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He woke to the sound of screaming. He lay there in his bunk, staring up at the mottled ceiling, and listened. Sighing, he lit a cigarette and blew the smoke out in a hazy stream. At first, the sounds of the correctional centre had terrified him; the unearthly shrieking, the begging, the promises and threats. What would drive a man to snap like that? What had happened to him to make him claw at the walls? But slowly, like everything else, it had just become part of the routine, an inevitable piece of the landscape, like the chirp and twitter of the dawn chorus in the country.


‘Gimme a straight razor!’ bellowed the desperate voice. ‘I’ll cut my own throat right here! Please, just let me do it!’


Maybe the poor guy was trying to get sectioned to the psych ward. He’d heard the food was better down there. Or maybe he’d just woken up and realised where he was. That much he could identify with – especially today.


‘Happy birthday,’ he whispered to himself with an ironic smile. ‘And many happy returns.’


Swinging his legs out, he shuffled over to the sink, rubbing the short grey stubble on his chin. He smiled. There, propped up against the warped plastic mirror, was a carton of cigarettes. No bow, no fancy wrapping, but touching all the same, even if your only birthday gift had come from a three-hundred-pound biker named Tyler. And it was the thought that counted, right? Especially here. Inside, your own thoughts were about all you had. They didn’t go big on personal possessions in lockdown; just one more thing for the Bulls to take away from you.


Of course, it hadn’t always been this way. There had been a time when he had been the Man Who Had Everything. As he soaped up his beard, he thought of his last birthday: the party at the Long Island beach house, the path down to the shore lit by thousands of candles, tables of the finest caviar and champagne, five hundred guests, all leaders in their own fields: politicians, tycoons, media barons, each one jostling to shake his hand, to squeeze his arm, trying to strike a deal. But that was all over now. All over.


He picked up his half-blunt plastic razor and began to shave with slow, careful strokes. Money could fix most things in here – a bigger cell, TV; he’d even heard they could get you a woman if you paid enough – but no one ever paid another man for a wet shave in the Pen. That would be tempting fate. They call it swimming with sharks on Wall Street, he thought grimly. Those pale-faced preppies wouldn’t make it to chow in here.


He peered into the mirror, noting the deepened lines around his eyes.


A year, had it only been a year? That morning of his last birthday, he’d been in Sag Harbor, a beautiful early summer morning. He’d come down to breakfast and Miriam had left his gift on the marble counter, beautifully wrapped in delicate blue tissue paper. He remembered how his heart had leapt when he had seen what was inside – a beautiful antique cigar box, polished ebony with ivory inlays and a tiny gold key in the lock. It was just exquisite, exactly what he’d wanted. And inside, he had found a single crisp dollar bill: a private joke between husband and wife, Miriam’s way of saying, ‘You’d rather have a dollar in your hand than any of these beautiful things.’ Of course, they both knew it wasn’t the money he cared about. It was what money could give you. Not the trinkets, not the yachts and the houses, but the respect, the position, the power. Once you rose above a certain level, money was just zeros on a spreadsheet, but when people knew you had money – or thought you did – they treated you differently. They treated you like a king.


He patted his face dry and began to dress: starched collars and cuffs, a crisp crease in the leg; he paid extra to the Bloods who ran the laundry. Inside, it paid to look after yourself, to stand out from the crowd, make people see you meant business.


Taking a deep breath, he walked out on to the landing, his shrewd eyes instantly assessing the cons leaning against the railings. By now, he knew all the faces. Two gangbangers, three murderers, a slew of furtive wannabes. All white skin of course – the administration wisely segregated the landings along racial grounds to minimise gang conflict – but there were still warring factions even on this floor. Currently the Nazis had beef with the bikers and the Russians wouldn’t deal with the Italians, but that could all have changed by the end of the day. Violence in jail was fluid, sudden, and it all came down to one thing: money. Who owed whom. And everyone owed someone something – even him. Especially him.


He spotted Ty standing talking to one of the Russians. This was a Category 5 security establishment, so all the foreign nationals convicted of federal offences – drugs, violence, money laundering – were dumped in with the rest of the scumbags. And the celebrities. Celebrities like him. He guessed they put him in a cell with Ty as a punishment, a way of saying, ‘Don’t think you’re special in here.’ In for running a meth lab in Atlanta, the biker had half killed two cons and wounded a guard in his first month. But, to his surprise, Ty had been polite and respectful, showing the terrified new guy the ropes, telling him what to do, who to speak to, how to survive. One night, he had asked him why.


‘’Cos you the man from the TV.’ Ty had shrugged. ‘You’re someone, y’unnerstand?’


Oh, he understood all right. That was exactly the principle he’d used in business. It wasn’t what you could give your clients, it was what they thought you could give them, that was what made them queue up to invest, that was what made them shower you with gifts: the holidays, the Cubans, even on occasion their wives.


‘Hey, Mr Hollywood,’ said a voice behind him. His shoulders tensed, expecting a blow – but all he felt was a hand on the shoulder. He looked up to see the wide smile of Uri the Bear. Somehow the sight of the Russian gangster’s leering face was worse than being stabbed.


‘Uri, how are you?’


‘Fine. Good,’ he said in his strong, stilted accent.


Uri’s hand remained on his shoulder. ‘There is some business I wanted to discuss with you.’


He nodded. He had been expecting it.


‘Shall we take a walk?’


‘Of course.’


They walked slowly along the landing – no one hurried here; why would they? – flanked by Uri’s ever-present bodyguards, one of whom had been rumoured to have strangled a child at the behest of a Mafia boss. But then prison was full of rumours like that.


‘How have you been this month? Safe? Well?’ asked Uri, an eyebrow raised.


Of all the dark souls in the correctional facility, Uri frightened him the most. His face was scarred and there was a tattoo of a dragon peeping out from beneath the collar of his prison-issue denim shirt, but Uri Kaskov was not your standard prison predator. Uri was educated, ambitious and more cold-blooded than anyone in the Pen. Which was why he had approached the Russian with a proposition. Uri could provide something he wanted – protection – and he could offer Uri something in return. The penitentiary was not so different from Wall Street – it was just one big trading floor.


‘Yes, I’m very well, thank you, Uri,’ he said.


Uri the Bear paused for a moment. His pockmarked face looked quizzical.


‘Then that means our deal is working. You remember how I agreed to protect you from those animals down there?’ He gestured to the floor below, where the black gangs roamed. ‘And from the scum up there?’ He pointed to the Bulls walking the gantry. ‘And, as I understood it, from the number of very wealthy people who wish you harm?’


He nodded back at Uri, remembering the first few weeks of his time at the correctional facility. It had been a time of fear. Not a day went by here without some episode of violence. Men were stabbed over a simple disagreement in the laundry. People were killed because of vendettas from the outside. And he knew that he could be next. Uri was right. Countless people hated him on the outside. Rich people, vengeful people. People who wanted to see him dead. And they could reach him inside the prison, because within these walls, everything was possible for a price.


‘Yes, of course, you have done a very good job, Uri. I have no complaints.’


‘Of course not. No, the complaint is on my side.’


He swallowed, glancing nervously at Uri’s bodyguards.


‘Complaint?’


‘The deal has been rather one-sided, don’t you think? I have delivered my part of the bargain: here you are, fit and healthy. But where is my money?’


‘Money is no good to you in here, Uri. When you get out . . .’


‘That might be sooner than we both expected.’


He looked at Uri. The Russian was inside for fifteen years for extortion and racketeering. The authorities couldn’t get him on any of the bigger charges, but he was still expected to do a decent stretch of time. So why was he getting out sooner? What deal had he pulled?


He felt the Russian’s strong hand on his shoulder again as they walked into the yard.


‘I want you to start making arrangements to transfer the money to a friend of mine,’ said Uri.


