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      Chapter One

    


    ‘She’d been naging me and so I hit her and she wouldnt’stop moneing and so I hit her till she dide I did’nt want to kil her but I no I did.’


    Willow King looked up from the pathetically unformed scrawl and faced the new Home Secretary.


    ‘I understand exactly why you want to make education in prisons compulsory. I didn’t need to see this,’ said Willow, handing the botched plea for parole back across the desk. ‘I sympathise with what you’re trying to do, and I hope you succeed, but it’ll have to be done without me.’


    ‘Why? Are you one of those people who think that forcing literacy on prison inmates infringes their civil right to ignorance?’


    ‘I could make out a case for it,’ said Willow slowly. ‘After all, I’m a civil servant: I could make out a case for anything. But my reluctance is more selfish. I want my own freedom. Before I took the sabbatical last summer, I had done eighteen years’hard labour in the civil service – longer than your illiterate murderers spend in prison – and I want out. I really do.’


    ‘I know,’ said Elsie Trouville, accepting the smudged paper. ‘You wouldn’t have worn those clothes if you hadn’t already left in spirit.’


    Willow looked down at her Yves Saint Laurent suit and Ferragamo shoes and then back at the Home Secretary, unable to conceal the first, reluctant, smile of the morning.


    ‘You’re right, of course,’ she admitted. ‘I hadn’t thought it through, but I see that I have presented myself as the successful novelist rather than the spinster civil servant.’


    She glanced around the big, light room in the fortress-like building by St James’s Park, and smiled more easily.


    ‘It feels most uncomfortable to tell you the truth.’


    ‘What? Wearing expensive clothes in the Home Office?’


    Willow, who had spent so long concealing her emotions from everyone around her that she often found it hard not to hide them from herself as well, screwed her courage to the sticking place and said:


    ‘No: trying to combine my two lives. It was hard enough even before your intervention.’


    Mrs Trouville stared down at her very short, very clean fingernails and seemed to make a decision.


    ‘I need you,’ she said as she looked up again. ‘I need your stringent intelligence, your determination, your refusal to take any nonsense from anyone, your …’


    ‘You’re flattering me,’ said Willow severely.


    ‘Yes,’ answered the Home Secretary with all the amused frankness that had so appealed to Willow when they had first met at the Department of Old Age Pensions. ‘It usually works, even with people as acute as you.’


    Willow had to laugh.


    ‘I hate being managed into things,’ she said and noticed that there was a gleam in the Home Secretary’s eyes that made her look almost malicious.


    ‘All right, then I’ll put it more honestly. I want you on this committee and I know that you could fit it into your life if you tried. Writing those novels of yours can’t possibly take up all your time. I’ve been reading them, you know.’


    ‘Home Secretary,’ said Willow, taking advantage of what was beginning to feel like her last moment of freedom, ‘you are a monster.’


    ‘No doubt. But even monsters need feeding. Won’t you postpone your resignation for a year or so and take on this last – very important – job?’


    As Willow still hesitated the Home Secretary added one more goad:


    ‘Think what good copy the committee could give you. It might even add some realism to your books.’


    ‘That would probably be the kiss of death,’ said Willow, still fighting her doomed battle. ‘They’re bestsellers, you know, as they are.’


    Mrs Trouville stood up and held out both her hands.


    ‘Come on, admit defeat and let me get on with the day’s work.’


    Willow stayed in her chair, scowling. The Home Secretary said nothing, merely picking up a discussion paper from her desk and starting to read the first page.


    ‘Oh, all right,’ Willow said eventually.


    ‘Excellent.’ The Home Secretary took a grey folder out of the middle drawer of her desk. ‘These are the people who have been invited to serve on the committee. Oh, and there’s a list of the civil servants you’ll have in the secretariat as well. I’ll see you first thing on Monday. Good morning.’


    Willow grimaced, silently apostrophised herself as a fool, accepted the file, and shook hands with her brisk conqueror.


    ‘Cheer up,’ said Mrs Trouville, ‘you’ve hardly ever had to surrender to anyone in your entire career.’


    ‘I’m sure it’s bad for me,’ answered Willow from half-way across the threshhold. ‘But it’s an interesting sensation.’


    She took the lift down to the ground floor and walked out of the building to stand, shivering, on the steps as she looked down the street for a taxi. The damp coldness of the air seemed to eat into her, making her bones ache in a way that only happened in London. She had just returned from a small mill house she had recently bought in Berkshire, where the weather had been just as cold but somehow less insidiously revolting.


    The mill house was far less comfortable than her London flat, but already she missed it. The views across the mill pool to the river and the frost-hardened fields beyond were bleakly satisfying in a way that even the most beautiful of London houses could never be. Day after day in the country the winter sun had hung like a huge orange in the clean white sky and for much of the time the scrubby grass had been white, too, so that the only dark things in the landscape were the spiky black hedges and the looming trees at the edge of the road. Nothing had moved except for a few questing birds. Even the river seemed to have slowed down to an imperceptible trickle. Looking at it all, Willow had felt blissfully alone and nearly at peace again.


    Trying to mock herself out of her sudden longing to be back in Berkshire, alone and untroubled, she silently noted that there was nothing moving in Queen Anne’s Gate either, not even a taxi.


