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      ‘In this acidly smart thriller, Nicholas Coleridge takes the lid off the glossy magazine business … Coleridge writes superbly
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      ‘Coleridge is an elegant writer, light without being flip, never self-regarding … He handles the plot perfectly’ The Times
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         and charm is the author’s special combination of the knowing and ironic’ Daily Telegraph
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      ‘He’s a fast, funny, spare writer with a great turn of phrase … enormous style and wit … Sharp, vivid and insightful … this
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      ‘Coleridge is famed for his charm, wit, poise, good manners, tact, courtesy, diplomacy and his ability to get to the top without
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      New York 
      

      
      Saskia Thompson, the most famous magazine editor in the world, glared at somebody way across the ballroom.

      
      ‘I don’t believe it, he’s here.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s here?’ asked Kitty. There must have been eighteen hundred people in the room, half of them famous. That night, it would
         have been simpler to draw up a list of who wasn’t there.
      

      
      ‘Just someone I hoped wouldn’t have the bad taste to show up.’

      
      Saskia pressed her lips together grimly. Kitty knew better than to question her editor further. With Saskia, it was generally
         prudent to keep a little distance.
      

      
      Newspaper profiles of Saskia Thompson invariably referred to her highly calibrated social radar, which registered all sources
         of human power within a distance of a hundred feet. Tonight, in the ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria, it was functioning like
         air traffic control over a busy metropolitan airport. Turning on her heel, Saskia paused to kiss Ted Turner of CNN, before
         moving with the precision of a chess piece – a knight, Kitty felt, two paces forward, one to the side – across the geometric
         carpet of the ballroom. Calvin Klein, Isabella Rossellini, Steven Spielberg, Isaac Mizrahi, Mrs Leonard Lauder, Demi Moore:
         ninety seconds’ conversation for the double A list, sixty for straight As.
      

      
      ‘Stay close, but not too close. I may need you,’ she hissed, motioning Kitty to follow her as she weaved between the tables.

      
      ‘Saskia!’ Someone wearing a white tuxedo was bearing down on her.

      
      ‘Oh, Tom, it’s you.’ They embraced, and then, after a tiny pause, Saskia turned to acknowledge Tom Cruise’s wife, Nicole Kidman.
      

      
      ‘Great new issue,’ said Tom.
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ said Saskia. ‘It was you guys who made the difference. That cover should do a million.’ Then she added, ‘That’s
         over here. We shift a further four hundred thousand a month in London now.’
      

      
      ‘Bazaar were spitting,’ said Nicole. ‘We’d kind of promised that next time we did a double cover it’d be for them.’
      

      
      ‘They’re down the tubes anyway,’ said Saskia. ‘Creatively, it’s over. I’m sure your agent told you that. Sad. It’s a great
         name. Was.’
      

      
      Subsequently, when Kitty was asked to describe Saskia’s mood on that fateful evening, all she could think to say was that
         she’d been on sparkling form, the toast of the gala, the toast of New York. How else could she describe her almost royal progress,
         the relentless exchange of compliments, as Saskia surfed on breakers of success across the dark Manhattan sea?
      

      
      With her truculent, intelligent face, feral green eyes and air of perpetual alertness, Saskia reminded Kitty of a wild fox
         – sleek, meretricious and predatory, alive with sexual energy.
      

      
      Kitty had been surprised when Saskia included her, at the last possible moment, on the StreetSmart table. In the office, Saskia restricted her circle to a tight cabal of the most senior editors and contributors, from which
         Kitty was excluded. Now she realised her role tonight was to provide a discreet safety net for Saskia to bounce against in
         case she briefly missed her footing on the celebrity trapeze.
      

      
      ‘StreetSmart goes from strength to strength, I hear.’
      

      
      Saskia was eyeball-to-eyeball with a grizzle-haired Australian. ‘What do you mean, “I hear”?’ she snapped. ‘Don’t you read it?’
      

      
      ‘I guess not as often as I should. I’ve been travelling.’

      
      ‘Well, I’ll have my office courier it in future. Kitty,’ she said, ‘remind me to have Mr Murdoch added to the comp list.’

      
      Saskia was gliding ever closer to the stage, where a twenty-piece steel band was setting up for dancing. A New York Times profile had once described Saskia as ‘the eagle ray’, for the way in which she seemed to float, weightlessly, on deep currents, soaring above those she wanted to avoid, and sweeping down on
         elegant, determined wings on those she wished to encounter. The Eagle Ray. The nickname stuck. Eagle Ray or Sting Ray. But
         never to her face.
      

      
      ‘Kitty, there’s a man over there I need to meet. The tall, bald-headed one.’

      
      Aloof and well groomed, he looked European more than American, Kitty reckoned.

      
      ‘Étienne Bercuse,’ said Saskia. ‘Head of Bercuse SA, the luxury-goods group. That’s Tranquilité, Gaia, Serène: all those French
         scents. And all those French vineyards. And the Lockerjock sportswear brands over here in the States. Mega important. Stick
         close now.’
      

      
      ‘Good evening, Monsieur Bercuse. Saskia Thompson. Editor-in-Chief of StreetSmart. I want to thank you for advertising in my magazine.’
      

      
      M. Bercuse bowed his head stiffly.

      
      ‘Actually, I don’t want to thank you,’ said Saskia. ‘I’ve come over to complain. Your companies are screwing up.’
      

      
      ‘In what way?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Budgets. Your media planners must be deaf and dumb. They don’t seem to have clocked how big StreetSmart’s become. We’re not getting our fair share of your ad-budgets.’
      

      
      ‘I do not place advertising personally,’ replied M. Bercuse, ‘but it is my understanding that we do support your magazine.’

      
      ‘Yeah, but not enough,’ said Saskia. ‘We’re as big as Vogue and Vanity Fair now, but we get half the space. I tell you, it’s outrageous.’
      

      
      For a moment, Kitty thought the French businessman was going to walk off. His eyes had gone very cold. He had devoted the
         past fifteen years of his life to building up a global luxury-goods conglomerate, and a muscle in his cheek twitched irritably.
      

      
      Then an extraordinary thing happened. Saskia looked him straight in the eye and smiled. It was a smile with the precision
         and intensity of a blowtorch. Kitty had seen it before in the office, though never directed at herself. It was the look that Saskia deployed on people who mattered, who could do things
         for her.
      

      
      Kitty watched as Saskia took the Frenchman by the arm, and moved closer to him. ‘I do think, Monsieur Bercuse, that you should
         at least review the situation. We can do a lot for your company. May I take it that I can ring you tomorrow, at your hotel?’
      

      
      ‘Er, at my office. After seven o’clock. But I make no promises.’

      
      ‘We’ll speak tomorrow at seven,’ she said, letting his arm fall gently back to his side.

      
      ‘Right,’ said Saskia, when he was out of earshot, ‘let’s not waste any more time. Help me find my driver, I’m going back to
         the apartment.’
      

      
      They recrossed the ballroom, faster this time, Saskia acknowledging only the most prominent of the film stars, fashion designers
         and moguls who rose like phantoms in her path.
      

      
      For an instant, as they neared the coat-check, Kitty felt Saskia hesitate, as though she was avoiding somebody ahead of her,
         among the large crowd jostling for their wraps.
      

      
      They emerged into Park Avenue to find it was snowing. The first snow since Christmas. The street was double-parked with limousines,
         their drivers on the sidewalk muffled up against the February chill. A small crowd of photographers and rubber-neckers was
         waiting behind a rope barrier, to catch a glimpse of departing celebrities.
      

      
      ‘Miss Thompson?’ A driver holding a name board was waiting by the open door of a Lincoln town car.

      
      Saskia was about to climb inside when her social radar alerted her to activity behind her. Mr and Mrs John Kennedy Jr were
         emerging through the revolving doors.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ Saskia told the driver.

      
      Kitty watched as Saskia edged backwards, while somehow contriving to give the impression she was quite stationary, until she was positioned directly between the Kennedys. One shoulder pressed against the sleeve of John Kennedy’s camel coat, the
         other partially blocked out Carolyn Bessette Kennedy’s diaphanous dress.
      

      
      Seconds later, the flashbulbs started.

      
      For Kitty, it was a tableau that remained forever frozen in the strobe-like sheen of a hundred shutters.

      
      Saskia Thompson with her short red bob and red Versace swing-coat, pressed against the arm of John Kennedy. The world’s most
         famous magazine editor leaving a star-studded party at the Waldorf. That was the intended impression, and who could reasonably
         say that she hadn’t pulled it off? In photographs, Saskia always looked absurdly young anyway, infinitely younger than her
         thirty-four years. Kennedy, in this much-syndicated last picture, looked far from unhappy at the sudden imposition of the
         girl in the couture coat.
      

      
      The picture over, Saskia bolted, head down, across the sidewalk for the open door of her limo.