His heart was beating faster now. He hadn’t risen so high in the business world without being able to read people, and Uri’s manner was hostile, the squeezing fingers cruel. Yes, he was a brute, a gangster, but until today he had been respectful, jovial even. Something was wrong.


‘Well, that might take a while,’ he said. ‘I have to contact someone. He might be difficult to reach. I just need a little more time.’


Uri’s grip tightened.


‘You don’t have the money? Don’t tell me it’s like the rest of your empire. A mirage.’


‘Of course I have the money.’


‘Then I want it. Including the interest.’


‘What interest?’ he asked nervously.


Uri laughed.


‘We’ve heard you talking about how much money you have stashed away. Under the circumstances, I think the price of my protection just went up.’


He cursed himself. Sometimes he let his mouth run away with him. He had a fan club inside the facility, convicts who idolised him for what he had done, and sometimes it was hard not to bask in their worship and boast about his achievements.


‘Okay, so let’s talk,’ he said, trying to keep his voice even. ‘I just need to make a few phone calls. Give me some time.’


Uri had steered him past the baseball field, behind the bleachers out near the fence. A quiet part of the yard. The gun towers could see them – but would the guards be looking? It was a warm day, and a bead of sweat had begun to trail from his hairline down the back of his prison shirt. But despite the heat, he had gone suddenly cold.


Uri’s dark eyes were full of menace. ‘No more time. I want that money,’ he said, moving his hand slowly up the base of his neck. ‘I want it now.’


He felt his blood pumping in his ears, and his vision began to swim.


By the time the guards spotted him, he was dead.
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She closed the bathroom door and locked it behind her. Her heart was beating hard and she felt sick to her stomach. Sitting down on the edge of the bath, she squeezed the bridge of her nose. Don’t let me cry, not in front of these people.


Since the scandal twelve months ago, Sophie Ellis had discovered reserves of strength that she didn’t know she had. But today it was taking every ounce of it not to break down in front of all the gawkers. They were all out there in the living room and the kitchen, eating their canapés and judging her, their oh-so-sympathetic words of condolence loaded with hidden meaning.


‘How are you coping?’ they’d said after the service. Meaning: how can you afford this funeral after your father ruined the family?


‘It was so sudden, a heart attack with no warning,’ which meant: you should have seen it coming. And ‘Shame Charles couldn’t make it,’ which was really code for: look at how your friends have abandoned you now you’ve lost all your money.


Well, she wasn’t going to give them another reason to pity her, she thought, breathing deeply to steady herself. The people on the other side of that door knew enough about her family life. They’d read about it, gossiped about it, held the Ellis family’s misfortune up as a mirror against their own lives and given thanks, with barely disguised Schadenfreude, that it hadn’t happened to them. And now Sophie wanted to keep something hidden – her pain at losing her father, the one man she knew would always love her – and she couldn’t.


Smoothing down her black pencil skirt, she fumbled in her make-up bag for some concealer and looked in the mirror. Her skin was pale and her amber eyes had lost their sparkle. No wonder: the last few days had been a strange limbo. She hadn’t slept properly either; despite wanting to numb the pain with sleep, it just hadn’t come.


Behind her, on the wall, she could see a collection of family photographs in sleek black frames. It was like her whole life flashing before her. Peter Ellis, proud and weather-beaten on his little sailing boat, Iona. Sophie and her parents, tanned and happy in Barbados, rosy-cheeked and smiling in Klosters. They had been wealthy, yes. But what did money matter when her father was gone? She could win the lottery tomorrow but never get that life back.


Sophie had adored her father and he had loved and indulged her in return. There had been the zippy BMW as her eighteenth birthday present, the Chelsea flat at twenty-one. Peter had even supported her when she had dropped out of university to take up modelling. When that hadn’t quite worked out – someone should have told her before she had given up college that she just wasn’t that photogenic – along with all her other career ideas, Daddy had stepped into the breach with a generous allowance in return for some event planning at his City accountancy firm. He had always been there for her, always.


‘We’ll get through this,’ he’d told her with his quiet certainty. ‘Nothing matters as long as we’ve got each other.’


She let out a sob, covering her mouth with her hand. It just wasn’t fair.


‘Sophie? Are you in there? Is everything okay?’


She could hear the brusque rap of knuckles on the bathroom door.


‘Hold on, I’ll be right out.’


She took one last look in the mirror, then unlocked the door. Her best friend Francesca was waiting for her, solemn but sleek in a charcoal trouser suit, accessorised by a black dahlia in the buttonhole and a diamond the size of a quail’s egg glinting on her ring finger. Not so long ago, people would comment that she and Francesca looked like sisters. They had their hair dyed the same honey blonde at Richard Ward’s salon in Sloane Square. The same racehorse physique, slim and long-legged, the same glowing, tanned skin. The Evening Standard magazine had even run a feature on them a couple of years earlier. ‘Chelsea Girls!’ the headline had screamed, before outlining their carbon-copy CVs: a little modelling, a spot of party planning. Five per cent work, ninety-five per cent pleasure.


Her life was quite different from her friend’s now.


‘There you are. We’ve been looking everywhere for you.’


‘I’ve just been freshening up.’


‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ queried Francesca. ‘You do look a little pale.’


‘Well, it’s my father’s funeral. I thought I’d go easy on the Fake Bake this morning,’ she said, attempting a smile.


She took a fortifying glass of wine from a passing waiter as they walked into the living room. It was packed with people from the golf club, people from Daddy’s sailing club, people from Mummy’s Cobham circuit, their plates piled high with sandwiches, their glasses filled with wine. Half of them were studiously trying to avoid Sophie’s gaze, the others shooting her doe-eyed looks of pity.


‘Come on, Fran, show us the ring.’


Sophie spun around to see Megan and Sarah, her housemates from her flat in Chelsea. Francesca had just become engaged to Charles, a friend of Sophie’s ex-boyfriend Will, and her friends were anxious to hear about it.


Francesca held up her hand to display the rock. Her happiness and self-confidence were quite dazzling, thought Sophie, feeling herself shrink into the shadows. Megan and Sarah squealed.


‘It’s enormous, Fran. What is it, five carats?’


Sarah reverently stretched out one finger to touch it as if it were magic.


‘Six, I think,’ said Fran thoughtfully. ‘Flawless. Pear-cut. He got it just right, although God knows I dropped enough hints.’


‘Don’t they say that men have to spend two months’ wages on their fiancée’s engagement ring?’ Sarah looked up, her eyes wide. ‘He must be earning a fortune.’


‘Charlie’s doing okay,’ Francesca smiled.


‘Although I’ve heard that the bonuses have been cut this year,’ added Sarah. ‘Bloody Americans, they had to get greedy and screw it up for the rest of us, didn’t they?’


Sophie didn’t want to get into a discussion about finance or greed at her father’s wake.


‘So where did he propose, Fran?’ she asked, trying to change the subject.


Her friend launched into an expansive description of her ‘super-romantic’ weekend at an exclusive country-house hotel: two days of spa, sex and Michelin-starred dinners. It sounded very much like the weekends Sophie used to spend with Will, all except the six-carat ring at the end of it. Not that she wanted to think about him today, either.


‘When he took me out into the rose garden at midnight,’ continued Francesca, ‘then produced a Cartier box, I couldn’t believe it.’


‘I’m really happy for you,’ said Sophie honestly.


‘Well, obviously you’re all invited,’ said Francesca. ‘We were thinking a winter wedding in the sun.’


‘Where did you have in mind?’ asked Megan.


‘I want the Turks and Caicos. I’m not bothered about a church wedding and I never wanted to wear a big puffy meringue dress.’


‘The Aman resort out there would be just perfect,’ said Sarah.


‘I know, I’ve already made enquiries,’ smiled Francesca.