    Hunching her shoulders against the wind, she set off across St James’s Park to walk to her publishers’offices on the far side of Trafalgar Square. She tried not to think too much about the mill house and failed.


    Its interior echoed the satisfying bleakness of the winter landscape. The walls were whitewashed, the furniture was old and countrified, mostly made of dark oak, and the stone floor was covered with simple matting. Only the orange flames in the cavernous fireplace and the red rep curtains provided any colour.


    Willow had spent her days there enjoying the silence and the solitude, thinking and occasionally pulling up the extraordinarily resilient nettles in what would one day be the garden. The stings she had suffered from what ought to have been only dead stalks provided a nasty parallel with the mental stings that her London life seemed to be delivering every day.


    The first specific blow had come just before Christmas when her agent, Evangeline Greville, had telephoned one morning to announce that Willow’s publishers did not like the plans for her new book. Having had a big success eight years earlier with a wholly frivolous novel written in time taken away from her civil service job, Willow had followed it with equally saleable sequels every year since then and never again contemplated failure.


    The books had brought her not only a lavishly appointed flat in Belgravia but also the power to have two quite separate lives, which she had enjoyed. For half the week she had inhabited her original small, damp flat in Clapham, walking daily to her job as a part-time Assistant Secretary in the Department of Old Age Pensions. Every Thursday evening, she had moved to Chesham Place, a wardrobe full of designer clothes, a supremely efficient housekeeper, a growing band of friends, and a life of pleasant self-indulgence.


    Becoming accustomed to Belgravia luxury, Willow had found herself increasingly at odds with the other half of her life and had taken a six-month sabbatical to see whether she could do without it altogether. Discovering that she could, she had written a formal letter of resignation to the civil service and instructed builders to make the damp and depressing Clapham flat saleable. Two days later Eve had telephoned and Willow had had difficulty in not seeing her publishers’rejection as a judgement.


    Willow was still struggling with the sense of outrage – and ferociously suppressed alarm – that her agent’s news had roused in her.


    Almost worse than that had been the continually draining effect of Tom Worth’s moroseness. Willow had never expected to be given happiness by another person and it was hard not to feel cheated by the fact that Tom had virtually tricked her into being happy with him, only to turn round and start making her miserable.


    Willow crossed the iron bridge over the lake in the middle of St James’s Park without even glancing towards the pretty view of Whitehall’s roofs to her right or the pale solidity of Buckingham Palace to her left. A fat pigeon crash landed in an icy puddle just by her feet, startling her into a sharp curse. She looked up to see a pin-striped professional man staring at her in disdain and felt her cup running over with irritation.


    Glaring at him, she struck off up a diagonal path to the right, planning to emerge from the park just across the Mall from Admiralty Arch.


    ‘Oh, Tom,’ she said aloud, having established that there was no one else within earshot.


    They had met over a murder, when he was the investigating officer and she a suspect, and had become lovers a little later. Part of his tremendous charm for her had always been his detachment, his refusal to invade her private boundaries, and his lack of fear of either her brains or her success. Like her, he had enjoyed the luxurious Belgravia flat and the ministrations of the magnificent Mrs Rusham, but he had been amused by them, too, and had never let the trappings of her life as a bestselling author affect his own habits. Neither of them had been at all dependent on the other, and Willow had liked that.


    But for the past three or four months he had been changing. Where he had once been relaxed he now seemed tense. His amusement at the way she had earned most of her living and all her luxuries had given way to something that seemed horribly like contempt, and the relationship that had once been easy and equal and free was beginning to become a burden.


    Tom had recently started a new job within the Metropolitan Police and was clearly finding it stressful, but Willow could not believe that it was enough to explain his silent anger. She had tried to ask him about it on several occasions, but her attempts to help seemed only to have exacerbated whatever was wrong with him.


    If he disliked her company so much, she had often said to herself before fleeing to the mill on Boxing Day, then why did he keep coming to her flat?


    One horrible possibility was that he felt himself in some way bound to her and came out of a sense of obligation. As Willow thought about that she came to a standstill, staring at the corpse of a cat that was lying under a dense evergreen shrub in the flowerbed at the edge of the path.


    The cold eating into her flesh brought her back to the present and reminded her of the necessity of getting to the offices of Weston & Brown in time for her meeting with the managing director. She hurried on, trying not to choke on exhaust fumes as she walked through the arch and out into the noisier bustle of Trafalgar Square.


    The traffic lights changed and she crossed into the square itself with a chattering horde of foreign schoolchildren. They surged ahead while Willow picked her way through the litter and pigeon droppings, past Landseer’s lions and Nelson’s phallic column, between the fountains that had been refilled after their New Year’s Eve emptying, past the soaring Christmas tree to the further edge of the square in front of the National Gallery, and up the steps.


    Concentrating on the subject of the forthcoming meeting so that she could ignore the even more difficult ones, Willow crossed the road in front of St Martin’s-in-the-Fields and, resisting the temptation to buy a bag of hot chestnuts from an old man tending a brazier, made her way into the narrow street that housed her publishers’ offices.


    ‘I have a meeting with Ann Slinter,’ she said to the young receptionist who greeted her there. ‘My name’s Willow King.’


