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Behind every successful man there is a woman.


Behind the fall of a successful man there is usually another woman.














From: Len.Spinks@jfmayhewoffice.co.uk


To: Gina.Almonza@SouthCountiesMagazine.com


Subject: Sophie Mayhew Article – Editorial Control Suggestions.


Dear Gina


Thank you for the draft article on Mrs Mayhew entitled ‘Sophie At Home’.


A few amendments, additions and deletions to consider then implement.




	Mrs Mayhew smiles as she greets me; warmth is perhaps not a word associated with her, but her handshake is firm and friendly.



	The reception room is wall-to-wall taste with its cool pastel walls and sumptuous carpet. The furniture is more reflective of style than comfort. It is all too perfect, suggesting some deliberate artistic composition. !!!!! The furniture stylish and beautiful, rather like Mrs Mayhew herself.



	End the article after ‘New York’, see below.

After the tour of her fabulous house, I ask Mrs Mayhew over tea what her dream is and she gives me a measured reply: to be by her husband’s side as a support because she has put her dreams with his, which reminds me somewhat sweetly of the lyrics of ‘Fairytale of New York’. I’m not convinced. There is more to Mrs Mayhew than as a mere appendage to her super-successful husband, much more I suspect but sadly I’m not going to get the true answer today.







And I think we will go with an alternative title: The Magnificent Mrs Mayhew.


Alliterative and entirely fitting to Sophie, the adjective ‘Magnificent’ has slightly old-fashioned yet fond and glamorous connotations see: Magnificent Obsession, Magnificent Seven, Magnificent Men in their Flying Machines. It is a word less used these days and for that reason stands out in the best way.


We are good to go once these have been incorporated into your article. Please send amended copy forthwith for final read-through.


Yours truly,


Len Spinks


Senior Communications Director and Press Officer to John F. Mayhew, Secretary of State for Family Matters.













Mrs Mayhew










Chapter 1


Doorstepgate, 11 a.m.


As Sophie stood in the middle of them all, the moment strangely crystallised for her, as if time had frozen solid and she was able to study everything at leisure, appreciate how odd it was to be surrounded by familiar people in the house she had lived in for eight years and yet still feel as if she had been dropped from a great height into a room full of strangers.


She saw her mother seated, holding a cup of tea in one hand and the accompanying china saucer in the other, talking to her father, who was standing, one hand slotted stiffly in his jacket pocket; his default pose, as if he were a catalogue model. Mother was talking to him and Father had a polite smile of concentration on his face. Standing next to him, her parents-in-law, Clive and Celeste, looking serious and focused as if they were building up to jumping out of a plane. Sophie’s husband, John, deep in conversation with the top pick of his aides: Parliamentary Assistant (London) Rupert Bartley-Green; Senior Communications Director and Press Officer Len Spinks; Chief of Staff Edward Mayhew, who also happened to be John’s eldest brother, and Executive Office Manager (Cherlgrove) Findlay Norris. Between his two governmental bases and the office that looked after his investment and property portfolio, John had more staff than the POTUS, although there was an opening for a Girl Friday (London) now, since his last one was currently enjoying her fifteen minutes of fame. The ‘people’ of breakfast and daytime TV, and every programme which attracted those the media chose to concentrate its temporary but brightest lights on, were no doubt already negotiating appearance fees with her ‘people’. Why was it always someone in that junior assistant/intern/researcher role who toppled the boss? thought Sophie. Weren’t there enough cautionary tales of littered corpses to warn any man in a high-profile position – who really should know better – what dark and treacherous waters he elected to dip into when he chose a pretty, young, ambitious swimming companion. A pond with a hundred signs around it, all lit up with massive red neon lettering and strings of exclamation marks: Warning. Danger. Come any closer and you’re a bloody IDIOT!!!!!


It would have been easy for the other woman to fall in love with her husband, though; if that were what it was. John could sell ice to the Eskimos, coal to Newcastle, toys to Santa and all the other clichés. Charm personified, absurdly handsome, moneyed, intelligent, refined – oh yes, John F. Mayhew was the full package. Sophie could guess how quickly Rebecca Robinson would have become ensnared in his net, even thrown herself into it willingly, because she had done the same thing fourteen years ago when she was eighteen.


She’d met him at the Christmas Ball when she was in her first year at Cambridge University, studying French, and he was in his last year studying Business and Politics. He’d been absolutely wrecked on champagne and told her he was going to marry her, before his friends dragged him off for yet more alcohol. She didn’t think much about it until Valentine’s Day, when their paths collided again at a private party. She spotted him long before he noticed her, which gave her the luxury of studying him unseen. He wasn’t her dream type at all but he was extremely magnetic and from the way he held himself, it was more than obvious he knew what his best qualities were. Long-limbed and lean, she imagined him as a human equivalent of a well-bred racehorse, something pampered and valued. Greek-statue profile, mid-brown hair that flopped into his eyes – and what eyes they were: puppy-brown, intense, seductive. Eventually, as if detecting the heat in her gaze, his eyes swept around to hers, locked and she felt powerless, as if she were a hen and he a fox. He sliced through the banks of students that stood between them, mouth stretching into a killer smile, and when he reached her, said:


‘Well if it isn’t you again. Where have you been hiding yourself?’


And from that moment they were a couple. Sophie forgot all about swooning over the prop forward who was on her course, which was a shame because he would end up captaining England and was a thoroughly nice chap, but John F. Mayhew engulfed her brain and was all she could think about.


John F. was going to be richer than Croesus and prime minister, one day, he said and she didn’t doubt that he would be. She could easily forecast his future: top of the tree in his chosen profession, women would adore him, men would want to be him, magazine reporters would queue up outside his door to take photos of the beautiful home he lived in. His children would be perfect and well-behaved. Maybe they’d be her children too. Maybe this was the man that her old headmistress Miss Palmer-Price told her would be the one to carry her along in the grip of his forcefield.


