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Madrid, March 2000


Millie raised her glass in the direction of the barman, signalling for the same again. As she knocked back the dregs of her gin and tonic, she caught a whiff of her breath, a little stale still from last night’s booze as well as having nothing to eat. She’d forced down half a croissant at breakfast in the hotel dining room, conscious of guests eyeing her with a cross between mild disgust and pity as her hands trembled when she lifted her coffee cup to her lips. She’d encountered those furtive glances before when she’d travelled alone. People would view the middle-aged woman she had become and think she must have been a striking beauty in her day, but was now ravaged by time and, probably, drink.


To hell with them, she thought. Who were they to judge? What did they know of her life? The barman put her glass on the solid mahogany bar and slid a dish of mixed nuts across, making eye contact as though he were trying to tell her to eat something, that it was only four in the afternoon and she was on her third gin. She looked away from him, picking up her packet of Marlboro Lights and flipping it open. Three left. That should be enough.


She pushed away the nuts without looking at him, and put a cigarette between her pale pink lips. She flicked the lighter and inhaled deeply, stifling the urge to cough when the smoke hit the back of her throat and burned all the way to her lungs. She cursed the racking cough she’d woken up with for the last four days. Too much smoking and drinking, combined with walking around late at night in the chill of a Madrid evening. She’d stumbled from bar to bar, lost and hopelessly adrift. She’d always felt dwarfed by the magnificence of the buildings and architecture of the city, which held so many special memories for her, but now they seemed to underline the sheer emptiness of her life. Not for long, though. Not long now.


In the heavy silence of the gloomily lit hotel cocktail bar, she hadn’t noticed that anyone else was there. It was only when she heard the sniffing that she looked across the room and saw a blonde girl, sitting in an alcove. She was crying into a tissue, dabbing her eyes. The barman shot Millie a glance and disappeared into the back room, leaving them alone among the plush burgundy-velvet easy chairs and shiny mahogany tables. She peered across at the blonde girl as she pushed back her hair a little, and the striking high cheekbones caught her eye. She watched as the girl seemed to compose herself and light up a cigarette. Millie took a long look at this beautiful waif-like figure, her blonde hair cascading onto her shoulders, the sharp features and hollow cheeks. There was something familiar about her, but she couldn’t work out why.


The girl glanced up at her, then away, picking up her drink and downing it in one. She was crying again, sobbing now. Millie shifted on the bar stool, resisting the urge to go over and comfort her – a mother’s instinct. It had always been there, but the child part was too painful. Don’t go there, Millie told herself. There was no point now and, really, she should be past caring. But as she watched the girl sob uncontrollably, Millie got off the stool and stood, unsteadily, at the bar. She was about to move towards her when the doors opened and a horde of people bustled in.


‘Bella! There you are, my darling!’ The man leading the charge – he had dyed black hair – breezed through the bar as though he were on castors. ‘We’ve been calling your mobile, sweetie.’


The girl looked up with a start, and swiftly composed herself, blinking nervously as she eyed the approaching throng.


‘Oh, lovey. What’s the matter?’ He put up a hand to halt the army at his back, then turned to them. ‘Give us a couple of minutes, peeps.’


The gang of what looked like media and camera crews stopped in its tracks and turned to each other, lowering their voices. The man glided across to where the girl was sitting and slid into the alcove beside her. His back was to the crowd, his body shielding her. ‘Come on, sweetheart. Oh, Bella! Come on, love,’ he whispered. ‘You need to get your act together. There are dozens of press out there waiting for the fashion shoot. You should have been up at Plaza Mayor ten minutes ago. Come on! Pull yourself together, darling.’


Millie saw her nod, sniffing, and it dawned on her who she was. Bella! She was Bella Mason, the supermodel, the face that had launched a thousand products, from perfume to airlines. Her piercing green eyes gazed bewitchingly from billboards across the country. Those famous razor-sharp cheekbones and the lush blonde hair could turn any mediocre product into a bestseller. Any magazine with Bella Mason on the front cover leaped off the shelves. Yet here she was, looking like a broken, vulnerable kid, weeping in a hotel bar far from home. Millie climbed back onto her stool and watched as Bella took a deep breath and got to her feet. She painted on a dazzling smile, took the man’s arm and they strode off towards the waiting crowd.


Millie finished her drink and walked out after them. She followed, curious, as the media people walked briskly ahead of Bella, who hung back, still linking the man’s arm, until they reached Plaza Mayor, the late-afternoon sunshine throwing shadows on the buildings and cobblestones. Millie went to a cafe to watch as the media crowd set up pictures and three make-up artists fussed around Bella.


A few minutes later, as Millie sipped her coffee, Bella posed and swaggered confidently under the flashing lights and whirring cameras, as though the girl she’d been half an hour ago didn’t exist.


*


It was nearly eleven when Millie walked slowly back to the hotel. She had almost drunk herself sober, going from cafe to bar around the Latin Quarter, along streets where she and Colin had strolled a lifetime ago, so much in love, untouchable, utterly possessed by each other. She’d wanted to capture the atmosphere one last time, then wander back through the front door of the hotel that held so many cherished memories of precious weekends together. But now she was ready. She wasn’t drunk, but she wasn’t sober. She just wanted all the hurt to stop.