    ‘Would you just like to take a seat, please? She’s on the telephone at the moment,’ said the young woman, showing no sign of ever having heard of Willow.


    Obediently, she walked into the small waiting room, where she found her agent sitting with a cigarette in one hand and a bound proof in the other.


    ‘Hello, Eve.’


    Eve Greville looked up, blowing out a cloud of smoke, and got to her feet. She was a short, noticeably thin woman with sharply cut grey hair and pale grey eyes. As always her dark clothes were both unobtrusive and impeccable.


    ‘Willow,’ she said, smiling. ‘You know, I still can’t get used to that. Addressing you as Cressida Woodruffe for ten years makes it almost impossible to switch. How was the country? Inspiring, I hope.’


    ‘Well it was certainly quiet. I’m not so sure about the inspiration. Perhaps it was too cold. I’ve got a few ideas, but I don’t know whether … Oh, I like that!’ She half-turned and pointed to a large, glossy poster for her latest book. ‘I didn’t know they were going to have a new poster. Good quotes!’


    ‘Yes, they’re taking a reasonable amount of trouble to keep the book in the shops for more than the usual month or so. But …’


    ‘Ann’s free now, if you’d just like to go up,’ called the receptionist from her desk at the door to the waiting room. ‘D’you know the way?’


    ‘Yes, thank you,’ said Eve, stubbing out her cigarette. She left the room first, looking extraordinarily small in her black suit. Only her sharp eyes and her strong, smoke-filled voice gave any indication of the power she wielded with what her client considered to be almost indecent glee. ‘Come on, Willow.’


    Ann Slinter greeted them at the door of her chaotic second-floor office. In contrast to the room, which was lined with crammed bookshelves against which leaned dangerous looking towers of dusty manuscripts and proofs, jacket artwork, paste-ups, ozalids and photographs, she looked both attractive and in control.


    Her plain dark-green skirt was topped with a loose navy sweater decorated with green suede patches, green-and-blue stitching and a single streak of gold. Her blonde hair was cut to hang an inch or two above her shoulders and her subtle make-up emphasised her large blue eyes. She was two years older than Willow and, having bought her first novel, had always been her editor. It was partly the success of Willow’s books that had given Ann the chance to rise so fast within the firm. Nine weeks earlier she had been promoted from editorial to managing director.


    She had a tray of coffee waiting for them in front of a pink-and-grey sofa that was loaded with papers.


    ‘Push that lot on to the floor,’ she said, pulling forward a grey-seated chair for herself. ‘Now, help yourselves to coffee. Isn’t it a foul time of year? Like a hangover, an emotional and spiritual hangover. Where shall we start?’


    ‘I rather like it,’ said Willow, wanting to gain control of the meeting. ‘Quite apart from the lovely boost of one’s Public Lending Right statement flopping on to the doormat just after Christmas, it’s a chance to begin again. New Year’s resolutions and all that. On which subject, Ann, perhaps you could explain why you think I ought to change tack. My books seem to sell considerably better than most of the other authors I talked to at your Christmas party.’


    Ann laughed, tossing back her smooth hair to reveal her youthfully unlined neck.


    ‘That is perfectly true, but there has been a worrying fall-off in the sales of the paperbacks, subscriptions for the new book were much lower than they should have been and the Christmas sales did not pick up as much as the reps had expected.’


    ‘Isn’t that simply the recession?’ suggested Willow, unnecessarily irritated by the booktrade jargon. No book had actually been offered ‘on subscription’since the nineteenth century and it would have made more sense for Ann to refer to ‘pre-publication orders’.


    ‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘The market seems to have become saturated with what I might call romance-and-revenge novels like yours. They are good of their kind, but, as I said to Eve, the genre itself is becoming much less popular than it was when you started. There’s less interest in business success for romantic heroines these days, and the whole feeling of the big books coming out now is different. I think it’s important that you should change before the booksellers have decided that it’s your name that is a turn-off rather than the genre.’


    ‘And what do you think, Eve?’


    ‘That it may be more a question of poor marketing than a diminution of interest in the books themselves. After all your Public Lending Right is holding up well,’ said the agent, automatically defending her author as she lit herself another cigarette.


    Willow knew that Ann Slinter loathed smoking and that it was a tribute to Eve’s power that she was allowed to indulge her addiction anywhere in the building, let alone in Ann’s own office.


    ‘But I agree with Ann that a new direction would not come amiss,’ said Eve through a cloud of smoke. ‘You don’t want to get stuck in a rut. You said you’d had some ideas.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Willow, opening the slim, black-leather briefcase at her feet. The thought of Tom’s unspoken contempt, the Home Secretary’s specific mockery of her books, Ann’s criticism and now Eve’s implied disapproval was making her feel like a fox running only just ahead of a pack of hounds. Wishing that she could go to earth, Willow pulled out two sets of papers just as the telephone began to ring.


    ‘Damn them,’ said Ann, getting out of her chair. ‘I told them not to put any calls through. Excuse me a moment.’


    She strode over to her desk, seized the telephone and administered a sharp reprimand. Half-way through it, she stopped, gasped and said:


    ‘You’re joking! Really? What amazing news!’ She talked for a little longer before putting down the telephone and turning to her two visitors to explain. They were both trying to pretend that they were not at all interested in the one-sided conversation they had overheard. ‘Gloria Grainger’s dead.’


