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CHAPTER 1


A gale was blowing. The last tenacious leaves were being torn from the copper beech and maples in the garden, from the horse chestnuts in the lane, the cherry trees over the yew hedge in the church car park. Leaves everywhere, floating, whirling past the kitchen window. They made Victoria think for a moment of a wartime sky filled with parachuting soldiers and she felt almost tearful. But the house was comfortingly snug and warm.


It was in the village of Ferndale, near Southampton. A small mellowed 1830s house that would have creaked and let in draughts had William not modernized and insulated it, extended and stretched it outwards and upwards to its rafters. Just as cars revealed much about their owners, Plumstead House spoke eloquently of his passion for space and light.


She had married him knowing his innermost thoughts and feelings, but not his living habits. Two people in the public eye, she, a government minister and Member of Parliament for Southampton East, he, editor of The Post, a national newspaper; they’d hardly met more than a dozen times in the nine long months of their love affair. It had been a constant media cat and mouse game before everything was explosively blown apart. Then had come the immense emotional upheaval, the private pain of finally extricating themselves from other loyalties.


Two years on, with all her new responsibilities, life was quite frightening but William was in it now, happily, tenderly, sparringly, combatively – in it full time.


He looked up from the Sunday newspapers. ‘You’re deep in thought. What is it?’


‘Oh, nothing much; you, the gale. I know you won’t be going into the office for high-sided vehicle dramas and upended trees, but there is all this stuff about Peter Barnes in the papers . . . It isn’t going anywhere, he’ll stay Foreign Secretary, he and the PM are intertwined. Can’t you be more original and stay above it all?’


‘The paper can handle fallen trees.’ William grinned, making clear that while he wasn’t going into the office he had every intention of zapping Peter Barnes – who deserved all he got, the disloyal shit – in thick black headlines in tomorrow’s Post.


There was always a government Cassius, Victoria thought, feeling as irritated by the Foreign Secretary as if with an itchy rash. He took out his fury with The Post on her.


William seldom went into the office on Sundays now. He had done so quite often during his first marriage and it was hard not to feel a little smug about his changed routine. Strange to think he’d edited the paper for just on a decade; that was quite a landmark achievement, a triumph even, in the fast-moving dog-eating-dog media world.


She thought about his lunch on Friday with his South African proprietor, Oscar Bluemont. There had been a venture capitalist along whom Oscar was keen to impress and William had suddenly found himself elevated to editor-in-chief. ‘First I’d heard of it,’ he said dryly. ‘You’d think he’d have got round to sharing that with me.’


His proprietor was an eccentric with a keen business head, a cool couple of billion, a svelte blonde wife and several ex-ones, too. Victoria was fond of him. He was a quirky little gnome-like character who pranced about on spindly legs like a puppet and he had a definite soft spot for her. He had been loyally supportive all through the painful publicity over the affair – when William was making news instead of reporting it. But then he hadn’t wanted to lose a first-rate editor.


Oscar had just won a bidding war for a failing Sunday newspaper, The Dispatch, and she hoped William’s new title didn’t mean he’d be overseeing that as well. He already did a weekly current-affairs programme on television, The Firing Line, on top of editing The Post. It was more than enough.


‘Is Oscar going to do something to mark your ten years?’ she asked, knowing how much the proprietor loved lavish parties. ‘He’s here all this month, isn’t he, till December?’


‘Don’t! He’s talked of nothing else. I’ve insisted any sort of bash has to be at the office, though, and kept internal and contained or he’d ask a thousand or so of his closest chums along and ensure it was in every diary column – and all saying it’s been ten years too long already.’ William grinned and went back to his paper.


He was concentrating intently on an article and it reminded her of first meeting him only three years ago, a tall, dishevelled editor with a fearsome reputation whose arresting stare had been entirely focused on her. It had thrown her completely off course. He’d been forty-eight then and looked his age; his face deeply grooved, the careless unhealthy newspaper hours carved deep. He seemed no older now, though; he had taken all the knocks and professional strain and done all the hard living going.


It was time to get on. Breakfast needed clearing and nothing would be further from William’s mind. He wasn’t domesticated or a first-class cook like her ex-husband Barney, but there was a load to be shared – and never more so than now.


Three months of being Home Secretary and it didn’t get any easier. There were policemen in the garden. They had installed two huts, one with high-tech equipment and another for resting up. Being guarded night and day, weekends as well, was a huge hideous intrusion, but she had to accept the need. A Special Branch detective was with her at all times when she was out and about. It was as much for the safety of others, they said: if she was a target then everyone round her was at risk as well.


With privacy in such short supply Sundays were to be treasured. On Saturdays she was busy with her constituency surgery and William was often off to collect his two just-teenage girls. He returned them on Sunday nights, on the way to London, trailing back for the long hours of the working week.