She walked past the doorman into the massive foyer. She’d left everything in her hotel room, her small leather overnight case and passport. Her clothes hung in the wardrobe. They would find them later. She got into the lift with three tipsy men, who hit the button for the roof, not asking her which floor she wanted. She didn’t care. She was going to the roof anyway.


When the doors opened the men got out and walked along the corridor to the rooftop restaurant, where there seemed to be a party going on. Out of curiosity, Millie followed them, but stood outside the door where a flunkey was ticking off names on a guest list. Through the small window she could see white-coated waiters gliding among the revellers with trays of champagne and canapés. Flushed with drink and self-importance, the guests stood chatting and laughing. There were beautiful girls and handsome, androgynous young men, who looked as if they were straight from the pages of Vogue.


Then she saw Bella. She was exquisite in a petrol-blue gown that glittered beneath the lights. She was smiling and laughing as people approached her and air-kissed both cheeks. Millie stood for a moment, entranced by the scene, but whenever someone moved away for a fleeting moment and Bella was on her own, the frozen smile would vanish and the green eyes seemed full of hurt. For a fleeting second, Bella looked beyond the crowd towards the door, and her eyes locked with Millie’s. They held each other’s gaze for a long moment. Then two people came up behind Millie and opened the door, holding it for her. She backed away, then went down the corridor towards the fire-exit door she had seen when she was up there yesterday, planning.


Now she opened the door and stepped onto the roof, the din of the traffic muffled, six storeys below. A chill ran through her, and she pulled her coat around herself. What difference did it make now, being cold? She opened her packet of Marlboro and lit up one last time.


Millie stood leaning against a pillar, gazing out across the city, a million lights twinkling and stretching for miles. She thought of Colin and what he would do when he heard the news. His first reaction would be how to manage it – it always was. How things looked was important to him. He would have to explain that his wife had been missing now for over five days, and he hadn’t reported it. Get out of that one, Millie mused, glad of her parting shot.


She wished she didn’t hate him so much. All of the love, the trust, had been chipped away by his countless affairs, and now she could take no more humiliation. The rejection tore at her heart. The secrets of his life as a politician and Tory cabinet minister, how things were hidden, brushed away, made her ashamed that she had been a part of it, because she was his wife. Image was everything. Nothing was sacred to him. Even if it was innocent children who suffered.


Millie flicked her cigarette away. It was over now. She just wanted peace. She took a step towards the edge of the roof and felt the cool breeze in her hair. Her story ended here. Tears began to flow down her cheeks and they felt warm against the chill. She swallowed, weeping now as she took another step towards the edge.


Suddenly, on the other side of the roof, a door burst open. She whirled round. It wasn’t the fire exit she had come through so it must lead into the function room. She could hear arguing and loud, angry voices.


‘No! You fucking listen to me, Bella.’


Millie’s ears pricked up and she stepped back behind the pillar. She could see two burly men and an older man, silver-haired, wearing glasses. He was stabbing a finger towards where Bella must be standing.


‘I can fucking ruin you, bitch. You were nothing until I found you. I own you! Don’t you forget that. You’re nobody without me!’


‘I . . . I can’t go on like this.’ She was weeping.


Millie moved forward until she could see Bella in her blue gown, wiping her eyes with her hand.


‘I need some help,’ she pleaded. ‘I can’t cope. I’m going to the police. I want to tell them everything. I’ve had enough of this shit.’


Millie noticed her Scottish accent, and vaguely recalled some rags-to-riches story about the girl, who had come from nowhere to conquer the modelling world.


‘You’re fucking going nowhere. Nowhere!’ the silver-haired man barked, then turned on his heels and walked away.


Millie watched as the two burly men grabbed Bella’s arms. Startled, she struggled, but she was no match for them.


‘Leave me alone! Get your fucking hands off!’ she protested.


They said nothing, dragging her to the edge of the roof. ‘Jesus Christ,’ Millie whispered. They picked her up, and she watched in disbelief as they threw her off. Millie felt her legs buckle and she stood, barely breathing, her back to the pillar, terrified to move in case they spotted her. She stayed that way for a few seconds, listening to their footsteps fading. When she could see that the roof was deserted, she took a couple of steps towards the other edge. Even from up there, she could hear the screams of people below, and imagined Bella spreadeagled on the ground. Millie’s blood ran cold. Everything stopped, and she was suddenly completely sober.


She ran back to the fire exit, down the deserted corridor and into the lift, bashing the button for the second floor. She opened her bedroom door and slammed it behind her, locking it twice. She could hear the plaintive wail of sirens as she closed her eyes to shut out the image of Bella’s blonde hair billowing in the breeze in the second before she disappeared.




Chapter One


It was going to be a long day. The last time Rosie Gilmour had been up so early for a flight during the night was when Princess Diana had died, and she was on her way to Paris before the princess was even cold. Bella Mason wasn’t royalty, but in the shallow world of celebrity that engulfed the media these days, she was near as damn it. The last place you would find Rosie was anywhere near the trough of frippery that surrounded that tacky world, so when the call from the night news editor had woken her at three that morning, she’d had to think for a moment before she remembered who Bella Mason was. ‘She’s taken a swan dive off the roof of a Madrid hotel,’ he had declared, as she answered her mobile, her mind foggy from last night’s red wine. ‘Looks like suicide,’ he’d added. The taxi would pick her up in twenty minutes for the five o’clock flight to Madrid.