    ‘Good heavens!’ said Eve, her mouth twisting into something that could have been a grimace but looked to Willow surprisingly like a smile. ‘Apoplexy, I take it. Or did someone finally whack her on the head in desperation? I was often tempted to do that in the days when I represented her.’


    ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Ann, laughing guiltily. ‘No, they say she had a heart attack.’


    ‘How dull!’ said Eve as Ann turned to Willow, who was staring at the pair of them with obvious disapproval on her thin face. In normal circumstances she would have felt little sympathy for an outmoded novelist she had never met, but, after the criticism she herself had endured, she was ready to feel solidarity with anyone who wrote almost anything at all.


    ‘I’m sorry, Willow. I shouldn’t have laughed. Eve always has that effect on me. Of course it’s sad that Gloria’s dead. We’ll have to do something to mark the occasion. Even though she was never quite a household name, her books really kept the entire firm afloat from the war to the early sixties.’


    ‘But you still publish them, don’t you?’ said Willow repressively. ‘I’m sure I saw one in the autumn list you sent me last year.’


    ‘Unfortunately yes, we do. We couldn’t really get out of it, although … Look: she’s a real case of what I’ve been trying to explain to you. Her books outsold the rest of the list for nearly twenty years, but the recent ones have done very poorly. Readers of romantic fiction are more sophisticated these days. Her hero – and there really was only one – is horribly passé in the nineties. Popular novelists have to move with the times.’


    ‘Indeed,’ said Willow, half-amused and half-appalled to find herself feeling so sorry for Gloria Grainger, whose books she had always despised even though she had never read any of them.


    ‘Ouf, it will be a relief to … to be able to plan the next autumn list without having to cost in Gloria’s latest effusion,’ said Ann, pouring herself a second cup of coffee.


    Willow wondered what Ann had really meant to say. There was a smile on her lips that seemed to express supreme satisfaction. She looked up and, catching her author watching her, altered her expression to one of apparently synthetic sadness.


    ‘There are a lot of people who’ll find this news a relief,’ said Eve, both her honesty and her directness providing a welcome distraction from Ann’s theatricals.


    ‘You’re telling me!’ said Ann, once more losing her grip on the proper expression of regret at an author’s death.


    ‘I’ve had a thought,’ said Eve. Her eyes were half shut and seemed to be squinting out beyond the book-lined walls.


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘You said you’d have to make a gesture towards Gloria’s memory and I quite see that you should.’ Eve’s eyes resumed their normal shape and focused on Ann’s face. ‘Why not commission Willow to write a short memorial to her – a mixture of biography and critical analysis of Gloria’s success and its sequel – which you could rush out in a few months’time as your gesture?’


    ‘Well I suppose we could,’ said Ann, frowning. ‘Would you be interested in doing something like that, Willow?’


    ‘Perhaps.’ At the thought that she might be able to distract herself from all the difficulties of her own life by immersing herself in someone else’s, Willow began to smile. ‘I’ve never thought about biography before, but it could be interesting.’


    ‘It wouldn’t exactly be a biography,’ said Eve, stubbing out her cigarette, ‘more a memoir, or an appreciation. A sort of hugely extended obituary, really. About, what? Ninety-six pages, Ann?’


    ‘Probably. Sixty-four is just possible, if pretty slim, and it’s certainly never worth printing anything shorter than that. I do see what you mean, Eve,’ said Ann, ‘but I rather hate those rush jobs: instant books about an event that seemed dramatic at the time but six weeks later interests no one but the participants and their relatives.’


    ‘This is hardly like a siege or a political disaster,’ said Eve drily. ‘It would give Willow a breathing space in which to let her mind roam around finding her own new direction, and it would also help you to generate a little interest in the Grainger backlist and shift some of the stock out of the warehouse before everyone completely forgets who she was.’


    ‘And no doubt it will serve as a dire warning of what will happen if I don’t change,’ said Willow lightly enough to wring smiles of acknowledgment from both Eve and Ann. ‘Perhaps I should take it on. Yesterday’s popular novelist assessing the merits of the day-before-yesterday’s.’


    ‘You’re not yesterday’s yet,’ said Ann energetically. ‘I simply want to ensure that you don’t become it. Eve, it’s definitely a possibility, but I’d have to put it to the next editorial meeting.’


    ‘Nonsense. You’re the managing director now. Tell the meeting what you’ve decided.’


    ‘As you very well know, things are not that simple. We have systems. But it is an idea, although it’s unlikely to have a huge market and we couldn’t pay a big advance.’


    Willow realised that Ann was automatically protecting her own position, just as Eve had been a little earlier when she had put the blame for Willow’s falling sales on to the publishers’ marketing department.


    ‘We can discuss money later,’ said Eve firmly. ‘Why don’t we agree simply that Willow does a certain amount of research for a fixed fee in order to produce a synopsis. When we know how the memoir is likely to turn out, and how long it will be, we’ll have a better idea of its probable sale and be able to fix the advance more sensibly.’


    ‘All right. I can have a word with Bill then and we can settle it one way or the other.’


