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  CHAPTER 1




  ‘I’ll go for them,’ Barney offered. He was good in the mornings, even after a heavy night’s drinking. Victoria found it irritating, though she

  wasn’t entirely sure why.




  ‘No I will. I feel like it – I want to,’ she said rather desperately, knowing he would have pottered and been ages, wandered up to the King’s Road for croissants,

  probably, and chatted up a girl over a quick espresso. She had to see the papers: they’d been tipping her for a job in Government and it was three days after a General Election, the moment of

  truth, the weekend when MPs were tensely waiting for calls.




  She left, feeling a sense of release at being out of the house. It was a dewy October Sunday morning, pale-gold, as though the sun were behind gauze, and the air was still, with no noise of

  traffic. She was so on edge. Downing Street wouldn’t call, she wanted it too badly; it was like waiting and hoping for a lover to propose.




  Looking back at the yellowish-brick Victorian house with its holly-green front door, she thought it had been a lucky buy, years ago, just before a property boom. They were small terraced houses

  and aside from the elderly couple next door, Hartley Street was popular with rich divorcées and young City couples with a first child. The front gardens had bay trees, camellias, solanum,

  and clipped box: typically chic Chelsea. Theirs let the side down a bit, though the Penelope roses were still flowering and a stout hydrangea was turning a glorious autumnal red.




  The corner shop was in a parallel street and run by the Vhadi family. Victoria went in under the blue awning sheltering the fruit and veg and gathered up five Sunday papers, resting their weight

  on the tall counter.




  ‘A lot of reading there, Mrs James,’ Mr Vhadi said, smiling, half-eying a youth swinging open the cooler-cabinet door. ‘Congratulations on the Election result, by the

  way.’




  ‘Thanks very much. I’m glad it’s all over.’




  ‘I read they might be making you a Minister.’ He sounded curious.




  ‘You shouldn’t believe all this stuff in the press,’ she laughed feeling the strain. He was methodically easing the papers into a flimsy carrier and she burst out,

  ‘Don’t bother, I don’t need the bag,’ but he carried on and handed it over with blandly friendly eyes.




  Turning back into Hartley Street, she had to negotiate a lumpy old woman with long straggly grey hair like a wizard’s, whose two muscular mongrels were pulling on leads. Her black matted

  sweater was covered in stains and it was easy to imagine a lonely life in some squalid block of flats with drunken neighbours and dropped needles on the stairs.




  But she had her dogs. And her life might be just as she chose, Victoria thought, giving the woman a brief flutter of a smile then carrying on, feeling an inarticulate anger welling up in her

  that the same couldn’t be said of her own.




  If the call from Number Ten actually came, it would be bittersweet, a thrilling chance, a whole new artery of opportunity, but Barney would react badly. Every breakthrough, every threshold

  reached, it was always the same. Even in her barrister days he’d been resentful: it was so wearying and debilitating. He liked having an achieving wife and talked proudly, almost as he would

  about the size of a fish he’d caught or a new car. He wanted it both ways, she thought despairingly. Politics, for some reason, particularly rubbed him up. Winning Southampton East so

  unexpectedly five years ago had been a bad night, certainly no warm words or celebrating.




  The press had got wind she might be knocking out a Junior Minister and had turned up in their droves. Barney had been all smiles and kisses at the count – ‘my wife the MP!’

  – but later, at home, he’d shown his darker side. His worst eruptions could be counted on her fingers; she understood them but they were indelibly etched and not something to share.




  Would the call come? ‘Downing Street here, Mrs James.’ Her adrenaline fired up with fresh coals. Barney was so perverse. He would mind almost as much if it didn’t come; he

  cared in his own way, and after all the press build-up he’d hate facing his grey-suit solicitor colleagues at Simmonds & Key with no news.




  She thought about loss of privacy. Ministers were shielded by the Private Office but also glaringly exposed. Barney liked the limelight though and her long hours, that so suited his lifestyle,

  would be even longer. There would be compensations. Her constituents made a big fuss of him, too. ‘You’re such a tease,’ old ladies would say. ‘Such a one!’ They all

  adored him.




  People did. His hair was the butter-yellow of a young child’s and always sexily in his eyes; he was constantly throwing it back. He should never have been born blond, Victoria thought

  irritably, going in at the gate of number sixteen, her stomach taut as a drum.




  She was greeted by tempting smells of sizzling bacon and freshly brewed coffee. She felt grateful that Barney loved cooking – he was a natural – and he took wonderful photographs

  too, beautifully composed like paintings. But any list of his talents, she thought sarcastically, had to include his women – he had a particular gift there. It was a fundamental problem;

  their relationship lacked constancy and a sense of completeness, that Plimsoll Line of trust. It had done since the very beginning, sixteen years ago, even before their daughter Nattie was

  born.




  Victoria went down the flight of stairs that led straight into the big knocked-through kitchen, a good space where they did all their living. There was the television, bookshelves and an old

  blue-check sofa at one end, glass doors to a patio with a vigorous fig tree at the other, and on the wall opposite the stairs, set into a chimney breast, was the small wine-red Aga –

  Barney’s most successful extravagance. All his herbs, oils, cookbooks and copper pots were on alcove shelves and the kitchen was always snug. When Nattie was home for Sunday lunch or school

  holidays she would sit on the Aga’s sturdy silver rail with her feet on a chair and phone all her friends.




  Barney put the bacon in to keep warm and came to take the papers. He thumped them down on the kitchen table. ‘God, you’ve bought an entire tree! No nice fresh croissants – or

  did you forget?’ He knew the shop never had any.




  ‘Don’t be so loud, I want to hear the radio,’ Victoria said crossly. They were talking about Chris Hartstone and Cabinet jobs. Chris had been Shadow Health Secretary in

  Opposition and she his junior.




  She stood listening. ‘Hartstone will get Health, that’s a no-brainer,’ a political commentator was saying. ‘And Victoria James will probably go there too, I’d say.

  They worked well together in Opposition. She’s relatively inexperienced, but has just the media-friendly image they’re keen to promote.’




  Barney was propped on his arms reading a football report but taking it all in, she was sure. He straightened up and grinned, slightly edgily. ‘There you are – home and

  dry.’




  ‘Don’t do this to me, just don’t!’




  He kissed her lightly on the lips. ‘You’ll get in on looks alone,’ he murmured, getting more into the kiss then, when all she wanted to do was read the papers.




  ‘We should call and see if Nattie’s coming out.’




  ‘I just did; she’s not. She’s having lunch with Maudie and her parents at that new place in Newbury, the one written up for its amazing crèche – her parents have

  that afterthought, remember?’ His teasing grin was back; he’d looked a bit piqued at her unresponsiveness. ‘Couldn’t we have one? Ministers can have babies in office,

  can’t they?’




  Victoria ignored that. ‘You might have waited till I was here,’ she complained. ‘I wanted to say hello.’ Nattie was home from school most Sundays though, and perhaps it

  wasn’t the perfect day for a relaxed family lunch. God, the waiting was awful.




  Barney kissed her again, pressing hard on the seat of her jeans. She brought his hands round and held on to them. ‘Not now, love, let’s have breakfast. I’m starving!’




  ‘Lucky you never put on weight,’ he threw back, going to the Aga. ‘Just think of all those lunches and dinners you’ll soon be eating . . .’




  ‘Are you being deliberately cruel?’




  He produced the food and she could finally look at the papers. All the political pundits had her down for a job in Health or Culture.