      
      Kitty tried to peer inside to say good night, but the windows were darkly tinted and the car already edging out into the traffic
         of Park Avenue.
      

      
      It was the last time that Kitty would see her editor alive.
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      London

      
      Max Thompson had lived in the same flat off Ladbroke Grove for nine years, but each time he returned from an assignment, he
         recognised the area less. There used to be a late-night Cypriot delicatessen at the top of Oxford Gardens, but that had turned
         into a designer handbag shop. And the whole neighbourhood round the Harrow Road was suddenly full of independent record companies
         and steel-and-concrete tapas bars.
      

      
      He was inclined to blame his sister’s magazine, StreetSmart, for most of this. They had been the first people to run a big article on the area. Saskia had had her secretary send him
         round an early copy by motorbike. Inside was a brusque typed message, attached with a paperclip: ‘You owe me one. I’m putting
         you on the map.’ There was a list in the article of notable people who were moving in, and for some reason they’d included
         him: ‘Max Thompson, war correspondent’. Max would have preferred photojournalist. In fact, he’d have preferred not to have
         been mentioned at all. He didn’t regard himself as famous, and there was something embarrassing and trivialising about appearing
         on a list like that.
      

      
      He had bought the flat because it was the first basement he’d seen with sufficient ceiling height to enable him to walk about
         without stooping. It was also cheap. You could make quite decent money in his job, but it wasn’t regular and was slow arriving.
         First his agency, Bullet in New York, had to collect from the publication, and then they forwarded it less their forty per
         cent. Some of the Asian news magazines took six months to pay. Not helpful for the mortgage.
      

      
      
      Max heaved the cameras down the area steps and let himself in with the key that had been to Kabul and back; then braced himself
         for what he might find. He’d been broken into so often while out of the country, he was almost more surprised when he hadn’t
         been. There wasn’t much left to take anyway, apart from the Herat rugs. Those he’d miss.
      

      
      The flat looked just as he’d left it. There was a pile of post on the kitchen table, mostly junk mail it looked like. And
         the place felt warm, which meant the boiler hadn’t broken down this time. He found a note from the Caribbean lady who stopped
         by once a week to check the joint and maybe clean. ‘Max, your boiler busted down again. I got my brother to fix it OK for
         £120.’
      

      
      The display on the answerphone showed there were twenty messages waiting, which seemed a lot, but first he needed a hot shower
         and a fistful of painkillers.
      

      
      He removed the sling and peeled away the dressing. It was surprisingly painful to do. His arm, once he could see it properly
         in the mirror on the bathroom cabinet, was white and withered. Flecks of lint and patches of yellow antiseptic were stuck
         to the wounds, which looked deeper and nastier than he’d envisaged.
      

      
      He remembered he hadn’t had a proper hot bath since the morning he’d set off with the Mujahedin almost a month earlier. He
         kicked off the rest of his clothes and ran the shower. The pressure of the water jet against his arm made him flinch, as rivulets
         of dirt and old sweat trickled down his legs on to the floor.
      

      
      The telephone was ringing in the sitting room, but he ignored it. The machine could pick it up, and he heard it whirr into
         action.
      

      
      Less than a minute later, it began ringing again. This time he struggled to get it, dripping water across the carpet as he
         went.
      

      
      ‘Hello.’

      
      ‘Is that Max Thompson? Greg White, Daily Mail news desk here. Sorry to intrude at a distressing time, but I’m ringing for a reaction about your sister.’
      

      
      
      A reaction about Saskia. This was all he needed, fifteen minutes after arriving home. Hadn’t the world read enough already
         about brilliant Saskia Thompson? And why the hell did they always ring him? He’d spent much of the last decade avoiding her
         long shadow.
      

      
      ‘What kind of thing do you want? I’m never much good at this, you know.’

      
      ‘Oh, just a first reaction. How you’re coping. What your parents make of it all.’

      
      ‘My parents? Why not ask them yourself? I’m sure they’ll tell you they’re very proud.’

      
      Down the line, the journalist tapped away at a keyboard. ‘Your parents aren’t taking calls right now,’ he said. ‘In fact their
         house – that’s down near Farnborough – seems deserted. Unless they’re ignoring the doorbell. We’ve got a couple of freelancers
         outside, in case they do show up.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I’m not with you. I only arrived back from Afghanistan a few minutes ago.’

      
      ‘Are you telling me,’ said Greg, ‘that you haven’t heard what’s happened? You haven’t seen today’s papers?’

      
      Max wanted to tell him to piss off, but some instinct told him this was significant. For the first time in two weeks, he forgot
         the throbbing in his arm.
      

      
      ‘I just can’t believe you haven’t heard,’ said Greg. ‘It’s a huge story. Front pages everywhere.’

      
      ‘I’ve been up a mountain with the Mujahedin. I can tell you it didn’t make any impact there, whatever it is.’

      
      From the sudden silence of his keyboard, it was clear Greg had no idea who or what the Mujahedin might be. ‘Well, I’m sorry
         to be the bearer of bad tidings, but your sister’s dead. They found her the day before yesterday in her apartment in New York.
         She’d been out to a function the previous night, wall-to-wall celebs and all that.’
      

      
      Afterwards, when he had a chance to analyse it properly, Max saw that his reaction – on first hearing the news – was distinctly
         mixed. Shocked, of course. Amazed. Staggered was probably the word. Even horrified. But dismayed? Not completely. You don’t
         have control over your reactions in situations like these. The fact was, he experienced something close to relief, just for
         an instant. One shameful instant. It felt like a large black cloud had lifted from the face of the sun.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean, she’s dead? What the hell’s happened?’

      
      ‘That’s just it,’ said Greg. ‘No one’s saying much at the moment. Sounds like she topped herself. She was in the bathroom
         when they found her.’
      

      
      Max felt numb. His brain was shutting down. Saskia was dead.

      
      Greg asked, ‘Any explanation you can think of, as to why she might have done it?’

      
      Max paused. ‘None at all. I just can’t believe this, I’m totally shocked. My sister was one of the most fulfilled people.
         I can’t think of any reason.’
      

      
      ‘Look,’ the journalist was saying, ‘the editor’s asked me to put together a major analysis job for tomorrow’s paper. Probably
         centre pages. We see this as the definitive piece. Intelligent, sympathetic. Any objections if I ask you a few questions?’
      

      
      ‘Go ahead.’ Max was hardly listening to what Greg was saying, his mind was reeling. Their parents would be distraught. And
         Cody. The whole thing was unbelievable. He must call them, soon as he could shake this guy off the line.
      

      
      ‘One theory that’s going round,’ said Greg, ‘is that Saskia was suffering from COS – Celebrity Overload Syndrome. Do you have
         any reaction to that?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve never even heard of it. What the hell’s that?’

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Greg, ‘it’s all very kosher medically. We’ve got a professor at Bedford College of London University who can stand
         it up. It’s a stress-related condition that afflicts high-profile achievers. Women especially. I mean, looking through the
         cuts and the photo library, your sister was photographed with an awful lot of celebrities, wasn’t she? Eric Clapton, Ralph
         Lauren, Tony Blair, Larry King, Princess Diana. And according to this doctor, excess exposure to celebs can erode a sense
         of self-worth.’ Even Greg began to sound unconvinced by his daft theory. ‘Over a period of years, of course.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Max. ‘I just haven’t got anything to say about that.’ He sat down on a leather footstool he’d brought back from Somalia, adapted from a tribal drum, the stitches digging
         into his bare ass.
      

      
      ‘Well, let me ask you about the kid, then. Cody. Saskia never revealed the identity of his father, did she?’

      
      ‘No, she didn’t.’

      
      ‘Any ideas?’

      
      ‘None.’

      
      ‘No objection if I run a few names past you?’

      
      ‘Look, I’ve already said I don’t know. She never told anyone. Not my parents, not me, maybe not even Cody’s father.’

      
      ‘The kid didn’t live with his mother, did he?’

      
      ‘No. With my parents.’

      
      ‘Why was that, then?’

      
      ‘Work, really. She edited a magazine in London and New York. She visited Cody at weekends.’

      
      ‘Though not frequently, I hear.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, what are you getting at?’

      
      ‘Saskia’s relationship with Cody. She hardly ever saw him. The editor’s got this theory that Saskia was kind of this idealised
         modern mother, put on a pedestal if you like. Successful, famous. But she couldn’t relate to her own child. It’s kind of a
         post-feminist problem for all high-achieving female bosses …’
      

      
      Max put the telephone down on Greg and dialled his parents. He let it ring thirty times – where the hell were they? Come on,
         come on – then gave up. They had evidently been hounded out of the house. He doubted they’d go far, because of Cody’s school.
         Not unless they really had to.
      