The F stood for Fitzroy, he told her post-coitus in bed on the night he took her virginity. His great-great-great-grandfather – Donal F. Mayhew – and his best friend, Patrick, had decided to escape the great Irish famine by emigrating to America in the late 1840s; but an Irish heiress fell hook, line and sinker for the strong and handsome – if impoverished – gypsy Donal and he changed his mind about going. Donal and his wife eventually moved to London where his determination both to shake off the label of male ‘gold-digger’ and to better himself drove him to build up a fortune in his own right selling property, metal, alcohol, ship parts; anything legal or illegal to trade in order to make a profit. Across the pond, Patrick’s family’s fortunes improved with every generation too. His great-grandson John F. Kennedy became president of the United States of America. The Kennedys, John said, had stolen the idea of using the F from the Mayhews, and in doing so had cursed themselves. As if he couldn’t get any more fascinating, traveller magic was thrown into the mix.


By April Sophie could not imagine living without John F. Mayhew; then in May she found that she’d have to, because he dumped her for the fabulously rich wild-child, Lady Cresta Thorpe. Sophie was heartbroken. John graduated with a first and spent a year touring the world with Cresta, who had dropped out of uni, far preferring to indulge her habits of clubbing, cocktails and cocaine. His life, so she gleaned from gossip, was shining and golden as hers slipped further into the dark and depressing. Her coursework suffered and she started self-medicating with alcohol to blot out the pain. She also realised that the girls she’d thought of as friends weren’t that hot in a crisis. She had never been good at gathering friends. The beautiful, insubstantial people were attracted to her, but the really nice people found her own good looks intimidating.


It took Sophie a long time to get over losing John F. Mayhew, partly because she didn’t have a group of hard-core pals to help chase him out of her heart. She buried her true feelings deep as she had been taught to at school, threw herself into her studies, never let anyone see how wounded she was. Her heart had just about healed by the time she graduated, give or take the scar he had left.


Months later, Sophie had been working as a temp at the London headquarters of the glossy magazine Mint when she heard that they were to run a feature on a young successful investment banker, a high risk-taker and up-and-coming politician, at home in his recently acquired, stupidly expensive bachelor penthouse. His name was John F. Mayhew. Sophie’s heart started to race. She wangled it so that she accompanied the reporter and the photographer, desperate to show herself off at her best to him: content, happy, preened and perfect – unattainable and indifferent. Or so she thought.


He was overjoyed to see her, ridiculously so, and she was gracious enough not to dampen his delight with a long-overdue rebuke for dumping her so callously. He asked her out to dinner and she accepted, merely for old times’ sake. Sure that if he asked to see her again, she would politely refuse, walk away, having shut the door firmly in his face this time.


He had never forgiven himself for the caddish way he had behaved, he said in Le Gavroche. He’d been glamoured by Cresta’s glitzy veneer, but it was mere infatuation. He hadn’t realised how much he felt for Sophie until he lost her. Sophie was in love with him all over again before the dessert menus had been delivered to them.


Six months after the photos of his bachelor pad had been published, John F. Mayhew had moved out and into Park Court, a beautiful, if run-down, country residence – a wedding present from his parents for himself and his new bride-to-be, the sublime Miss Sophie Calladine. She ignored that little voice inside her that warned her about the speed of all this, the worm burying into her happiness. Is this the real deal, Sophie, or are you just grateful to be loved?


To a woman starved of affection, the full spotlight of his attention was blinding, disorientating – of course she knew this. She had gulped it like air seeping through a hole in a vacuum. For that reason, it would be too easy to let that worm convince her that genuine love was not her primary reason for accepting John’s marriage proposal: but it was, it really was. It had to be said, though, that her heart was whooping considerably that she had also earned parental approval for her choice of husband and she could even hear the echoes of applause from her old headmistress, nodding consent from the afterlife: I knew you’d be a credit to St Bathsheba’s in the end, Sophie, like your sisters and your mother before you. But she did love him very much. Enough to have sacrificed her own wants and needs on his altar for the past eight and a half years. Enough to be standing here with her heart ripped open in this room full of people who were looking at her to mend her marriage. Because by doing that, Sophie Mayhew would mend everything.










Chapter 2


Eighteen years before


‘So can you tell me why you were engaged in such a vicious display of pugnacity that it took four members of my staff to separate you?’ asked Miss Palmer-Price of the two girls standing in front of her desk. ‘Sophie? Irina? Quiet now, aren’t you? I did glean you weren’t so silent on the playing field, unleashing all those invectives. Which one of you is going to speak first?’


Miss Palmer-Price knew it would be Irina. She was likely to have been the cause of this altercation and therefore would jump in first to give her account of the event, shifting pieces of evidence around to make them appear much more favourable to herself.


‘I hit her in self-defence, madam,’ said Irina, stroking her clawed and bleeding cheek for effect.


‘And what do you have to say, Miss Calladine?’


Sophie coughed before answering. ‘She’s right it was self-defence, madam, because I did strike first.’


‘And why was that?’


‘Because she was attacking another pupil,’ replied Sophie. ‘One younger and more vulnerable …’


‘You lying cow, you …’


‘Miss Morozova, I will not have that sort of language in my office. You will lose thirty house-points for that outburst. Please see to that, Miss Egerton.’


Miss Egerton, standing behind the girls, nodded to indicate that she had committed the instruction to memory. The cane in her hand twitched hopefully. She was an ex-nun who had left the cloistered life because it didn’t present enough sadistic opportunities. In a previous incarnation she had been sacked as a Spanish Grand Inquisitor for proving too hard-line.


‘Miss Egerton, can you add anything based on what other girls have said?’


‘By all accounts, Sophie did intervene to pull Irina off Magda Oakes. It did appear that Irina was intimidating—’


‘I wasn’t at—’ interrupted Irina.


‘Will you be quiet,’ yelled Miss Egerton. ‘I’m speaking about you, not to you. As I was saying … Magda has a friction burn on her arm—’


Sophie’s turn to interrupt now. ‘Which she put there,’ she stabbed her finger at Irina. Before Miss Egerton could admonish her, Miss Palmer-Price held up her hand.


‘All right, I’ve heard enough. Miss Egerton, please escort Irina to her room where she will remain until tomorrow morning. She will miss the Wednesday high tea’ – punishment indeed for the food-orientated Irina – ‘… Sophie, stay here, please. Thank you, that will be all.’ Miss Palmer-Price was careful to make the tone in her voice imply that Sophie was in for an equally harsh, if not worse, penalty. She always had to play a careful game where rich parents who over-indulged their daughters were concerned. Her ploy had obviously worked if the smug look which Irina flashed her fighting counterpart as she swaggered out was anything to go by.