‘Then I’d better start saving,’ said Sophie, making a quick mental note of how much it was all going to cost her. The hen night – or more likely weekend – was bound to be somewhere splashy, the wedding gift list registered at Harrods or Thomas Goode.


‘Soph, Charlie is paying for all the accommodation, so you’ll only have to find the air fare.’ There was a slight air of superiority mixed in with the familiar pitying tone but Sophie chose to ignore it. Francesca had her faults, but at least she was here, and she appreciated the gesture.


‘And if that’s a problem, I’m sure we can sort something out. Someone must be flying private. I’ll ask around, see if you could cadge a lift . . .’


Sophie raised her hand to stop her. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll manage. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’


And she meant it. She didn’t care how much it was going to cost her. She didn’t care if Will was going to be there with a new pedigree girlfriend. She didn’t care if she had to go without food for a week, if that was what it took. For one weekend she was going to get her old life back, no matter what it cost her.


It wasn’t until three o’clock that the last of the mourners left. The catering staff bustled about clearing away the half-empty wine glasses and stiffening sandwiches. Sophie found her mother standing alone in the conservatory at the back of the house, staring out into the garden. Julia Ellis had always been what people called a handsome woman; not beautiful, exactly, but striking, with high cheekbones and a long, elegant frame. She had certainly been the one to turn heads at the black tie dinners over the years. But today she looked ten years older, the lines around her mouth seemed more pinched and her eyes were rimmed pink.


She turned around to give her daughter the slightest of smiles.


‘It went as well as could be expected,’ she said coolly.


‘I think so,’ said Sophie reassuringly. ‘People weren’t exactly here to enjoy themselves. But it was a decent turnout.’


Julia snorted. ‘I see the Derricks, the Smyths, even the bloody Fosters stayed away – Annabel Foster has never had a migraine in her life and yet she develops one this morning, I don’t think so.’


Sophie kept silent.


‘Look, this place is a mess,’ said Julia, turning to face the kitchen. She began collecting glasses of warm white wine and taking them to the sink. Growing up, Sophie had never known Julia to lift a finger around Wade House, their eight-bedroom Arts and Crafts house in one of the most fragrant parts of Surrey. But since the army of home help had disappeared, she had grudgingly taken on the role of housewife. Not that her efforts had stopped the house from falling into slow disrepair. Without the cleaners, the decorators, the interior designers and landscape gardeners, Wade House was wilting. Damp patches had appeared in dark corners, once white walls looked smeared and grey. The lawns were limp and untidy, while the pond, once a clear sheet of turquoise water, was covered in a thick crust of moss. It was a high-maintenance house that needed money to be spent on it – and money was one thing they didn’t have.


Yet Julia had refused to sell it. Even when the golf club memberships had to be sacrificed, the weekly shop switched from Waitrose to the closest branch of Lidl. Sophie knew that by holding on to the house, Julia Ellis was holding on to the past, but the time had come to let go.


‘Mum, don’t you think we should talk about what we’re going to do now?’ she asked as she helped to clear up.


Julia didn’t appear to hear her, thrusting the glasses into the soapy water, oblivious to the white suds that were spilling up the front of her good black dress.


‘I hear Francesca is getting married,’ she said. ‘To a friend of Will’s, I believe.’


‘Charlie Watson. They met at Will’s birthday party last year.’


‘I’d thought Will might have come along today,’ said Julia casually.


‘Why would he?’


‘Because you went out with him for long enough. He always got on with your father.’


‘Mum, I haven’t spoken to Will in six months.’


Julia gave a small, hard laugh. ‘I suppose you’re right. Why should he be any different to anyone else?’


When the Ellis family had received the news that Peter’s investments had gone seriously wrong, Will Lewis hadn’t ended his relationship with Sophie immediately. No, instead he had taken her out for a slap-up meal at Hakkasan. Afterwards, in bed, he had held her, stroked her hair, reassured her that nothing would change. For a short time she had believed him. But over the weeks he began to see her less and less. Like the fallout from the scandal, the repossession of the cars, the fading of Wade House, it took time to crumble.


When he finally told her, three weeks after her twenty-sixth birthday, that he was too busy to sustain a committed relationship, Sophie had accepted it as an inevitability. No one wanted anything to do with the Ellises any more. It was as if their poverty was catching.


Julia put the glass she was holding down on the counter-top and turned to look at her daughter.


‘Isn’t it about time you got yourself a nice man?’


By nice, she meant rich. Julia had always judged Sophie’s boyfriends by their jobs, their prospects, their backgrounds, and had always impressed on her daughter the importance of a good marriage. Will had been a particularly great catch in her eyes. An Eton-educated investment banker who had bought a duplex in Chelsea with his bonus, he had been perfect husband material and she had been more devastated than Sophie when their relationship had ended.


Looking back, Sophie could see that Will’s success and desirability hadn’t made her especially happy; in fact, it had fed her insecurities and made her quite neurotic. For the entire duration of their relationship she had spent a fortune on buttery blonde highlights and lived on little more than miso soup and salad, thinking that being blonder and slimmer than everyone else was the way to hold on to her man. If nothing else, she was glad that tyranny was now over and had no desire to jump back into it.


‘Mum . . . we’ve been through this,’ she pleaded.


‘What? You’re still young, you’re pretty enough. And you’re not exactly going to get your old life back any other way, are you? Don’t expect there to be any money in the pot, Sophie. There’s no life insurance. Your father left us with nothing.’


The way she spat out the word ‘nothing’ made Sophie’s stomach turn over. Growing up, she had wondered if her parents had ever really been in love. Once or twice she had suspected her mother of having affairs, but Peter and Julia stayed together and the danger had passed.


‘Mum, please. Can’t you leave him alone on today of all days? He made one bad investment, that’s all. There’s no need to hold it against him in life and death.’


‘One bad investment? He gave every penny we had, everything we had worked for, our entire life savings to that man.’


Her mouth twisted into a snarl. Julia Ellis still couldn’t say his name.


‘He was only trying to do his best for us.’


Julia was unrepentant. ‘He was foolish, he was greedy, he was reckless and now he has ruined my life.’


Sophie felt her temper flare. ‘Greedy? You were the one who wanted the big house, the exotic holidays. Dad would have been happy with a little house by the river so long as he had his boat and he had us.’


Her mother rounded on her, her small, even teeth bared. ‘Don’t pretend that you didn’t enjoy the high life,’ she snapped, her voice quivering with anger. ‘Would you have preferred to go to the local comprehensive rather than Marlborough? To go to Margate on holiday rather than Mustique? You had the best education, the money, the lifestyle. We spoilt you, and you were every bit as angry as I was when it was all gone, so don’t throw this back at me and blame my so-called greed.’


Sophie closed her eyes and for a moment she was somewhere else. On the Thames on her dad’s boat. A tinny radio drowning out the noise of the engine, the air sticky with summer heat and dragonflies. They had got as far as Old Windsor when Peter Ellis had told her that his safe investment hadn’t been as safe as he’d thought. Along with thousands of others across America and Europe, he was the victim of a $30 billion Ponzi scheme, and he was unlikely to get a penny of his money back.


‘You’re kidding?’


She could hear her voice now, bristling with annoyance and panic.


‘How could you let this happen?’


‘But none of it matters, Sophie. So long as we have each other.’


Back then, she hadn’t believed him. Daddy, I’m so, so sorry, she thought, feeling ashamed of how she had behaved, how she had thought that money was the only thing that mattered.


There was the crashing sound of a glass smashing, and Sophie opened her eyes. Her mother was leaning against the Smallbone kitchen units, her face creased. For a moment, Sophie didn’t know what to do; she couldn’t remember Julia Ellis ever giving in to emotion. Even at the graveside she had been composed and upright.


‘He’s left me, Sophie,’ sobbed Julia, her voice barely audible, sliding down to the floor. ‘He’s left me.’