He had left Ursula, his wife of twenty years, walked out on his three children, Tom, Emma and Jessie. Victoria had felt consumed with guilt while never quite seeing herself as the other woman. Her feelings for William had been too powerful and deep. She had fought against them, broken off all contact, yet all the while been waiting, hoping, willing him to leave.


Who could say now, she thought with wry relief, that it had been so wrong? Ursula was living with Julian, a writer and antiquarian bookseller, whom she seemed to love with a far greater passion than anything she’d felt for William – for all the bitter hurt and accusations.


There was even Martha too, now, their wonderful pink peaceable baby with a solemn steady gaze who was adored by all.


Ursula was forty-five, three years older than Victoria, yet she was the one with a new child. It seemed rough justice – although Victoria knew that was an unjust thought even as it came to her.


Having a miscarriage, losing William’s baby in the thick of their affair, had gouged so great a hole in her that nothing could fill it. No warm earth of passing time, no grass had grown over. Victoria carried her loss, she wore it like a baby-sling. It had been late in the pregnancy, the sex already determined, a boy. She thought of him being sucked out of her in all that warm wet blood, the tourniquetlike contractions. The lasting pain, though, had been emotional. At a stage when it had seemed too much to hope that William would leave Ursula, the baby had felt a part of him and uniquely theirs.


Her only other child, Nattie, had been sixteen at the time. Nattie had known about the affair, the pregnancy, the particular stresses with her father, Barney, and coped with it all. Nattie was a golden doted-on daughter and beautiful; everyone said so. Her face was open, gentle, smiling, trusting; men were a constant worry. Long fine hair, fair like her father’s – Victoria’s was dark – and wide amber eyes that glowed.


She was good friends with William’s son, Tom, who was in his early twenties. They often came to Hampshire on the same weekend. Julian’s 18-year-old son, James – who lived with his father now, together with Ursula and the girls – came too, occasionally. James’s childhood had been in Africa; his mother was a Ugandan doctor whom Julian had always supported but never married. She had let her son come to England while doing his A-levels and he’d just got into Cambridge.


They were all in each other’s slipstreams now, Victoria thought. Her life, like a fast flowing river, had hit rocks and thrashed about, but miraculously found its smooth new path. An unhappy marriage, Nattie her only child, and suddenly there were five offspring around at times, all variously connected and getting on fine. The constituency house had certainly needed to be stretched.


The roads were quite traffic-free on that filthy night, driving back to London. They talked little. Travelling with a police driver and a detective made it hard, but on the flipside it put pay to any marital eruptions and full-throated rows.


Rodney was on duty. Victoria liked him the best of the ’tecs, as they were called, the three detectives on the protection team. He was good-looking in a Kevin Spacey sort of a way and never tried too hard to be unobtrusive. Asked to join in a conversation he was always cheerfully forthright in his views.


A story running in all the Sunday papers about a trouble-making Islamist cleric got William going and he broke into the subdued atmosphere of the car. ‘They use religion like a web, like flypaper, these fundamentalists,’ he declared. ‘Luring in susceptible students, distorting their faith. It’s serious. We’ll be demanding this guy’s removal in the paper tomorrow and getting plenty of support, you can be sure.’ Victoria shot him an impatient look; that stance could only make life harder and add to her workload.


‘And they can always beat the system,’ Rodney chipped in airily. ‘They stand on their soapboxes stirring it up, seeking the destruction of the very country that gives them the freedoms they enjoy. They’d wipe out democracy, yet we’re not allowed to infringe their so-called rights,’ he finished, letting slip a very non-PC sneer.


Victoria fought back, feeling got at. ‘But isn’t that as it should be? We fought wars for freedom of speech; millions gave their lives. You’ve got extremists, sure, but don’t forget the silent peaceful majority, Rodney; a lot more sympathizing Muslims might become militant if we start clamping down. It’s a delicate balance.’


William, the police, they all wanted a tough-talking Home Secretary, but they should know by now she was no softy. After all those painful decisions taken in her last job at Health, all the bad press . . . They could give her a little credit for that.


A policeman was on guard as usual at their South London house, standing patiently in the paved front garden, half-hidden by two huge sentry-like camellia bushes. He was at the bottom of the front steps – still with the original Georgian black and white tiles that Victoria loved – that led up to the wide Oxford-blue front door.


They had bought the house in squatters’ condition when William was still supporting Ursula. Polish builders and double-glazing had transformed it. On a busy main road, but shielded by a front garden wall and trellis, the house itself had symmetry, space and light. It was close to Parliament and The Post too, located in its tall tower, tight to the river on the South Bank. William’s twelfth-floor office had a sensational view.


Rodney said his goodnights and the two armoured cars drove off, one of them the usual backup car. Victoria had work to finish and William set about making tea for the policeman on duty.


He would take up the morning’s first editions then, always delivered to the door, and read in bed till she came upstairs. Climbing in beside him she would lift away the papers, lean across to turn off his light. He would intercept her hand and pull her on top of him, talking of love. He knew her needs, knew when to hurt, bite, scratch, pull, when to be gentle. He’d once said she had incredibly sensitive nipples and she had queried how he was such an authority on the subject and the extent of his research.