When Miss Egerton and Irina were gone, Miss Palmer-Price indicated the chair at the other side of the desk and smiled at Sophie.


‘Sit down, Miss Calladine. Please.’ Sophie obeyed but remained stiff-backed, her body language signalling that she did not trust that this request was as friendly as it seemed. Miss Egerton smiled when she punished a pupil; Irina smiled when she terrified younger girls. Smiles were often no more than a mere deceptive flexing of muscles and, as such, to be viewed with caution.


‘I understand that you interceded to rescue Magda from an unpleasant situation, would that be fair to say?’


‘It would,’ answered Sophie.


‘I also understand it isn’t the first time you and Irina have crossed swords over similar matters.’


She saw Sophie’s jaw drop slightly open that she knew this. But Miss Palmer-Price was aware of everything that went on in her school: smoking, bullying, bulimia, so-called ‘secret’ assignations with local boys, and she moved to stamp such misconduct out always at the perfect time for maximum impact.


‘Well?’ she prompted.


‘She’s a bully, madam. One who only ever picks on weaker girls. She seems to derive particular pleasure from distressing Magda.’


Miss Palmer-Price leaned forward, rested her elbows on her desk, threaded her fingers together.


‘Sophie, I think it’s very noble that you stood up for Magda. Magda, as you know, is here because of the Phyllida Grainger sponsorship that recognises excellence amongst the less fortunate girls in society. Phyllida Grainger girls always struggle here; their background is very different, too different for them to fit in, I’ve always maintained but …’ She sighed resignedly before continuing. ‘And Magda’s accent is especially … alienating. That can exclude her from most friendship groups.’


‘She’s really nice,’ said Sophie. ‘She doesn’t deserve to have Irina keep seeking her out to torment her just because she feels bored and needs entertainment.’


No one in the school had a family as rich as Irina’s, but she couldn’t truly look down on the other girls because they had what she never could: breeding, pedigree and a long association with money, which far outweighed newer fortunes at St Bathsheba’s. Sadly, Magda didn’t have any finesse, background or money – old or otherwise – and therefore was doomed. She’d been forced upon them thanks to a benevolent gesture by a former headmistress in her dotage: one girl per year from a working-class background joined the ranks of the senior school. It had been a disastrous initiative. Most had left somewhere between the first month and the end of the first year and the school had silently rejoiced about that, because they really didn’t want them there. Magda, dumpy, plain, quiet and studious with a hideous (according to Miss Egerton) Liverpudlian accent, had acquired no friends and had been singled out ‘for special treatment’ by Irina’s gang since day one.


Miss Palmer-Price studied the beautiful girl in front of her with her molten-sunshine hair and a defiant set to her full, dark-pink lips. Unlike Irina, there was an intelligence, a bright light behind her hazel eyes which fascinated the headmistress. She considered herself an expert at reading pupils but Sophie Calladine mystified her. She should have been one of her star students, yet there was a worrying spark of rebellion in her that showed itself rarely but never as spectacularly as today. Her two sisters had exhibited no such defect. Their ships had sailed calmly through the sea of their school years here, both achieving the highest status of head girl. Both characterless and instantly forgettable, it also had to be said.


Irina Morozova was at the school at the behest of her parents, who saw the value in their daughter being educated at one of the most exclusive and oldest private schools in the country despite the fact that she would never in life need the evidence of a single GCSE pass. Irina was destined for a life of luxury sailing on daddy’s yacht, maybe having a role within one of his shady companies that involved her having a prestigious job title but not actually doing a lot of work. She would go on to marry another oligarch’s son and come to rely on plastic surgery to reconstitute her fading looks; but a much different fate awaited Sophie. She would be nudged firmly towards a man who needed her. Not emotionally, because he would be cold, fixated on a career in industry, banking or politics – the top job, though. Sophie would be the power behind the throne, but never actually sit on the throne herself. The girls of St Bathsheba’s were proud supporters, the oil in the family machines, wind beneath wings, lynchpins. Their men stood in the limelight that their wives enabled them to reach. St Bathsheba girls did not burn their bras.


‘The reason I asked you to stay behind, Sophie, is to give you some advice,’ said Miss Palmer-Price. She owed the Calladines some goodwill; after all, Angus Calladine had recently financed repairs to the east wing of the school, which is more than Mr Morozov, with his bank vault stuffed to the rafters had done. ‘Answer this: the most important person in your life is whom?’


‘My mother?’ replied Sophie. Not the right answer obviously, she took from Miss Palmer-Price’s unflinching expression. ‘Father?’


‘No. It’s you, Sophie. You. And you need to remember that always and make provisions for it. The Irinas in life will be more useful to you than the Magdas. Altruism is an admirable quality, but it won’t get you as far as you might think, because this is a dog-eat-dog world. A semblance of it is all that is required in this day and age. You must learn to hide your true feelings, Sophie. Play the long game in life. The girls here do not become nurses and social workers and shop assistants: they leave as soldiers, tough, adroit, capable and fully aware that self must be preserved at all costs. Kindness is a weakness and it will be used against you.’


Miss Palmer-Price saw Sophie’s eyes blink as if there was a massive surge of brain activity behind them. And she was right, because less than an hour ago Sophie had been sitting in an RE lesson hearing evidence to the contrary.


‘But Jesus …’


‘Jesus taught us that kindness is a good thing, Sophie, yes. But there are different sorts of kind. Sometimes by being kind you interfere with fate, you do not let the recipient of your benevolence learn lessons, ergo that sort of kindness is actually a form of cruelty, do you see?’


She let that sink in, waited until Sophie answered with a slow nod of understanding.


‘The time will come when you will need to put others before yourself; but not the Magdas of this world. Not them.’


She watched Sophie’s eyebrows dip in confusion, trying to make sense of this apparent paradox: put yourself before others but not everyone. Who, then?


‘You are looking puzzled, Sophie,’ said Miss Palmer-Price. ‘It is a tough world. Here at St Bathsheba’s we have always recognised that its girls need to be prepared fully for life and all its complexities. There is no school like us: we are unique. You will leave us as intellectually accomplished young ladies, but our education goes far beyond that. We educate your soul at St Bathsheba’s, Sophie. Our girls are polished jewels. Your inner strength and resilience will attract rich, powerful men and I’m sure you’d want one of those, my dear; which girl wouldn’t? Trust me, love is no substitute for a private jet. Choose the most successful man you can find, put him first in your life and scythe to the quick anyone who stands in your way. But power does corrupt itself, so occasionally that will involve self-sacrifice on your part. Emotion will be of little use to you at these times. Get used to controlling it, not it controlling you; and that discipline starts with leaving kindnesses to the devotees of the Dalai Lama. Thank you for listening.’