    ‘Good,’ said Eve, tucking her photostat of Willow’s ideas into her handbag and thrusting the second copy back at her client. Willow raised her eyebrows, but Eve glared at her and so she replaced it in her briefcase.


    ‘Ann, we’d better leave you to deal with the Gloria repercussions. There are sure to be plenty. I’ll give you a ring later on to discuss the fee. Come along, Willow.’


    As soon as they were outside the building, Willow said:


    ‘Why on earth did you do that? We’d hardly got anywhere with the real purpose of the meeting.’


    ‘No, I know, but I looked at these while she was telephoning and they’re not right. They’re simply tinkering with the old formula. You’ve got to do something radically different before we talk to Ann again. This memoir of Gloria Grainger will give you time.’


    ‘Perhaps,’ said Willow, surprised by how troubled she felt at Eve’s businesslike rejection of her plans. Her sympathy for the dead – and clearly much disliked – Gloria Grainger grew.


    ‘Let’s have some lunch and talk about it.’ Eve was looking at her client with beady intensity. ‘It’s far too cold to hang about here.’ She stamped her tiny booted feet on the icy pavement and pulled on her fur-lined gloves.


    ‘All right. It’s still early so we’d get into any of those places in Covent Garden. There’s quite a nice winebar,’ said Willow.


    When they were sitting on either side of a table with a bottle of good burgundy between them, Willow made herself smile despite her feelings of angry rebellion.


    ‘All right, Eve, tell me: what kind of book is it that you think I should write? The fat sort to do with fearfully glamorous people earning fortunes and having extraordinary sex all over the world or the thinner kind full of vicars and entrancing children and wonderful dogs and interesting emotions in pretty English villages?’


    ‘Steak for me, rare, please and a green salad with no dressing.’


    Willow, who had not noticed the silent approach of a waitress, looked slightly self-conscious at the memory of her mockery of some of the current bestsellers. Without thinking she ordered herself a plate of cheese and some salad and then changed her order, as she considered the temperature outside, to Toulouse sausages and potato gratin.


    ‘No.’ said Eve, frowning at her author as the waitress left, ‘I don’t think either would suit your peculiar talents. I was thinking on the lines of something a bit more challenging. It seems absurd with your brains and experience that you should be writing stuff that could just as well be produced by a frustrated housewife in Purley.’


    ‘Aha,’ said Willow, who was fast regaining her usual critical confidence in spite of having had to make what felt like a series of abject surrenders that morning, ‘then do you mean jewelled prose describing the gross, the violent or the obscene? Or perhaps minute dissections of a troubled modern marriage descending into the bitter realms of unreason written in stark, minimalist language? I thought you always told me not to wallow in pretension.’


    ‘Not those either.’ Eve’s stern expression was beginning to break up into laughter at last. ‘I know precisely what you mean, just as you know perfectly well what I mean.’


    ‘I suppose I do, Eve, but the whole delight of the books so far is that they’ve been entirely fantastical … I haven’t had to put any effort into them.’


    ‘Yes, but you’ve been putting effort into the civil service – and all the lies you’ve had to tell to keep that life secret from us and your novels from them. That’s all ended now. You’ll have far more energy and imagination for the books and you should make good use of them and move up at least one step – possibly two.’


    ‘It’s not entirely ended,’ said Willow, feeling almost as guilty as Ann Slinter had looked when she realised how much pleasure she was displaying in her author’s death. ‘I’ve just agreed to stay on for another year or so as secretary to a committee looking into the possibilities of increasing education in prisons.’


    ‘Is that the influence of your wretched policeman?’ Eve lit yet another cigarette just before the waitress brought their food.


    Willow fanned away the puff of smoke and glared at her agent until she stubbed out the cigarette and picked up her knife and fork.


    ‘No,’ said Willow when the waitress had gone. ‘In fact he knows nothing about it yet and will probably disapprove.’ She was surprised to find that a part of herself found the idea of Tom’s disapproval quite welcome.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘You’ve what?’ Tom sounded thoroughly disapproving, but Willow found that she did not enjoy it as much as she had expected.


    He was looking extraordinarily tired, she thought as she tried to be charitable, and even more full of suppressed fury than he had been before she went away. She was not certain whether his rage was caused by her week’s absence or his work or by whatever it was that had been making him so morose before Christmas. Irritated with herself for even thinking that he could be possessive enough to object to her absence, she tried to amuse him with a description of just how Elsie Trouville had managed to persuade her to stay in the civil service.


    Tom smiled a little as he listened and looked slightly better.


    ‘Is there any whisky?’ he asked when Willow had finished her self-mocking story.


    ‘Plenty. Help yourself.’


    He heaved himself out of the deep, down-filled chair and went to pour out a stiff drink from the tray on the pretty satinwood table to the right of the fireplace.


    ‘What for you?’ he asked over his shoulder, looking at Willow as she lay along one of the two matching sofas. Her short red hair was tousled against the copper silk cushion she had put behind her head. The light from the pale salmon-pink lamps gleamed over the clashing colours.


    ‘I shared a bottle with Eve at lunchtime to console myself for my surrender to Mrs Trouville,’ she said, straightening the skirt of her suit. ‘I think I’ll just have fizzy water if there is any there.’