Matt had been next, shouting, ‘Hola,’ down the phone, as she was pulling on jeans and a sweater.


In fifteen minutes she was ready to roll, having flicked on Sky News to see the commotion outside the Hotel Senator in the centre of Madrid. Poor Bella. She’ll know all the answers now, Rosie thought, as whatever was left of her was stretchered into a blacked-out ambulance.


*


Rosie stepped out of the taxi and paid the driver as Matt hauled their bags out of the boot. She gazed up at the Hotel Senator, its sculpted white façade magnificent against the bright blue sky, and counted six storeys to the rooftop. For a second she pictured Bella tumbling through the air, and wondered what would drive a beautiful kid like that, with the world in the palm of her hand, to take her own life. If she had. Suicide seemed to stalk stars and celebrities like the Grim Reaper, and barely a year went past without some actor or rock star found hanged, or dead from a lethal combination of drink and drugs. It seemed to go with the territory.


Her mobile rang as she walked through the revolving doors into the hotel foyer. ‘Gilmour, howsit going there? Have you got the lowdown on Bella’s story yet?’


‘Yeah, right, Mick! I just got here. Give me a break. I’ve hardly woken up yet.’


Rosie knew McGuire was only winding her up, but the fact that he was on the phone so early in morning, before he was even in the office, meant Bella Mason’s death was the only show in town. She had been a massive figure alive, and the newspapers had devoured her every move. Dead, she was even bigger news.


‘Well, get some breakfast into you and let me know what the sketch is. It’s number one on every news bulletin. Bella was one of our own, Rosie. A Glasgow girl. What the fuck happened to the kid?’


‘That’s what I’d love to find out, Mick. But bear in mind that the Spanish cops will tell us bugger all as usual. The real story here is, did she fall or was she pushed? Unless there were injuries on her other than the ones she got when she hit the ground, they’ll not be able to find out if there was foul play. Are you hearing anything from the showbiz people on the features desk? What about London? Her life’s been down there for years. That might be where the real story is.’


‘I know. I’m not going to keep you in Madrid long, but we need to have a presence there for a day or so. Just dig around a bit. See if you can get a one-on-one with any of her people – though I doubt you will. But at least if we’re there we can run a big colour piece, so get to work on the writing as soon as you can. A lot of newsy stuff will come in on the wires, so I’ll have that dealt with here. See if you can get something nobody else has a sniff of.’


‘Sure. No pressure there, then! I’m on it. But we need a better picture of who she was back in Glasgow before she hit the big-time. It’s always been a bit vague. Maybe ask someone like Declan to look into it.’


‘Thanks for the advice, Gilmour. I hadn’t thought of that.’


Rosie smiled at his sarcasm. ‘No problem. I’ll call you later.’


She hung up. Typical McGuire. It wasn’t enough that the first four pages of his and every other paper would be chock-full of Bella Mason tomorrow. He wanted something different, an exclusive. Didn’t they all? she thought, as she and Matt went towards Reception, stepping over cameras and luggage from the various media crews arriving, all of them after the same exclusive.


*


The press conference had been two shades of shag-all, and a complete waste of time, Rosie told Matt, as she met up with him in the hotel bar that afternoon. The Spanish police had read a brief statement and taken a couple of questions – a pointless exercise as the stock answer to each was: ‘It is under investigation.’


‘We’re not really any further forward,’ Rosie said, as Matt studied the menu. ‘They’re having a post-mortem to determine the cause of death, but I’ll be surprised if it says anything other than “striking the ground from a great height”, or words to that effect.’ She paused and flicked at the menu in Matt’s hands. ‘Are you listening to me?’


‘Of course, boss,’ he joked. ‘But I’m starving.’


Rosie waved the waiter across, and Matt ordered a burger and chips.


‘When in Spain . . .’ Rosie said, rolling her eyes. She ordered some kind of stew that sounded Spanish enough to be home-cooked.


The bar was quiet, despite the posse of press around for the Bella Mason story. Most of them would be out taking pictures or trying to chase up Bella’s publicity people, who’d been doing their best to avoid everyone. All the information seemed to be carefully orchestrated by her PR team in London. They’d put up some bloke with ridiculous dyed black hair – apparently her publicity agent – to read a brief statement, and he’d taken no questions. Rosie sipped her mineral water and tried to think outside the box. She had managed to get a guest list for the rooftop party on the night of Bella’s death from the friendly concierge, whom she’d tipped heavily when he’d brought her bag up to her room. He’d confided that he’d been on duty that night, and said he’d heard Bella had been crying in the cocktail bar earlier in the afternoon. She asked him to try to remember everything he’d seen that night, and if he’d meet her later for a drink.


Rosie heard an angry voice trying and failing to keep the volume down on whatever he was bitching about. It was the publicity manager from the press conference, and he was berating some young female who was clearly close to tears.