That was an obvious cue for Sophie to go. And she did so, with bewilderment weighing down her features; but she would remember Miss Palmer-Price’s advice and her words would come to make sense in time. More than she could ever guess at.





Sophie was the nicest girl that Miss Palmer-Price had taught in years, but ‘nice’ was no compliment, not in this singular school. She had high hopes for Sophie because she had the full complement of essentials: money, breeding, intelligence and beauty. If she could just learn to fight, claw and scratch on behalf of herself instead of underlings; not with nails and fists however, but with more guile than Black Ops could employ. That was why parents sent their daughters to St Bathsheba’s. To learn skills from a forgotten era that the modern world scoffed at whilst envying also.










Chapter 3


Seven days before Doorstepgate


Something was different. Sophie felt it as soon as she woke up that morning even though it was an ordinary day with the alarm going off at the same time as it always did. A mere quiver of disparity, as if she were a spider sleeping soundly and a fly’s leg had brushed across her web at the furthest point causing a low, low vibration, a tingle in her limbs.


The last time she had felt anything like this was four years ago. A strange prickle in the air, something amiss, something she had put down to the hormonal changes in her body, because she had nothing in her life to cause any anxiety. She had it all and the biggest adventure of her life was about to begin.


Then three days later Crying-girl turned up at the flat they had in Westminster. She marched straight in, unlocking the door with a key that John later said she’d stolen from his desk.


‘Mrs Mayhew, my name is Malandra Moxon and I’ve been having an affair with your husband and I’m really really sorry,’ Crying-girl had said, her voice starting off strong but losing impetus with every word, as she dissolved into sobs. ‘And I wanted to tell you what a total and utter bastard he is,’ she went on, her eyes dropping from Sophie’s face to her well-rounded stomach. She gasped then, and she dropped the key onto the floor as she ran out. The sound of that gasp seemed to hang in the air as if it were loaded with many unsaid words that took their time to die.


Shaking and confused, Sophie rang John immediately. He was a fifteen minute bolt from her but it took him over an hour to get there and she knew, though it took her a long time to admit it to herself, that his priority would be rounding up his troops: Rupert, Edward, Findlay, Len – oh, especially Len.


Malandra was an intern who hadn’t fitted in, and when she’d been caught taking photos of his diary pages, John had told her to leave the office immediately. She was angry and aggrieved and humiliated. It was textbook easy how to try and avenge yourself when you worked for a politician. Just accuse him of having an affair and watch the poison spread, said John. Malandra Moxon was blowing off steam but that’s all it was because he was innocent of all charges.


‘Do you think I would be so idiotic as to fuck an intern in my position?’ he’d laughed. ‘You really do have to believe me here, Sophie. When have I ever given you cause to doubt me?’ She didn’t cite Lady Cresta as an example because they weren’t married then and he didn’t have a political career to gamble away. He was too ambitious to be so stupid now. He then rolled out the Paul Newman line with his own twist, ‘Why would I go out and shop for cheap scrag end when I have the best fillet steak at home?’ Why indeed. It was a convincing argument when you wanted to be convinced.


Malandra Moxon’s name had never appeared in any newspaper attached to a scurrilous story and that – said John F. Mayhew – spoke volumes, because if she’d had anything to take to the press, she would have, wouldn’t she?


Malandra Moxon slipped into the background of their charmed existence and then further into obscurity. Sophie never wanted to hear her name again because it would forever be associated with the lowest point of her life. But a couple of months ago, for no reason she could think of, Sophie had googled her name and found a recent wedding notice in the Kentish Herald: ‘Teaching assistant Malandra Rebelle Moxon and accountant Charles Andrew Edward Anderson’. The groom’s parents were obviously fans of the Royal family, thought Sophie as she read it. It was definitely the same woman because there really couldn’t have been that many twenty-four-year-old Malandra Rebelle Moxons in the UK. The accountant was forty-five, so clearly Malandra still had a thing about older men.


Four years ago John had been a junior minister, fully proficient in the art of expert schmoozing and oiling his way around the corridors and people of Westminster. He had a gift for playing people, saying the right thing at the right time, flattering in exactly the correct dose so there was no suggestion of toadying. It helped that he had a Hollywood smile, a mesmerising oratory style and looked shit-hot in a suit. Women loved him and men liked him, even those in the party who envied him. He had a Midas touch with life as well as with money: he was unstoppable, a political super-hero. In the last cabinet reshuffle, John had been made Secretary of State for Family Matters. With his own parents and in-laws solidly behind him every step of the way, John F. Mayhew epitomised the core strength and values of family – immediate and extended. Nowadays it was the turn of others to grease around him. And boy, did they.


‘I could really do without this today,’ said John, as he and Sophie drove past the queue waiting outside the cricket club in Cherlgrove for his political surgery. He hated mixing with the hoi polloi but it was a necessary evil and he’d managed to avoid doing one for nearly two months. A rare space in his midweek diary had to be filled and he might as well load himself with brownie points, so Len Spinks said.


He knew that most of the waiting constituents were going to be whingeing about the plans for a new housing estate in the town and/or the decimation of a square of green in order to widen a road, because he always insisted on an appointment-only system with advance warning on what people needed to consult him about. Sophie dealt with most of the constituency correspondence, though John F. publicly maintained he did it himself. She’d even perfected his signature for letters. John F. preferred the thrill of Westminster life and playing with the high-value cards. He considered Cherlgrove business the twos and threes in the pack: required in order to play the game but annoying to be dealt them.


It was a beautiful bright day, no breeze, clement temperature – in other words, perfect golfing weather. As soon as John had finished his business here, he was heading off to the course with Sophie’s father and their Pringle-jumpered ‘Old Lions’ cronies. It was Sod’s Law that the sun had brought everyone out today in order to moan at him, hoping he would deign to see them despite having no appointment (fatter than fat chance). Didn’t they have anything better to do than prattle on about traffic? he grumbled.