Sophie knew what she meant. He’s left me to this.


Julia hadn’t coped with the fallout of the scandal at all well. At one point she’d even left Wade House, packing a small suitcase and telling her husband that she couldn’t take it any more. She’d returned within forty-eight hours, presumably realising there was no hope of a big divorce settlement, and retreated into a shell. Sophie hadn’t missed the bottle of antidepressants in the bathroom cabinet, the bottle of gin in the closet. What if her husband’s death pushed her over the edge?


She knelt down beside her mother, feeling her own mood soften.


‘Money comes and goes. Nothing matters so long as we’ve got each other.’


She meant every word she said. So many things had been put into perspective in the last couple of days. The importance of family above everything was one of them.


‘But the house,’ sobbed Julia. ‘There’s a mortgage on it. I’ll never keep up the payments.’


‘So we’ll sell it,’ said Sophie defiantly. ‘We’ll buy something just as lovely, just a little bit smaller.’


Julia nodded without lifting her head from her knees.


Outside, the sun emerged from behind a cloud, sending a shaft of late afternoon light into the kitchen. As it warmed her face, Sophie felt a strange, calm optimism.


They’d had such a run of bad luck, things had to get better soon. Surely.
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She was late again – she was always late. Ruth Boden peered out of the black cab’s window as the streets of Mayfair sped by. Come on, come on, she thought angrily as a white delivery van moved out in front of them. Not today, I can’t be late today of all days. She glanced down at her phone to check the time – it was only five past, not actually late, not really – and wondered if she should send him a text, say she was running behind. No, that would look unprofessional, and that was the last thing she needed.


‘Oh God, come on,’ she muttered to herself as they stopped at some temporary traffic lights. ‘Why are they always digging up the goddamn roads?’


‘Tell me about it, love,’ said the cabbie. ‘I tell you, since the bleeding recession, there’s more holes in London than they got in Calcutta.’


Ruth smiled politely and willed the lights to change. She was due to meet Isaac Grey, the Washington Tribune’s editor-in-chief, and although she knew him well, it was still important to make a good impression, especially when there were rumours flying around that the Tribune’s London office was about to be restructured. It was, on paper at least, a huge opportunity for Ruth. She’d been the star London reporter for five years, and ever on the job, she’d been up since six chasing a lead. This morning the lead had come from a contact in the Met who had rung to say that some hotshot American lawyer had been found hanging in his million-pound flat; a sex game gone wrong, he’d said. It had sounded too juicy to ignore, so Ruth had shot over to Westbourne Grove, only to find that it was an overdose, the man had been revived by the paramedics – and to cap it all, he wasn’t even American, he was Canadian, for Chrissakes!


Ruth shook her head at the memory. It was obviously useful having contacts within the police force and she was well aware that the detectives liked having her around – the sassy American journalist who always spelt their names right – but sometimes Scotland Yard’s efficiency left a lot to be desired. Ruth had been brought up on the stories of Sherlock Holmes, and she couldn’t help feeling disappointed that there seemed to be very few Inspector Lestrades left in the force. Even worse, this morning’s wild goose chase had made her late.


The black cab’s tyres gave a little squeal as they pulled up outside the restaurant.


‘Thanks so much,’ said Ruth, pushing a twenty-pound note into the cabbie’s tray before slamming the door and running up the marble steps, her heels clacking on the stone.


Isaac was waiting for her in a private booth, flicking through his BlackBerry, his trademark scowl on his face.


‘So sorry, Isaac,’ she said, leaning over to air-kiss him. ‘Got called out to a big story on the other side of London.’


‘I hope it was good,’ he said as she slid into the red leather seat beside him. Isaac Grey always seemed to be pissed off about something – Ruth remembered he’d had that same pained expression the day he’d interviewed her at the Tribune’s office twenty years before. His hair had taken on more silver and the lines around his mouth had got deeper, but time certainly hadn’t mellowed him. ‘Goddamn BlackBerry,’ he muttered. ‘Ten times a day I dream about smashing it with a hammer. And now they tell me I should be tweeting.’


Isaac was as old-school as they came, a battle-scarred newspaperman who rolled up his sleeves and had ink on his fingers. She knew he loathed the onset of digital media – she’d once heard him yell, ‘You can’t wipe your ass on a JPEG’ across the office – and he hated answering to younger, slicker Harvard grads who knew nothing about the editorial side of the business and were now questioning his methods about generating revenue for the business.


‘So,’ said Isaac, finally putting his phone down. ‘Can we expect another one of your world exclusives?’


Ruth allowed herself a smile. Three months ago, she had scooped all of the other papers when she had broken the story of Kirk Bernard, a New York hedge-funder now based in London, who had been burgled at knifepoint in his Mayfair home. The level of violence and the fact that a rich foreigner had been targeted sent a twitter of anxiety around both sides of the Atlantic. Bernard’s valuable art collection – most notably, a Rubens and a Monet sketch – had been stolen, almost certainly to end up in the private collection of some super-rich Eastern European gangster – or so the tabloids had speculated. But Ruth had discovered that the paintings hadn’t been stolen at all. Bernard had simply hidden them in the attic for a few months, claimed the insurance, then hung them back on the wall, claiming they were clever reproductions. Unfortunately his wife liked to throw dinner parties, and a guest at one, a visiting professor from the Sorbonne, had noticed that the ‘replacement’ paintings were suspiciously accurate. When Ruth had interviewed Bernard in Pentonville pending his deportation, Bernard had simply snorted and said, ‘Who gives a shit if they were real or not? To me, they’re just cheques with faces.’


On that occasion, Isaac Grey had sent her a magnum of champagne, but Ruth was hoping for something more substantial today.


‘You know me, always on the lookout for a scoop.’


‘Uh-huh. So how’s things?’


‘Great,’ she said breezily.


He took a sip of the red wine that the sommelier had handed him.


‘You know we go back a long way.’


She tried to keep her face as impassive as possible. They’d had a brief affair soon after she had begun at the Tribune, when Isaac’s recent divorce and Ruth’s eagerness to please the boss had spilled over into an out-of-hours relationship. The fling had lasted weeks, and within six months Ruth had been posted to Kosovo. At first she had thought it had been a rather extreme reaction to their break-up, but the truth was that Isaac had known about her desire to become a foreign correspondent and had done everything in his power to make that happen. For that she would always be grateful.


‘So I thought I’d give you a heads-up about some changes that are happening,’ said Isaac. As always, he was impossible to read. But she’d heard rumours that the Tribune’s London bureau chief, Jim Keane, was ready to move on. As his number two, she’d be in pole position to take over.


‘How old are you, Ruth?’


Her heart gave a little jump. So he was cutting to the chase before they’d even ordered their first course.


‘An experienced forty-one, Isaac, as well you know,’ she said smoothly.


Ruth held her breath. She had dreamt of this moment her entire career, throughout that time in the Balkans, then stationed in Cape Town – her bag permanently packed as she waited for a call from the foreign desk, day or night, dispatching her to Namibia, Mozambique or Angola. And now finally London, covering all those dreary weddings, openings and parties that passed for news stories, hoping against hope that one day it would all be worthwhile and she would finally get the position she deserved: bureau chief of one of the most important territories in the world.


‘I won’t bullshit you, Ruth,’ said Isaac. ‘There’s talk about shutting the bureau down.’


For a moment she couldn’t take in what he had just said.


‘You’re closing us down?’ she croaked.


Isaac looked apologetic.


‘We’re not the Herald Tribune or the BBC. We’re smaller, leaner, and to be frank, we’re struggling financially. We can’t afford to keep a team out here.’


Ruth couldn’t believe what she was hearing. ‘But this is London. The financial capital of the world. America’s ally . . .’


‘Which is exactly why we’ve kept it going so long.’