‘I don’t give two fucks who wants a sit-down interview, or who claims to have the inside story. It’s all crap! That’s what these parasite journalists do, for Christ’s sake. What planet are you living on, Sarah?’


‘He looks like a pantomime dame,’ Matt said. ‘Is he wearing make-up? And is that a wig he’s got on? Surely there must be better ones than that!’


Rosie watched as the pair of them went to sit in the far corner of the room. ‘I think it’s all his own creation, tons of backcombing and hairspray. He’s a weird-looking bastard,’ she said. ‘I don’t think there’s much point in approaching him for an interview. He’ll probably be hysterical.’


Rumours of cocaine and depression had been whispered about Bella Mason for the past three years, but no newspaper ever had anything concrete to publish. Whoever was supplying her must be getting well paid off by her handlers because nine times out of ten a dealer, or someone further down the food chain, approached the newspapers to make a few quid by selling a celebrity down the river. Cocaine and celebrities went together like bacon and eggs. It was more or less compulsory. Rosie had never been to a showbiz party, but her colleagues on Features said the toilets were like a blizzard every time you went in.


*


Rosie waited in the cafe off the Calle Preciados pedestrian precinct, hoping the concierge would show up. He’d no doubt expect some extra cash. There was always the possibility he was a chancer, and that she wasn’t the only reporter he was passing information to, but that was the risk you took. She watched the tourists enjoying being outside in late-afternoon sunshine as she tried to get her head round what had happened. Her gut instinct told her that Madrid wasn’t where Bella’s story had its roots. It had only ended here, tragically.


The concierge was coming through the door. He raised his chin in acknowledgement when he saw her, then pointed to an empty table in the far corner. He went across and sat down. Rosie followed, taking her coffee with her.


‘Thanks for coming. I’m sorry my Spanish isn’t good enough to have a real conversation. Do you mind speaking in English? Yours is better than my Spanish . . . Er, I didn’t get your name?’ Rosie stretched her hand across the table. ‘I’m Rosie Gilmour. I work for the Post newspaper in Scotland.’


‘José.’ He shook her hand and smiled. ‘Thanks. I learn my English from talking to all the tourists.’ He frowned. ‘But please, first, Rosie, you must promise me that nobody will know I talk with you. I would lose my job, and I have a family.’


‘Don’t worry, José. That won’t happen. I promise.’


The waiter came and José ordered a black coffee and a brandy. ‘I’m finished for the evening now. I’m meeting my wife for dinner.’ He scanned the room. ‘Okay. I can tell you some things that maybe you are interested in.’ He leaned closer. ‘I told you the dead girl, Bella, was crying earlier in the afternoon, in the cocktail bar?’


‘Yes. You did. Who told you that? The barman?’


‘Sí. Yes. Pablo. He’s my friend. But he told me something else.’


Rosie raised her eyebrows in anticipation. ‘What?’


‘In the bar that time, there was another woman. Older. British woman. I see her too. She was staying in the hotel for three nights, before Bella is dead.’


Rosie’s radar pricked with all sorts of possibilities. ‘Do you know who she is? Her name? Is she still there?’


‘No. She checked out the next morning. Very early. I know her name was Chambers. But I don’t know the first name. I can get it for you. But it will be difficult.’


He looked Rosie in the eye, and she knew where he was coming from.


‘I’ll make it worth your while, José. Just a name would be fantastic. Her address, too, if you can get it.’


He nodded. ‘I will get it by the morning.’


‘Terrific. What else can you tell me about the bar that afternoon and the woman? Was she there when Bella was crying?’


‘Yes. Pablo says the British woman is, well, I don’t want to be unkind . . . but maybe a bit of an alcoholic. She had three gin and tonics in the afternoon and was a bit drunk. She was in the bar by herself, drinking. She was in there every afternoon when it was quiet, drinking alone. She looked sad, Pablo said. I sometimes see her go out in the middle of the morning, and if I was working at night, I saw her come in. She was all the time quite drunk.’


‘Okay. If you can get me some details on her I’d be grateful.’ Rosie paused, lowering her voice. ‘Now, the night it happened. You said you were on duty. Did you see anything that you think would interest me? Anything unusual?’


He shrugged. ‘Lots of cocaine, of course. In the bathrooms, in the corridors. Many people snorting it like crazy. Is normal at these things.’


‘What about Bella? Did you see her?’


He nodded. ‘I see only one thing. Some guy passing her a packet. Like the kind of packet I see people with cocaine. I see it a lot. People get a small packet from the dealer, then they go to the toilet for snorting.’


Rosie watched his face for any signs that he was making this up. He looked genuine. ‘You saw this?’


‘Yes, I tell you. But I cannot say for sure if it is a drug. It could be anything. But it was the same guy I saw earlier giving a couple of packets to someone else.’


‘Do you remember anything about him?’


‘Yes. He was big. Like a bouncer or doorman. Very strong. Like maybe he takes the steroids. You know what I mean?’


‘Yes,’ Rosie said. ‘Was he Spanish?’