‘Let’s just make a lot of promises and get out of here,’ said John, as they parked up. ‘I’ll find out and get back to you is the order of the day, okay, Sophie?’


Unlike her husband, Sophie enjoyed mixing with people of the town and she got a buzz from the fact that John trusted her so implicitly to manage this side of things, which she did to the best of her ability. But the surgeries brought out the worst in John and highlighted that with him it was always ambition before people, self before others. He was driven to win at everything and primed to snow-plough all opposition out of the way with ruthless speed. The perfect man, according to the dictates of St Bathsheba’s. Sometimes she wondered if he would have been such a good family boy if family hadn’t been so instrumental to his success. His father and father-in-law both threw a lot of money at the Conservative party. The husbands of Sophie’s sisters were useful business contacts, John’s eldest brother worked for his office in London, the middle brother was his solicitor. The families of others were much less important to him. In saying that, John had a vested interest in getting that housing estate vetoed because it was going to be built on green-belt land adjacent to Park Court. Luckily this allowed him to make a song and dance about it for personal reasons whilst also being a champion of the people at the same time.


‘Morning, Mr Mayhew,’ some women said as he walked past them and into the club, swinging his important-looking carried-to-impress briefcase.


‘Morning, everyone,’ he trilled back to them, pearly-whites on full display.


‘Morning, Mrs Mayhew.’ Delivered politely but with less flirtatious eyelash-wafting.


‘Good morning.’ Sophie’s smile was smaller and infinitely more genuine, but size is deceptive in so many areas of life.


The caretaker had a tray of tea and biscuits waiting for them as always. John rubbed his hands together gleefully.


‘You always make the best tea, Mrs Farley,’ he said and Mrs Farley did that little shoulder-judder of joy at the compliment. Mrs Farley always served John before Sophie. Mrs Farley barely ever looked at her.


‘All right then, let’s get started,’ said John after a quick glug from his cup. A rough-looking woman was first in, carrying a toddler with bright red cheeks, a small army of followers in her wake.


‘Oh God, it’s Mrs Sillycow,’ growled John through gritted teeth, for Sophie’s ears only. ‘Ah, Mrs Sillitoe, please take a seat. Now, the last time you were here you were concerned about the closure of the green, I believe.’


That disarmed her slightly, that he’d remembered.


‘Er, yeah, yeah that’s right. Last time you were here, you said that you’d do your best to stop it happening and as far as we know it’s still going ahead.’


‘I had a word with the council,’ replied John, tapping his finger which was his prompt for Sophie to come in.


‘You have a note in your diary, John, that there is a meeting next week in the Town Hall for residents to discuss their concerns.’


‘Yes, they changed it to an open and well-publicised forum. I made sure they did that,’ said John, taking the credit for the email that Sophie had written in his name.


‘It’ll do no good,’ said one of the women standing in a group behind Mrs Sillitoe. ‘They hear but they don’t listen.’


Sophie scribbled on her pad, then pushed it into John’s eyeline.


John, glancing over at her words, was mopping them all up and processing them at speed. ‘You need to go to the meet—’


‘But they don’t need that road widening,’ Mrs Sillitoe interrupted him. Cardinal sin, because that was John’s pet hate.


‘I’m afraid they say they do,’ he replied and Sophie noticed his change of tone: it was subtle, but she picked up his annoyance. ‘As it stands, children going to Cherlgrove primary school are not safe. The council have asked that people attend the meeting so this can be explained. They only want to take away a slice of the green, a small price to pay for children’s lives, wouldn’t you say? There is no other way it can be done. Trust me, Miss Sillitoe, I have done all my homework on this one.’


He hadn’t at all. Sophie herself had done the legwork and it had been painful because the leader of Cherlgrove Council was a florid misogynist who was better suited to appearing in a seventies sexist sitcom than he was to objective analysis.


The fire had left Mrs Sillitoe’s voice as she continued:


‘I heard that in time they were going to close down the whole park. Use some for the road and then build on the rest.’


Sophie wrote: Old rumour. No go. Ground not fit for building.


‘That is a very old rumour with absolutely no foundation to it,’ said John. ‘None at all. For a start the land isn’t suitable for building houses on.’


‘The council do what they want when they want,’ said a woman popping out from behind Carol Sillitoe. ‘There’s no point going to one of their bloody meetings. They just feed you bullshit.’ A murmur of agreement and nods ensued.


‘I would not be doing my job if I did not encourage you to engage with the council at a public meeting when you have the chance. The more questions you ask, the more answers you will be given,’ said John. ‘Go, and then if you aren’t happy with what they tell you, email me immediately. I so want to be there at this meeting with you.’ He turned to Sophie. ‘Did you try and switch things around so I could attend?’


‘You have a meeting with the PM. It can’t be done.’


‘Oh damn,’ said John. ‘Sometimes in this job I really do wish I could be in two places at once.’


‘Okay, we’ll go to it then,’ said Carol Sillitoe.


‘Good. Thank you for coming and please … you know where I am if you need any further help. Phone, email, I’ll answer always,’ said John, standing, holding out his hand. He was a master of dismissal; politeness and piss off balanced perfectly at either end of the see-saw.


‘You are amazing,’ said John to Sophie after she had helped him appease more people complaining about the green, a burly man who wanted to hang a bus driver for not accepting his Scottish ten-pound note and three people complaining about the new housing estate. Last in the queue was a student asking permission to use John as a case study for his project as he had to write about an influential modern-day politician.


‘Absolutely,’ said John, throwing up his hands, genuinely proud, feeling the sun shine on his ego. ‘We might even be able to get you down to Westminster for a visit. Log your details with my parliamentary assistant Rebecca on this number,’ and he whipped a business card out of his pocket.


That was the first time Sophie had heard the R word.


She questioned him about it in the car, who Rebecca was.


‘I’ve mentioned her, haven’t I?’ said John, surprised she’d asked. ‘She started about … a month ago. Girl Friday position really, does filing and makes tea. So far so good.’


No, he definitely hadn’t mentioned her.


‘Why do you need another assistant?’ asked Sophie. He had half the cast of Ben Hur working for him.


‘Because Rupert blows a fuse every time I want a drink and he thinks it’s beneath him to stick a kettle on. So a Girl Friday was needed, or a boy, but a girl simply happened to come along first. She’s a graduate who wants to absorb the essence of Whitehall for a few months and she makes a very good Americano and files efficiently. Is there a problem here?’ A brittle tone had crept into his voice and so she didn’t say that after the Crying-girl episode, he’d told her he would only employ male aides because then he wouldn’t leave himself open to that sort of situation again.