      
      It was his parents he felt saddest for. They were going to be devastated. His parents adored Saskia, their father especially.
         Even as a child, Max had recognised that Colonel Thompson would never feel the same intensity of love for him as he felt for
         Saskia. It was a realisation that had crept up on him, at first unconsciously; but later, by the time he was seven or eight,
         he knew it as an objective truth. There was a bond between father and daughter that was stronger than anything between his
         father and himself.
      

      
      
      In time, Max had come to understand that his father, in many respects an emotionally constrained man, found it easier to open
         up to his gregarious daughter than to his diffident son. Post Grozny, post Angola, post Bosnia, everything about Max’s relationship
         with his father was better. Even now, however, Max knew that Colonel Thompson took special pleasure in being Saskia’s father.
         He had heard him more than once, on running into an old friend at the club or out shopping, saying with his particular combination
         of irony and pride, ‘Expect you saw the photograph of Saskia in this morning’s Express. Out on the town with Liam Neeson, that Irish actor chap who doesn’t shave properly.’
      

      
      His parents sometimes liked to describe themselves as ‘chips off the young block’. They pasted all the articles about Saskia
         into a big cloth-bound scrapbook, which was kept on a round table in their drawing room, even the American articles, which
         she arranged to have sent to them by a clippings service.
      

      
      Max couldn’t imagine how his parents would cope with the news of her death.

      
      He played back the answerphone and, apart from the odd message from friends who didn’t know he’d been away, it was all calls
         about Saskia. The Sunday Times, The New York Times, New York Post. Please call. Then a confusing message from his father sounding close to tears, first telling him to ring the minute he got
         back, then saying they wouldn’t be answering the phone. A tragic accident, he said, as I expect you’ve heard by now.
      

      
      Max dialled his parents’ number three more times, but no one ever answered.

      
      He threw on some clothes and walked to the shops at the end of the street. Max was a tall, solidly built man with the kind
         of impassive face that doesn’t show emotions easily. Built for stamina rather than speed, broad chested, with large, long
         arms and legs. His dark brown hair was thick and curled over his collar, his neck and hands were leathery and tanned from
         the sun. He shivered. After Afghanistan, London felt bitterly cold. There was a Portuguese chemist in Ladbroke Grove where
         he knew the woman in the dispensary would sell him a sling and tie it, and a newsagent where he could pick up all the papers.
      

      
      Even before he’d paid, he saw Saskia’s face across half the front pages. ‘MYSTERY OF SUICIDE SASKIA.’ Most of them had used
         a photograph of her posing with the Kennedys outside a New York hotel. ‘The last picture’, it was invariably captioned.
      

      
      He carried the papers home, to find the phone was ringing. A fact-checker from the New York Observer wanted to confirm the exact date that Saskia had launched the American edition of StreetSmart. And would it be accurate to describe her father as a retired soldier?
      

      
      Not sure about the first one, Max told the fact-checker, but yes, Colonel Thompson had retired from the army nine years ago.
         He had been Commanding Officer of the 1st Battalion The Cheshire Regiment, sometimes known as the 22nd of Foot.
      

      
      The news reports of Saskia’s death in the broadsheets had a remorseless sameness about them and Max guessed that most had
         relied on agency reports.
      

      
      
         Saskia Thompson, 34, the British-born President and Editor-in-Chief of StreetSmart, the trans-Atlantic lifestyle magazine, has been found dead in her New York apartment.
         

         The circumstances surrounding the death of the editor credited with founding the independent publishing phenomenon of the
            last decade are not thought to be suspicious. It is understood that Miss Thompson took her own life. Her body was discovered
            by a maid at the Upper East Side apartment building.
         

         StreetSmart, which is published in separate monthly editions in London and New York, with a combined circulation of 1.4 million, has
            been one of the fastest growing magazine titles in both markets, measured by readership and advertising revenues.
         

         Her last appearance was at a charity benefit at the Waldorf Astoria hotel on 26 February, to raise money for research into ovarian cancer. Other guests at the event included Mr and Mrs
            John Kennedy Jr, Rupert Murdoch, Wendy Deng, Ted Turner, the fashion designers Calvin Klein and Donna Karan, the actress Sharon
            Stone, and Mayor of New York Rudolph W. Giuliani.
         

         A statement on the circumstances of her death has been promised by the office of the Chief Medical Examiner of the City of
            New York.
         

      

      
      All of the broadsheets ran obituaries too, universally glowing. Max spread the papers out on the carpet and just let it wash
         over him. From the way they wrote, you’d have thought Saskia had invented an antidote for AIDS or repaired the ozone layer,
         rather than started a fanzine for Hollywood stars. To be fair, it had more in it than that. Popular ecology and profiles of
         Aung San Suu Kyi. Or some twenty-page thesis about the death of modern art. Everything and nothing.
      

      
      The obituaries claimed she’d changed the way magazines were read and designed. The Independent said she’d managed to harness the ten-second attention span of the MTV generation with the post-digital literacy of new global
         urban culture. The Times suggested Saskia had tapped into a particular mindset, freeform more than geopolitical, that had compelled all other publishing
         houses to re-examine their own print offerings.
      

      
      All were in complete agreement that Saskia had invented the hottest, hippest magazine there had ever been, and that no other
         word but genius would do. Creative genius, business genius. Estimates of the value of StreetSmart were put at anywhere between seventy and one hundred million dollars. Max did a double-take when he read that. He’d never
         thought of Street-Smart being worth anything. He realised that Saskia must have paid herself well, otherwise she couldn’t have bought her enormous
         flat, but beyond that, it was a revelation.
      

      
      The tabloids’ take on Saskia was a further revelation. The more he read, the less he felt he’d known his sister. Inevitably
         there was a lot of speculation about Cody and who his father might have been. One of the papers had even got hold of a school
         photograph; Cody must be six, nearly seven now. Saskia certainly seemed to have had her fair share of lovers. They’d linked
         her with several rock stars, some quite famous, others whose names meant nothing to Max.
      

      
      There was a lot of fantasy stuff, which he knew for a fact was inaccurate, about how she’d started StreetSmart on the kitchen table with a budget of £1,000. In fact, he remembered her getting a loan of £40,000 from their father, and
         renting an office up near the Westway, before the area became corny. It had always slightly annoyed him, that loan, because
         at around the same time, when he needed to buy his first proper cameras – a pair of Canons – he was told he had to earn the
         money himself.
      

      
      Another myth was that StreetSmart was an instant success. ‘The first issue, edited and designed on her kitchen table, sold more than 250,000 copies. And the
         rest is history.’ Max didn’t remember it quite like that; rather, he had an idea that the first issue had performed disappointingly,
         and that their father – the reluctant backer – had discouraged her from publishing a second. But somehow she had talked him
         round, and that issue did do better. It got a lot of media attention too. Saskia was always smart at self-publicity. One of
         the papers printed an old picture of Saskia from around that time, and studying it, Max felt intensely moved. He found it
         easier to relate to the earlier pictures, before she’d changed her hair and learned to dress like a Hollywood film star. She
         was standing on the pavement outside the first office, wearing some kind of denim smock, with her hair long and brown and
         loose across her shoulders. She was beautiful. Not glamorous and polished, as she later became, but beautiful none the less.
      

      
      There were a lot more pictures in the tabloids of Saskia with celebrities, mostly taken four years earlier at her thirtieth
         birthday party. She had actually invited Max to that one, and he remembered having felt relieved to be safely in Mogadishu,
         covering the aftermath of the American invasion of Somalia. He always felt irritable at Saskia’s parties, guessing that he’d
         only been invited along to be impressed. Anyway, he was hardly going to fly to New York for dinner, even to see Madonna close up.
         The other guests sounded gruesome: Martin Scorsese, Quentin Tarantino, Damien Hirst, to name but three. Apparently you could
         hardly eat for all the camera lenses being poked in your face.
      

      
      However, the thing that upset him the most that morning was all the speculation. ‘The last desperate hours of a gloss princess.’
         No one knew anything, it was all guesswork. You’d never get away with it on a news magazine, he thought angrily. According
         to one report, Saskia had been found naked on her bed ‘with her £10,000 designer ballgown in a heap on the floor’. Another
         revealed she’d been discovered, partially clothed, in the bathroom, others said the kitchen. None were shy of knee-jerk explanations.
         Saskia had gone to pieces without a lover. She was concerned that StreetSmart might be off the boil. She was addicted to slimming pills and had fallen victim to a ‘lethal cocktail’ having combined them
         with alcohol.
      

      
      Reading this stuff, it was enough to make Max question whether popular journalism had any integrity at all.

     


  
      
      
      3

      
      Whenever Max went away on assignment, he left his car in a garage in Kensal Road. Not strictly speaking a garage, more a razor-wired
         parking lot, but at least it was off the street, and they kept a mad dog on a chain as a deterrent.
      

