No one, with the possible exception of himself, seemed to be enjoying this evening.

‘We have an agreement,’ Arabella said to no one in particular. ‘Rod takes him out at night, and I take him in the morning.’

‘Where do you go?’ Dougal asked.

She turned the full force of her face on him. ‘Primrose Hill. It’s so convenient.’

Georgina tapped her husband on the shoulder. ‘We really must go, dear. It’s getting late.’

She stood up without waiting for a reply. Lorton hesitated by the door. Pumphrey nudged him with his nose.

‘Must you really?’ Arabella said. ‘Have some more coffee first.’

Only Dougal saw Newley glancing at Georgina’s broad back. For an instant Newley’s heavy features were contorted. It might have been a spasm of indigestion. Either that or simple hatred.


Chapter 2

ONE OF THE attractions of Celia’s new job was the Ford Escort which came with it. She sometimes felt that metropolitan existence had reduced itself to the pursuit and enjoyment of material possessions.

As a pattern for life, it had the merit of being both simple and quantifiable, like a motorway map of Britain with the distances marked between the exits. You always knew where you were. You never lost yourself in a tangle of unsignposted minor roads.

On Monday morning she drove to work, crawling through the thick stream of commuter traffic. It would have been quicker to have gone by underground, and she wasn’t expecting to need the car at work today. But the overwhelming advantage of the car was that it allowed you a patch of comfortable privacy at the beginning of the day when you needed it most. Beyond the windscreen was a world of chapped faces and dirty snow. The tubes would be crowded with peevish, hurrying people in damp coats.

Inside the car she was warm, dry and entertained by Radio 3. You could almost forget you were in the trough of January. If she was going to sell out to Mammon, she might as well enjoy the perks.

The agency was always referred to as NCPR; no one seemed to know what the initials stood for. Its offices were on the sixth floor of an Edwardian building in Lower James Street. The building’s façade had been designed to resemble a grandiose wedding-cake covered with ornately-moulded icing. The offices themselves had been sub-divided, refurbished and redecorated so often in the past eighty years that it was impossible to guess their original layout.

Celia edged the car into Bridle Lane. The agency’s offices might be seedy, cramped and difficult to find, but at least you could park in the yard at the back of the building. Free and secure parking was the main reason why Newley continued to resist Georgina’s pressure to move to a smarter location.

Entrance to the yard was by an electronically-controlled up-and-over gate in Bridle Lane, which ran parallel to Lower James Street. Celia rolled down her window and, ignoring the hooting from the delivery van behind her, fed her piece of plastic into the slot and punched in her number. The gate swung up and she drove through the narrow archway.

The yard was not an attractive place. Grimy brick walls surrounded it on all sides. Far above was a square of grey sky which pressed down like a lid. Black, cast-iron fire escapes zigzagged to the ground, drawing the eyes down to the cracked asphalt and the bags of rubbish.

Newley’s black BMW was already here. The other parking slots were empty. Celia locked the car and, tucking her briefcase under her arm, climbed slowly up one of the fire escapes. It was not a comfortable climb: the wind circled round her, prying out the crannies in her clothing; and the frozen snow on the treads made it unwise to move quickly. But the alternative – going through Bridle Lane and Brewer Street to the front entrance – would take much longer.

At least the door from the fire escape to the office was already unlocked; she wouldn’t have to fumble with her keys and run the risk of dropping them again. She pulled open the heavy door and stumbled into the warmth beyond.

The door gave on to the open-plan section of the office which ran from the back to the front of the building. On the left were three offices which belonged to Newley, Rod Lorton and Hugo Brassard. Celia herself was not sufficiently senior to rate an office of her own: her desk was here, among the secretaries’. It was separated from theirs by a low partition; her status was further emphasized by an armchair in front of the desk and a sickly cheese plant behind it.

At the far end of the open-plan section was a small reception area for those who came up in the lift of by the stairs from the main entrance; the telephone switchboard was here. Directly to the right of the fire-escape door was a conference-room which was also used for the smaller presentations and product launches. There was a squalid little kitchen beside it. This, as Newley was fond of telling prospective clients, was where it all happened.

Little was happening now: it was still before nine o’clock. The door of Newley’s office was closed. The only sign of life was the spider-like figure of Hugo Brassard who was leaning over Celia’s desk as if it was a particularly large fly. When he saw Celia, he flushed and straightened up, his limbs twitching.

‘I – um – I just wondered if you had the current Campaign. There’s an article . . .’

Brassard fluttered away from her desk.

‘I haven’t seen it yet,’ Celia said. ‘I expect Rod’s got it. Had a good weekend?’
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