‘No.’ What else could she say?










Chapter 4


Seven days before Doorstepgate … continued


En route to the golf course John dropped Sophie off at the Cherlgrove Manor Hotel where she was due to meet a friend for lunch, although ‘friend’ was pushing it really because she’d known Elise Penn-Davies for over two years and yet she didn’t really know her at all. Her friends now were the wives of John’s friends (who weren’t friends either but party members, clients, movers and shakers, bum-lickers). She craved a friend, someone to whom she could open up wholly. There was no one like that in her life at present, but there was Elise.


Elise was fifteen years older than Sophie and married to the MP for Cherlgrove North, Gerald Penn-Davies; a seasoned, efficient politician made entirely of fat who bore more than a passing physical resemblance to Winston Churchill and encouraged the comparison. Elise, by her own admission, was not to be trusted. ‘Never tell any female in our circle anything in confidence’, she had warned Sophie at their very first meeting. ‘Knowledge is power and currency and any one of them would use words like knives if they had to. Don’t even trust me, I absolutely insist.’ She was a Jewish princess, full of quotes and mantras and expansive gestures and she made Sophie laugh without meaning to with her words of wisdom: A stranger is just an enemy you haven’t met yet. Which was true, in their world at least. This present Tory party was a nest of vipers, all residing amicably in a low-alert swirl but ready to bare fangs and bite jugulars in order to survive.


Elise was already seated at the table, which was a first because she was always fashionably late, and there was a glass in front of her with a dribble of wine left in it. She looked pale and drawn, despite the attempt to disguise that with make-up. She’d lost weight since Sophie had seen her a month ago. Her skin was stretched more thinly over her cheekbones and the corners of her mouth were sunken as if pulled down by a weight of depression. She stood at the sight of Sophie and they air-kissed. Elise sported her usual fragrance, which was Gardenia and, on this occasion, a hint of bar-room floor. A waiter greased over and handed Sophie a menu, told her that the soup of the day was asparagus and that the fish of the day was turbot. Then he took their drinks order: a sparkling water for her and bottle of Pinot Noir for Elise. Sophie waved away the offer of a second glass. She sensed an undercurrent, a whirlpool of activity below Elise’s customary composure.


‘Everything all right?’ Sophie dared to ask.


‘Totally,’ smiled Elise. ‘I’m worn out today already and sick of the sight of bloody coffee after spending an excruciating morning with Dena Stockdale and her hangers-on. Feel your ears burning, did you?’


So, they’d been bitching about her.


‘Why, though?’ asked Sophie.


Elise had laughed then. ‘Because Dena looks in the mirror and sees her and not you, darling.’


The compliment was lost on Sophie; she felt only a deep pang of disappointment, especially because she’d seen a potential friend in the milkmaid-plump Dena, wife of the Chief Whip, who was heiress to the Daisy Shoes fortune. At functions Dena always greeted her effusively and said that they must do lunch, though they’d never managed to fix a firm date. Sophie had decided that the next time they met, she would pin her down to a meet. Maybe not, then.


Elise had no compunction about being brutally candid. Sophie was in no doubt, thanks to her revelations, how she was perceived by people in John’s circle. She says she wouldn’t have your figure if someone paid her, Elise had once told her about Cordelia Greaves, who was married to the leader of Cherlgrove Council. Apparently you’re too thin and pasty. The treasurer’s wife, Eileen Eveleigh: She said you looked very cold, very unapproachable, boring. Remember when she apologised for forgetting to invite you to the ladies’ lunch – she didn’t forget. Yet to her face, they were full of fawning pleasantries. So, for now, Elise was the only person she socialised with for any amount of time and out of all the women in their world, she felt as if Elise was the least likely to stick a knife in her back. She might not have trusted her as far as she could throw her, but Sophie liked her nonetheless.


‘So how was the surgery?’ asked Elise.


‘Busy,’ replied Sophie. ‘John was keen to get it over and done with as quickly as possible, as he had a date with eighteen holes.’


‘I don’t know how you put up with all those whingeing people, Sophie. I mean John has to listen to them all moaning on about roads and schools, but you don’t.’


‘I enjoy it.’


‘Do you? Or does it give you a purpose that you feel is lacking from your life? You can so easily become a shadow of your partner in this job,’ sniffed Elise. ‘Take Eileen Eveleigh. I’ve seen more personality in a dead moth. If she didn’t bitch, she’d have nothing to say.’


True, thought Sophie, though she didn’t say that. Having a conversation with Eileen was excruciatingly hard work. ‘So, how are you?’


‘Builders have gone, extension is finished, thank God,’ said Elise with a weighty sigh of relief.


‘Oh, that’s good.’


‘Bought myself a grossly expensive sports car this week which I’ll pick up on Monday, and I do believe Gerald is having an affair.’


She said it so matter of factly that Sophie didn’t absorb the enormity of her words at first, not until Elise picked up a roll of bread from the basket and ripped it roughly in two as if it represented something more flesh and blood and connected to her husband via his groin.


‘Are you … are you joking?’ It wasn’t delivered like a joke but the idea that Gerald would even dare to try and do the dirty on the formidable Elise was surely not to be taken seriously.


A small, barely discernible shake of the head from Elise, as if dismissing her last words. The matter had opened and been closed down immediately.


‘Cherlgrove Ball tomorrow. Should be very good. I’m looking forward to it immensely.’


‘Yes, so am I,’ said Sophie, respecting Elise’s choice not to talk about Gerald’s alleged affair further.


‘I think I’ll have the lamb today. Then again, Welsh lamb. No, I don’t think I’ll bother. Let me reconsider that.’


The airspace around them felt unpleasantly charged with whatever was going on inside Elise’s head.


‘I shall have the stroganoff,’ Sophie said eventually, her voice crashing into the silence between them as if it were a hammer on ice.


‘Good choice. Me too.’ Elise snapped the menu shut as the waiter arrived with the wine. He rotated the bottle, showing it off.


‘Just pour,’ she commanded. ‘I don’t need to test it.’


When he had gone, Elise snatched up her glass immediately and drained half of it in one.