  Her life would be so changed. She thought of the long slog, the speeches to handfuls of people in cold village halls, late sittings, occasional praise; was it all about to be worth it?




  Her father, a doctor, had been found guilty of euthanasia in the distant past, but far from a brake on her progress, it had given her curiosity value, a slight notoriety. John Winchwood had had

  a keen interest in politics and shared it; as children, she and her older brother Robert had argued hotly about issues such as Greenham Common and Star Wars. Excited by the idea of advocacy,

  she’d been set on the Bar; politics as a career simply hadn’t entered the frame. That had happened accidentally, one of those capricious fancies of fate – a nerdish boyfriend

  taking her to an Oxford Union debate, a thought-provoking speaker and the seeds of interest sown.




  She remembered the Union Chamber seeming like a smaller, slightly moth-eaten House of Commons, and being surprisingly seductive, with its old brown-leather benches, not the green of the Commons

  or the Lords’ red, although the President’s chair could have rivalled the Speaker’s. The pimply little incumbent of the day had looked quite lost in it.




  An Ethical Politician is a Contradiction in Terms had been the motion and invited grandees had taken part: a journalist who had wittily mined the rich seam, and a politician – one

  of those called the best Prime Minister the country never had – who’d defended with passion. Political decisions taken for the greater good, he’d said, but perhaps causing loss of

  jobs, for instance, might seem harshly uncompromising but it was ethical, the moral thing to do. He was dismissed as an apologist yet in Victoria he had aroused some hidden spark. That evening, her

  life had swung like a weather-vane and suddenly pointed in a new direction.




  The call came at two. Victoria shot upstairs, ripped off her jeans and flung on the carefully considered taupe skirt and tweedy jacket. It looked dreary as cold tea. She pulled

  on high-heeled chocolate leather boots and felt better.




  ‘For God’s sake!’ Barney called upstairs. ‘They don’t want you till four – come and finish your lunch. I’ll drive you there if it’ll calm your

  nerves.’




  She raced down to the kitchen again. ‘Would you?’




  ‘Sure. And I’ll wait – it won’t take long, will it? I can read the papers.’




  ‘What’s this all about?’ She was suspicious of such untypical accommodation.




  ‘Love of my wife,’ he said, with another of his maddening grins.




  ‘I want you to be Minister of State for Housing and Planning at the Department of the Environment. Ned Markham will be your Secretary of State.’ The Prime Minister

  was smiling.




  Victoria stared, astounded. The job was so unexpected. Straight to the middle ranks; he must surely hear her heart thudding. Apart from a Private Secretary taking notes they were alone in the

  Cabinet room. A commanding portrait of Sir Robert Walpole hung over the mantelpiece behind the PM, who was seated halfway down the vast table.




  He took off his glasses and looked at her expectantly. He had pleasing looks, brown hair, a quiet manner but well-expressed convictions; people admired him for being both sincere and practical.

  He had won them over against the odds and injected real excitement. They thought he would get things done.




  ‘I’ll do my very best, Prime Minister,’ she said, the words coming tumbling out.




  He half-rose. ‘And one day, I hope you’ll be sitting where I am!’ She got up on cue, taken aback by the flattering remark, and thanked him with a glowing smile. Leaving, she

  decided he probably said the same thing to everyone he appointed.




  She hung on to her smile for the matronly woman minding the Cabinet Room, for Private Secretaries, and outside on the steps of Downing Street she offered it shyly to the huge mass of media.




  ‘Over here, Victoria. This way, there’s a love!’




  ‘What you got? Health, Culture, Education?’




  She walked down to the fortress gates feeling eyes and cameras on her back and worrying futilely about the high-heeled boots. Her insides were fluttering like a trapped bird. To have had five

  minutes in Downing Street and come out a Minister was a wonder and unreal, but the job was going to take guts of steel. It would be so very easy to fail.




  Barney had parked his white BMW off Parliament Square a few minutes’ walk away. Victoria flung herself in and couldn’t help bubbling over with her news. He chucked a newspaper on to

  the back seat and flicked on the ignition. ‘Well done. You know fuck-all about housing, though – it’s hardly your area is it?’




  It was his, she thought; he had property clients and a big new one, too. And she’d dismally failed to play things down. ‘You know it’s not about areas,’ she said

  meekly.




  Driving away, he turned and glared accusingly. ‘They can’t have put Markham in the Cabinet! He’s a fossil, a throwback. When did Ned Markham ever get on a number eight

  bus?’




  ‘He probably came here on the twenty-four, as he lives in Pimlico.’




  ‘Don’t give me Pimlico. He owns half bloody Staffordshire, for God’s sake!’




  ‘So? He’s well qualified to look after the environment then, isn’t he?’ She felt angrier for knowing Barney had a point – Ned was actually quite sharp but he did

  hide it well.




  Stopping at a traffic light, Barney tucked her hair behind her ear and brought his hand to her cheek. His hazel eyes were conciliatory. ‘Thinking about Nattie?’




  ‘Yes – it’s how she’ll cope at school. I’m going to be so under fire from the media in this job – really in the eye of the storm. I get to do Downsland,

  Barney. It’s for me to recommend giving it the go-ahead or not, and that’s a hellish responsibility. There’s nothing more controversial at the moment.’




  He seemed unsurprised. With his quick mind he must have got there already. Downsland was a proposal for a whole new town to be built in lovely countryside south of Dorking. To the residents it

  was an unparalleled disaster, to conservationists an ecological one – nightingales were scarce in Britain and they nested in the local thorn thickets – and to glamorous young protestor

  Sam Swayne, camped at the site with his supporters, it was a chance and a challenge to slay the Goliaths of Government and the developers.




  There could be Downsland locals at Nattie’s boarding school, Victoria thought wearily, and it was a cause the Sixth form would care about. ‘Natalia’s mother only wants to

  bulldoze the whole Green Belt!’ How would she take it? How would her parents ever know, with that barbed-wire cordon of teenage stroppiness?




  Barney parked untidily as though he didn’t intend being long. Even before they were indoors he said, ‘You haven’t forgotten I was seeing Dick for a quick drink?’




  It was news to Victoria and she felt winded. ‘I thought we had something to celebrate.’




  ‘Of course we have, silly, but I must go. It is a potential client, hon, and you know how Dick needs his hand held.’




  Dick’s hand? On a Sunday early evening? Her unspoken objection tasted sour on her tongue; it was her moment, her day, after all. Barney would come home later, and be all sweetness and

  light and obliging. He was never going to change.




  She made calls. Telling her parents was heartening but Nattie could have sounded a bit more thrilled. ‘That’s really cool, Mum, wonderful. Got to rush, see you!’




  Dinah would cheer her up, Victoria thought. They went back a long way, she and Di; they’d shared a room at university. Di had terrific style: leonine looks, streaky blonde hair, a handsome

  big nose and warm eyes, green as malachite. She was a talented artist specializing in painting façades and interiors, and was never short of clients. It was an uncomplicated friendship; they

  led different lives and had never felt a need to compete.




  ‘Can you take me through it,’ Di said, ‘where a Minister of State fits in?’




  ‘The most junior Ministers are Parliamentary Under Secretaries of State – they get called pussies – then it’s Minister of State and then you’re a Secretary of State

  and in the Cabinet!’




  ‘So you’re jammy, you’ve skipped being a pussy and you’re in line for the rotten eggs!’




  Barney was at the door and Victoria ended the call.