      
      He redeemed his old white Citroën and drove down into Ladbroke Grove. The car was second-hand when he’d bought it five years
         ago, and had 119,000 miles on the clock, but after the dented wrecks of Peshawar it looked brand new. Thank God it’s automatic,
         he thought, which meant he could drive one-handed. He headed south, gingerly at first, past Olympia and down the North End
         Road. When he hit the A30, he really let rip. Something he missed about the Third World – and this went for just about everywhere
         – was driving at speed.
      

      
      He made Farnborough in fifty minutes flat. The old family homestead was a mile and a half outside town. School of Lutyens,
         his father always said, if he were trying to impress. Which meant gables, leaded windowpanes, an in-and-out driveway. Some
         desirable later additions: conservatory, up-andover garage with two extra bedrooms on top, ornamental birdbath on classical
         pedestal. Max never returned to High Hatch without a certain foreboding. Quite irrational, since he had been perfectly happy
         growing up there, on the family’s periodic postings back to England. It was just that he always felt eleven years old again,
         whenever he reached the top of the lane.
      

      
      The grass verge across from the house was thick with cars. There must have been a dozen. Standing by the gate was a crowd
         of men with cameras, drinking tea out of Thermoses. Inside the garden, at the front of the house, he could see two men in parkas peering through the sitting-room windows. The
         curtains appeared to be drawn tight.
      

      
      He drove on without slowing up and hung a right at the signpost into Holly Lane. From there he could circle the whole hamlet
         and park up in a lay-by near the top of the garden, behind the house. As he passed the Drovers, the local pub, he noticed
         another journalist and a photographer questioning the landlord in the car park. If they were hoping for material about Saskia
         they’d be lucky: she’d hated pubs and never went near the place.
      

      
      He left the Citroën behind a clump of rhododendrons and let himself in by the picket gate. There was a path down a bank of
         azaleas, which led round a lumpen croquet lawn to a small greenhouse and oil tank. Now he could call up to his parents’ bedroom
         window, which overlooked the back garden. If they were at home, he guessed they’d be holed up there.
      

      
      The bedroom curtains were drawn, an encouraging sign. He collected a handful of gravel from the path and lobbed it up at the
         window. The stones ricocheted against the pane. The curtains didn’t even twitch.
      

      
      He took a second handful and tried it again.

      
      The third time, he thought he heard something. There was no question. A child’s voice, followed by a sharp reprimand not to
         go near those curtains. Cody and his grandfather.
      

      
      ‘Dad, it’s me. Max. I’m down here.’ He was shouting, but softly. ‘Dad, Cody. It’s Max.’

      
      At last the curtains moved and he saw his father’s face peering narrowly through a chink. Then, just as abruptly, he disappeared.
         Max guessed he would come down the back stairs to the utility-room door.
      

      
      Now his father was fumbling about with the keys and drawing back the bolts, top and bottom, breathing heavily. How old was
         the Colonel now anyway? Max was thirty-six, and his father had been in his mid-thirties when he was born. He must be seventy.
      

      
      Colonel Thompson was opening the door when he heard the camera.

      
      
      The two men Max had seen looking in at the windows were round the back of the house, standing in the flowerbed. The photographer
         must have taken a dozen shots already. His father stood paralysed in the doorway, not knowing what to do. For a moment Max
         thought he must have believed the men were something to do with his son.
      

      
      ‘Dad,’ Max yelled, ‘get back inside. And you –’ he turned on the journalists – ‘get the fuck out of this garden. Now. You’re trespassing.’
      

      
      The photographer didn’t miss a beat. He kept his finger down hard on the motor drive, strafing Max and his father, who was
         dithering on the back step.
      

      
      ‘You Saskia’s brother, then?’ shouted the journalist. ‘Heard anything yet on why she gone and done it?’

      
      ‘Look, I told you already, fuck off out of here.’

      
      ‘Keep your hair on, mate. We’re only doing our jobs. Listen, is the kid in there too?’

      
      Max didn’t answer, just tried to manoeuvre his father back indoors.

      
      ‘Cody, I’m talking about. Come on, who’s his dad really, then?’

      
      That did it. Something inside Max snapped. Before he knew it, he’d swung a punch. His right fist connected with the journalist’s
         pepper-and-salt beard, and he stumbled backwards, knocking his head against the protruding overflow of a drain-pipe.
      

      
      All the time, the photographer continued taking pictures.

      
      ‘All right, Jim, you saw that,’ spluttered the journalist. ‘You’re my witness.’ He turned on Max. ‘You’ve had it, mate. I’ve
         got you. You thumped me, unprovoked attack. I’m taking it all the way.’
      

      
      ‘If you don’t want another one, I advise you to leave my parents’ garden now. Get out.’

      
      For a moment, Max thought they were both going to take him on. If they had, he didn’t know what he’d have done. The exertion
         of one punch, even with his good arm, had taken its toll. His bad one was throbbing in its sling. His father had backed into the house, shaking. Max followed him inside, and bolted the door behind them both.
      

      
      ‘Sorry about that, Dad. I was intending to slip in without being seen.’

      
      ‘They’ve been outside for two whole days. We can’t go anywhere. All they want is to ask upsetting questions about Saskia.
         Your mother hates it.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t the police do anything?’

      
      ‘Apparently not. First thing I did was ring the station, but there’s nothing they can do. The lane’s a public right-of-way.’

      
      They went upstairs and Max saw how his parents had turned their bedroom into a refuge. The curtains were drawn tight on both
         sides, reducing the room to a wintry half-light. His mother was washing up cutlery in the basin and the carpet was strewn
         with Cody’s toys and computer stuff. There was a toaster on the dressing table and cardboard boxes of provisions: jars of
         Robertson’s marmalade and Marmite, a variety pack of cereal.
      

      
      He was shocked by his mother’s appearance. She looked drawn, her skin grey, and the light had gone out of her eyes. It was
         obvious that nobody had got a proper night’s sleep since the news about Saskia. Looking at her exhausted, bewildered face,
         Max wondered if it was all in reaction to Saskia’s death, or whether, bit by bit, and unnoticed by himself, his mother had
         simply grown old. She had always been frail, a pale shadow to her husband. As the Colonel’s wife, she had made no strong impression
         on the regiment. Max’s main memory of her was of an attractive, self-effacing woman with a small waist and a quiet, rather
         faded prettiness. Max found it difficult to reconcile it with this parchment-skinned old lady at the basin, in her brown stretch
         ski-pants with elastic stirrups beneath her feet.
      

      
      ‘I’m so sorry, Mum, about Saskia. I don’t even know where to begin. It’s terrible.’

      
      Margaret Thompson made a face. Not in front of Cody. They couldn’t have told him yet. Max didn’t blame them, with the pariahs parked up outside. They’d have loved a picture
         of Cody crying.
      

      
      Max stooped to kiss his nephew on the head. ‘Hi, Cody.’

      
      
      Cody hardly looked up. ‘Max, have you seen my Buzz Lightyear anywhere? I know Granny’s hidden it somewhere, but she says she hasn’t.’
      

      
      ‘I really haven’t touched it, Cody. Truly,’ said Margaret Thompson. ‘Have you looked in the toy chest?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve looked there already. You always say look there. Come and look yourself if you don’t believe me.’
      

      
      ‘Cody, don’t be cheeky to your grandmother,’ said Colonel Thompson, quite sharply.

      
      ‘Don’t you be cheeky, more like,’ said Cody. ‘You’re the cheeky one, butthead.’
      

      
      Max’s mother shot him a look which said, ‘What can we do?’ If they’d been cooped up in this room for two whole days, no wonder
         Cody was fractious. Saskia had said he was hyperactive. His grandparents did their best for him, but it wasn’t easy.
      

      
      ‘I can offer you a cup of tea,’ said Margaret. ‘And what on earth have you done to your arm?’

      
      ‘It got grazed by shrapnel. A landmine.’

      
      She looked at Max, but he could tell she wasn’t listening.

      
      ‘In Afghanistan. I flew back this morning.’

      
      ‘That’s nice,’ she said vaguely. ‘I expect you had good weather. It’s been bitter here, this winter. Ice on the windscreen
         most mornings. You have to take such care in the lanes.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose they’ll go away sooner or later,’ said the Colonel, nodding meaningfully outside. ‘They wouldn’t stay put for ever.
         We kept Cody out of school on Friday, but he’s got to go tomorrow. And the rations won’t last out much longer.’
      

      
      Cody went to the bathroom, and Max said, ‘Dad, quick, while he’s out of the room. What on earth happened? I only know what
         I’ve read in the papers.’
      

      
      ‘We hardly know more ourselves,’ replied the Colonel. He sounded weary. ‘It’s bewildering. It’s difficult to get any information.
         I’ve spoken to a Detective someone – a Polish name – in New York and he promised to let us know when they have anything to
         tell us. Max, this is a tragedy. It’s heartbreaking. Your sister meant so much to me, you know that.’
      

      
      
      Max felt desperate for his father. ‘The newspapers said they found her in her flat.’