‘Ever felt another female straying onto your territory, Sophie?’ she said, dabbing at her mouth then with the stiff white napkin.


A bubble of Crying-girl drifted across the front of her brain but Sophie ignored it. ‘No.’


‘Bloody annoying.’


‘You can talk to me in confidence, Elise,’ Sophie said gently.


‘I shall talk, don’t you worry. I’ll go mad if I don’t tell someone and I wasn’t going to spill to the fucking Witches of Eastwick this morning.’ Her face remained immobile, but then she’d just had a course of Botox that would have smoothed out a whole adult male African elephant. But she didn’t talk until she had drained her glass of the rest of the wine and poured herself another.


‘Do you know who she is?’ asked Sophie.


‘She’s Welsh,’ answered Elise, imbuing the word with all the worst qualities she could muster, ‘and is renting a house in his constituency. Quite attractive if you like that frumpy, face-scrubbed-with-a-Brillo-pad look. Twenty-five.’


‘Twenty-five?’ Sophie couldn’t help the exclamation which came out louder than she’d anticipated and she quickly tweaked the volume down for the third syllable. How the hell had the portly Gerald Penn-Davies managed to pull a twenty-five-year-old, even if she was desperate? If Gerald sat in the sun and burned, he’d turn into a pork scratching.


‘Yes, twenty-five. It’s obvious what you’re thinking, Sophie, but power is a sexual lure; haven’t you realised that by now? We have husbands who are riddled with it, soaked through with it. Of course they’re going to be prey for libidinous harlots. I’ve had to shoo off a couple in my time before they got too close to their goal. Yes, even fat fucker Gerald has his groupies. Power can turn a frog into Hugh Jackman.’


Sophie stopped another interjection of disbelief escaping her, even if she did have difficulty believing that anyone could ever equate Gerald with Hugh Jackman. She was also astounded that, after everything Elise had told her about spilling secrets, she was opening up to her like this. By Elise’s own admission, secrets could be used to dismantle; disclosures were mallets and chisels. Gerald and John, for all their outward camaraderie and joint obligation of party loyalty, both had their eye on the leadership and might have to resort to gladiatorial measures if that particular throne became vacant.


‘A pretty face coupled with ambition has the power to divert men’s brains from their heads into their underpants, darling,’ said Elise. ‘Even the most holy of them are susceptible. I really thought Gerald might have learned his lesson.’


‘There have been more?’ Sophie almost squeaked.


‘Just one, and I’m sure of that. No one else knows. I extinguished her totally, it’s the only way. They have a tendency to get nasty, you see, attempt to haunt you seeking vengeance, drill into your brain like a bug that can’t be reached or excised. It’s no good wounding them, you have to slaughter them where they stand.’


‘We are talking figuratively here aren’t we?’ Sophie thought it best to check.


‘Of course. But it probably would have been kinder if I had murdered her. I was rather brutal. But once she was gone, we could get on with our lives again.’


‘What about the trust, Elise?’


Elise smiled. The long stretch of her mouth had little humour to it though.


‘Personally, I’ve never really put trust on a pedestal to be worshipped. Not fidelity within marriage sort of trust anyway. I trust Gerald to be loyal to the party, I trust him to keep within confines that allow him to progress in his career and keep us in the style to which I and our sons have become accustomed, but I do not trust him to remain impervious to womanly wiles. If, however, the woman to whom those wiles are attached poses a danger to his career or my comfort, then I will see her off without a moment’s consideration. And did. And will again, though it really is a bore and a drain on my energy having to deal with an infatuated silly cow who actually believes he would leave me for her.’ She blew out her cheeks. ‘Was it Abraham Lincoln who said that if you wanted to test a man’s character, give him power?’





Sheila Crabtree was Gerald’s long-term secretary. She was drab and dumpy and had been in love with him for years, Elise disclosed. Her internal organs must have exploded with joy when one night, after four fingers of malt whisky downed whilst he was writing a speech, Gerald’s hand extended towards her substantial bottom and slowly caressed it. Five minutes later he’d had his wicked way with her on the ingrained leather top of his oak partners’ desk. He didn’t realise it would result in releasing her inner bunny boiler.


‘She had her hair permed, face waxed, dropped thirty pounds, walked into work wearing lurid eyeshadow and glossy lipsticks,’ Elise told an enthralled Sophie. ‘Gerald’s “top-ups” to Sheila’s wage resulted in a complete personality change. She started behaving like his wife in the office, guarding him like a German Shepherd with a pig’s ear. It was when she would not allow me to speak to my own husband that I was moved to act. For all Gerald’s public reputation as a hardliner, he was terrified to confront Sheila, so I did it for him. She was a very stupid woman to underestimate a Jewish mother.’


‘What happened?’ If this had been the theatre, Sophie would have been on the edge of her seat. This was unashamedly more exciting than a James Herbert novel.


‘Always do your homework, Sophie. Come to the table armed with information and as many hidden knives as you can secrete about yourself – figuratively speaking again, of course. Sheila Crabtree had a history of fixations, stalking, I discovered. I told her to be a good girl, grow back her moustache and I’d find her another position within Whitehall, or she’d never work again. Conveniently she had a sick mother in a nursing home owned by a business associate of my brother. The mother was very happy there and a move could have been catastrophic for her.’


Sophie gulped, in much the same way as she imagined Sheila Crabtree gulped.


‘I also had some very unflattering photographs of her sprawled on my husband’s desk, thanks to an excellent private detective I employed. Sheila really wouldn’t have wanted the people at her local church to see them. She went away without a whisper.’ Elise paused for more wine. ‘For some reason no one expects the wife to be so full of guile. The public see us standing behind our husbands and think we are vacuous and flimsy. More so if you are beautiful. I was modelling for Vogue when I met Gerald, therefore I was automatically stupid.’ She smiled softly. ‘My dear Sophie the Trophy, be Marilyn Monroe on the surface and Sherlock Holmes underneath it. The element of surprise can be your best friend.’ Then she sighed and said quietly, ‘Oh what a bloody week. Awful, absolutely awful,’ the words riding on her breath. Sophie saw a single tear slip down Elise’s face and realised just how seriously she was affected. Elise had said before that ‘tears were only for the weak and manipulative’ and ‘tears were a waste of vital fluid’, maxims that could have come straight from the ideology of St Bathsheba’s. Elise Penn-Davies did not do tears. Sophie’s hand moved across the table, closed over Elise’s, gave it a gentle squeeze.