She was still shaking her head. ‘I don’t believe this. I thought it was going so well. The Bernard story . . .’


‘Ruth, one great story does not pay the rent on an office in Victoria. You know it’s all about the bottom line these days, and the London bureau doesn’t generate anything that we can’t get from local stringers and freelancers.’


‘Local stringers?’


She had worked with them many times before – fixers, interpreters, hacks from the native newspapers. They were often difficult and unreliable; he couldn’t seriously be thinking of handing the Tribune over to them?


‘Isaac, local reporters have their place,’ she said, trying to keep calm. ‘But they are never going to be as impartial as a Tribune journalist. Remember Kosovo?’ She had been shortlisted for a press award for her balanced reporting. ‘Local journalists are more likely to be biased because of their politics, their allegiances.’


‘London isn’t Kosovo, Ruth.’


He put his hand on the tablecloth.


‘The view from upstairs is that we don’t need Tribune journalists out in the field any more. Not in English-speaking territories anyway.’


‘This is just cost-cutting.’


‘To an extent, yes it is. I’ll be honest, we’re not getting enough from you to justify the upkeep of the goddamn photocopier. Ruth, the media is changing. It’s the new way, kiddo: they want blogs and as-it-happens tickertape crap. Citizen journalism – stories phoned in seconds after the thing has happened. No one wants investigative journalism any more.’


‘Bullshit,’ snapped Ruth, before she could stop herself. She’d been up since six and she was in no mood to mince her words. And what did she have to lose anyway? ‘Don’t try and dress it up as the fallout from the digital revolution. You’re just cutting corners, pure and simple. You’re taking away the real journalists and bringing in interns to write cuts jobs from the internet and press releases. And relying on the general public to send in their cell-phone videos isn’t reporting. I can’t believe you don’t agree with me, Isaac.’


‘It’s not me you’ve got to convince, Ruth. I answer to the goddamn management consultants right now, just like everyone else.’


Another time that comment might have gained some sympathy from her – but not today.


‘So what about opportunities in Washington?’


Isaac shifted uncomfortably.


‘We’re downsizing over there too, not recruiting newbies.’


‘Newbies! I’ve got nearly twenty years’ hard news experience.’


She closed her eyes for a moment, considering the alternatives. Freelancing? Writing about relationships for the women’s glossies? She’d come here expecting a promotion. Instead, she was being retired. Washed up at forty-one. She had devoted everything to her career at the expense of other areas of her life – most women her age were married, settled, they had kids. She knew the window of opportunity for motherhood was closing quickly, and while that thought occasionally saddened her, she consoled herself that she had her career. But no. After all her hard work, twenty years of dodging bullets, pounding the pavements, her reward was going to be – nothing?


‘Listen, nothing has been decided yet,’ said Isaac. ‘As I said, I’m just giving you a heads-up. There is a possibility that we might keep a bureau chief in London if we can show it’s worthwhile.’


‘But that’s Jim’s job.’


‘Not necessarily.’


She raised her eyebrows. Was he suggesting her?


‘I want the best person for the job in that role. If you can prove to me that that person is you, then I will move Jim on. There’s possibly an opening coming up soon in Shanghai that I think he’d be perfect for.’


It was a tiny chink of light, but it was something.


‘So when will you be making a decision?’ Ruth asked, trying to keep her excitement in check.


Isaac closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead with one finger.


‘I don’t know. Within a few weeks. Half the publishers are on vacation until Labor Day.’


Ruth began to speak, but Isaac silenced her with a shake of his head.


‘Don’t think you’re getting a free run at this, though,’ he said. ‘I’ll be giving Jim the same pitch: there is only money for one of you – and even then you’ve got to make it pay. I want to see a shitload more stories coming from the London bureau – good stuff, real scoops, none of this red-carpet crap – otherwise I’m going to cut you off at the nuts and I won’t feel the slightest qualm about it. We clear?’


Ruth nodded, her smile leaking through. Stories were what she was good at. ‘We’re clear.’


‘Okay then,’ said Isaac, snapping his fingers for the waiter. ‘Let’s order some steak.’
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Her hand caught the alarm clock’s off button on the third ring. Sophie stifled a yawn, and reluctantly crawled out of bed. She was not usually a morning person. She had always been a ‘five more minutes under the duvet’ kind of girl, but since the funeral she had felt a renewed sense of purpose. Life seemed more urgent, as if there were so many things to do, and right now was the time to start making them happen. It was either that or curl up into a ball – and Sophie wasn’t prepared to give in to that urge.


Walking into the bathroom, she turned on the shower as hot as she could stand and stepped inside. She let out a high-pitched squeal, but forced herself to stay under the scalding water until her head cleared, then she carefully scrubbed herself with some peach-grain body lather and washed and conditioned her hair. By the time she was dried off and wrapped in her fluffy robe, she felt ready for the day.


Taking the few steps back into the bedroom, she folded up the sofa bed to transform it back into her living room. Her Battersea studio was the tiniest space – but it was her own space, she reminded herself, remembering the day when the For Sale sign had gone up outside her old Chelsea flat. She cried herself to sleep that night, but she had been adamant she was not moving back to her parents’ house. After the financial problems began, the atmosphere at Wade House had become depressing, not to mention that she did not want to be a daily reminder to her father that he could no longer provide for her. Instead, she offloaded her entire designer wardrobe of dresses, bags and shoes to the second-hand dress agency on the King’s Road and the money was enough to pay for the deposit and twelve months’ rent on this place. Although it was small – no bigger than the dining room in her Flood Street apartment where she had thrown her weekly pre-Raffles dinner parties – it was bright and sunny, which gave the illusion of more space, and it was in a decent spot too – two streets away from the park and a ten-minute bus ride from Chelsea. Her old life might have gone, but with her new address, at least she had a view of it from the other side of the river.


She sat down at her little dressing table and chose a lipstick. Even her make-up had been scaled back, but she’d always had too much of that anyway – too much of everything really. Sophie knew she had always led a privileged life, a safe life. She had always stayed well within the bounds of what was expected of a pretty girl of her class. Her default setting was shy, and for many years she did not have the confidence to do anything but conform. There was never any teenage rebellious phase; she had never done anything unexpected. If everyone was wearing pearls, she would wear pearls. If everyone was learning to ride horses, she signed up. She applied to one of the Sloaney universities, and when everyone started dating men from the City, she found herself a banker boyfriend too. Sophie couldn’t remember a time in her life when she had done anything daring, or even out of the ordinary. She had always just been a leaf bobbing along on the stream.


Leaning forward into the mirror, she stared at her reflection. Well, now it was time to take her own path. The past few days had gone by in slow motion, and her grief still felt raw. But Daddy was gone and one thing was clear. Not only was she going to have to look after herself; in a reversal of the parent–child dynamic she had grown up with, she now felt completely responsible for her mother. For a start, it meant that she had to make some money. For the last few months she’d got by on what a Burlington Arcade jeweller had given her for her diamond stud earrings and Cartier watch – a present from Will two Christmases before – but that money was dwindling and she’d have to start paying more rent soon.


She dabbed her lips and forced a smile, then grabbed her gym bag. She picked up her iPod and phone, zipping them up inside her make-up bag, a hard-won habit she’d developed to keep them safe from wet towels and puddles in the changing room.


Glancing at her bookshelf, she saw the faded spine of I Capture the Castle, the book her father had given her for her last birthday. Smiling sadly, she opened it up to read the inscription Peter had scribbled on the title page.


To my dearest S, read this and think of our castle. Happy birthday. All my love always, Daddy.