      
      ‘Maid found her, apparently. She’d been out late the night before, got back around midnight, porter remembers seeing her.
         From then on, no one seems to know a damn thing.’
      

      
      ‘But how did she kill herself? I don’t even know that.’

      
      ‘Sleeping pills. They found a bottle of them next to the bed. Half full apparently.’

      
      ‘And what about identifying the body and all that?’

      
      ‘That’s already taken place,’ said Colonel Thompson. ‘I’m afraid it’s definitely her. One of her magazine colleagues in New
         York made the formal identification.’
      

      
      Margaret Thompson came over with the tea, and Max perched on a hoop-backed chair at her dressing table. The chair had belonged
         to his mother for thirty years but this was the first time he’d ever sat down on it.
      

      
      ‘We heard about it first from Saskia’s office,’ his mother said. ‘They were the ones who told us. A very nice-sounding man
         – Bob – he’s Saskia’s second-in-command. He telephoned us here on Friday evening, about eleven o’clock at night. We couldn’t
         think who could be ringing so late. It turned out he was calling from the magazine office, and he told us he was very sorry
         but Saskia had killed herself. Nobody seems to know the whys or wherefores. She wasn’t unhappy. So why would she do it? Your
         father and I have been asking ourselves over and over.’
      

      
      ‘You know, Max,’ said the Colonel, ‘this is an odd business all round. Saskia didn’t seem to you the kind of person who’d
         take her own life, did she?’
      

      
      ‘Hardly. Though one can never know what’s going on inside someone else’s head.’

      
      ‘Well, it makes no sense to me. Not someone like Saskia, at the top of her tree.’

      
      ‘She certainly never struck me as depressed,’ Max said. ‘I thought she adored her success.’

      
      ‘And quite right too,’ said Colonel Thompson. ‘She had an exceptional talent. I’ve been remembering how, even as a child,
         one knew she would one day go on to do great things. There aren’t many Saskia Thompsons around. She was well aware of that, we talked about it. That’s why it astounds me she’d ever
         have killed herself.’
      

      
      The cistern roared next door, and Cody came back into the bedroom. He sighed. ‘I want to play outside now. It’s boring being inside all the time. Please can I go out? I want to see if the trough is frozen over.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ said the Colonel. ‘No playing outside, it’s too cold. You’ve got school tomorrow. You don’t want to be ill for school,
         do you?’
      

      
      ‘But I’m not cold. I’ve said that a million times.’

      
      ‘Why not play with your computer? Or Meccano?’ Max suggested. ‘We could build something together.’

      
      ‘Meccano’s boring. Anyway, we lost most of the bits.’ Then he said, ‘Why are all those people still taking photographs of our house?’
      

      
      His grandparents exchanged glances. ‘Which people are those?’ asked the Colonel.

      
      ‘Those men on our lawn, the ones you don’t like. You can see them if you stand up on the loo seat, through the little window.
         They were all waving at me with their cameras. And I waved back.’
      

      
      Max remembered the atmosphere at High Hatch around the time Cody was born. He’d been abroad for the birth itself but had returned
         to England a week or two later. Cody was already installed in Max’s old bedroom. The Colonel had been struggling to assemble
         a flat-packed wooden cot that he’d purchased that morning from the Army and Navy in Guildford.
      

      
      In those early weeks of Cody’s life, it was still assumed that Saskia would take him to live with her in Holland Park, once
         she’d engaged a suitable nanny, but three months passed, then four, and Saskia showed no inclination to collect him. On her
         weekend visits to High Hatch, which soon became day trips, she displayed little interest in Cody.
      

      
      Margaret Thompson was exasperated by her daughter’s indifference. She would stand in the kitchen, waiting for a bottle of
         powdered milk to cool down, and proclaim herself ‘too old to be doing all this. I am a grandmother. I had my fair share of sleepless nights with my own children.’
      

      
      However, as the weeks and months slipped by, and Saskia’s visits to High Hatch were overriden by the fashion collections and
         her New York commitments, it became generally accepted that Cody would be brought up by his grandparents. Max stopped asking
         about it and Margaret became almost resigned.
      

      
      Colonel Thompson, for his part, seemed energised by the turn of events and strenuously resisted the accusation that Saskia
         had dumped her unwanted son on them. ‘Makes perfect sense to me,’ he would declare. ‘In many cultures round the world, that’s
         how all children are raised, by the grandparents. Parents are too busy working. With someone like Saskia it would be a heinous waste
         of her abilities. Much more sensible to have Cody down here with us.’
      

      
      Max remained at High Hatch until dusk, when they heard the journalists start their engines and drive off. Three of them, however,
         seemed to be hunkering down for an all-night stake-out. Across the dark garden, he could see them on their mobile phones checking
         in with their news desks. The Saskia story must still be regarded as hot, if they were being kept at their posts.
      

      
      Margaret Thompson coaxed Cody away for a bath, and the Colonel tipped a finger of whisky for Max and himself into toothmugs.
         ‘The curse of this thing,’ he said, ‘is that we’re almost out of Scotch. I’d been meaning to get some anyway, and then this
         happens.’
      

      
      Max said he’d slip out later and buy some. ‘Now that it’s dark, there’ll be no problem. And I’ll pick up some milk and bread.’

      
      Colonel Thompson placed his toothmug on the night table and sat down on the side of the bed. For an instant, Max thought how
         incongruous his father looked, his tan corduroys against the bedcover with its pattern of coral-coloured ribbons and grapes.
      

      
      ‘Until this whole ghastly business is cleared up,’ the Colonel said, ‘I wonder if I could ask something of you, Max? Try and
         find out what had been going through Saskia’s mind. Ask around a bit, will you? Easier for you to do than me, stuck down here.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll give it a go, certainly,’ said Max, uncertainly. ‘Though, as you know, I don’t really move in her world.’

      
      ‘It’s important, Max. We need to know, however painful. Promise me you’ll try.’

      
      Max passed undetected through the garden back to his car. The Esso garage on the bypass sold the basics, and then he pulled
         up outside the Drovers. There was an off-licence, with its own separate entrance between the public and saloon bars, where
         the landlord sold spirits across the counter. There was nobody in the narrow room, and he could hear the landlord serving
         a boisterous group in the saloon next door.
      

      
      ‘Ten to one on it was drugs related,’ a man was saying. ‘It all adds up: celebrity lifestyle, rock stars, illegitimate kid.
         Old story.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you believe it, mate. This one’s sex related. That’s what we’re hearing, and we’re going big with it. Providing the
         lawyers don’t go ape-shit.’
      

      
      ‘Sex related in what way?’ asked a third man, whom Max could see nursing a whisky. He remembered him from earlier, lurking
         on the verge opposite High Hatch.
      

      
      ‘Oh, too murky for your readers, mate. This is specialist stuff. Let’s just say, it’s significant they found her in the bathroom.
         There’s a lot more that’s going to come out yet.’
      

      
      The landlord saw Max at the counter and called out that he wouldn’t be long. ‘Terrible business about your sister,’ he added,
         though evidently it had been rather good business for him personally.
      

      
      Max made a face, to shut him up. He must have got the message because he came through looking conciliatory. He packed a couple
         of bottles of Bell’s and some mixers into a bag. ‘Give my best to your parents,’ he said. ‘We’re all thinking of them in the
         village. They’re a nice couple, and were always cock-a-hoop about your sister. Your father passed on a copy of her magazine
         once or twice,’ he went on. ‘Can’t say I found a lot in it, but they do say it was very popular.’
      

      
      *

      
      
      Max arrived back at his flat to find three new messages on the machine. Stefan, his picture editor at Bullet, had rung from
         New York with a message to ring him urgently. Max shrugged. He liked Stefan, but everything at Bullet was always urgent, except
         when you needed them to pay you in a hurry.
      

      
      The second message was from someone called Bob Troup. ‘Hi, we haven’t met,’ he said, ‘but I’m Saskia’s deputy at StreetSmart.’ He was almost whispering into the receiver, as though he didn’t want to be overheard. ‘I’m just ringing to reassure you
         that everything’s under control here during this difficult time. I’ve rung all the staff and told them no one’s to talk to
         the press except me. As you can imagine, the phones have gone berserk. We’re besieged by journalists. But the important thing’s
         to get the next issue out. I talked to New York earlier this evening, and told them the same thing. Anyway,’ he said, ‘maybe
         you can give me a call? A lot of people are quite jumpy, not knowing what’s happening, but I wanted you to know I’m in charge.’
      

      
      Instinctively, Max disliked the sound of Bob Troup. Presumably he was the same guy who’d rung his parents. He had a voice
         like that snake, Kaa, in Walt Disney’s Jungle Book, it slithered down the line. Yuk! Saskia’s parties were always jam-packed with men like that. And he wondered why Bob was
         bothering to tell him all this. Because he was family, presumably. Maybe I’m being unfair, Max thought. Bob was probably pretty
         shaken up himself, if he’d been close to Saskia.
      