  He came in, all energy and exuberant chat, with flowers and champagne. ‘Dick was gobsmacked and sends huge congrats! I didn’t say what job,’ he added hurriedly, ‘I know

  that’s still under wraps. These are for you.’ He thrust the bunch of white chrysanthemums at her.




  ‘But you knew we had champagne here,’ she couldn’t help saying, trying to banish the thought that the flowers had come from some girl’s flat; they had a slightly

  room-wilted look.




  ‘I got us a nice chilled bottle. I had to go, darling. Dick couldn’t pull in new business if his life depended on it – although,’ Barney said, taking off the foil.

  ‘This guy was into brewing a special beer for Indian restaurants and I think we’re too staid for him!’




  She felt somewhat mollified, though Barney was a master of believable yarns. Dick, another partner in the firm, was his great golfing mate and so boring he could send people to sleep before the

  soup. He had a wiry wife, June, who had close-cropped hair like a scrubbing-brush and some hard-to-fathom appeal for Barney. Time on her hands for extended lunches, probably. There were no

  children. June and Dick were a rather sad couple, Victoria thought.




  They had the champagne and watched the news. The first Cabinet appointments were announced and there were flashes of the later comings and goings. She saw herself leaving Downing Street. The

  commentator seemed impressed. The junior positions weren’t to be decided till the following day.




  Barney gave her a dig. ‘You can’t have that frightened wimpish smile any more. You’re in the driving seat now, hands on the levers of power!’ He was sounding cheery but

  she knew it was cloaking jealous sensitivities.




  ‘Hardly,’ she said lightly. ‘Certainly not if I make a hash of things. And the downside starts right away, darling, with no more proper privacy. I know it’s a lot to

  ask.’




  He took that as a putdown. She felt his body go tense and longed not to have said so stupid a thing. ‘I’ll do something about supper,’ he muttered, getting up without a

  backward look.




  Victoria was thinking about her new boss, Ned Markham, as they sat down to eat. She liked him but he was hardly Modern Man. Could you really have a Cabinet Minister who strode his estates while

  the world moved on and transsexuals could change their birth certificates? And Ned, with his passionate love of the countryside, would be temperamentally opposed to Downsland, she thought –

  but perhaps that was being unfair.




  The following night, they were due to have dinner with Barney’s senior partner, Hugh Simmonds, his wife, Mandy, and the big property client Barney looked after.




  ‘What are you thinking about so hard?’ he demanded suddenly.




  ‘Just that I shouldn’t really come tomorrow evening,’ she said slowly. ‘It’s best I don’t meet Roland Chalfern now I’m doing Housing. He might even be

  involved in Downsland.’




  ‘For God’s sake! Chalfern’s into buying failed factories, building on the land, that sort of thing. You must come. He’ll know you have to be punctilious. It would be

  letting down Hugh – and fucking up Mandy’s seating plan.’ Mandy Simmonds was a humourless pain; neither of them could stand her and regularly picked her to bits.




  Barney could be very endearing, but he tried too hard with his Harrow- and Cambridge-educated senior partner, Victoria thought. He had some ridiculous inferiority complex, but it was such

  nonsense. Hugh was mild-mannered, dull; completely harmless.




  Barney’s lack of confidence was hard to understand. He was a diplomat’s son; he’d gone to a West Country boarding school and got a first at Exeter. Had he missed out on proper

  family life? His mother had died from breast cancer when he was fifteen and his father retired early to Cornwall where he lived on gin and grew orchids. There was a much older brother out in Japan.

  Victoria knew that with all his insecurities, Barney leaned on her and needed to be emotionally propped up. She understood that and accepted it, but there were limits to holding back with her own

  career.




  He was looking cajoling, ‘Chalfern’s been asking to meet you, hon, and think of Hugh’s surprise, the Housing Minister coming to dinner!’ She knew she had to go.




  It was another sunny day. When Victoria went out at eight o’clock, the appointed time, a silver ministerial Prius was waiting outside. The driver got out to meet her.

  ‘I’m Bob,’ he said with a chubby, avuncular smile. He was solidly packed and had a reassuring air of calm about him. He wouldn’t make needless chat, she guessed as he opened

  the rear passenger door.




  Returning the smile, she said, ‘I’d really rather sit in the front. I find it easier to read.’




  Cynthia, their nosy elderly neighbour who missed nothing, was glued to the window. She had a distracting habit of flaring her nostrils. Barney called her ‘My Little Pony’.




  In the car, chauffeured, released from traffic battles, Victoria stared down at the papers. Her picture was on the front of the Post – a tabloid with a serious edge. The caption

  read The glamorous new face of government. She found it hard to concentrate.




  Bob said, ‘Two minutes,’ into the car-phone and then they were outside the revolving doors of a towering modern building. Victoria clambered out feeling humble.




  A tall bony man with a prominent Adam’s apple stepped forward. ‘Welcome to Environment, Minister! I am Martin Whiting, your Principal Private Secretary. Please call me Marty,

  everyone does.’




  ‘Thanks. I’m glad to meet you.’ Marty was about her age, nearly forty, and his gingery well-arched eyebrows gave him a look of constant astonishment.




  He took her through some security paraphernalia and then to the lifts. ‘We’re on the fifth floor. Tim and Sue are the other two Private Secretaries. I’ll explain how we divide

  it up. We’ll go in the outer office – they’re all very keen to say hello.’




  They walked down a deserted corridor until Marty opened one of many identical doors. Would she ever find her way on her own?




  There were four people seated at desks, mostly looking friendly. ‘Welcome!’ Tim said, appraising her coolly with light-blue eyes. ‘We’ll make it all as smooth as we

  can.’




  To Victoria, that sounded subtly belittling; he didn’t rate her, she was there for her media appeal, not a serious player. ‘I’ll try to learn fast,’ she said, put out and

  determined to prove him wrong.




  His desk looked clinically tidy beside its chaotic neighbour, belonging to Sue, the other Private Secretary. ‘No excuse,’ she confessed, noticing the look. ‘It really offends

  Tim – he felt vindicated when I knocked over my busy Lizzie and got earth all over the keyboard.’ She smiled happily in his direction.




  ‘I’ve never seen one such a size – it’s a little tree,’ Victoria said. Sue nodded vigorously, which set her wavy chestnut hair bouncing with a life of its own.

  ‘Yes, you just have to keep dead-heading them and they go on and on!’ She looked more like a cheery chalet girl than a highly-qualified civil servant. She reached for an empty yoghurt

  pot and popped it in the bin with a little grimace.




  ‘And this is Wayne, who’ll be doing the diary,’ Marty said.




  Wayne answered questions looking down and away like a gauche footballer interviewed on television. He was very young and had rather dramatic sideburns.




  Marty smiled. ‘I’ll show you your new office now.’ It was huge: spacious and functional, with dreadful bombproof net curtains, uninviting as drab underwear. There was a large

  oval conference table with a high-gloss patina; gloomy battle-scene paintings and two armchairs covered in pleasingly faded blue chintz. ‘You’ll let us know if there’s anything

  you need, Minister?’ His manner was gentle and anticipating, a reassuring counter to Tim’s cool.




  ‘Everything’s great, thanks,’ Victoria said, wondering if the paintings could be changed. ‘I like the chintz chairs. Shall we go and work over there?’




  ‘Your predecessor thought they belonged more in Fawlty Towers,’ Marty murmured. The light aside was a comfort. They sat down and he rested files on his knee.




  ‘What’s top of the agenda?’ she asked, knowing the answer.




  ‘Downsland’s a bubbling cauldron, I’m afraid,’ he said anxiously. ‘Tempers on the boil.’