‘No, no. He is British. English. I’m not sure. But not Spanish. I heard him talking. The problem is he and the other friend with him – same with the big muscles – they are not on the guest list of Señor Mervyn Bates, who was organizing the party. So when they came to the door of the rooftop restaurant, I had to tell someone to go and get him. He told me not to worry, that it had been a mistake, and that these men were with him.’


Rosie was hooked. Something was taking shape here. Whether any of it was provable, or relevant, was another story. ‘So it was one of those guys you saw giving Bella the packet?’


‘Yes.’ He looked surprised. ‘But not just Bella. I saw him giving two other men and one of the model girls a packet also. But, to be honest, that is the kind of thing I see here all the time at parties. Always the drug dealers.’


‘I don’t suppose they gave their names when they were allowed in.’


‘No. Señor Bates said they didn’t have to, that they were with him.’


‘Have you seen them around the hotel since?’


‘No. They went away later. After Bella fall from the roof it was all panic. Everyone shocked. People left the party and began to go from the hotel. Many police were arriving.’


‘And you didn’t see the two guys at all?’


‘Yes. I saw them go down the fire escape.’ He paused. ‘But other people did that too. I think maybe people who had been taking cocaine wanted to get out because police would be asking all the guests some questions. That’s just my opinion.’


‘Can you remember anything about these men that would stand out?’


José nodded. ‘The one who gave the packets. He had very blond hair. Like the bleached hair. Very short hair, and a small beard.’ He drew a goatee on his face with his hands.


‘Great. What about the other guy?’


‘He has a small scar under his eye. Like here. Almost like a small hole.’ He pointed to his cheek.


‘Listen, José. Is there any CCTV of the hotel that I could maybe get access to?’


He puffed a sigh. ‘That is too difficult. I think. So much CCTV, the whole day and night every day. Would take a long time to go through it. But I think anyway the police have come and taken everything.’


Rosie nodded. ‘Okay. It was a long shot.’


José knocked back his brandy and finished his coffee. He looked at his watch. ‘Rosie, I have to go. I am meeting my wife close to here. Do you mind?’


Rosie went into her bag and brought out two fifty-euro notes. She slipped them across the table to him and he took them, sliding them under his hand. ‘Not at all. Thanks for your help. Tomorrow when you get the name of the lady, we’ll sort things out. You understand?’ She looked him in the eye. ‘But it’s really important to me that you only talk to me.’


‘Of course.’ He looked a little wounded. ‘I am not a false person. I will see you in the foyer tomorrow. I start at eight.’ He stood up. ‘I am very pleased to meet you Rosie. And to help. I think, I hope, from your eyes that I can trust you.’ He shook his head. ‘I am very sorry for that young girl. I have a daughter only maybe a few years younger. To die like that. Kill yourself.’


‘Perhaps she didn’t kill herself, José.’


He stared at her for a long moment and nodded slowly. ‘Maybe not.’ He turned and left.




Chapter Two


Millie stirred as the pilot announced they were about to land at Gatwick. For a frantic moment, she couldn’t work out where she was, or if she was dreaming. She was afraid to open her eyes, the images unfolding as though she were watching someone else’s nightmare. She’d lain on the bed in the hotel, terrified to move, wide awake and waiting for the darkness to lift so that she could get out of Madrid and as far away as possible. As soon as it was light, she slipped downstairs with her case and checked out. She’d had no idea where she was going when she got into the taxi. She was wrecked from shock and lack of sleep, her body trembling because she hadn’t had a drink in several hours.


She told the driver to take her to the main Madrid Puerta de Atocha railway station, where she went to the bar, ordered a gin and tonic, and looked up at the departures board, wondering where to go. She wanted to get out of Madrid quickly but didn’t want to go to the airport. There was bound to be press passing through, and she didn’t want the tabloids getting any inkling she’d been there. Barcelona seemed the easiest choice, and once the gin had steadied her nerves, she purchased a ticket and got onto the train for the long journey. When she got there, she took a taxi to the airport and bought a flight to Gatwick. She had a vague plan that she would go to Eastbourne and book into a small hotel out of the way until she could get her head around what she had witnessed.


She’d been a fugitive from the moment she’d walked out of her home in London while Colin was away on business. But she’d known then exactly what she was doing, that her trip to Madrid would be one way. But now she was still a fugitive, still running with nowhere to go, and with no desire to go back and face Colin. His people would have been discreetly looking for her for days now. Once the Spanish police began trying to trace all the guests at the Hotel Senator as part of their inquiries, she would be absent. If they contacted her home to track her down, Colin’s first priority would be to work out how he could keep this under wraps in case the press got hold of it. He’d have to find her, though. That much she knew. He couldn’t have his flaky lush of a wife being linked in any way to the death of Bella Mason, without having his story ready in case he was approached by the media.


She blinked back tears of frustration, anger and disgust as she pictured her husband. If only the media knew the kind of bastard Colin Chambers really was. The former Tory golden boy who could outperform any opposition, whether on his feet in the House of Commons or in front of a TV camera, with his wit and acerbic put-downs, had lost his seat when Labour had swept to power three years ago. It had been nothing but a minor irritation for him, because he was now a sought-after consultant and speaker everywhere, from London to the United States, and was probably richer now than he had ever been. If only those people who hung on his every word knew that he was a wife-beater, a ruthless adulterer, who had bedded at least two of the wives of the ministers he’d sat with at the cabinet table in Number 10. Millie had concealed bruises and scars for the past twelve years that would prove what he really was. But she had more than that.