      
      The third call was a lot brisker. ‘Philip Landau speaking. I hope I’ve got the correct number for Max Thompson. I’m Saskia
         Thompson’s lawyer. Could you ring me at your earliest convenience at my office? Or leave a message with my paging service.’
      

      
      He left a number ending in three noughts that sounded like a West End switchboard. Max remembered Saskia mentioning that she’d
         signed up with some super-charged solicitor. She’d said he practised in both London and New York, ‘which is ridiculously hard
         to find considering it’s so crucial’. He assumed that this essential resource was Philip Landau.
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      Étienne Bercuse was suffering a bad attack of the advanced corporate petulance that had long ago become his most identifiable
         human characteristic. Today, he felt especially put-upon: his Gulfstream IV was laid over for routine maintenance in Savannah,
         which meant that he had to use a scheduled flight from Houston to La Guardia.
      

      
      Then, no sooner had the United Airlines 727 attained cruising altitude above the Revlon-red Texan prairie than he noticed
         a Chinese businessman in the adjacent first-class seat across the aisle had snapped open a Louis Vuitton briefcase. Étienne
         Bercuse experienced an emotion that hovered somewhere between envy, fury and disdain. It began in the shallow membrane behind
         his domed, bald head, then conducted itself like an electric current to the bile-lined pit of his stomach.
      

      
      ‘I’m not believing this,’ he muttered. ‘That fat Chinese fuck has a Louis Vuitton.’

      
      The main reason Bercuse disliked flying on commercial flights was that he ran the risk of seeing his competitors’ products
         in action.
      

      
      The seat next to his own was empty, since he had a rule, well understood by the seven personal assistants in his various offices
         around the world, that two seats must always be reserved and paid for, ensuring him a cordon of privacy. However, in the seat
         immediately behind his own sat Jim Marciano, Chief Operating Officer of his North American subsidiary, Bercuse Inc.
      

      
      ‘Jim,’ said Bercuse, turning and peering through the narrow gap between the seats. ‘You have seen it, non?’
      

      
      
      ‘The briefcase, Étienne? Sure I’ve seen the briefcase.’ Jim had noticed the Louis Vuitton ‘Président’ – the biggest in the
         range – with its distinctive chocolate and café au lait monogram design, and had spent the past four minutes hoping against
         hope that his boss hadn’t spotted it too.
      

      
      ‘Any idea why he might have made that purchase, Jim? Why he bought that case in preference to one of ours?’

      
      Marciano thought, How in Christ’s name does he expect me to know that? But he replied, ‘Couldn’t tell you for sure on that
         one, I’m afraid, Étienne. From the look of him, I guess he’s Chinese. Could have bought it anywhere – Taipei, Hong Kong, Shenzen.
         Vuitton has wide distribution in the Pacific Rim.’
      

      
      What he meant was, ‘He didn’t buy it here in North America, so kindly get out of my face.’

      
      Jim Marciano had eleven thousand employees and six executive vice presidents reporting to him in North America, was paid in
         excess of two million dollars, and had grown the business by seven hundred per cent in four years. But when his French chairman
         was about, sometimes he just felt like some kind of big Girl Friday.
      

      
      Étienne was still regarding him accusingly through the gap between the seats. ‘You guess he’s Chinese? He could have bought it in China? Jesus Christ, Jim, don’t you know?’ He jabbed at a button above his seat and then, as a stewardess began swaying her way up the aisle from the galley, rapped,
         ‘Fetch me a telephone that works international.’
      

      
      Marciano closed his eyes and counted slowly to ten. Two more days and Étienne Bercuse would have lefts New York for Geneva.
         If he could only keep his cool until then. Jim had made a promise to himself and to his wife that, if he could stick it out
         for another two years, they’d be in blue skies financially. Then he’d do himself a favour and walk.
      

      
      If he could only keep his cool. Right now, he wasn’t sure he’d even last out until tonight. This trip had been the worst.
         Five metropolitan centres in ninety-six hours, with Étienne criticising every detail along the way. There was an expression
         in business for men like Étienne Bercuse: corporate seagulls. Every year they fly in, shit all over you and fly out again. Except with Étienne it was worse. He came quarterly.
      

      
      The architect of the nearly completed Bercuse concession in South Coast Plaza, Costa Mesa, the world’s largest shopping mall,
         had almost walked out too. All those drawings had been signed off months ago, though Étienne chose not to remember that now.
         The revisions he’d insisted on weren’t in the spec and he’d made it clear the project couldn’t go over budget or open late.
      

      
      Jim Marciano sighed as he reviewed the trip. The gala dinner at the Waldorf had been the low point. Étienne had complained
         about the positioning of the Bercuse table in the ballroom, claiming that it had been geographically less prestigious than
         the Chanel table. Jim hadn’t seen it himself, but had nevertheless contrived to get them switched.
      

      
      The only time all evening that Étienne had looked interested was when the British magazine editor, Saskia Thompson, had come
         up and talked to him. She’d made quite an impression in her red dress, that had been obvious. Jim had known for a long time
         that the only route to Étienne’s heart, always assuming that he had one, was via his underpants.
      

      
      ‘So, you’re telling me he bought the Vuitton briefcase in China?’

      
      ‘That’s my best guess, Étienne.’ Jim shrugged. He hoped his irritation didn’t show. ‘It’s an assumption, nothing more.’

      
      They were both staring across the aisle at the Chinese man, trying to establish where he was from: Hong Kong Chinese, Mainland
         Chinese, Taiwanese or even American-Chinese, it was impossible to say. All Chinese loved Vuitton; in fact all the Pacific
         Rim countries had a regard for Vuitton merchandise that Étienne Bercuse took as a personal affront. His own Étienne Bis briefcase
         in a rich tan redolent of old bridle hide, with its polished aluminium fittings and interior built on a frame of burr-walnut,
         was an equally good product, and yet his market share in Hong Kong, Seoul, Shanghai, Taipei and Singapore – the briefcase
         capitals of the Tiger economies – had never come close.
      

      
      
      At that moment, the Chinese businessman did something that made Jim Marciano shudder. He shot the brass catches of the briefcase,
         reached inside one of the document pockets, the colour of old armagnac, and produced a calculator and pair of spectacles.
         Both were encased in matching Vuitton monogrammed slipcases.
      

      
      Étienne cursed and his eyes narrowed. It was the look that meant he was about to have someone’s ass. He picked up the mobile
         the stewardess had delivered and began punching out numbers.
      

      
      Jim blanched. He didn’t need to ask. He guessed it would be two, three o’clock in the morning in Hong Kong.

      
      ‘Li, is that you? This is Étienne. I’m sorry, Flora, I didn’t wake you, did I? I did? That’s too bad. Let me speak with Li,
         please.’
      

      
      There was a pause while Li Fah Hsiang, President of Bercuse Asia-Pacific, was awakened by his wife. Étienne drummed his fingers
         impatiently on the fold-down table.
      

      
      ‘Li, that you there? I’m glad.’ He listened for a moment while Li Fah Hsiang said something, and then broke in, ‘I understand
         that, Li. You flew in overnight from Manila, that’s fine, Li, we are all entitled to some rest in this organisation. But the
         reason I am calling you now, Li, is I want to describe something – a vignette – I’m seeing from right where I’m seated on
         this aeroplane. I am thinking you might find it illuminating.’
      

      
      Jim listened with his eyes closed while Étienne described the unidentified Chinese businessman across the aisle and his Louis
         Vuitton luggage.
      

      
      ‘So you understand why I’m calling you, Li? It is important, I think. Whatever marketing initiatives your people are taking
         over there, they don’t seem to be working. This is first-hand research I’m giving you. So, maybe you could take a look into
         this for me, Li, and let me know what you come up with. Ça va? You will ring me in Geneva?’
      

      
      After he’d terminated the call, Étienne shook his head and shrugged. Étienne Bercuse had a vision. And he knew exactly how long it was going to take to turn the vision into reality: one more year.
      

      
      In one year he would be running the biggest luxury-goods conglomerate in the world.

      
      The statistics in his Apple PowerBook, which he reviewed and extrapolated several times a day, were unambiguous. If Bercuse
         SA continued to grow as he anticipated, he was on course to move from number five to number one. Bigger than the Wertheimer
         family’s Chanel, with its global fashion, fragrance and cosmetics business; bigger than the South African Johann Rupert’s
         Vendôme group, with its cigarette brands, Dunhill and Rothmans, plus Cartier, Chloé, Piaget watches and Montblanc pens; bigger
         than François Pinault’s Artémis Group, owner of Château Latour, the Au Printemps department stores, Christie’s, Saint Laurent,
         Samsonite, Gucci, and the Colorado ski resort of Vail; bigger even than Bernard Arnault’s Louis Vuitton-Moët Hennessy (LVMH),
         generally regarded as the most aggressive and acquisitive luxury brands empire of modern time, owners not only of Étienne’s
         bête noir, Louis Vuitton, and half the great champagne houses of France, but Dior, Givenchy, Guerlain, Christian Lacroix,
         Kenzo, Loewe, Celine, Berluti shoes and the giant Pacific duty-free shoppers’ network, DFS.
      