    ‘You know perfectly well that the efficient Mrs Rusham would never leave your drinks tray short of anything,’ Tom laughed, but he sounded neither happy nor amused. ‘Oh, for a life that ran on wheels like yours. What other news have you got for me?’


    Willow tried to decide whether he was doing his best to show concern he did not actually feel about her life or whether he was seeking distraction from his own much harder job. Deciding that what he wanted was distraction, she described her meeting with Eve and the struggles they were both having as they tried to invent a wholly new kind of commercial book. Willow saw that Tom’s attention was slipping half-way through her description and so she changed tack.


    ‘Oh, and I heard that Gloria Grainger has just died.’


    ‘Who the hell’s she?’


    ‘Tom, what on earth is the matter?’ Willow asked before she could stop herself. She knew she sounded like an irritable school matron and detested it.


    ‘Nothing,’ he said, staring down at his drink as Willow sighed.


    ‘All right,’ she said, deliberately making her voice pleasanter. ‘To take your question at face value: she was a romantic novelist of an old-fashioned type. She was published by Weston & Brown. Everyone there seems to have disliked her. I don’t know much about her yet, but I shall be finding out more because I’ve half promised to write a memoir of her for them.’


    ‘I can’t see that doing much for your falling sales.’


    Willow stared at him, astonished by the contempt in his irritable comment. She searched his face for clues to his unreasonable antagonism.


    Physically he seemed much the same as usual as he sat in her yellow chair, his dark hair a bit unruly, the broken nose and broad shoulders making him look a rugby player. He had changed out of his suit into a pair of baggy dark-green corduroy trousers and an old Guernsey he kept at her flat, but he had not relaxed at all. His restless dissatisfaction ruined the peace of her elegant drawing room and she resented it, longing to be back at the mill. There were no comfortable, silk-covered cushions there, or lovely furniture or beautiful paintings, but it was miraculously lonely.


    ‘Tom, I don’t know what it is that is making you so aggressive, but I wish you’d tell me about it,’ Willow said seriously and with unusual directness. ‘We can’t start snapping at each other every time either of us says anything. That would be absurd.’


    He glared at her and then drank some whisky. After a while he shrugged.


    ‘There’s nothing the matter with me except that I’m having a tough time at work. I didn’t mean to snap.’


    Willow smiled with difficulty.


    ‘I always told myself that you and I were too intelligent to play games with each other. You’re obviously troubled about something more than work. I can feel it, for heaven’s sake. Why pretend?’


    He shook his head and blew, as though he had surfaced after a long swim underwater.


    ‘It’s probably just that I’ve a hellish and upsetting murder case – nothing to do with you and me,’ he said coldly, ‘but its nature makes one think about all sort of things. I really can’t discuss it. You know better than to expect me to.’


    Willow stood up and went into the bathroom to stare at her reflection in the large mirror over the basin. Apart from the shorter hairstyle, she was exactly the same as she had been when he had first wanted her. She had not changed and there was no reason she could find for him to have done so. It seemed unfair of him to have invaded her life and then started to behave as though she were causing him trouble.


    ‘Perhaps it is just the case,’ she said aloud. But she knew it could not have been. There had been other difficult cases before and they had not made him nearly so bad tempered. He had often discussed them with her, too. This time there was something different the matter with him, something more.


    In an effort to distract herself, she looked admiringly around at her cherished possessions. Of all the rooms in the large and elegant flat, the bathroom best expressed the comfort of her Belgravia life. Quite as big as an ordinary bedroom, it had been decorated as though the bath were incidental, with paintings and bookshelves, an open fire-place and bowls of flowers. There was yet another superbly comfortable, down-filled armchair beside the bath and a table carrying not only the latest novels she was still waiting to read but also a pyramid of black grapes, tangerines and brazil nuts arranged on an antique pewter plate.


    The room did not have its usual soothing effect. She walked round it four times, wishing that she had never invited Tom to dinner that night and for a moment that she had never even met him. There seemed to be no way of dealing with him that would not escalate their shared dissatisfaction. After all she could hardly ask him about his troubles for a third time.


    She flushed the lavatory and went back to the basin to repair her makeup and wash her hands again, and at last returned to the drawing room to ask Tom whether he would like to eat whatever Mrs Rusham had left for them in the Aga. He stood up at once.


    ‘Thanks. As I was saying, it’s an upsetting case – one of those messy murders of a young woman. Clearly a lot of hate and anger behind it. It’s making me irritable.’


    ‘I had noticed,’ said Willow nearly as coldly as he had spoken earlier. It seemed a pretty poor apology to her. ‘It’s also corrupting your judgement of other things.’


    ‘Perhaps.’ He followed her into the dining room and sat at the perfectly set table. When he looked up at her he managed to smile slightly. ‘Tell me stories, Will. Please.’


    ‘So that you don’t have to think about the dead woman – or about things I’ve said to you?’


    ‘The murder.’


    As he produced those abrupt syllables, Tom held out a hand and smiled. Willow tried to ignore the other, unpleasant, emotions she had seen in his face and to remember her affection for him. Part of her mind told her that Tom had just given her the perfect excuse to lose her temper with him and smash the remains of their pleasure in each other. Unfortunately she still liked him far too much to do that.