  ‘You can say that again. Anything else?’




  ‘The construction union has been stepping up demands for a ban on MDF board. It’s universally used, competitively priced and quite a serious problem. DIY enthusiasts and the

  construction industry love it, but it contains urea formaldehyde – which the union says is carcinogenic. Cutting fibreboard creates particularly fine dust particles apparently, that their

  workers are breathing in all day.’




  ‘Mark Doherty’s the union leader, isn’t he? I’d like to set up an early meeting.’




  At that moment, the Permanent Secretary, Sir Henry Weekes, the senior civil servant in the Department, looked in. He was renowned for his formidable intellect. ‘Welcome, welcome. So glad

  you’ve joined us,’ he beamed.




  Victoria got up and took his outstretched hand. ‘It’s good to be here.’




  They talked about the busy legislative programme ahead. As he left he said with a twinkle, ‘Now, not to take this amiss, but it is delightful to have so becoming a Housing

  Minister.’




  She smiled wanly.




  It was a long, intense, structured day. Victoria was beginning to worry about being late for Barney’s dinner when Marty told her the Secretary of State wanted her up for

  a chat. ‘Sue will show you the way,’ he said.




  Ned Markham’s office was as vast as a Hollywood mogul’s; it had huge windows but only rooftops, no great London landmarks were to be seen through them. Armed with a glass of mineral

  water, Victoria went to sit on a stiff leather sofa. Ned sat opposite, and when he crossed his long elegant legs, pale-yellow socks came into view. He was good-looking in a silver-haired,

  square-jawed sort of a way. In his sixties, he seemed out of kilter in a new, unusually young Cabinet.




  He sipped whisky and regarded her warmly. ‘Delighted you’re here, my dear girl. You’re in for a torrid time. Downsland’s a bugger, it won’t win us any

  friends.’




  ‘The press will be stirring it for all they’re worth, I’m sure,’ she said.




  ‘Angie Newton, our Chief Press Officer, is good, though. She’s as tough as they come – could see off any Sergeant Major!’ Ned talked on sociably and Victoria finally had

  to explain about the dinner. He smiled indulgently. ‘You’d better run then. Mustn’t incur Barney’s wrath this early in the day.’




  Hurrying back to her office, Victoria found Angie Newton waiting for her. Marty, too, his eyebrows forming anxious arcs. ‘Angie would like a very quick word, if you can manage it,’

  he said. ‘We’re getting so many press requests for you.’




  Angie was big-framed, platform-bosomed, dressed all in black: every bit as formidable as Ned had described. She and Marty pulled up chairs. ‘I’m ex-Fleet Street,’ she declared.

  ‘I know where the bodies are buried, but I suggest going easy on interviews till we can chuck ’em red meat.’




  Victoria agreed and was told of the requests they would be turning down.




  ‘The Post want the Minister in for an editorial lunch on Thursday,’ Marty ventured.




  ‘Better do that,’ Angie barked. ‘Good paper to have on-side. You know William Osborne, the Editor?’ Victoria had seen him at functions and Party conferences but

  they’d never actually met. ‘He’s a big cheese now, with that Firing Line programme he does on television,’ Angie went on, ‘but he’s still Bill to his

  mates. He lives near Downsland, so he could start making things difficult.’ ‘


  

  But wouldn’t other papers love accusing him of nimbyism?’ ‘


  

  Oh, it’ll be very subtle

  stuff. He’s extremely persuasive, so you must be on your guard.’




  Victoria felt annoyed: it was something she didn’t need to be told. Her private line suddenly rang though, and distracted her. It was Barney. He said – very audibly – that he

  would have to go on ahead, that it was too bad of her and she had just better get her act together and get a fucking move-on. Angie grinned while Marty bustled about looking flustered and finding a

  few last papers for the red ministerial box.




  He carried it down and handed it to Bob who was waiting in the car. He then said, standing with his arms limp at his sides like someone in an identity parade, ‘If you ever have any

  problems, or worries, if I can ever help in any way . . .’




  She was touched. ‘Thanks – and for everything else today, Marty.’


  

  She felt bitter. Her first red box had seemed symbolic, an achievement: almost like a medal. Taking possession

  of it should have been a moment of pride but Barney’s call had denied her that small thrill.




  



  




  CHAPTER 2




  Hugh and Mandy Simmonds lived in a crescent of lofty houses in Notting Hill. Victoria parked her Mini Cooper between two hefty gas-guzzlers, unnerved to see it was well after

  nine. She went up the path and banged down a shining lion’s-head doorknocker, feeling hard-done-by and tired.




  A Filipino maid took her up to an all-beige first-floor drawing room that cried out for colour, strong paintings, anything uplifting. ‘What excitements!’ Hugh exclaimed, offering

  warm congratulations. ‘So good of you to make it.’ It sounded like a little dig.




  People were standing in two groups, drinking. ‘I’m dreadfully sorry,’ Victoria said, looking round anxiously. ‘I’d hoped you’d have started.’ There was

  a palpable air of relief in the room that dinner might at last be about to happen.




  ‘We’ll go straight down then,’ Mandy said crabbily. ‘Just do the introductions, Hugh.’ She patted hair that Barney likened to a hennaed judge’s wig, gathered

  up her kaftan and swept out of the room.




  Victoria met the Chalferns who had a considerable height imbalance. Gloria was a tall blonde in a turquoise sequinned jacket; Roland was small and sallow with bluish lips. His sparse black hair

  combed sideways made his pate look charcoal-grilled.




  ‘Housing Minister and beautiful with it,’ he said, leering.




  ‘It’s good to meet you,’ Victoria lied. Dick and June were there – inevitably, since he was one of the partners in the firm. She decided on balance that nothing was to be

  gained by mentioning the Sunday drink.




  ‘And this is Angus and Jane Weatherill,’ Hugh said, moving her on.




  Angus had to be a banker. He was bull-necked, his head set forward, making him look as though he might suddenly charge.




  ‘The City’s not too sure about your lot yet,’ he said with a flirty grin. ‘We had a few jitters today.’




  ‘I had them, too – first day in the job.’ She laughed. ‘But the City’s got no worries.’ His wife, who had a neat cap of fair hair and pearls, stayed silent at

  his side.




  Barney was with them. He gave Victoria a peck. ‘Long first day then, hon?’ he enquired. She felt the chill behind his jovial smile.




  Chucking back his wayward hair, he did a neat pirouette that landed him in the Chalfern group. June gave a snort of laughter at some interjection of his.




  At dinner Hugh asked blandly about the Election and Victoria struggled against boredom. She said brightly, ‘Did you see that piece in today’s Post about why they lost? It was

  called The Missing Vertebrae. We’ll need to keep very straight backs or they’ll be after us!’




  The editorial lunch invitation had come from Jim Wimple, the Political Editor. If William Osborne were there too, she thought, she would definitely need all her vertebrae in place. He was a

  powerhouse, witty and punchy too, as anchor panellist on his television programme, The Firing Line. She felt renewed annoyance towards Angie for her patronizing warning about being on

  guard.




  The main course, duck, was dry and overcooked. Feeling guilty, Victoria turned to Roland Chalfern and, determined to steer clear of politics, she asked tamely, ‘Do you have children? We

  have a daughter of sixteen. She boards and I do miss her.’




  ‘Two lads at Harrow,’ he said. ‘Our Chris is in with Hugh’s boy.’ He ran his arm along her chair-back. ‘Now Vicky, me dear, a quick word of business.