If he rolled her over, as he mostly did, he’d stretch out for the light so that neither had to do it later. It was a comfortingly physical end-of-weekend routine.


At something like five the next morning she felt William’s toe. It brushed her calf, a cautious exploratory touch, and she sleepily took his outstretched hand.


‘Did I wake you?’


Victoria considered that. ‘No, it’s okay.’ She was already halfawake, thinking of the week ahead, one marathon after another, fraught meetings, questions in Parliament, even a state banquet at Buckingham Palace.


She turned and looked at William in the semi-dark. The clocks had only just gone back and despite the heavy cream curtains, the lifting sky outside was giving a hint and promise of morning. ‘It’s a bit rough,’ she said, yawning, ‘when a state banquet at the Palace is about my only chance of seeing you all week.’


‘We were asked to a royal film premiere too, on Wednesday – the Countess of Wessex is going.’ William squeezed her hand. ‘It’s the new Kidman film—’


‘Same night? I suppose the Royals don’t all have to show up at every banquet.’


‘Are you deliberately missing the Kidman point? I’ve always wanted to meet her. A temp had accepted for us without a call to your office. I despair.’ William paused a moment. ‘How awake are you? Can I talk?’


‘Sure.’ She wondered what was coming.


‘We’re breeding terrorists, MI5 can only scratch the surface. I’ve just taken on an impressive young Muslim reporter – his stuff’s sensitive and sharp, but twats like George are so suspicious they think he could be an activist mole. That’s typical fucking George, but, from the tip-offs we get, the stories I could print, it’s bad out there. People resent communities turning in on themselves. It’s a grim scene.’


‘British born, your new reporter?’


‘Yes. Leeds, I think. I like him, Ahmed Khan. He’s going places. He’ll be editing The Post one of these days.’


‘George is right to be cautious,’ she said, thinking of the insidious infiltration of the universities, the turning of those bright young minds.


‘George? Right? Give us a break.’ William never let up on his poor deputy. ‘I’m getting up,’ he whispered, squeezing her hand again. ‘It’s thinking time. And you need some more sleep.’


She had an hour or so more in bed and dressing for the office felt much readier for the day ahead. Fit for department cock-ups, jealous colleagues, media snares – all the invisible wires that would be strung across her path through the week.


‘Morning, Minister – good weekend?’


‘Wonderfully quiet! And you, Tony?’ Victoria asked, coming in through the outer office on the way to her own. ‘Yours too, I hope?’


Her principal private secretary smiled. He was competent, pleasant, dutifully hardworking, though no match for Marty who’d filled that role in her very first job in government, three years ago, as Minister of Housing and Planning at DEFRA.


Victoria still had feelings of awe, walking into her vast ballroom of an office. With its red slub sofa and chairs, oval mahogany conference table and cheering paintings the trappings were impressive enough, but it was really a strategic war room where she fought her corner and life-affecting decisions could be made.


The morning newspapers were all laid out and The Post’s predictable headline, ‘Sack The Man!’ brought a small smile. Peter Barnes, the ‘Snake-in-the-grass Foreign Secretary’, was accused of openly briefing against Number Ten and, in The Post’s eyes, should be shown the door.


No chance, Victoria thought. The Prime Minister was a believer in the better-inside-the-tent principle, he wasn’t having any Cassiuses on the backbenches hurtling killer-darts. She wished he would sack Barnes. The Foreign Secretary was out to get her and knew his way round Westminster, all the subtlest ways of doing her down.


They were late for the state banquet. Victoria’s long white gloves had gone missing, her fake diamond necklace wouldn’t do up and she couldn’t wear her favourite dress because of an archaic code about not wearing black in front of the Queen. And William wasn’t even home.


He came panting upstairs then and said all the right things about her second-best burgundy dress. ‘Can’t we skip the whole thing and be ill?’ he grinned, wasting precious minutes kissing her. She waggled her watch arm and tried to hurry him up with the whole fiddly rigmarole of dressing in white tie.


William succeeded with her necklace clasp, she gave up the hunt for the gloves and they shot out of the house. Rodney had the car doors standing open and the two heavy vehicles sped away. Over Lambeth Bridge, down Horseferry Road, along Grosvenor Gardens:


Victoria was aware of a discreet rear blue light being on and suspected it was professional pride. It mattered, getting them there on time.


They swept in through the imposing Palace gates – no searching of her police-driven government car – and drew up at a more leisurely pace alongside the red-carpeted stone entrance steps under cover of the drive-in porch.


Hurrying up the palatial Grand Staircase past handsome ornate portraits of George III and Queen Charlotte, she whispered they were the last King and Queen of America; it was impossible, in that rarefied atmosphere, not to speak in a hush.