It wasn’t a first edition or collectable; just a rather dog-eared second-hand copy with the name of the previous owner scribbled inside. Sophie had loved its faded green cover with its line drawing of a peacock peering down at a creepy castle, because it showed her Dad had been thinking of her. He could have bought her some fancy perfume or something – not that they had any money for luxuries, as her mother was constantly reminding her – but instead he had remembered that I Capture the Castle was her favourite book, and had written a message only they would understand.


Sophie and her father had talked of their castle since she was a little girl and he had told her bedtime stories of sailing off to exotic shores. ‘One day,’ he had said, ‘we will all live in a pink castle on a desert island where no one will ever find us.’ That was never going to happen now she thought grimly, throwing the book in her bag and heading for the bus.


There were closer gyms to Sophie’s flat, but the Red Heart was owned by Sharif Khan, an old friend from the Chelsea nightclub scene, who had offered her free membership in return for helping out behind the reception desk once a week. Sharif was a serial entrepreneur who had gone bankrupt many times before, and he knew more than most that she needed a lifeline.


‘Hi, Mike,’ she said, grabbing a plastic cup of water as she grinned at the short-haired man behind the desk.


‘How are you, Soph?’


She guessed his concern was genuine; Mike had filled in for her last week, so no doubt Sharif had told him why she was away.


‘Glad to be back,’ she smiled.


‘I’m so sorry about your dad.’


She nodded. Mike was a nice guy, but she still didn’t feel comfortable discussing it.


‘Thanks,’ she said, then lowered her voice. ‘Listen, Mike, do you think Sharif might give me any more hours here?’ She enjoyed her time at the gym more than anywhere else, and if she needed to get a job, where better?


Mike looked doubtful. ‘He’s been cutting hours the last couple of months. I mean, I’m on my own here this morning. Still – seeing as it’s you, he might sort you out with something.’


‘Well shout me when he’s in,’ she grinned. ‘I can only ask, right?’


Fastening her hair into a ponytail, she limbered up by doing a few stretches on the mats, then headed over to the treadmill. Sophie always felt better, more focused and in control, when she was working out. The gym was the one place in the world where she felt truly good about herself. No one cared about your bank balance here, where you lived or who you were married to. It was all down to how much work you put in. You could have arrived in a Ferrari, but if you were flabby, unfit and bursting out of your cycling shorts, you’d still wish you had the hard pecs and toned arms of the woman with the pushbike next to you.


She tried to empty her mind, enjoy the run as usual, but that nagging problem kept popping back into her head. She needed to make money. But how? Her CV was embarrassingly scant, and six years had gone by since she had dropped out of her English course at Oxford Brookes. After the modelling, and the obligatory stint travelling around Australia and South East Asia, Sophie had pulled another favour and landed a job running the door at one of the Chelsea nightclubs the young royals liked frequenting. Truthfully, it hadn’t gone well. There were some girls who revelled in being a clipboard Nazi, but Sophie wasn’t one of them, feeling too mean to turn anyone away – and had eventually been fired for letting in the ‘wrong sort’. Her next bright idea, working as a gallerist, had also been a professional dead end. The art history course in Florence had been a lovely six months but hadn’t actually led to a job, as the London galleries were all full of beautiful rich girls with MAs from the Courtauld Institute. So once again Sophie had fallen back on Daddy, and she had to admit that hadn’t been a roaring success either. The irony was that she had really enjoyed organising events for his firm – the Christmas dance at Il Bottaccio, a trip for wealthy clients to Cowes Week – but a mishap involving a missing consignment of canapés at the summer garden party on the lawns of Bingley Manor had led to Peter Ellis’s office manager calling her a dippy cow in front of everyone. Sophie had quietly resigned, half thinking the woman had a point. Maybe she wasn’t much good at anything; maybe her mother was right: the only way Sophie would ever get on in life was to find herself a decent husband.


She punched angrily at the treadmill’s buttons, forcing herself into a sprint. No, that kind of negative thinking wasn’t helping, and it certainly wouldn’t pay the rent. And then there was food, gas and electricity, council tax, and there was no way she was giving up her skinny lattes in the morning.


Frustrated, Sophie moved on to the cross-trainer and the weights, pushing herself harder and harder.


She had always been slim and athletic, a member of the netball, tennis and hockey teams at school, but lately she had been spending more time than ever working out. She might be feeling emotionally fragile, but at least her body was strong and healthy. Over the past few months she had seen her shape change too. She was at least a dress size bigger than she had been when she was going out with Will and had starved herself into size eight designer dresses, but now she was leaner and more toned than she had ever been.


Finally Sophie let herself rest, towelling her face and taking a long drink of water. She puffed out her cheeks, and as the endorphins coursed around her body, she could feel her mood lift.


‘Excuse me. You don’t know how to work this, do you?’


Sophie glanced up to see a glamorous brunette. She was about ten or fifteen years older than Sophie; her hair was immaculate, freshly blow-dried and bouncy, her face unlined but with that suspicious hint of Botox waxiness. She was the stereotypical Chelsea housewife, except there was something exotic about her, an accent that Sophie couldn’t quite place.


‘It’s a bit embarrassing,’ said the woman. ‘I’ve never been on this one before.’


‘Don’t worry, it’s new,’ smiled Sophie.


She knew the equipment backwards. Not just because she worked out here so often – it had been a condition of starting at Red Heart that she take a basic gym instructor’s certificate for occasions just like this.


‘It’s a rowing simulator – not like those old-fashioned straight-pull rowing machines; it works the exact muscles you use sculling or rowing. Here, hop on,’ she said, showing the woman how to operate the machine. ‘Can you feel that stretch along your quads?’ she asked as the woman pulled back on the virtual oars.


‘It’s good,’ she said. ‘I take it you work here?’


‘Yes. Sort of. Part time anyway.’


‘Well that’s perfect, because I’m actually looking for a personal trainer. I don’t suppose you’d be able to squeeze me in?’


‘No, I didn’t mean—’


‘I know, I’m too old to get a body as good as yours, but we can try, huh? How much do you charge?’


Sophie stared at her. She was kidding, right?


‘Two hundred pounds an hour,’ she said. It was meant to come out as a joke, but the woman didn’t even blink.


‘Could you do Thursday?’


‘Thursday?’ Sophie looked at her, expecting her to start laughing, but the woman’s expression was serious.


‘I know it’s short notice, but I’m heading to the South of France and I need to get in shape for my bikini. Are you available?’


The woman’s startling green eyes challenged her to say no. This was clearly someone not used to being turned down. Sophie hesitated. After all, she wasn’t strictly speaking a personal trainer, but it was the one thing she did know an awful lot about. And two hundred pounds an hour! A few sessions at that rate and she’d definitely be able to stay in the little Battersea flat, maybe even think about upgrading back to Chelsea.


‘Okay. Thursday it is.’ The words came out of Sophie’s mouth before she could stop them.


‘Excellent,’ said the woman. ‘Let me take your details.’


Her Chanel quilt bag was hanging off the treadmill behind them. She reached inside and took out her diary.


‘I don’t even know your name,’ she said without looking up.


‘My name’s Sophie Ellis.’


‘I’m Lana,’ said the woman, scribbling in her book with a silver pencil. ‘Sophie, you’re a lifesaver. An absolute lifesaver.’


And here I am thinking exactly the same thing, thought Sophie.
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With a pencil wedged between her teeth, Ruth scrolled through the news stories on her computer screen. She had five pages open, all from different news outlets reporting on the same event.


Nodding to herself, she took the pencil and annotated the spidery flow chart in front of her with more circles and arrows, and when she had finished she tapped her knuckles against the desktop with satisfaction. She had been working on something all morning, trying to draw together a seemingly disconnected collection of names and events – and it all seemed to be coming together. Well, possibly. Of course, now she had to back up her theory: she needed documents, photographs, maybe even get an interview, someone on the record. But there was a story there. She could feel it.