*


Millie sat on a seafront bench in Eastbourne, hypnotized by the gentle roar of the sea washing over the pebbles, recalling long, sultry summer holidays there as a child with her parents. She’d booked into a small hotel close to the pier, knowing it would be the last place Colin would look for her. She picked up a discarded copy of the Mirror from which a picture of Bella Mason stared out at her, the jewel-green eyes transporting her back to the hotel roof. She shuddered, recalling Bella’s face as she’d met her gaze across the crowded room. Had this girl seen something in Millie’s eyes that made her recognize the sadness? The vulnerability of her own self? A pang of remorse niggled. Millie had turned her back on Bella; she’d been so self-centred, only concerned only with going out on the roof to take her own life. If she’d stopped, perhaps she could have in some way befriended the girl . . .


It was a ridiculous notion, given that Bella had been surrounded by an entourage whose job was to keep her under wraps until the next prearranged photo shoot. But guilt had been part of Millie’s psyche for most of her life. Guilt and lack of self-belief. Now, the newspaper headlines screamed that Bella Mason was a tragic beauty, hinting that she had killed herself and supplying tales – digging up stories of drugs and depression that the poor girl wasn’t there to deny. But the real truth, if only they knew it, was that Bella hadn’t wanted to die. Millie was the only person who could tell the world the truth, the only witness to Bella’s desperate struggle with her killers on the roof. Yet she had scurried off to save herself.


Shame engulfed her. Even though she’d been about to take her own life when it had happened, Millie’s basic instinct, when the chips were down, had been to save herself. How fucked-up was that? If Colin found out what had happened, he’d berate her that she was even a failure at suicide, a coward who had run off to protect herself. Something had been very wrong with Bella Mason: she’d clearly wanted to go to the police and report whatever was going on. Now nobody would ever know what it was. Bella’s frantic struggle for life in her final moments made Millie see how trite and shallow her own suicide plan had been. She needed a drink.


*


Colin Chambers could hear the telephone ringing in the hallway, but he let it ring. Conchita, his Mexican housekeeper, would get it. He knew somehow it wouldn’t be Millie. Wherever the Christ she was, she’d be either too pissed or too strung out to call at this time of the morning. And even if she did, she would ring his mobile. The phone rang and rang.


‘Conchita! Telephone!’ he barked, from behind his Daily Telegraph. Where the hell was the bloody woman? He knew she wasn’t far away. She’d only put his breakfast in front of him twenty minutes ago, and she wouldn’t have gone out without telling him.


The phone stopped ringing as Conchita burst into the dining room, flushed and out of breath. ‘Sorry, Mr Chambers. I was downstairs in the basement putting some washing in. I didn’t hear the phone.’


Chambers looked over his reading glasses and shrugged. ‘Well, whoever it was, they’ve gone now. Can’t have been that important.’ As soon as he’d said it, the phone was ringing again. ‘Bloody hell! It’s all go this morning. Can you get that, please, Conchi?’ He watched as she went out of the door, her tight jeans hugging her pert little bottom. He sipped his coffee. He reckoned he could get into those jeans, with a bit of charm.


She came back in, holding the cordless handset. ‘Is for you, Mr Chambers.’


‘Who is it?’ He sighed. He really didn’t like to have conversations until he was properly fed and had eased into his day.


Conchita spoke into the handset: ‘Who is calling, please?’ She frowned, confused. ‘Is a foreign accent, sir. Like maybe Spanish or Italian.’


Chambers beckoned for the phone and she handed it to him, then left the room. ‘Hello? This is Colin Chambers. Who is this, please?’ He could hear crackling on the line and some activity in the background. ‘Hello?’ he said again.


‘Oh. Hello. Am I speaking with Señor Chambers?’


‘Yes, you are. Who is this?’


‘Are you the husband of Señora Millie Chambers?’


Chambers felt his stomach twist. Millie. Something had happened to her. His mind went into overdrive. What the hell had she done? Was she in jail? He knew she wouldn’t be dead, because protocol stated that the foreign police force would contact their UK counterpart, who would come round in person and knock on the door. So she was alive. Stupid bitch had obviously fucked something up royally if the Spanish police were calling him.


‘Yes, I am.’ His voice was sharp, businesslike. He was in charge.


‘Hello, Señor. I am sorry to trouble you. My name is Juan Alonso. I am the official interpreter for the Policia Nacional in Madrid.’


‘Yes. What’s going on?’ Chambers pictured his wife in some police station confused and pissed out of her head. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to have someone pick her up and make sure it stayed under wraps.


‘The police are investigating the death of Bella Mason, a young lady, a British model. She fell to her death from the roof of the Hotel Senator on the Gran Vía in Madrid.’


Chambers knitted his eyebrows in confusion. He vaguely remembered something on the news last night about the girl falling from a roof in Madrid. It didn’t interest him. Just another coked-out celebrity who couldn’t hack fame and fortune, he’d thought.