  We’re not going to start playing silly buggers over green-belt land, are we?’




  ‘We do need to strike a careful balance,’ she said glacially.




  He let his fingers trail her shoulder. ‘Beautiful women never give much away.’




  ‘And Ministers can’t,’ she snapped, hardly believing his awfulness. To her horror she felt his foot out of its shoe rubbing suggestively on her calf. She pointedly shifted her

  legs and tried to catch Barney’s eye. He was chatting up Gloria Chalfern though, and looking and sounding quite drunk. The evening got worse and worse.




  ‘Coffee upstairs, everyone,’ Mandy announced.




  Victoria went up and bravely made her excuses. ‘It’s been terrific fun, Mandy, but I’m really sorry – I do have to go now. I’ve still got a red box to do at

  home.’ Barney turned bleary venomous eyes on her but she didn’t care; it was such sweet relief getting away.




  Working at her desk at home, her skin was still crawling with revulsion at Chalfern. He had invited them to his place on the Costa del Sol, his finger making little circles on her arm as he

  spoke.




  When Barney finally got home she braced herself for a tirade. He was stinking of whisky; she could smell it as he walked in the room. ‘You don’t give a shit,’

  he began immediately. ‘Turning up so fucking late, the first to leave by hours.’




  He had come behind her chair and started fingering her neck. When his hands slid down inside her shirt, she elbowed him away in a fury. ‘Don’t, just don’t! I am trying to get

  on.’




  ‘You fucked up on the dinner, couldn’t you at least come to bed now?’




  He suddenly sounded so forlorn and plaintive; she turned in her chair feeling guilty after all. ‘Sorry about being late, darling – there was a last-minute meeting and it was hard to

  say no. But God, that Chalfern’s a shit and a slime-bag. How on earth can you stand having him as a client?’




  She said it unthinkingly. It was tiredness. A shadow crossed Barney’s face; he drunkenly jabbed at her chest. ‘What’s it to you? What’s my job ever meant to you? You just

  wanted to get back to that fucking red box of yours, didn’t you? You couldn’t bloody well wait.’




  He set an uncertain course for the door. She turned back to her desk, upset. The grandfather clock in the hall struck one; the lateness of night felt silky and soothing, but exhaustion was

  sucking her in like a bog. Her work finally finished, she sighed and locked up her box. She went upstairs, thinking it was too much to hope that Barney would have gone to sleep.




  He was lying naked on the bed and watched her come in. As she was moving about the room he got up and stumbled over, grabbing hold of her, trying to give her a kiss. His breath was bad; she

  couldn’t help feeling repelled and pushing him away, let fly.




  ‘It’s late, I’m exhausted; I’ve had a nerve-racking first day. I came to the dinner, I did that for you, I had Chalfern all over me like I was some kind of easy-lay

  lap-dancer – he nearly got my wine in his face – and now you! Leave me alone for once, can’t you, for Christ’s sake! Just let me get some sleep.’




  Something snapped and he hit her. His arm lashed up like a striking snake, knocking her sideways and catching the side of her head with force. The shock of it: the sound and then the silence,

  the pain – it was a sickening moment. She felt a scream rising inside her. He hadn’t hit her in a long while. Her head was throbbing, the room beginning to spin. She sank down on the

  bed and lay curled in a ball. No scream came, just quiet tears.




  Barney started getting dressed. He would have sobered up, and be feeling bad; he never said so but he had ways of letting her know. She wanted him gone and felt even more wretched. When the

  front door slammed, her tears became loud sobs.




  ‘Don’t marry him,’ her father had said. ‘We’re always here for you; we’ll help – you know that.’ Sixteen years later and she was still trying to

  prove to him that her marriage could work.




  She felt unutterably low. A drumming headache was pounding her thoughts to a powder. Where was Barney? Why didn’t he come? She got aspirin out of the cabinet and took three. In bed the

  pain was constant, but gradually, mercifully, sleep gathered her in and her mind began to drift.




  Barney woke her at seven with tea. He looked freshly shaved and spruce as if he’d had a good night’s sleep and was off for a game of golf. ‘I wasn’t

  sure whether to wake you,’ he said, ‘you were sleeping so sweetly. I slept in Nattie’s room so as not to disturb you.’




  She took the tea. Her head felt tender and sore. ‘Thanks, I’d have been late,’ she said tonelessly. He stared down at her, looking solicitous. It was making her feel quite

  desperate to be alone. ‘You go now, love,’ she urged, trying not to sound hysterical. ‘I’m OK, I’m fine.’




  There was an area of shadowy bruising on her forehead but she thought her hair would mostly cover it. Nattie was home on Thursday evening for the start of half-term. That was in three days.

  There was a Downsland briefing and the Post lunch that day, too.




  She got dressed and went down to the kitchen. Barney poured coffee and put bread in the toaster. ‘I don’t want any,’ she muttered.




  ‘I’ll do supper,’ he said contritely. ‘You’ll be back around eight?’




  ‘Should be. Thanks. I must go now.’ Her red box was in the hall and bending to pick it up she let out a long despairing sigh. It was late; Bob was waiting. ‘Bye,’ she

  called down to Barney as a small olive branch. Her sense of his dependence made it hard to harbour bitterness. There was no meanness in him, just a frustrated lack of control. Besides, life had to

  get back on an even keel.




  Marty slipped her little glances during the morning but it was probably just her pallor.




  Wayne came in for a diary session. ‘I’d like to fit in a hairdresser’s appointment,’ she said a bit awkwardly. ‘Possibly early Thursday, before the Downsland

  briefing?’




  ‘We could push that back a bit,’ he suggested. He had the suspicion of a grin and Marty was looking admonishing; was it some sort of in-joke about Ministers getting their hair done?

  Well, tough. She needed to be feeling good for the Post lunch. The prospect was unnerving; Angie Newton or her deputy from the Press Office would be coming, and it was possible William

  Osborne would be there.




  Osborne would put himself about with Cabinet Ministers, she thought, but she was new and junior. He also mightn’t show because of Downsland – not wanting his own staff thinking he

  was lobbying and trying to make his mark with her.




  But he might come; he must desperately want to stop a new town sprouting up with the speed of mushrooms, close to his home. He was sophisticated, ruthless: attractive, too. Wayne was talking

  diary matters; she had to pay attention and not worry about dealing with the Post Editor. But if it turned out she had to, she would need all her wits and vertebrae – a very straight

  back.




  



  




  CHAPTER 3




  William Osbourne looked out of his bathroom window; it was a beautiful Thursday morning. The sliver of Thames he could see between the backs of office blocks was glimmering

  like satin. His tiny flat might be near Charing Cross and have no outlook, but it was somewhere to sleep and at work he had a fabulous view. The Post building on the South Bank was tall,

  tight to the river. He loved seeing the vastness of London, the church spires, the giant cranes like Eiffel Towers.




  He finished shaving and called his driver. ‘I’m going to walk it, Dave. Check with Margie but I think I’m in for the day.’




  ‘Will do,’ Dave said. ‘Shout if you need me.’




  The Embankment was solid with traffic. William crossed the road to be close to the river and strode out. He thought he might buy a caffè latte and a croissant at the good place near the

  office. Proper breakfasts happened at weekends when Ursula cooked him eggs and made wonderful porridge on icy winter mornings.




  The air, even with its shimmer of exhaust fumes, felt good. He had needed the walk, time to think through whether to use the Skeat photographs. He would chew it over and listen to arguments in

  the morning conference but knew his mind was made up. He would publish the photographs. William loathed Ivor Skeat. Not particularly because he hadn’t a moral, scruple or care under his skin,

  he just did.