      
      Étienne Bercuse loved flying. At 37,000 feet the cabin pressure made him feel cleverer, bolder, omnipotent. He had all his
         best ideas in the sky. It was as though, suspended above the earth’s crust, like Christ up the exceeding high mountain, he
         could see all the kingdoms of the world in perspective, market by market, and decide which were ready for the next brand invasion.
      

      
      He knew that the tide of progress was with him. More frequent travel, the communications revolution, satellites beaming identical
         channels of entertainment into every territory, the degradation of communism and the triumph of western consumerism: everything
         was driving the world, remorselessly, to brand culture. Already, one third of the earth’s population had access to Bercuse
         brands. His twelve-storey Manhattan department store on 57th and Park was the most impressive shopping emporium in North America. Built by I. M. Pei and fitted out by Peter Marino at a cost of $290 million, Bercuse Plaza showcased
         every one of his much-advertised products. Tranquilité, Gaia and Serène occupied a whole floor each, with spas and restaurants
         in the image of the brand. There were departments for the Lockerjock sportswear lines – Homeboy and D Troit Denim – and for
         Sensi, the Milanese fashion label he had recently acquired. There was a cave de luxe devoted to brandy, wine and champagne, and emporia selling Étienne briefcases, evening purses with linked EB gold chains,
         cigarette lighters, watches, eternity rings, marine chronometers and silver-plated Bercuse powerbooks. Every piece of merchandise
         was manufactured by one of his own companies.
      

      
      He pressed a key on the powerbook and a computer-assisted graphic of the world’s surface came up, indicating Bercuse superstores,
         malls and offices in each continent. Beverly Hills, San Francisco, Bal Harbor, Manhattan, Tokyo, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Rio
         de Janeiro, Toronto, London, Paris, Berlin, Moscow. Each city had retail space of 140,000 square feet or more.
      

      
      He hit a second key and sites under construction were illuminated: Osaka, Sydney, Manila, Bangalore, Dubai, Prague, Costa
         Mesa, Johannesburg, São Paulo, Mexico City, Taipei, Guam. All would be open for business within eight months from today. They
         had better be, Étienne reflected coldly, or their respective general managers would be seeking alternative employment.
      

      
      Two million square feet of new selling space, all within one year. The following year, two million more. He had hardly scratched
         the surface of China or the old Soviet Union. Or Malaysia. He needed to be in Kuala Lumpur. That was a priority. Cartier was
         there already and so were Vuitton and Hermès.
      

      
      He snapped shut his powerbook and picked up a newspaper on the seat next to him. He grimaced: it was USA Today, a paper that, with its gaudy weather maps and colour printing like a too-bright television, Étienne instinctively recoiled from. He preferred the chilly asceticism of Le Monde and the Wall Street Journal.
      

      
      He turned the pages, hardly troubling to focus on the parochial nuggets of world news. Then he noticed her picture. Saskia
         Thompson photographed on the sidewalk with John and Carolyn Bessette Kennedy. The headline said, ‘MYSTERY OF MAGAZINE EDITOR’S LAST HOURS.’
      

      
      Étienne Bercuse tensed and then read the item very carefully.

      
      By the time he’d finished reading, he felt that his scheme was not so impossible. In fact it was shaping up as one of his
         better strategies. He permitted himself the most fleeting of smiles. Nobody but he would ever know when he first conceived
         it, and now he was certain that it could play an important part in his plan to be Number One.
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      There was a Greek greasy spoon at the top of the Harrow Road which served sausages, houmous and stewed tea, and this was where
         Max had breakfast when he was on his own.
      

      
      The woman who ran the place, Ariana, always put on this great phoney welcome when he showed up, though Max guessed she hadn’t
         got a clue who he was. She probably thought he was a sound engineer from Rabbit Records, round the block.
      

      
      On the way, he picked up the newspapers to see if there was anything more about Saskia. The Daily Mail had four whole pages: ‘Gloss girls: when the heat gets too hot to handle. Greg White explodes the myth of the modern media
         superwomen who think they can have it all.’ The theory behind the article, if you could call it that, was pretty much as Greg
         had outlined on the telephone: how women in high-powered jobs fail at everything else. It incorporated several manufactured
         or out-of-context quotes from Max, even though he’d said practically nothing. ‘Her brother, Max, 36, commented last night
         that, despite the tragic circumstances surrounding her death, Saskia’s parents “were very proud”. He could throw no light
         on a motive for her suicide. “My sister was one of the most fulfilled people. She loved the high life and celebrities. Madonna
         was one of her closest friends.” ’ Later in the article he was credited with saying, ‘None of us knows who Cody’s father is.
         Not even my parents. It’s a secret she’s taken with her to the grave.’ The Mail published a picture of Cody waving happily through the lavatory window.
      

      
      ‘What in mercy’s name have you done to your arm?’ exclaimed Ariana, delivering pitta bread. ‘Here, let me put the butter on for you. You need two hands for that job.’
      

      
      Max allowed himself to be bossed around by Ariana for a while, and got his sling sorted out, then dialled Philip Landau from
         the payphone in the corner.
      

      
      He was put straight through, and after ten seconds of statutory condolences about Saskia, Landau came to the point.

      
      ‘Any prospect of you meeting me here at lunchtime today? We can have something to eat at my desk. Easier to talk freely than
         in a restaurant. Shall we say one o’clock?’ It was one of those invitations that don’t allow for the possibility of refusal.
         He gave Max an address off the Strand, on the Covent Garden side.
      

      
      The offices, when Max arrived, in no way corresponded with his preconception of a lawyer’s set-up. The walls in reception
         were lined with silver- and gold-framed discs, like a record company, and a series of glass portholes allowed you a glimpse
         into conference pods beyond. A moment later he was collected by Philip Landau himself and escorted down a modern-art-lined
         corridor to his office.
      

      
      Landau was a well-preserved man of fifty, fit and sleek in a dark suit with a black rollneck jersey. Max had never been any
         good at noticing what other people were wearing, but even he could tell that Philip Landau dressed with enormous care to achieve
         this degree of informality.
      

      
      For the first time, Max was conscious of how scruffy he looked himself. He still had on the lace-up boots that he’d worn to
         Kabul and back, and a combat jacket he’d picked up years ago from a soldier in Bosnia. His hair needed a trim, and he wasn’t
         sure he’d shaved all that carefully either, what with the arm and everything.
      

      
      The two men went into Landau’s office, which was dominated by a serpentine desk made of inky-blue glass. The only picture,
         which was vast and took up one whole wall, was a charcoal drawing of a chilli pepper, framed in inch-thick steel.
      

      
      Landau crossed the room to a narrow black-lacquered sideboard with a tray of drinks. ‘We have various interesting beers, Badoit, or I can build you a Bloody Caesar – vodka and clamato juice.’ Max chose a beer. ‘Mexican,’ said Landau as
         he poured it into an octagonal tumbler. ‘From the Baja.’
      

      
      Landau was a pretentious sod, but Max couldn’t help liking him. He said a lot of his work was for the record industry, hammering
         out contracts and copyright issues to do with electronic publishing. ‘That’s how I first came across your sister. When she
         set up the StreetSmart website, she needed advice on rights and drafting new contracts for contributors.’
      

      
      Two lacquer boxes of Thai food arrived from a place across the street, and a bottle of Sancerre, opened by his secretary with
         the aid of some aerodynamic corkscrew.
      

      
      ‘Now,’ said Landau, when they’d both eaten a little, ‘how much, if anything, did Saskia tell you about her businesses?’

      
      ‘Her businesses? I thought she owned a magazine.’
      

      
      ‘She did, in one sense. There’s only one registered trademark, but you probably know there were independent editions of StreetSmart in London and in the States. Also, as I’ve mentioned, a website on the Internet. Each division was set up as a separate entity.
         Each was structured and financed in a slightly different way. I can give you chapter and verse later to take away with you.
         Suffice it to say that, four or five years back, Saskia approached me to represent her in a reasonably complex financial restructuring
         of the company. Particularly with the American operation, she needed help. Which, I’m happy to say, we were able to provide.
         After the restructuring was completed, she continued to retain this firm for all legal and tax matters.’
      

      
      ‘I see,’ said Max. He knew nothing of any of this. He associated Saskia with parties, and newspaper articles about her success.

      
      ‘If I’m telling you things you already know, for goodness’ sake stop me,’ said Landau. ‘As a breed, I’m afraid lawyers have
         a tendency to do that. Probably because we charge by the hour.’ He chuckled throatily.
      