Footmen directed them along wide passages into the Picture Gallery where the paintings were by Rembrandt, Van Dyck, Rubens, Vermeer. The hundred and fifty or so guests were gathered there for drinks. A scattering of tiaras shimmered and more white-gloved footmen were circulating with trays. She and William took flutes of champagne and turned to speak to whoever was nearest, and in that long length of elegant hall it happened to be the Foreign Secretary, Peter Barnes.


His smile was sophisticated and easy. ‘Short of copy this week, I see, William. Although a bit rich, don’t you think, calling our excellent Prime Minister wet.’ He was alluding slickly to The Post’s continued personal attacks while twisting the slant.


‘On the contrary,’ William said, smiling just as smoothly. ‘These are important matters that have to be aired.’ Victoria imagined the recharging of Barnes’s vitriolic feelings and inwardly sighed.


A senior Palace dignitary touched her arm. The banquet was in honour of the Chinese President and as Foreign and Home Secretaries, she and Barnes, along with their spouses, were being invited into the Music Room to meet the royal party.


A military string band, the Welsh Guards, was playing in the Minstrel’s Gallery as they joined the other guests in the State Ballroom. The long tables were sumptuously bedecked with gold plate and immense silver-gilt epergne centrepieces piled with pyramids of fruit. The flowers were spectacular, vast arrangements of deep-red velvety roses set in branching foliage of golds and browns.


They had been seated well apart. William stayed with her for a moment as they stood waiting for the royal party, chatting to the Chinese diplomat she would be next to.


‘Better get to my place now,’ William said, touching her arm.


As he turned to go Victoria saw him feel in his trouser pocket for a vibrating mobile. It shouldn’t have been on; a couple of people gave very sniffy looks as he took it out. The paper would only call in an emergency, she thought, stiffening, imagining some new Home Office horror, before being distracted and filled with alarm by the sight of a white-faced official hurrying towards her.


They moved to a corner where they could talk more privately. ‘There’s been a bomb explosion in the West End, Minister,’ he whispered, his face panic-stricken. He looked helpless without precedent or protocol. ‘Eleven dead, I’m afraid. You may, um, want to leave now . . .?’


Eleven people dead . . . her stomach was lurching. There was a strange ringing sensation in her head. The scale of the injured didn’t bear thinking about. It was her duty, her responsibility, to keep the public safe from terrorist bombs and she had failed.


‘You’ll explain?’ Victoria said to the agonized official, outwardly calm as she looked round urgently for the nearest exit. Then, grabbing her bag from the table, she and William made a conspicuous dash, aware of the rustling disapproval, everyone’s eyes following their path. The murmurings about bad form would be very shortlived.


The bomb had exploded in Leicester Square, in the cinema entrance where the royal premiere was taking place, right by the barriers with the pressed-up crowds.


Where were Nattie, Tom, James? Any one of them could have been out in the West End. Had they wandered by to glimpse the stars arriving for a premiere? Oh, God.


William had his mobile clamped to his ear and was relaying all he was being told. ‘Seems the Countess was only seconds away. The film stars were all up on the first floor, though, waiting in the receiving line. They’re in shock, but okay. It was the people at the barriers, photographers, police, and the suicide bomber, of course.’


Victoria was soon on her own mobile, listening as her Permanent Secretary, Sir Adam Childs, methodically, unflappably, gave her the same sickening details.


‘Just leaving the Palace now, Adam,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I must get home quickly and change – you’ll keep in constant touch?’ They could have been just arriving at that cinema themselves. Had their names been on an acceptance list? William’s office had said they were coming at first.


They called Nattie and Tom who were fine. James was, too.


In the car Victoria found it hard to speak for the lump in her throat. She pulled herself together and, turning to William, said flatly, ‘I’m doing the television statement, the PM’s leaving it to me. I’ll need to get to a studio fast.’


‘You’ll have time, you’ll be fine,’ he assured, trying to give comfort.


The feeling of gagging stayed with her as she worked out what to say: inadequate words, but the only ones. She had a terror of crumpling weakly in front of the cameras, although the adrenaline was ripping through her like wildfire.


William, who was brilliant at expressing things, knew better than to offer help. He was staring out of the window, thinking professionally she could tell. It still gave her a start when he suddenly turned and started to quiz Rodney.


‘Suicide bomber for definite, do we know? The cinema will have been searched, won’t it, with a royal coming? The dogs brought in, full-blown security?’


‘Yes, all of that,’ Rodney replied, ‘and our chaps will have been scrutinizing the crowd. It’s more difficult in the colder weather with all the anoraks and bulky clothes. Seems the guy was wearing a bomb vest. That’s new here. The 7/7 and 21/7 bombers’ explosives were packed in rucksacks, peroxide-based stuff. With a vest it has to be a much smaller volume, far more sophisticated—’ He dried up then, probably remembering William’s role as editor and the need for more restraint.