  Skeat’s newspaper group was a canker, a boil on the media scene. His papers were redtop without exception and base as they come, but they raked in the punters. The Courier, the

  group’s big circulation daily, overlapped with the Post in the struggle for sales. Ivor Skeat had once tried to poach him but William had resisted all the lavish inducements. He liked

  working for a quirky individual like his South African proprietor, Oscar Bluemont, who looked like and was as loud and extravagant as Mr Toad. Oscar seemed remarkably free of aggrandizing

  ambitions, content with his one highly successful, cause-espousing tabloid – always assuming it kept on an upward trajectory.




  William knew he risked joining the Courier in the sewer, going for Skeat’s wife and his top female columnist, but the pair had been seen canoodling in a public place and that column

  was so piously hypocritical, they deserved all the Post could throw at them. And those pictures would shift papers; that certainly came into the equation.




  Oscar was the problem, William thought, crossing over Blackfriars Bridge. These magnates stuck together and Oscar would close ranks with Ivor Skeat, no question.




  Proprietors had too much bloody power, ringfencing themselves, expecting the kid-glove treatment. He though, wasn’t greatly looking forward to Oscar’s inevitable post-publication

  call.




  Queuing at the café for his breakfast, he began thinking about Victoria James. She’d been all over the papers with hack headlines about the best of the new Government bunch. In one,

  much used photograph her almost shoulder-length brown hair was partly covering her face. She had a hesitant smile and looked vulnerable, almost fragile, but there must be some toughness, too. He

  kept seeing her wide eyes and feeling their gaze; he found himself almost smiling back.




  Apart from absorbing a few remarks from lusting journalists, he’d been little aware of her in Opposition. As Hartstone’s junior she’d kept a low profile; she wouldn’t be

  able to do that now.




  He quite wanted to meet her. She would assume he’d only showed at today’s lunch to lobby her, William thought, and Jim would too. Jim Wimple was a good Political Editor, with good

  antennae, but the chemistry between them was lousy. The whole issue of Downsland needed careful handling.




  He went in to the Post building feeling the usual burn of excitement from just being there. It was like a shot of neat brandy. People greeted him and he grinned back at a few. In the

  lift, seeing him loaded up with his briefcase and cup of hot coffee, eager staff sprang to press the lift button for him. His was the tenth floor.




  ‘Hi, Margie!’ he called cheerfully, routinely, going in through her outer office.




  She was on the phone. ‘Cape Town,’ she mouthed. ‘Oscar. Put him through?’




  William grimaced but he hurried to his desk. Oscar calling was ill-timed. When he saw the Skeat pictures he’d be in a blasting rage, get straight back on the phone, yelling down the line:

  ‘And I phoned and you still didn’t tell me!’ His accent was like an excess of tannin in wine, very rough on the senses.




  He was in thundering voice. ‘Hey, Bill! How goes it back there? So how do you rate this new buncha politicos, then – any darned good? Fucking useless as the rest?’




  William held the phone at a distance. ‘Bit soon to tell. There’s a couple of old wankers in the Cabinet and the rest are wet round the ears. Some good new blood in the middle ranks.

  We’ve got the best looker coming in for lunch today, Victoria James. Jim thinks she’s one to watch. Hartstone at Health is possibly bad news, too loose a cannon, but for all the

  inexperience I’d say this lot have the right idea.’




  ‘But no free ride, don’t ease up on ’em. And do some digging. Sex sells.’




  ‘You saw we had a go at Hartstone this morning?’ They faxed Oscar the paper daily; it gave him the look and feel of it, better than online. ‘They’ll soon know where

  we’re coming from, but a new Government does need time to bed down.’




  ‘Balls to that! Get the gloves off now and let’s have a bit of action and a few fireworks.’




  Happy to oblige, William thought, putting down the receiver, but he felt a slight tightening of the gut. No one played a dirtier game than Ivor Skeat.




  His senior team filed into his office for the morning conference. They settled down in tubular-leather chairs round the low table by the window. William’s desk was a lone bastion of

  traditionalism; solid, red-leather tooled, he liked it – it helped him preserve his distance.




  People spoke in order. The Deputy Editor, George, was silent, ruminatively picking his nose. William found George a flair-free zone, a no-brainer deputy but he knew it was partly a

  façade. George had his own agenda, they all did.




  The Assistant Editor, whom he hadn’t much time for either, cleared his throat.




  ‘Yes, Jack?’ William said impatiently. George mollycoddled Jack, possibly cunningly to point up his wetness.




  ‘Oscar is on his fourth wife, Bill – and there are all his little shenanigans. It’s just—’




  ‘Not done? Well, it is by me. So I’m cocking a finger at Ivor Skeat? Time someone did, for God’s sake.’




  Jack stared down at the table, looking discomfited.




  ‘You’re dismissing proprietor solidarity then, not worried about Oscar sounding off?’ He removed his glasses and got out the wretched hankie.




  ‘Sure. He’ll yell it’s aiming low, that we’re being too rough on the poor bugger, but that’s just too bad.’




  ‘Filthy-rich bugger, you mean,’ Charlie on the news desk snorted. ‘I wouldn’t shed any tears.’ He grinned. ‘They’ll call you a lesbophobe,

  Bill.’




  ‘You’ll have a nice new bunch of enemies,’ Jim said with ill-concealed satisfaction. ‘Skeat will really be out for blood.’ He scraped back his chair. ‘Got to

  go: Treasury press briefing. You’re coming to lunch – Victoria James? Early marker for Downsland, perhaps?’




  ‘It’s tight, I’ll check it out with Margie,’ William muttered, seething. Jim had gone a step too far; he had just better watch it.




  The morning conference ran its course and with William’s irritated mood pinned to him like a rosette no one was prolonging things. They were hardened hacks but showing uncharacteristic

  caution; it was probably the prospect of some wearying internecine warfare in the newspaper world. They had more than enough problems with their rivals already.




  The leader writers came in; the day took off. William’s anger at his Political Editor slowly receded. Now that Jim had fed in the myth that William’s problems with Downsland meant

  lobbying was the name of the game, there seemed little point, he thought, in not going to the lunch. He wanted to meet Victoria. It was that picture; something in him had stirred.




  Jim had been keen to get her in early. He said the Whips had thought her a reliable pair of hands in Opposition, good solid performances, but Jim believed her to be better than that. She’d

  been elected as MP for Southampton East against the odds, seeing off a Junior Minister, and her maiden speech – on children in care – had been the best of her intake, Jim said. She

  could turn out to be a real high-flyer.




  Canny of the PM too, William thought, putting a looker in charge of Downsland. If she was going places it gave her a chance to shine. But politicians were all the same. No doubt she was yet

  another ambitious, humourless MP – but she did have haunting eyes.




  It was after one. ‘I’ve taken Mrs James and her Press Officer to the dining room, Bill. You’re running a bit late.’




  ‘I know, I was just trying to find her cuttings. I’ve looked everywhere.’




  ‘I gave them to you only yesterday.’ Margie rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll get you another set.’ She thrust a few letters under his nose and he felt in an inside pocket for

  his pen.




  Following Margie out he thought casually how much he depended on her. She was a leggy redhead, in love with a travelling flute-player and desperate to get married. Having met the flautist

  though, William thought the signs weren’t good.




  He was halfway out of her office when he stopped and turned. ‘You’ll get those cuttings right away, Margie? Something’s bound to crop up that I’ll want to check while

  it’s fresh.’