    Playing for time, she fetched the boeuf bourginon and baked potatoes from the kitchen and then spun stories out of her uneventful solitary days at the mill as urgently as though she were Scheherazade talking for her life. So long as she talked she would not have to think about his feelings or her own.


    Later he took the dishes out to the kitchen for Mrs Rusham to wash up in the morning and made a pot of coffee, and later still they went to bed. Willow continued to do everything she could to prevent herself thinking and was mostly successful.


    The next morning she woke to discover that Tom had already left. She lay surrounded by all the luxury her books had brought her, asking herself why she had ever allowed someone else’s state of mind and criticism to matter so much to her. One of the most exasperating aspects of Tom’s moods was that it appeared that there was nothing whatever she could do to change them.


    Willow turned over on to her side, telling herself that since she could not change his state of mind, the only thing to do was to ignore it and concentrate hard on something else. The obvious thing was the memoir of Gloria Grainger. Finding out what had made her tick might become enormously interesting. Distracted and therefore feeling better, Willow got out of bed and went to run herself a bath.


    Having put a match to the remains of the previous day’s fire, she turned on the taps and took from the mahogany cupboard a clean, yellow towelling dressing gown, which she draped over the hot pipes. Lying back in the hot, scented water, eating a tangerine, she started to think of questions she would need to ask the dead woman’s friends and family. The questions would have to be carefully framed to establish what kind of woman she had been and why she had written the novels Ann Slinter disliked so much.


    When the water had cooled uncomfortably, Willow took the plug out of the bath and sat in front of the fire, wrapped in her warm towel, until the scent of frying bacon called her to breakfast. She went to dress and start the day properly.


    Mrs Rusham had grilled mushrooms to go with the bacon. Willow ate them as she read the letters piled beside her plate. She was half glad to be back in the warmth and luxury of Belgravia and yet something in her yearned for the breakfasts of strong tea and hunks of bread she had made herself at the mill and eaten huddled over the fragrant wood fire. The beds at the mill were hard, but she had slept better there than ever she did in London.


    There was nothing particularly interesting in her post except for a derisive review of her latest book in a quarterly magazine published mainly for writers, publishers and booksellers. The critic had taken exception to Willow’s characters, their assumptions, their habits, tastes and dialogue. Only at the end of the review did she add any comment on the novel itself, which she had found:


    

      sentimental and full of the worst kind of fantasy. One wonders at the motives of an author who can base an entire novel around the notion that extravagant spending and arousing admiration are in themselves desirable points of aspiration. Only the satisfaction taken by the astonishingly selfish heroine in her revenge on the woman who had once ruined her is more unpleasant. It is regrettable that this kind of trivia is so remunerative for its authors.


    


    ‘Hell!’ said Willow aloud, looking at the reviewer’s by-line. ‘Posy Hacket. Never heard of her.’


    Coming right on top of the previous day’s vicissitudes, the journalist’s contempt seemed too much to bear. Depressed, Willow contemplated her future as a gradually less and less popular commercial novelist, becoming despised by the very journalists who had once sought interviews she had refused to grant in the days when the real identity of ‘Cressida Woodruffe’had been a secret shared by very few people.


    ‘I bloody well won’t,’ she said loudly as she thought of ways to throw the contempt back in the faces of her detractors.


    The memory of the Home Secretary’s stated admiration of her brains and her refusal to take any nonsense – and even the prospect of going back to work in the civil service – cheered Willow up a little, which seemed ironic. But at least it made her laugh.


    ‘Did you call?’ asked Mrs Rusham from the door leading to the kitchen. Willow shook her head.


    ‘I was just talking to myself, Mrs Rusham, a foolish habit.’


    ‘Indeed.’ The housekeeper’s severe mouth relaxed just enough to show that she was making what passed with her for a joke. Before Willow could retaliate, the telephone rang. Mrs Rusham answered it, pressed the silence button and then turned to say:


    ‘It’s Evangeline Greville. Shall I tell her you’re here?’


    ‘Yes, please. Thank you.’ Willow took the receiver. ‘Eve? It’s Saturday. Surely you’re not working a six-day week now.’


    ‘Good morning to you too, Willow. How are you?’ Eve sounded sharply sarcastic.


    ‘I’m fine,’ she said, wondering why everyone had suddenly started to attack her. ‘I hope you are.’


    ‘That’s better. Actually, I’m getting extremely bored with this weather and the fact that most people I want to talk to are taking extended holidays. I agreed with Ann late yesterday afternoon that she’ll pay you a non-returnable thousand pounds to produce a synopsis of a memoir of Gloria Grainger. If they don’t like it or don’t think it’ll suit their purposes, you keep the money and forget about writing the fall text.’


    ‘You’re a brilliant agent. I’m not sure I’d have had the bottle to ask for that.’


    ‘You know it is nice sometimes to have authors who don’t have overblown ideas about their own importance.’


    Willow was amused to think that the first compliment she had received from Eve for weeks should have been for her meekness. Perhaps Tom would soon be congratulating her on her domestic skills. That would be just as incongruous. Her self-mockery dissolved a little of her resentment at his behaviour and she managed to concentrate on what Eve was saying to her.