‘What has that to do with my wife?’ he asked, looking at his watch. He was due in the city for a meeting in the next hour. ‘Just get to the point,’ he said, under his breath. ‘Where is my wife?’


‘We are trying to contact her at this address. That is why we are phoning, Señor. She was a guest at the Hotel Senator on the night of the girl’s death. The police are trying to trace all the guests of the hotel so they can interview them as part of the investigation. Is it possible to speak with Señora Chambers to arrange an interview?’


Chambers felt a flush rise in his neck. This was all he fucking needed at a time like this. Fucking Millie, out of her head somewhere in Madrid, manages to be in the same hotel where some silly tart tripped off the roof. The press would be all over the story of the model, because that was what sold newspapers. But the fact that a fucking Tory ex-cabinet minister’s wife was staying there at the same time took the front page to a whole new level. What a stupid cunt that woman was. If he could get his hands on her right now he’d wring her bloody neck. He was in the middle of negotiating a six-week speaking tour of America, and being in the papers for having a nutcase wife would not help seal the deal. He tried to compose himself. Thinking on his feet was, after all, his speciality.


‘I see. Well, I’m afraid my wife is not here at the moment. Didn’t anyone speak to her before she left the hotel? I mean, in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy?’


‘No. She left very early in the morning so she was already gone by the time the police were looking for her. There were more than two hundred guests in the hotel, so the police are going through them. Most of them were interviewed the same night or the next day, but now they are trying to speak to the others.’


Chambers allowed the pause while he worked out what to say.


‘Can you tell me when she will be available?’


‘Well, the problem is, my wife is travelling at the moment in Europe. She was only in Madrid briefly.’


‘Yes, Señor. For three nights at the Hotel Senator.’


‘Yes.’ Chambers pictured Millie staggering from bar to bar in a stupor. Then, for a second, there was an image of the two of them, carefree and in love, in Madrid many years ago, before it had all gone tits-up. ‘Er . . . Yes. But I know she’s on the move now and, to be honest, she doesn’t check in with me every day.’


‘Does she have a mobile telephone?’


‘No. She didn’t take it with her. She would normally phone me every few days to keep me abreast of her travels,’ Chambers lied. He had been ringing her mobile for days and it was switched off. Millie had either lost or thrown it away.


‘Oh. I see. Well. If it is possible, the next time she gets in touch, could you please ask her to call this number?’ He reeled it off.


Chambers wrote it down, anxious to get off the phone. He walked out to the hallway. ‘I’m sure she’ll have nothing to tell you, other than the fact that she stayed at the hotel. She probably isn’t even aware of the incident.’


‘I understand, Señor. But we would like to speak to her, as we are speaking to everyone.’


‘I’ll let her know.’


‘Gracias.’


‘I have another call coming in. Thanks for getting in touch.’ Chambers hung up and leaned his back against the staircase. ‘Holy fucking shit!’ he said aloud.




Chapter Three


Rosie’s mobile rang as she and Matt stepped through the doors at Heathrow Airport. It was Mickey Kavanagh. She’d given her private-eye contact Millie Chambers’ name and address before she’d left on the early flight from Madrid.


‘Are you sitting down, Rosie?’


‘Hi, Mickey. I’m just off the flight. I was going to phone you as soon as I got moving. Have you got something exciting to tell me already?’


‘Oh, yes, you bet I have.’


‘Well, go on, then. Spill.’ Rosie stopped in her tracks and signalled to Matt not to hail a taxi yet.


‘Millie Chambers,’ Mickey said. ‘Did the name not ring any bells, Rosie?’


Rosie thought for a moment. She could tell from his triumphant tone that it should have. But when José the concierge had slipped her the piece of paper with the name and a London address scrawled on it, plus a photocopy of the credit card, she had squirrelled it away in her pocket in case anyone spotted it.


‘Nope. Not at all, Mickey. Can’t say it did.’


‘Well. You’ll have heard of Colin Chambers, won’t you?’


Rosie’s jaw dropped. ‘Colin Chambers the ex-Tory cabinet minister? The pretentious git with the face you’d never get tired of slapping?’


‘The very one.’


‘Are you having a laugh, Mickey?’


‘Nope. Millie Chambers is his wife.’


‘Fuck me!’


‘All in good time, sweetheart.’


‘Are you telling me Colin Chambers’ wife has been floating around Madrid for days on her own, three sheets to the wind?’


‘Without seeing a picture of her in the hotel, I can’t be a hundred per cent certain that it was her, but the credit-card details check out to Colin Chambers’ address in Notting Hill. So unless someone has stolen his wife’s card and fucked off to Madrid, we can be sure as shit that it’s her.’


‘Holy Christ, Mickey! This is a whole new ball game.’ Rosie knew McGuire would be doing cartwheels when she told him. She felt like doing one herself.


‘Do you think you’ve got this to yourself, Rosie? If you have, then it’s some fucking result.’


Rosie pictured José’s smile as he helped her to the taxi with her bag. She’d slipped two more fifty-euro notes into his coat pocket. ‘I hope so. My source seems like a good guy.’


‘Okay. Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to fax you a picture of Millie Chambers, a recent one, and if you can get your man in Madrid to ID her, you’re laughing.’