  She nodded and vigorously pointed at the watch on her outstretched arm. William rolled his eyes, mimicking her, then grinned and hurried out of the door.




  *




  The Post ’s dining room was small and panelled in light pine. Victoria stood by the window, admiring the stunning view. ‘A match for the London Eye,’

  she enthused, turning back to Jim with a slightly forced smile. He was rather a struggle to talk to, the sort of pallid man in rimless glasses whose lack of animation was catching.




  They were standing around having drinks. Angie had filled her in on the two other people there. Accurate descriptions: Mike, the Housing Editor, was certainly a sweaty old hack and the

  leader-writer, Crispin, did look ‘a toff egghead’ with his well-cultivated stare.




  A wavy-haired waiter topped up her mineral water. Jim eyed the door. ‘We’ll give Bill a few more minutes,’ he said a bit uncertainly. ‘I’m pretty sure he’s

  coming.’




  It would be less sticky when they sat down, Victoria thought, and she tried to make an effort. ‘You were so unfair to my old boss Chris Hartstone this morning, Jim, really

  harsh.’




  He replied that Chris was too radical, trying to do too much, too soon. As he droned on Victoria glanced at Angie who was all in black again – even her hair was black, short and spiky. She

  had put on some amber beads for the occasion though, and a scarlet slash of lipstick.




  In the car on the way over she had briefed Victoria about the Post. ‘You know Jim Wimple, of course. He’s easy to pass by in the street in spite of the ad-man black shirts but

  he’s astute. A bit rigidly authoritarian. Osborne’s the libertine. Sports pages are good and the Fashion Editor Beverly Leander’s quite a star; she’s always on some chat

  show or other.




  ‘Osborne’s a family man, there’s an English-rose wife somewhere out in the Downsland sticks; we never used to see her when I was on the same paper. Three children, I think.

  Circulation’s up, bucking the trend. He gets the results. There’s no one more ruthless, but I think he’s got a speck of conscience buried deep.’




  Jim was still on about health. Victoria chipped in a word or two but her thoughts soon drifted again – this time to Marc, her hair-dresser of the Daniel Day-Lewis looks. With the Downsland

  meeting only able to be put back half an hour, Marc had come in especially early for her. His remarks though, chatting into the mirror in his easy way, had been unsettling. She’d been too

  taken up with the briefing meeting all morning, too peeved at her officials’ opaqueness when she’d asked how crucial housing provision at Downsland was to meeting new targets, to think

  much about Marc until now.




  He had talked on while cutting her hair. ‘Like the shirt! Lovely soft tone, that apricot.’ She had been keen to avoid an interview-suit look. ‘You’ve got quite a bruise

  here – what have you been doing to yourself? I’ll try not to hurt.’ He hadn’t expected an answer, trendy friendly hairdressers never did. But they absorbed it all, she felt

  sure, and arrived at their own conclusions.




  Just then, William Osborne came in. He was tall, with untidy straight dark hair and expressive brown eyes. Late forties, possibly: hard to tell. ‘Sorry if I’ve held things up,’

  he said, looking round with a sheepish grin. His eyes landed on her and he smiled more positively, immediately coming up and shaking her hand. ‘Hello, Victoria – the lady in the

  news!’




  ‘Hardly,’ she laughed. He had firm hold of her hand and for a fleeting second their eyes locked. It just happened, his smile fell away and his look became completely compelling. She

  felt her face redden like a schoolgirl’s. ‘After reading how much importance you attach to vertebrae I’ve been trying to keep a very straight back,’ she said

  over-brightly.




  ‘You look beautifully upright,’ he said, smiling again, ‘but we’re kind to new governments, so I think you can relax. The roughing up comes later.’




  Jim suggested they sat down. William walked her to the table with his hand under her elbow but directionally, just barely touching. Jim seated her between himself and William and the other three

  sat opposite.




  Sweaty Mike, the Housing Editor, got straight down to business, catching her unawares. ‘Brownland targets, Victoria – you gonna be tougher than the other lot?’




  ‘We’ll do our best but new homes obviously can’t all be built in cities,’ she said, embarrassed at such a dismally uninspired reply. William so close beside her was

  distracting.




  His look hadn’t been a come-on, she thought, just a sudden split-second connection. But it had shot straight through her and it shouldn’t have done.




  ‘So you’re sympathetic to Downsland, then?’ Jim suggested slyly.




  ‘Come off it! The public enquiry hasn’t even started. We’ve got a very experienced Inspector . . .’ She tailed off, frustrated at not having a witty comeback at her

  fingertips. William said nothing, distracting in itself.




  He turned to her while their plates were being cleared, ‘Sorry, just got to nip out. My secretary was getting something I need to see.’ He sounded warm but Victoria felt ridiculously

  put out that he was wandering off in the middle of lunch. He certainly wasn’t lobbying, she thought.




  It was flat with him gone, a cast of also-rans. Jim started having a go at Ned Markham, which didn’t help. ‘Guy Harcourt should have got into the Cabinet, not a throw-back like

  Markham,’ he said dismissively.




  It was adding insult. Guy was the other Minister of State at the Department and the very last person she’d have chosen to work with. He was scheming, nakedly ambitious – not someone

  with whom you’d want to go to the last ditch. His appointment had been a real blow. His leaking to the press was legendary, too.




  ‘Markham’s only in the Cabinet because his father gave the PM an early leg-up,’ Crispin, the leader-writer, said waspishly, joining in.




  ‘What tripe!’ Victoria exclaimed hotly. ‘You could at least wait and see how he does in the job.’




  William slipped back in his seat and touched her arm. ‘Sorry about that.’




  She smiled in response and then worried about Angie noticing over-friendly looks.




  Things became more relaxed and over coffee William talked of having lunch with a bee-keeping earl. ‘He was very full of a deadly virus that’s attacked British hives. Only Neapolitan

  queens were immune, he told me; only in Naples could you find the perfect queen – but they quite transformed your hive. True story!’




  Angie and Mike laughed but Victoria was too conscious of doing badly and could hardly smile. ‘We must be off,’ she said firmly, catching Angie’s eye, ‘and you must all be

  up against it too, I’m sure. Thanks so much for lunch.’




  Goodbyes were said and Jim walked with them to the door. William came too. ‘I have enjoyed meeting you, Victoria,’ he said, ‘and good luck in the new job!’




  ‘I’m going to need it,’ she answered ruefully as he hurried out of the room.




  Jim saw them to the lifts. Going down, Victoria confessed to Angie, ‘Not my sparkiest performance, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Steady, though.’ Angie was being diplomatic, Victoria thought. It had been anything but.




  They were in the busy downstairs hall when she heard William call her name. She hesitated; Angie was a little ahead, almost at the exit. Someone coming in though, a florid bouncy man who seemed

  to be an old friend of hers, called out, ‘Angie Newton! Long time no see!’ Victoria left them and turned back.




  There were messengers dangling bike-helmets, staff coming and going, a group of visitors looking vague; no one seemed particularly curious. Her heart was thudding disgracefully.




  William walked her to a less-peopled spot by a bank of plants. ‘I was wondering if we could have lunch? I’d very much like to ask you about euthanasia. I’m particularly

  interested in your father’s case. Of course, you may hate talking about it,’ he added evenly, mildly questioning.




  She stared, her pulse quickening; it had to be just a fig leaf for Downsland. And did she really want yet more stuff written about her father? William’s eyes were understanding.