    ‘I thought you’d better know straight away. A thousand pounds is not much considering that some journalists get that per thousand words, but the work need take you only a day or two. I have asked Ann to send you a complete set of Gloria’s paperbacks and you’ll have to browse through them when they arrive on Monday. But after that you can get going on plans for your own book.’


    ‘That sounds fine,’ said Willow. ‘You’re right, I’d better start. I need something to get my teeth into. You obviously know a bit about Grainger; can I begin with you? Is that fair at a weekend?’


    ‘Fine by me. We’ll have to do it by telephone though. I can’t leave the house and it’s too wet to let you come here. I’ve had a flood and there’s supposed to be a plumber. You know what they’re like. He was due half an hour ago.’


    Willow thought of her Clapham flat and quailed at the prospect of persuading the voluble but dilatory builders to do the work she wanted in a sensible sequence, within their estimates and within a reasonable time. Their idiom and habits provided excellent copy, but she would rather have been able to do without them.


    ‘Poor you,’ she said with some sympathy. ‘But you’re lucky all the same. All my blokes in Clapham are on holiday until Monday. What I need to know really is why you ever agreed to represent Gloria, how long it lasted and why you stopped.’


    There was the sound of a lighter clicking and a deep inhalation before Eve answered.


    ‘She approached me soon after I’d set up on my own and, not knowing all the gruesome details of her reputation, I was rather flattered.’ Eve stopped, as though she were having to work hard to remember herself being as naive and easily manipulated as that. Then she laughed. ‘It lasted for an unspeakable eighteen months before I told her that I was simply not big enough to handle an author as important as she.’


    ‘Goodness, Eve, how tactful!’


    ‘I know. I’m far more brutal these days, as you know. It saves time – and trouble – in the end.’


    ‘I see. What exactly was it that she did to cause you to sack her?’ Willow hoped that her irrational sympathy for the dead writer was not making her sound aggressive.


    The agent considered for a moment.


    ‘It’s impossible to list everything but you could sum it up by saying that she behaved as though I had no other authors, that my time was entirely at her disposal, that I was a suitable receptacle for her ill-humour,’ said Eve briskly. ‘I won’t go on or I’ll lose my temper, which would be a fearful waste of energy.’


    ‘That’s clear enough,’ said Willow, pulling forward the notebook that was always kept beside the telephone. ‘When we were at Ann’s office, you talked about some people who might have whacked her over the head and killed her, and …’


    ‘That was a figure of speech,’ said Eve with enough sharpness to surprise Willow and set her imagination working madly.


    ‘You also told me that there would be lots of other people relieved to hear of her death. Whom had you in mind?’ Willow hoped that the polite formality of her question would serve as a rebuke to Eve for taking so seriously what she must have known Willow had intended only as a mild joke.


    ‘Ann herself, I suppose, whoever is agenting Gloria these days, whoever was in her power in any way at all … and Posy Hacket.’


    ‘Well, I haven’t much sympathy for her,’ said Willow tartly as she wrote down the short list.


    ‘Why on earth not?’


    ‘Haven’t you read the review she’s just given me in The Readers’ Quarterly?’


    ‘No. I haven’t got to the current issue yet. It’s never top of my list of priorities and I’ve still got a daunting heap of manuscripts. What did Posy say?’


    ‘She accused me of pandering to the lowest tastes of the mob for pecuniary gain.’ A little of Willow’s sense of humour returned in time to make her add: ‘Justifiably no doubt.’


    ‘How brave of her!’ Eve’s voice contained a note of real admiration, which prompted Willow to remind the agent whose corner she was supposed to be fighting.


    ‘I am, Willow, believe me. But Posy wrote a highly critical piece about Gloria, which led the old bat to sue her. The case wasn’t due to come to trial for ages, but if Posy has had the guts to go on writing offensive pieces about popular novelists you have to admire her.’


    ‘Perhaps I do, but I’d rather not have been her target. Thanks, Eve,’ said Willow, feeling her sympathy for the dead woman increasing still further. ‘You’ve been helpful. Oh, yes, one more thing: do you know anything about Gloria’s family?’


    ‘Not a lot. I expect you’d get far more up-to-date information on that from her current agent – or her editor.’


    ‘Fine. I’ll ring Ann. Thanks. By the way?’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘Are many authors as personally hated by their publishers and agents as she clearly was?’


    There was a gasping laugh from the other end of the telephone and then Eve said carefully:


    ‘At various stages in their careers many authors become a little trying. If that coincides with an editor or agent having a difficult time with other aspects of work – or life – it can lead beyond ordinary anger to actual hot hate. But I’d have said that Gloria was the only one I’ve met who could make even the most reasonable people feel truly murderous.’


    ‘I see.’ The iciness of Willow’s voice was not apparent to her.


    ‘Profitability always dilutes dislike and Gloria was no longer profitable enough,’ Eve went on as though an explanation might melt the ice. ‘The real bestsellers can behave pretty much as they choose, although quite often it is the most professional and successful who behave best.’


    ‘I see,’ said Willow again, hoping that she could still be considered part of the last category. ‘Well, I’d better ring Ann and see what I can find out from her. Good luck with the plumber.’
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