      
      ‘To be honest, I don’t know that much about Saskia’s world,’ Max admitted. ‘It’s something I’m pretty ignorant about. I’ve
         spent most of the past ten years out of the country, taking photographs.’
      

      
      ‘I know. I’ve seen some of them. You took a remarkable one of about twenty young boys posing on a multicoloured jeep. In Liberia,
         I think it was. All wearing those reflective sunglasses and waving machine-guns. Big smiles across their faces. What made
         it so chilling was that corpse in the foreground, lying in the dust. No one giving a damn.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve got a good memory. It was in Time. How did you know it was by me?’
      

      
      ‘Saskia pointed it out. We were lunching the day it was published.’

      
      ‘That surprises me too. That she’d have noticed it.’

      
      Landau snorted. ‘Saskia noticed everything. She showed me your stuff several times. She rated it. You were in Grozny too, weren’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Yep.’

      
      ‘How was that?’

      
      ‘The lunches weren’t as good as this.’ Max laughed. He felt uncomfortable talking about his trips, because he felt that he’d
         never found a way of describing them without coming over as some kind of Boys’ Own hero, or else as a complete prick. Or both.
      

      
      Landau must have sensed this, because he said, ‘Max, you’re most probably wondering why I asked you to drop by.’

      
      ‘I am rather.’

      
      ‘You need to read this. It’s Saskia’s will.’

      
      He handed over a slim typewritten document with acetate covers. Max flicked through it, noticing Saskia’s signature, witnessed
         by two names he didn’t recognise.
      

      
      ‘It’s quite straightforward,’ said Landau, ‘but if you’d like me to paraphrase, your sister has left everything to her son,
         Cody. Not until his twenty-fifth birthday, however. Until then, it’s just his running costs. You’re one of his two trustees,
         by the way. I’m the other. The important part from your point of view is paragraph 3.2, on the fourth page. To put it simply,
         in the event of your sister’s death before Cody reaches the age of twenty-five, Saskia has asked you to run the whole shooting match, her entire business.’
      

      
      ‘Me? You’re not serious.’ Max gasped. ‘That’s about the craziest idea I ever heard.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I can only say that your sister evidently didn’t think so. She gave this will a lot of consideration.’

      
      ‘When did you say it was she wrote it?’
      

      
      Landau turned to the frontispiece. ‘February twelfth, this year. I believe she gave us her instructions about five weeks before
         that.’
      

      
      Max cast his mind back to a particularly dismal Christmas at High Hatch. For once, all the family had been there. Normally
         Saskia took Cody to the Caribbean with a nanny for Christmas, where she had friends on St Barts, and Max tried his hardest
         to find an assignment – any assignment – over the holiday. ‘Christmas returns to Latvia’ was one, he remembered. This year,
         however, they had all descended on the Colonel and Margaret for a dose of old-fashioned family bonding.
      

      
      Saskia had looked morose from the moment she arrived. She’d announced she’d come straight from the Hotel Bel-Air in Beverly
         Hills, and the contrast was getting to her. Max had argued with her about magazines for five solid days; for some reason,
         which in the aftermath of her death he now found inexplicable, he’d just felt like goading her. He’d told her he thought StreetSmart was glib when it attempted to be serious, and was embarrassing in the way it pandered to movie stars. Saskia, enraged, had
         said that he didn’t understand the politics of Hollywood, and that if a million people bought the magazine, including Henry
         Kissinger, it couldn’t be that bad. Max had replied that the very fact Henry Kissinger bought it confirmed it was rubbish.
         They had carried on in similar vein until the StreetSmart offices reopened on 29 December.
      

      
      It must have been a fortnight later that Saskia had drawn up her will.

      
      ‘You do realise this is one of Saskia’s jokes,’ Max told Landau.

      
      ‘I hardly think so,’ he replied. ‘In fact it’s rather a serious obligation. You will need to think very carefully indeed before deciding whether to take it up.’
      

      
      ‘It’s out of the question, I can tell you that straight away. I have a contract with Bullet, the photo-agency. I’m away half
         the year.’
      

      
      ‘Obviously, were you to run StreetSmart, you’d have to give all that up.’
      

      
      Max stared around the office, floundering for additional ammunition to say no. ‘Tell me something,’ he said. ‘Can you think
         of one good reason why I’m even remotely suitable for the job? I don’t read this kind of magazine. I don’t know anything about
         business. I haven’t even heard of most of the people StreetSmart writes about. Nor am I particularly interested in them.’
      

      
      ‘Put like that, you certainly don’t sound like a headhunter’s dream. All I can tell you is that Saskia had the highest regard
         for you. And, as you’ll appreciate, she didn’t suffer fools. She talked to me more than once about you. She said you were
         single minded and courageous, and a good judge of character. If she didn’t believe you could do it, she wouldn’t have offered
         you the job.’
      

      
      ‘The job I’ve turned down.’

      
      ‘The job you’re seriously considering for the next few days. And I mean seriously. I’ve put all the relevant paperwork into this bag: consolidated results for the past four years, trading statements for
         the different divisions. I’ve marked which are in dollars, which are sterling. Also payroll, accruals and deferred debt. We
         have some junk financing on the American operation, which I can talk you through some time. So, here it is: homework. If there’s
         anything you feel you’re missing, give me a call. Oh, and I’ve taken the liberty of including both the latest issues of StreetSmart in here too, just in case you somehow missed them …’
      

      
      Landau stood up, and smiled. ‘I don’t want to hear from you until Friday at the earliest,’ he said sternly. ‘In fact, I recommend
         you use the weekend to think it over. You’ll probably want to pay a visit to the StreetSmart office too, to see what you’re getting yourself into. Call Jean, Saskia’s secretary, and take a look around.
      

      
      ‘Two final things,’ said Landau as he walked Max to the lifts. ‘Saskia’s instructions are very thorough. As you know, she
         always thought everything through to the last detail. Nothing’s been left to chance. She’s even left details about your own
         remuneration, in the unlikely contingency of her death. They’re actually very simple. She wants you to be paid the same as
         she paid herself.’
      

      
      ‘How much was that, by the way?’ Max asked.

      
      ‘Last year, the package worked out at one point seven million dollars. And there’s a company apartment in Manhattan.’

      
      Max started. It was a mind-blowing amount of money. For some odd reason, his first thought was, Did Dad realise she made that
         much? The Colonel probably hadn’t earned that in thirty years in the army. As a family, money had always been in short supply.
         Max remembered how much Saskia had always resented that. When she was seven or eight years old, they’d lived in Kiplingweg,
         outside Berlin, when their father was 2ic of B Company. There’d been an officer’s furnished house, complete with china, linen,
         bedding, penny-dreadful sticks of furniture. Saskia had cried when they moved in.
      

      
      ‘Why is everything always horrible and sad and brown wherever we live?’ she had wailed, shoulders heaving with emotion. The
         outburst had become a family joke.
      

      
      As she grew up, it seemed to Max that his sister had quite consciously recoiled from everything that reminded her of that
         period. Apart from last Christmas, it was years since she’d stayed overnight at High Hatch. She had once told him, matter
         of factly, that there wasn’t a single piece of furniture, picture or ornament in their parents’ home that she had any interest
         in eventually inheriting. ‘When the day comes,’ she had said, as they walked in Indian file across the flattened bracken of
         the common behind the house, ‘you can have the lot.’
      

      
      If she was paying herself more than a million pounds a year from StreetSmart, Max thought, he could understand why she didn’t need anyone’s castoffs.
      

      
      
      ‘You said there were two things,’ said Max. ‘One was the salary. What was the other?’

      
      ‘A letter,’ said Landau. ‘Saskia left it here for you, to be handed over if anything ever happened to her.’

      
      ‘What’s it say?’

      
      ‘Couldn’t tell you. It’s addressed to you. My instructions were to lodge it in the strong room until required.’

      
      Max slipped the letter into the pocket of his jacket and Landau helped him into his overcoat.

      
      As they waited for the lift, Max asked, ‘Philip, how well did you know my sister? Away from the office, that is.’

      
      Landau considered the question. ‘A lot of people knew her for much longer – I’ve only represented her for about five years.
         We beat the same paths socially, and had working lunches together.’
      

      
      ‘So, what’s your reaction to the suicide? Does it surprise you?’

      
      ‘It does, yes. Very much. I don’t know what to make of it. I guess it only goes to show how little one really knows about
         one’s clients, even clients one imagines one knows well.’
      

      
      ‘So you didn’t have any premonition that something like this could happen?’

      
      ‘Not the slightest, not for one moment. I saw Saskia ten days ago at a film premiere, and she looked a million dollars. She
         said business was good, StreetSmart was booming.’
      

      
      Max shrugged. ‘A mystery, then.’

      
      ‘A mystery,’ said Landau, then went on, ‘So we’ll touch base later this week or on Monday morning. Feel free to ring me at
         home at the Barbican over the weekend, if you’d like to.’
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