Images swirled in her mind, looming and receding like a fairground hall of horrors, distorted and obscene – only these were real: flying bodies, severed limbs. Victoria could hear the pulverizing sound of the explosion, the screams. She thought of the unsuspecting happy crowd; parents and loved ones glued to their televisions at home.


The royal car had been so close. The bomber seemed to have panicked and hurled himself at the barrier, instantly flinging his own and the lives of ten others away. And the toll was sure to rise. His exploding bomb vest had showered lethally detonated shrapnel everywhere, like omni-directional shotgun fire, like the blasting of a mine.


The attacker’s personal details were likely to be known soon; suicide bombers seldom bothered to strip themselves of all clues to their identity since they were going to die anyway. But who had masterminded the whole plan? That would be harder to uncover.


Keeping the country safe from terrorists, Victoria thought, was her job, the task she’d been given. Protecting ordinary decent people, guarding the nation’s borders. ‘We’re breeding terrorists,’ William had said. The threat was constant, in cities and quiet provincial streets, in attitudes and prejudice. She had done her utmost and more, but it hadn’t been enough.




  

    

  


CHAPTER 2


Ahmed had heard the blast. It sounded shatteringly loud coming across the river as he walked along the South Bank path to take the tube from Waterloo. The bus went closer to his Brixton flat, but one stop on the train to Kennington was quicker in spite of a walk each end.


He’d immediately thought of a bomb, the reverberating sound, a faintly cordite burning smell wafting across the Thames – or had he imagined the fumes? It had stopped him in his tracks. He’d stood still a moment, picturing a possible scene of devastation, and considered going back to the office. It could have been a blast from some demolition work. It had seemed better just to get on home and catch the news.


Now, hurrying down backstreets from the station, he felt more certain than ever it had been a bomb. There was a sense of hush in the streets; few people around. Everyone was probably indoors watching telly.


Imagining the horror of a bomb, and what it would mean, caused a sudden eruption of seething rage. It subsided and dissipated and Ahmed was left feeling limply despairing, bleak with frustration at the futility of it all.


Weariness too, at the thought of people’s hostility; they would be sharp with suspicion, eyeing any bag or briefcase of his and edging slightly away. He sighed and, reaching his street, felt relieved when the Turkish guys in the corner kebab house gave him an unconcerned wave.


Ahmed slotted in his key to Number 12, Enders Street, a short cul-de-sac of Edwardian terraced houses where he lived. The ‘2’ of the house number was hanging upturned, dangling on one nail; he or Jake, his flatmate, was going to have to fix it, as no one in either of the other flats would.


Certainly not the old pensioner on the ground floor, a sour old fart at the best of times who swore like a redtop hack and always had the back of an arm to his streaming nose. Nor the middle-aged woman with two cats on the first floor; Ahmed carried up bags of litter for her. She had a sort of dry puffiness to her face that made him think she wasn’t well.


He and Jake had the two top floors. He had to keep pinching himself: a job at the BBC and now The Post, a fantastic flat – with his upstairs bedroom that was light and bright with good dormer windows. The bathroom was practically en suite. He paid a bit more rent for the better room, but it was worth it twice over.


Jake’s room was like a railway carriage, half of it lost to the kitchen. He was an architecture student, permanently broke, who went home to his parents in Oxford most weekends and seemed to manage happily enough in his cramped space with a divided window.


Ahmed heaved at the front door that would keep sticking, slammed it shut and sprinted up the narrow stairs. There was a dank mustiness to the hall. The red and cream striped wallpaper was stained, lifting off the walls, and the ill-fitting strip of patterned carpet smelled tiresomely of cabbage, age-old grease, beer-spills and embedded food.


Walking into their spare, white-painted flat gave a lift every time; it made him feel ten feet tall. No Jake around. Ahmed grabbed the television remote before anything else, impatient to know about the bomb.


He stared at the set. The scene was horrific. The cordoned-off area: all the shattered glass, hanging beams, jagged brickwork – the poignantly blackened remains of a rolled-out red carpet. A gleaming cinema entrance reduced to a yawning gaping hole. Ahmed felt renewed anger. Did they really think that carnage and havoc was the way to achieve their ends? His fury subsided again into a flat sad despair, empty feelings of inadequacy that were draining, shrivelling; his heart felt wrung out, limp as a twisted chicken’s neck.


Pulling up a chair, he concentrated on the television news. A young Muslim girl whose hijab was covered in blood was being interviewed and assuring a reporter she was fine. ‘It’s just a few cuts. I was right at the back – lucky. The force of the bomb threw us so hard against each other, though, and I actually heard a man’s leg crack—’ She turned away then, keeping her head low, obviously too overcome to go on.


A man who’d been on the far side of the square tried to describe the blast. ‘It was mind-blowing, a ten-times thunder crack, then it was like everything was in slow motion, even the flying debris. There was an awful delayed reaction before the screams – and a terrible smell, not sort of like fireworks, really evil, with thick dust that was suffocating. The cries were heartrending and they won’t go away; it’s like they’re downloaded, clamped to my ears.’