‘You and Gerald will be all right. I’m sure of it.’


‘Gerald?’ Elise guffawed. ‘I couldn’t give a toss about him. One of my horses had to be shot yesterday, that’s the only pain I need to blot out,’ and she removed her hand from underneath Sophie’s before the sympathy burned her.










Chapter 5


Six days before Doorstepgate


Sophie picked up John’s discarded shirt from the bed and before she deposited it in the laundry basket, she lifted it to her nose and inhaled. It smelled of a day’s work and his strong, spicy, expensive Italian aftershave with no notes of a woman’s perfume intruding upon the scent. You’re being stupid, Sophie, get a grip, said a reprimanding voice in her head. The trouble was there was another voice that was telling her to watch out for herself. That one was quiet but knowing, a whisper with a vigilant eye. A part of her that cared for herself more than anyone else ever had. She’d last heard it four years ago and dismissed it; she wouldn’t this time.


She didn’t want to turn into the sort of woman who searched pockets or went snooping in desks, prying open locked drawers with a paper knife, but her radar had picked up something. There had to be a reason why Crying-girl had been in her thoughts recently. Then again, John’s focus was purely on work, not women. His adrenaline levels were in overdrive at the moment because there were rumblings of discontent within the party. The PM Norman Wax had enemies in the ranks whose consciences would not let them support his stance on some heavy issues: the contentious lifting of an ivory ban, unpopular stealth taxes on the middle classes and the one John was most excited about – the PM’s intention to renege on a large chunk of investment that he’d promised to the NHS. A death knell was ringing on his career and the party was already furtively gathering behind John, ready to lift him onto their shoulders and deposit him in number ten. He wouldn’t risk all that for an affair now, would he? ‘Do you think I would be so idiotic as to fuck an intern in my position?’ he’d said to her about Crying-girl. ‘Even the most holy of them are susceptible,’ Elise had told her.


The gown Sophie had chosen for the Cherlgrove Ball was beautiful and very expensive: matt satin in a shade of pale grey-blue that shimmered like lake water when light caught it. The cut showed off her slim shoulders and long neck, her tiny waist, the gentle curve of her hips below it and her small, pert breasts above. Sophie hadn’t liked the way it sat on her waist so she had unpicked the seam there and restitched it so it fitted perfectly. It wasn’t a difficult job and she’d done tweaks like this more times than she could remember. She could quite easily have designed and made her own dress but John had vetoed such ridiculousness before. A home-made dress? Who did she think she was – Maria von Trapp? She was the wife of the future prime minister, he’d barked, and she could make all the clothes she liked in her little sewing room but she would not wear them in public. He had never heard anything so preposterous in his life.


As she sat at her dressing table putting in her earrings, John emerged from his en suite, towel covering his modesty. He smiled at her in the mirror, walked towards her, put his hands on her shoulders, kissed the corner of her jaw with a butterfly touch of his lips.


‘You look absolutely beautiful, darling,’ he said. ‘I should get a move on, shouldn’t I?’


‘You’ve got plenty of time before the car arrives,’ replied Sophie.


‘That’s good. By the way, we have an engagement on Monday so don’t make any arrangements,’ he called casually over his shoulder as he strode into his dressing room.


‘Do we?’ She couldn’t remember anything in the diary for Monday.


‘Last-minute appointment.’


She paused then from fixing some tendrils of hair which had worked loose from their pins.


‘Where?’


‘The hospital.’


He was being sketchy on the detail and that triggered off an alarm inside her.


‘What department?’


Please don’t say it.


‘Geriatric.’


Her climbing nerves relaxed. For a moment there, she’d expected him to say the neonatal unit because she wasn’t an idiot, she’d been following the news. It had only just reopened after a refurbishment and already it looked as if it might have to close. She had been pushed into duties before that she had stoically undertaken when she really hadn’t wanted to, but she couldn’t have gone in there. Even after four years, it was too soon.


‘I thought …’ she said, almost laughing with relief, then closed her mouth. There was no point in putting an idea there for him to harvest.


‘What? You thought what?’


‘Nothing.’


‘It’s important you’re at my side. Norman is kicking the NHS in the balls. I … we … have to show that we are supporting our local hospital.’


‘Absolutely. But isn’t that going against Norman?’


‘I’ve considered that. Len thinks that looking after our local constituents should be our priority on this occasion. Norman won’t be in the job much longer. I … we have a wonderful opportunity here to make a mark. Damned if I do and damned if I don’t, so I might as well do something that will benefit me … us.’


‘Yes, of course.’ Sophie liked old people. She enjoyed talking to them, hearing their stories, seeing the light in their eyes and imagining all that learning and wisdom behind them. It broke her heart sometimes to think of the still ones, to see the shells of the once young and lively waiting for nothing because even hope had deserted them.


John reappeared from the dressing room fastening up his shirt. ‘Thank you. I’m so lucky to have you, Sophie. Sometimes it hits me just what a great team we are. You are going to make a magnificent prime minister’s wife,’ and he smiled at her and though she smiled back, the feeling persisted that all was not as it seemed.





They arrived at the venue looking fabulous enough to attend the Oscars. There were quite a few cameras clicking and a TV news team was present because the ball was a big, big event in the county calendar, thanks to the newsworthiness of its sponsors: the young, hip and enviably rich Duke and Duchess of Hawshire had invested an obscene amount of money into this evening to raise money for disabled servicemen, and in the process had attracted a whole shedload of celebrities because everyone was keen to be associated with such a charity, whether for purely altruistic reasons or to enjoy the glitz and mingling, or to take advantage of such a shiny bundle of PR opportunities. Robbie Williams, a few minor young royals, David Walliams were all rumoured to be attending, along with glamorous reality TV stars snatching their moment in the spotlight before it waned and Simon Cowell’s latest boy band. The cameras burst into action as soon as Sophie and John had alighted from their car. The lens loved them; sometimes Sophie looked at photographs of herself and marvelled how beautiful she appeared in them even though she never equated them with a true image of herself. She felt as if she was looking at a different person, an imposter. The woman in the magazines was stunning but also too self-assured, unreachable, distant, cold, as if she lived life behind an impenetrable barrier. No wonder people felt about her the way they did if she felt that about herself.
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