She sat back and took a sip of her now tepid coffee, thinking of her father. Art Boden had been a newspaperman too. Not a hotshot editor at the New York Times or the Washington Post – no Woodward and Bernstein fame for him – no, Art Boden had been the news editor on the fly-speck Greenville Chronicle, ‘a small-town paper for a small town’, as he had always put it. But despite his small circulation, he was passionate about what he did. He loved the chase, the story, the joy of conjuring something from thin air, and as far as he was concerned, there was only one way to find the biggest scoops: instinct. It was a word he drummed into Ruth summer after summer when she had interned at his paper during college. ‘Instinct, Ruthie,’ he’d say. ‘You either got it or you ain’t and it’s something all the fancy journalism schools in the world can’t teach you.’ Well, right now, Ruth’s instinct was telling her she had something. She hoped it wouldn’t let her down, because she desperately needed something right now.


‘Ruth, meeting room!’ Chuck Dean, the Trib’s junior reporter, called as he walked past. ‘Jim wants a catch-up.’


Ruth rolled her eyes. I bet he does, she thought as she gathered up her notes. Jim had been putting more and more pressure on them to produce ‘significant’ stories, but only Ruth knew why. The problem was, however, that Jim’s sudden enthusiasm for scoops had coincided with a sudden dearth of decent stories. Nothing had appeared on the wire services, nothing much in the national inkies. The July and August holiday months were notorious for being a slow news period, but the past few weeks had seen a particularly dry patch.


Ruth closed the door behind her and sat in the last chair around the cramped meeting table. If it hadn’t been so pathetic, she would have laughed. When she was growing up, Ruth had always assumed the life of a foreign correspondent would be terribly glamorous – she had imagined herself riding in the back of bullet-scarred jeeps or exchanging war stories with grizzled old hacks by the pool of some hotel in Singapore or Guam – but here she was, crammed into a tiny rented room, sitting on a rented office chair with the foam leaking out the side. Not much of a bureau to close down, she thought grimly, looking around at her colleagues. The Washington Tribune London office consisted of Chuck, an eager but mousy Yale graduate; Karl, a forty-ish veteran of British local newspapers; and English rose Rebecca, who acted as Jim’s PA and occasionally filed a story on travel or fashion. And then there was Jim Keane himself. If you met Jim at a party, you’d guess he was a banker or a corporate lawyer. In his neat suits and club tie, he had all the polish – and sense of entitlement – of the preppy Ivy League classes. He was a fixture on the Hampstead intelligentsia circuit, and had written a rather pompous and self-regarding book called Sarajevo: City Under Siege, despite having been stationed in Bosnia for all of a week, just as the war was dragging to an end. Ruth had taken a great deal of pleasure seeing it in the window of one of Soho’s remainder bookstores a few months later, but Jim still seemed to believe he was Hemingway reborn.


‘All right, people, before we start, let me say I know all the excuses,’ said Jim. ‘You’re going to say that it’s summer and that nothing ever happens in summer. You’re going to complain that there’re no stories out there, or that there’s nothing to grab them Stateside. But’ – he tapped his signet ring on the desk – ‘we need to work, guys. You’ll all know that Isaac Grey has been over to London, and I want to show him just what we can do.’ He looked around the room. ‘So what have you got?’


As Ruth had guessed, it was pretty slim pickings. The announcement of a new Cy Twombly show at the Tate Modern, a rumoured meeting between the Secretary of State and the Foreign Secretary about the situation in Iran, some royal tittle-tattle. If this was all they had, then perhaps Isaac was right to consider closing the London bureau.


‘Ruth?’


She looked down at her notes and pulled a face. She had wanted to keep this new story under wraps until she had researched it some more, nailed down something more concrete, but they clearly needed something right now. She took a deep breath.


‘Well I guess everyone has read the latest on the Watson story?’ she began, looking around the table. Sebastian Watson was a senior City banking executive who had been caught out with an escort girl. It had been the splash of one of the Sunday tabloids a few days earlier, and, it being a slow news week, the other papers had waded in, generating enough bad publicity to force Watson’s resignation from his two-million-a-year job.


‘There was more on the wire this morning,’ nodded Chuck. ‘Apparently his wife has left him.’


Jim steepled his fingers together and raised his eyebrows.


‘And?’


‘I think there is a bigger story here,’ said Ruth, noting Jim’s patronising smile. Even before Isaac had effectively put them in competition, Ruth and Jim had had an uneasy relationship, with the bureau chief never missing an opportunity to subtly undermine her in front of the staff. She told herself that it was because he was threatened by her, and while it no longer upset her – you couldn’t be in this business without a thick skin – she never felt entirely comfortable in his presence.


‘How big, exactly?’ said Jim. ‘Sebastian Watson’s story has no resonance Stateside at all; he’s British, barely a celebrity. It’s business gossip at best.’


‘Agreed, but Watson himself isn’t the story – it’s the escort girl. She’s twenty-five and from Chesterfield, a town about twenty miles south of Sheffield.’


‘I don’t see how—’


‘Hear me out,’ said Ruth quickly, opening a file and spreading out copies of various newspaper cuttings.


‘Look at this one. Three years ago, the German finance minister was caught entering a west London hotel with another escort girl. There was little coverage about it in the UK, but the German press got hold of the story and it forced his resignation from the Bundeskabinett.’


She tapped another cutting.


‘Bill Danson. Gubernatorial hopeful. Five years ago he’s in London on a business trip and he gets caught with some racy blonde in Chelsea. He pulls out of the governorship race. Are you noticing a pattern?’


She could feel the eyes of her colleagues on her; she knew they were intrigued, but it was Jim who counted. Everything had to go through Jim, and right now her superior didn’t look impressed.


‘So some high-profile men got caught with their pants down.’ He shrugged. ‘It happens. I could add dozens more mug shots to your collection if I had enough time.’


‘Yes, but it’s the background of the girls that I’m interested in. The Danson scandal was one of the first stories I covered when I came to London, so I pulled out my notes and looked.’


She flipped her notebook open and pushed it into the middle of the table.


‘The girl involved in that story was also from Chesterfield. In fact, all three girls, Seb Watson’s hooker, the German guy’s and Danson’s, all came from Chesterfield, and they are all roughly the same age.’


‘So what does that mean?’ asked Rebecca.


‘It means I’m off to Chesterfield if that’s where all the racy birds are from,’ chuckled Karl.


Ruth ignored him.


‘It means that these girls know each other. I bet you a hundred bucks they are old friends. Maybe went to school together. I haven’t had time to look into it just yet, but—’


‘And the story with interest and significance to a US audience is . . .?’ asked Jim.


‘We have a US candidate for governor who’s had his career destroyed, Jim. If I can just have a little time to join the dots . . .’


Jim pulled a face and shook his head.


‘It’s too thin, Ruth,’ he said briskly. ‘We can’t waste time on maybes at this point.’ He stood up, putting his desk diary under his arm. ‘And that goes for the rest of you too. I want more than this; bigger stories, stronger leads. We need to do better, much better, yes?’


The team mumbled assent without much enthusiasm and Ruth watched him walk out of the meeting room, her stomach knotted in anger. She couldn’t believe he would turn down a story with such potential just because he wanted to undermine her chances of getting the bureau job. She quickly gathered her cuttings and followed him to his office.


‘Can I have a word?’ she said, knocking on the door frame.


‘What?’ he asked impatiently.


Ruth closed the door.


‘What’s really wrong with the escort story?’


Jim shrugged. ‘Nothing. I just think it’s too spurious to waste a week on. Need I remind you that this bureau may not exist in September? We need to generate something pretty good and pretty damn fast to even have a chance of stopping that from happening.’


‘Exactly,’ said Ruth. ‘This is the sort of story the mother ship wants. Exclusives, scoops, not rehashed press conferences or interviews that any stringer could bring in.’