Three photographers were among the dead as was a group of young girls who’d been hard up to the barrier. They must have queued for hours. The cinema manager had been killed, waiting to greet the Countess, and two policemen and a security guard. Over fifty taken to hospital, it was thought: five on the critical list.


An elderly doorman was interviewed. ‘It was like watching film footage from the war, scenes of the Café Royal. When I think of the foyer all shining and spruced up, the red carpet rolled out—’ He began shaking his head mournfully.


The cameras cut to a studio, to the Home Secretary who was about to make a statement. Ahmed sat forward, tense, trying to anticipate what she might say.


She walked to a chair, a slim graceful figure in a dark grey suit, and looked straight to camera. Was her lower lip trembling – would she handle it? He thought of all the publicity about her, good and bad, crude and admiring. In his two years with BBC News – doing an internship then formally hired – Victoria Osborne had been right in the thick of things, politically and personally, constantly in the eye of some storm. And now, as Home Secretary, she was all over The Post almost daily.


New on the paper, Ahmed lived in fear of his editor’s legendary wrath. He couldn’t, though, help but admire the man. Osborne was a tiger, a powerhouse. There was no tougher operator in the business and it seemed weird, almost unbelievable, to think he was married to this woman who could tell him so much, but almost certainly never did. He never held back with attacks on her in The Post either, he was always having a go, sounding off about the latest hair-raising Home Office drama.


Ahmed had minded decisions she’d taken at Health, but watching her now, he felt strangely affected; her emotion was so evident, genuine and deep. She looked … too vulnerable, he thought, too beautiful, even. It was odd, being aware of her looks suddenly, seeing her afresh as she sat facing the camera, stiff and upright, brushing at a fall of soft-looking brown hair.


He listened keenly as she began speaking.


‘Those who are responsible for this appalling atrocity must know they will gain nothing as a consequence …’ Her clear voice, the steely control, came as a slight surprise. She seemed to be looking straight at him; Ahmed shifted uncomfortably. ‘The British people will always remain steadfast, strong in their resolve …’ I’m a British person, he thought, a Muslim one too. ‘Strong in their determination to retain cherished values, our precious way of life. Our thoughts and prayers are with the families …’


The Home Secretary spoke in heartfelt tones, about the tragic loss of life, the unstinting work of the emergency services. When she hesitated a moment and the tremble to her lip crept back he found himself willing her not to falter, but she kept control. ‘We will do everything we humanly can to bring those responsible swiftly to justice, let there be no doubt about that.’ Powerful closing words, he thought.


The cameras returned to the devastated site. Ahmed sat thinking about the suicide bomber, a sad programmed pawn in a deadly political chess game, a used dispensable human being. It would end in stalemate, the real plotters never found.


He was busy trying to unravel his emotions when his mobile rang.


‘You’re wanted upstairs, summons from the editor. Better leg it back here and fast, young man.’ It was his boss the news editor, Desmond Wallis – sounding as though he was still in the office. Three hundred odd staff on the paper, Ahmed thought, all thrusting and hungry with ambition every one of them.


‘Sure, I’m out the door,’ he said, springing up on to his feet as he spoke.


He was still in his brown leather jacket and grabbing his Leeds United scarf – football was big in his life – he wound it round his neck and made for the door.


Jake was coming in, clutching a brown paper carrier of food. Ahmed eyed a French loaf sticking out. ‘Got to go, the bomb. Can I have a bit of that?’


He snapped off half the loaf without waiting for an answer. Jake glared. ‘Suppose that loaf was for a candle-lit supper for this fantastic chick who’s about to arrive?’


‘She’s not, no chance. And if she were she’d be sympathetic to a starving friend. See you, man – don’t wait up.’


A taxi was passing and Ahmed flagged it, a clear case for expenses. He wouldn’t have dared in his first weeks, but had soon wised up. He could imagine why the editor wanted to see him. That summons had come right after the Home Secretary’s statement and Osborne would have been watching his wife. It must have sparked the idea of hearing his point of view, getting a Muslim slant. It was inevitable. Still wearying, though. Ahmed longed, just sometimes, not to be a token ethnic, interminably put in a box and typecast.


‘Come in, come in.’ The tone was peremptory and Ahmed’s knuckles hadn’t even brushed the door. It was a millimetre ajar. He pushed cautiously and went in, hesitating, staying just inside the door. His editor was standing in front of the television keeping his eyes fixed on the screen.


Osborne looked up suddenly. ‘Good you could get back in, come on over and sit down.’ He went to some tubular-armed chairs grouped round a table by the window, took one facing the view and gestured to another.


Ahmed hadn’t been in the editor’s office before. It was large and modern except for a huge traditional leather-topped desk, and entirely dominated by the spectacular view. All London was out there, its bright lights winking in the recently bombed blackness like stars in a Christmas fairy grotto. Hard to believe that right at its heart was a hollowed-out cinema where hearts, limbs, lives had been lost.