‘Brilliant. I’ll be at my hotel in about twenty minutes, and will call you with the number.’ She paused. ‘Mickey, I’m very grateful for this, but is there any chance a man of your means could get the lowdown on Chambers’ marriage? And anything else on the wife?’


Rosie knew that ex-cop Kavanagh had contacts from the streets to the secret service. She’d never asked him how he dug anything out, but he always managed to surprise her.


‘Already doing it, pet. I have to go. Phone me with that hotel number.’ He hung up.


Rosie turned to Matt. ‘The Bella Mason story just got a whole lot better. Millie Chambers, the woman in the bar I told you about? She’s Colin Chambers’ wife – the Tory former cabinet minister.’


‘Is he the prick with slicked-back hair who looks like a Wall Street broker?’


‘Yep.’


‘Oh, Christ!’


*


In the hotel bedroom, Rosie kicked off her shoes and opened the curtains to gaze down at the bustle around the Embankment and the pleasure boats gliding up the River Thames, the sun bursting through the clouds. She took her mobile out of her bag and lay back on the bed, punching in McGuire’s phone number.


‘Gilmour. You’ve arrived!’


‘I have, Mick.’


‘Listen. I don’t propose to keep you in London forever on this, but this morning’s news said that a statement is coming from Bella Mason’s PR people.’


‘I wouldn’t worry about that too much. I’ve got some great news for you.’


‘Well, let’s hear it, because all the papers, including ours, have the same old shite this morning. More pics of Bella in all sorts of sultry poses. A few weeping celebs claiming she was their best friend. All crap. If they were so close to her, how come she ended up so miserable she took a dive off the fucking roof of a hotel?’


Rosie could tell he was on a rant, and she was bursting to give him her line. ‘Mick. Listen. I got a break with a friendly concierge at the hotel this morning. I’d already given him a few quid last night when he told me there was some Brit woman in the hotel bar hours before Bella died. Apparently she saw Bella alone and crying.’


‘I like the sound of that. Have you found her?’


‘I only found out last night! But it gets better. Guess who she is!’


‘Come on, Gilmour. Don’t keep me hanging around.’


‘She’s Millie Chambers – the wife of Colin Chambers.’


‘You’re kidding me!’


‘That’s right.’


‘Fuck me!’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘Who told us this?’


‘I got the name from the concierge. Then I gave it to my private detective contact in London. Her name didn’t register with me. She was never really in the spotlight.’


‘Are you seriously telling me Colin Chambers’ wife was in the same hotel as Bella Mason?’


‘Yes. I am. And she was pished. Drunk for three nights running, according to my source.’


‘For fuck’s sake, Gilmour! I can’t believe this! Have we got it to ourselves?’


‘I think so. Hope so. I paid the concierge.’


‘Well, get back onto him and tell him to keep his trap shut, and there’ll be a lot more where that came from.’


‘I will. I have to get him to ID a picture of Millie Chambers, just to make sure, though. But it was her name on the credit card, and the address is Colin Chambers’ place in Notting Hill.’


‘Fucking belter!’


‘What do you think, Mick? This is so hot, I’m not sure we should break it just yet. Maybe see if we can track the wife down.’


‘She’s not still in Madrid, I presume?’


‘Not at the hotel anyway. She checked out at six in the morning after the tragedy. She could be back home by now.’


‘I don’t want to hit Chambers’ door just yet, though I’m tempted to tell him that his wife might have been one of the last people to see Bella Mason alive, just to fuck up his day.’


‘Me too. But my pal down here is trying to find out a bit about the Chambers marriage. He’ll dig up something.’


‘Great. And give our esteemed political editor Pettigrew a ring at Westminster. He’ll know a bit of background about the Chamberses – how they lived and stuff. Privileged fucker, silver spoon and all that. I wonder what his wife was doing staggering around Madrid on her own.’


‘Maybe she has a secret lover. Or they might have had a row . . . I could get dizzy with all the possibilities.’


‘Yep. But let’s play it close to our chests for the next twenty-four hours and see if we get away with it. I’ll shoot myself if this appears anywhere else tomorrow.’


‘I’m not even going there, Mick. I’m sure it won’t.’


‘Okay. Get back to your concierge and tell him he’ll get a few hundred quid pronto. Make an arrangement. Just keep him quiet.’


‘Sure.’


‘Call me in the afternoon.’ He hung up.


*


Rosie sent the faxed picture of Millie Chambers to José, and told him more money was coming his way. He seemed to be enjoying the intrigue and excitement, and promised he wouldn’t speak to another reporter. In truth, she’d have felt better if she’d had her old Spanish ex-cop, private eye contact and amigo Javier to hoof it up from the Costa del Sol to keep José sweet. They worked together a lot in Spain and he’d have been ideal on a job like this, but when she’d phoned him, he was on a lucrative spying mission in Havana for a rich Spanish industrialist. His wife had told him she had gone to Cuba for a four-day cleansing session at a spa, when she was actually there with a twenty-five-year-old stud, who was taking better care of her between the sheets than her husband did. So she had to keep José on-side herself. It was working so far. He told her the police were still in the hotel interviewing people for their investigation and asked Rosie to send the photograph to a friend’s office near the hotel.
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