  ‘Completely off the record, of course,’ he added. ‘It’s a personal interest.’




  ‘In that case I’d love to,’ she replied warmly. ‘Will your office call mine to find a day?’ She said a rather abrupt goodbye. Angie was peering back.




  In the car Angie asked her what he’d wanted. ‘Lunch with Osborne won’t go unnoticed,’ she observed coolly. ‘There’ll probably be a diary piece about lobbying.

  Always best to let the office sort these things out.’




  ‘It’s off the record,’ Victoria said lamely, ‘and keeps good relations with the Post.’




  Angie made no further comment. She was in profile, her face looking wooden and immobile. Her largeness and proximity were overpowering. Victoria edged nearer the window wishing the armrest had

  been down.




  During the afternoon there was a session on MDF board. An official taking her through all the pros and cons seemed to be letting slip his personal reservations about the necessity of a ban.




  ‘I accept the medical evidence isn’t a hundred per cent accurate,’ Victoria said annoyed, touchy at his subtle attempt to exert influence, ‘but you’ll never get

  builders to wear dust masks and there are safer alternatives. And am I right there’s talk of a ban in the States?’




  ‘Yes, that’s true,’ he agreed dubiously. So what was his problem, then? A ban was likely to be a vote loser, though. The construction union was naturally keen, but the

  multitude of do-it-yourselfers wouldn’t take kindly to extra costs, nor would the big outlet stores.




  Victoria had a moment between meetings and went to the window. Pushing back the dreadful net curtains, she stared out. The curtain’s days were numbered; some sort of transparent blinds

  were arriving. Marty was on the case. She was also warming up to asking him about changing the battle-scene paintings.




  It wouldn’t have been easy, refusing lunch with William, but it was wishful thinking to imagine that he had a genuine interest in euthanasia. The Post ’s Editor was a tough

  operator who called all the shots, whose home was near Downsland: he stood to lose out financially and in quality of life if the development went ahead. He knew how to trade on his charms; he knew

  what he was doing, all right.




  But the look he had given her when they met hadn’t been calculated, she thought, connecting certainly, but also one of startled surprise. He’d probably had some sort of instinct that

  softening her up was the way – and he’d been more or less right. Except that now she had to sharpen up. She would keep everything neutral, talk openly about her father’s case

  – it was mostly all on record anyway – and hope for as few unfortunate diary pieces as possible.




  Barney said she took herself too seriously. He’d had a cartoon of her, The Schoolgirl Who Always Did Her Homework, framed and hung in the loo. He might revise his opinion, she

  thought now, if he knew how close she was to acting like an irresponsible fool.




  Officials were filing in for the next meeting and she went back to her desk.




  



  




  CHAPTER 4




  The phone was a cordless one. Nattie had put it on the edge of a bookcase after her mother’s irritating call about being home safely; she stared at it for a moment then

  returned it to its stand. Leaving it around the place drove her father mad. She was finding the stillness of the empty house, the ticking grandfather clock, oppressive; everything seemed to be

  chafing at her. Why had Seb suddenly invited her to a party, just like that, right out of the blue? She took a Radiohead CD out of her rucksack, put it on then leaned against the Aga, thinking he

  was probably wishing he hadn’t and regretting it like mad.




  She filled the kettle. Getting the milk out of the fridge she stood with the door open, staring vaguely at yoghurts and cheese and cling-filmed leftovers: there was nothing she felt like eating.

  He must be a bit interested, she thought. There’d be such shock horror at home though, about her staying in London for a party. But it would be unbearable not going, so ghastly and

  claustrophobic, stuck at the cottage, thinking she could have been with Seb. Just because her mother had to be in the constituency. God, it was unfair.




  She made tea and went up to her room. Her old ted was tucked under the duvet and picking him up, kissing his fusty furry head, she murmured out loud, ‘Think he fancies me then, Bas?’

  But Basil had no teddy-bear thoughts on the subject and she let him droop on her chest.




  Maudie might help. Feeling in urgent need of unloading, Nattie dumped Basil and raced back down to the kitchen phone. Mauds was a real friend, you could always trust her to say what she truly

  thought. She was so pretty with her green eyes and pointy chin and the short dark hair that suited her face. She made Nattie feel all limbs and as tall as a giraffe. She was out at her

  parents’ Wiltshire house for the weekend, not at the London flat. Coming back on Monday, though.




  ‘Hi, Mauds,’ she said a bit breathlessly.




  ‘Hi! I’m so pissed off out here. Henry’s on half-term, too, and he’s got this friend staying who keeps trying it on. He’s gross!’




  Nattie had always felt slightly jealous of Maudie’s brothers, especially the new little one. She said, ‘This party Seb’s asked me to – I mean, do I go? I fancy him, I

  totally do, but you know what that scene will be like; it’s all a bit of a nightmare.’




  ‘I’d watch it with Seb. I don’t trust him. Suppose he’s bet those shitty friends of his he can shag you? You’d still be up for it?’




  ‘It was weird, it was like he’d just thought of it, just spur of the moment.’




  ‘You’re going to go, aren’t you, whatever I say. Listen, sorry, I’ve got to go. Stay cool – see you Monday.’




  Nattie went to the patio doors and looked out; the fig tree still had its fat splayed leaves. Her eyes misted over. Seb wasn’t like his friends, whatever Maudie might think; she just

  didn’t get him. He probably only did drugs for show; he wasn’t that into it really.




  She heard the sound of the gate-latch and her father’s steps on the path. He would understand about a party, Nattie knew, and be on her side. She wished her parents weren’t always so

  close to a row. Her mother was too uptight, forever having guilt trips about her work – if it gave her such a buzz, why not just get on with it? Things had got worse between her parents

  recently; they were tense as hell.




  Maudie’s parents were so much more comfortable with each other. Staying there was always good fun, all the family games and roughing-up and stuff.




  The front door slammed. ‘Hi, Dad,’ she shouted, and went upstairs to greet him.




  Barney put down his briefcase. ‘How’s things, my Angel?’ He gave her a big bear hug. He’d had a whisky already; she could smell it.




  ‘I want all the news,’ her father said, going to the stairs, ‘but first I need a drink. Come down to the kitchen and fill me in.’




  He made straight for the fridge and took out a bottle of white wine, then opened the dishwasher for a glass. ‘I hate emptying that thing,’ he said, getting out a corkscrew.

  ‘Want some?’ She shook her head. He went to the sofa with his bottle and glass. ‘School OK? Any half-term plans? How’s the lovelife?’




  ‘Don’t be so boring, Dad. There’s this party on Saturday – I know we’re meant to be at the cottage, but could I stay in London with a friend?’ She held her

  breath. It had to be all right, she’d already told Seb it would be.




  ‘You know Mum would worry, love.’ He smiled. ‘I could drive you up for it if you really want to go. I’ve got a contract to work on and the reference books are all here

  – and Mum’s got a Saturday-evening fundraiser down there. It works quite well, actually.’




  She leaned over and kissed his cheek. ‘That’s so, so cool of you, Dad – thanks.’ She thought of him coming to collect her and how embarrassing that would be. ‘You

  needn’t come and get me or anything. I could be back whenever . . . ?’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, grinning, ‘I’ve got the picture. But we’d need to leave by midnight, love, or we’d be in trouble. You just come out then and

  I’ll be parked outside.’




  He was being so irritating, trying to be understanding. The party would hardly have started but it was better than not going at all. He got up. ‘We should do something about supper. I

  thought we might have that lemon chicken you like.’
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