Conscious of having glanced away, Ahmed turned back quickly and looked at his editor with anxious eyes. He was feeling tense and expectant.


Osborne nodded at the television set. ‘What’s in your head when you see those scenes? What do you feel?’


‘Anger,’ Ahmed said, without a second’s thought.


‘British anger, Muslim anger?’


‘British anger and Muslim shame.’


‘Why the separation? You were born here, don’t you feel British through and through?’


‘Yes,’ Ahmed replied, drawing out the word, ‘I do, but I know too many Muslims who have latent sympathies and want to close ranks – not just the politically active, but quiet quiescent people too, who work on buses and in hospitals and shops.’


‘You grew up in Leeds. Why didn’t you become a suicide bomber?’


‘That doesn’t deserve an answer,’ he snapped back, hotly resentful, instantly certain he must have just blown his job.


Osborne had been fixing him with a half-aggressive stare; his face suddenly broke out in a warm and appreciative grin. ‘Tell me about your family,’ he said, swiftly changing tack.


‘Loving, reasonably devout, they don’t approve of me doing journalism and having non-Muslim friends. I share a flat with someone I met through the BBC. I’d known him a year and been sharing for months before I discovered he was Jewish. I could never tell my parents that!’


What was he doing, pouring out his whole bloody life story? Ahmed looked down at his hands. He had shed his jacket and scarf, dropped them off at his desk, and was in a suit, although he didn’t wear one every day. ‘If you want me to write an angry condemnatory piece as a Muslim,’ he said, feeling he might as well burn his boats and battle on, ‘it would kill my street-cred stone-dead – certainly in Leeds where I come from. But if I could go there and talk around, try to make sense of what’s going on, how the activists are winning—’


‘That’s what you want to do?’


‘The longer I’m on the paper, the more chance I have of being mistrusted, but I do know my way round certain parts of Leeds. I grew up in Harehills, which is a deprived corner of the city with a tight Muslim community, very like Beeston where the leader of the 7/7 bombers came from. I moved away, went to Manchester University, not Leeds, but I go home to see my family quite regularly and I’ve been picking up some disturbing signs.’


The editor was staring. Ahmed took a breath and went on. ‘Our kitchen at home is always full of my mother’s gossiping friends. I come across people I was at school with and hear things . . . I do know the troublemakers among them. It would be a long shot, of course, discovering anything useful, but I feel a real need to do something to help prevent another attack. This is my country,’ he finished, smiling weakly.


‘So if I sent you up to Leeds,’ Osborne said, ‘what sort of pieces would you file? No bylines obviously, but surely these people all know you’re a reporter?’


‘True. Most do. I’d have to win trust. I could write about the closed-rank atmosphere on the streets, though, without passing judgement; that would just about be accepted either way. Those who know I work on The Post would certainly think anything with a local slant came from me. No one’s going to speak out, of course,’ Ahmed went on. ‘Muslims feel that’s disloyal, dishonourable. There’s a lot of underlying sympathy for the cause.’


‘You mean the spread of Islam, Sharia law being imposed far and wide?’


‘Yes. Islamic domination. The militants want a new caliphate, a worldwide Muslim state long-term.’


Osborne kept on staring; it was disquieting. ‘Nothing new or specific to Leeds in what you’re suggesting,’ he said. ‘I don’t need to send you for that. What else?’


‘Militant extremists are out in the open, but not the criminal plotters, the terrorists. I am worried about one or two people I know. If I could just, well, sniff around, I do believe there might be useful things I could find out—’


Osborne looked sceptical. ‘You sure? MI5 aren’t idling around with their feet up on desks. There are plenty of cells under surveillance.’


‘That didn’t stop tonight’s bomb—’ It just came out and Ahmed carried on in a rush fearing he might have overstepped the mark again. ‘I could write about other things too, something on honour killings for instance, working up a relationship with one or two girls under threat – as long as any story could be held up till I was back in London. I’d need to avoid my cover being blown while I’m there.’


‘Are Muslim communities in general as disturbed about honour killings as you or me?’


‘It’s not talked about, just accepted as something that goes on. People don’t come forward and some can be quietly supportive.’


‘You mean they actually approve?’ Osborne looked unusually shocked – as though, if true, that was beyond sane thinking and normal understanding.


‘In certain circles there will be people who do,’ Ahmed answered. ‘Any differences are of degree. It’s tribal, the Baradari system transported here. A girl going with an outsider, even if he’s Muslim, say an Iraqi or Arab, brings shame.’


‘Explain the Baradari system.’


‘My parents are Pashtuns, but many of Leeds’ Muslims are Mirpuris from poor villages in conservative Pakistani-controlled parts of Kashmir. Out there the system helps the community; they stick together supporting and policing each other, but here, with social security and British justice, there’s no need. People still cling to a tight code, though; they think tribally, are socially insular and fight against integration. It’s a matter of honour above all, which, in terrorist terms, plays into the fundamentalists’ hands. They find it quite easy to radicalize and twist impressionable minds.’