‘And what scoop are you picturing here, Ruth? A picture of three trophy blondes in their school uniforms?’


She took a breath. Don’t rise to it, Ruth, she told herself.


‘Look, I think these girls were honeytraps. I always felt that about Danson’s girl. Say they all knew each other, say they were recruited by some Mr Big – some go-to man for help setting honeytraps for influential men – that’s dynamite. It’s a global news story, especially as one of the players was a potential governor.’


‘Danson? He’s old news, years old. He’s not even in public life any more.’


‘He would have been a good governor, Jim,’ she said feeling the words come out of her mouth too quickly. ‘If he was the victim of a sting, that is still going to cause one hell of a fuss.’


Jim levelled his gaze.


‘It’s a no, Ruth. I want you to work on an Angela Ahrendts profile in time for London Fashion Week.’


‘Oh come on, Jim!’ said Ruth, throwing her hands up. ‘Let Rebecca do that. She loves fashion. I don’t know a Burberry tote from a Walmart carrier bag.’


‘I’m not sending a twenty-seven-year-old to interview the hottest American CEO in London. This is a good story for you.’


Ruth glared at him. ‘A good story for you, more like.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


Ruth knew she should hold her tongue, but she couldn’t stop herself. ‘You know Isaac wants the best person for the job in this role. You are sacrificing the good of the newspaper for your own personal ambition.’


Jim’s eyes opened wide.


‘And how am I doing that, exactly?’


‘By sabotaging my story ideas. I am the only one who generates exclusives on this team.’


His face reddened with anger. He looked as if he was about to scream at her, but then his eyes closed, and when they opened, his expression had softened.


‘Do you know what I think, Ruth? I think Shanghai is a good opportunity for you. You’re a field reporter, you thrive on chasing down a big story.’


‘Exactly, and that’s why—’


Jim cut her off.


‘London doesn’t need a hotshot reporter, Ruth, it needs an editor. Someone who can liaise with the stringers, co-ordinate the bloggers. Someone with an eye on what Washington needs in the twenty-first century.’


Someone to go for long lunches with pretty PR girls and your broadsheet cronies, thought Ruth.


‘Is this how it’s going to be, Jim?’ she asked. ‘Are you really going to make it a competition?’


Jim smiled, a lopsided, nasty smile.


‘It’s always been a competition, Ruth. And frankly, you don’t have what it takes to win.’
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Sophie turned off the engine of her moped and glanced down at the address written in her diary. This can’t be the place, can it? she thought, looking up at the virgin white stucco building across the road. She had been to some very impressive homes in her time, town houses in Chelsea, estates in the country, villas abroad, but none had been quite as grand and as exquisitely elegant as the one before her now. Egerton Row was one of the most exclusive streets in south-west London, tucked away in a quiet enclave off Brompton Road. Lana’s detached house looked freshly painted, with slate steps, manicured window boxes on the Juliet balcony and miniature privet hedges standing like sentry guards either side of the shiny black door. Recession, what recession? thought Sophie, as she locked her helmet into her scooter’s storage box.


Then again, she had to admit she was benefiting from all this surplus cash too. In the three weeks since she had met Lana, Sophie had made over fifteen hundred pounds from the woman and her wealthy friends for yoga and fitness sessions. She had quickly got over her embarrassment at being their ‘hired help’, as one client had ungraciously called her, and instead had felt empowered at bringing so much money in so swiftly. It had been enough to get her moped taxed and back on the road, to pay off the interest on her credit card bill, and to pay for a plane ticket for her mum to go and visit a friend in Denmark, which had been the first time she had seen Julia smile since the funeral.


To be honest, Sophie didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of becoming a personal trainer before. She’d spent years keeping her body in tip-top condition and had the figure and athleticism to show for it. It made total sense to turn her prime asset into a career.


Lana opened the door dressed in black cycling shorts, her long chocolate hair tumbling over the straps of a hot-pink cropped Lycra vest top.


‘Come in, come in,’ she purred. ‘Sorry I had to ask you to come to the house, but I’m mad, mad busy.’


‘Wow!’ said Sophie as she followed Lana inside. ‘This place is amazing.’


If the exterior of Lana’s house was stunning, the interior was something else. The entrance hall was double height, with a white marble staircase curling off to the right, a grand piano standing centre stage and a stunning collection of art on the walls. Sophie still hadn’t worked out what Lana did for a living, but assumed that the money came from her husband Simon, who apparently did something in the money markets.


‘I suppose,’ shrugged Lana. ‘We only bought it recently, and there’s so much I want to do. I wanted to get the renovation work done while we were away, but I think this is maybe a six-, twelve-month job. Don’t you think it’s looking tired?’


Sophie didn’t think anything of the sort. It seemed perfect to her eyes, all sparkling white paintwork, varnished wood floors and artfully arranged furniture; her idea of a dream house. It was a shame how Lana’s wealth and the ease with which she could spend her husband’s money had anesthetised her to its beauty.


‘So where do you want to do this?’ she asked.


‘There is a studio downstairs,’ said Lana, ‘but it’s a lovely day. Would it work to go for a run?’


Sophie nodded. Much as she would have liked to see the studio, she knew she was here to work. Improving Lana’s cardiovascular fitness was a good idea, and her client was right: the sun was out and the morning air not too warm yet.


They took the back streets towards Hyde Park, crossing Brompton Road, then snaked down Ennismore Gardens towards South Carriage Drive. They didn’t talk much, but when Sophie did say something, it was to praise Lana’s work rate. She knew from personal experience how women with rich partners, no matter how beautiful, tended to be insecure, and needed constant compliments and reassurance. But in Lana’s case, no false flattery was required. She was long-legged, fit and light-footed, and had no problem keeping up with Sophie’s pace. They were inside the park now, running down the shaded path between two lines of sycamores.


‘So how long are you away for?’ Sophie said it lightly, but she had been dreading the answer. She was just getting used to the income from Lana’s daily sessions, and despite getting some response from a notice for ‘Ellis Training’ she had pinned on various café notice boards around South Kensington, she knew she wouldn’t be able to charge them a quarter the rate she was getting from Lana and her friends.


‘We’ll be away all of August. The French way,’ replied Lana. ‘We can start again in September, though? I don’t want you getting so booked up you can’t fit me into your schedule.’


‘Actually, it will give me the chance to do some training myself. Take a few courses.’


‘Qualify, you mean?’ said Lana with the hint of a smile.


Sophie felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment.


‘Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me. Qualifications?’ She waved a dismissive hand. ‘All I care about is if someone is good at what they do, and you’re the best trainer I’ve worked with, Sophie.’


The compliment was gratefully received. Sophie had quickly found out that the relationship between client and trainer was quite an intimate one, and had hated feeling a fraud in front of Lana over the past three weeks. Still, she was doubly determined to get certified. After all, what if Lana injured herself and complained that Sophie wasn’t qualified? No – it was best to do a personal trainer course as quickly as possible.


They stopped by the bandstand and began stretching exercises.


‘So what did you do before? Before the training, I mean?’ asked Lana.


‘A little bit of work for my father,’ replied Sophie vaguely.


Lana laughed. ‘Don’t be embarrassed. It’s not as if most of the girls in Chelsea have professional careers. I think they are just killing time waiting to find the right husband.’


Sophie gave an ironic smile.


‘That used to be me.’


Lana glanced at her.


‘So what happened?’


Sophie sighed.


‘Which bit do you want to hear about? The bit where my dad lost all his money, or the bit where he died of a heart attack?’


Lana looked sympathetic.


‘I’m so sorry. When did this happen?’


‘Just a few weeks ago. It’s all still a bit raw, to be honest, which is why it’s been good to throw myself into something like this. And you’re right, I am good at this and it’s been a nice feeling recognising it. I have to say, I’ve been enjoying myself for the first time in a while.’
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