Ahmed had Osborne’s full attention and carried on. ‘Islamic militants have a more relaxed attitude over honour killings than these tightly knit communities, which may surprise you. They make no tribal distinctions, they’re about the spread of Islamism worldwide, after all. As long as a girl’s lover is Muslim, that’s fine. They would condone an honour killing, of course, where the lover was a Kafir – that’s a derogatory term like wog – Hindu or Jew.


‘It goes on more than the media and the outside world would ever believe,’ Ahmed added. ‘Girls are sent home to Pakistan, Afghanistan, not seen again—’


Osborne rose. ‘Okay. I’ll send you to Leeds for a couple of weeks. Talk around. File some background stuff and get something on honour killings too, a personal desperate heart-tugging story. You’ll need a good reason to be hanging around there; think up a decent line. Copy direct to me. I’ll tell Desmond what’s happening.’


Ahmed stood up hurriedly, wondering how his boss was going to take it.


Going to his desk, Osborne threw back as an afterthought, ‘Oh yes, and get back here, Friday week. There’s some kind of boozy do for me that night. Ten years of yelling at this useless shower.’ He sat down and gave an unexpected smile. ‘You should show up for that – always good being seen around the place.’ He picked up the first edition that was on his desk and said crisply, ‘First copy in two days,’ then began reading, immediately absorbed. It was a dismissal.


‘Will do,’ Ahmed said, in a general way, making for the door. ‘And thanks!’


He glanced back before going out, unnerved when Osborne’s head shot up and they had a meeting of eyes. ‘I’m putting trust in you, Ahmed,’ he said searchingly. ‘I want loyalty.’


He’d get it, Ahmed thought, racing back to his desk, his mind in turmoil. He made a call to his parents and checked train times. It wouldn’t be easy, hanging around in Leeds, taking up with old school contacts. What the hell could his line be? And what about freedom of movement? Living at home was going to be stifling.


He took the bus back to the flat, his adrenaline coming in waves. It wasn’t about his career, pulling off a coup – although that wouldn’t hurt – it was simply a gut need to try to redress some tiny fraction of balance. Osborne’s compelling demand for loyalty was making him feel all the more fired up. Somehow he had to earn that trust; something had to give, to break.


It was almost midnight. Jake was still at it, wearily arching his neck up and down. His laptop was on his knee and filled-to-bursting ring binders beside him on the sofa. Architecture students, he said, worked harder than Scrooge’s clerk.


The television was on. ‘Death toll’s twelve now,’ Jake said, ‘two more expected to cop it. They say it could have been worse if the bomber hadn’t thrown himself clear.’


Ahmed unwound his white and blue scarf and flopped into a foldup director’s chair. ‘I’ve been in with the editor. He’s sending me up to Leeds. Back Friday week for a do at the office, but only overnight, I think.’


‘ To do the bomb?’ Jake queried. ‘That’s a bugger. I wanted you to come for the weekend. I need help with Mum and Dad, money-help, or it’ll be a slow death from starvation. They’re cotton-wool wrapped out there in academia, they haven’t got a clue.’


‘You’ll sort it,’ Ahmed said, his feelings of camaraderie as warmly enveloping as a fleecy lined coat. It was those solemn grey eyes in that long face, the close-cut brown hair: Jake’s generous expressive mouth that flashed into a sudden grin. He was just on six foot and had a couple of inches on Ahmed. Crooked teeth – Jake’s parents had no more clue about braces and orthodontists than of their son’s financial plight – but that was all part of the charm.


They’d first hit it off at a party where Ahmed had been feeling a spare wanker and Jake had put himself out for him. It was typically sensitive, picking up that a small group of boozing Oxford graduates hadn’t been easy ground. The BBC guy who’d invited Ahmed along had quickly made a determined play for a girl and forgotten about him.


The idea of sharing a flat together had been Jake’s. He was living in Clapham with other boozing friends of his, finding it impossible to study and having an awkward journey to the Bartlett, his architecture college on Euston Road.


Ahmed had been stuck out in Dagenham, lodging with a cousin of his mother’s. Moving into the Brixton flat had felt like swapping the jailhouse for the Ritz.


His parents had found the idea of their son sharing with a Christian – as they’d assumed – distressing beyond belief. The snob factor had kicked in, though; Ahmed had laid it on about Oxford, Jake’s parents being dons, and their beautiful Georgian home. He was always made welcome and regretted missing a weekend with them.


Staying there once, he’d discovered that his good friend and flatmate, Jake Wright, was Jewish. Having the run of the house one afternoon – Jake and his parents had gone to a christening, a fellow don’s new baby – Ahmed had opened a door on to a study and been about to close it when he noticed a row of gilt-lettered titles in Hebrew in a wall of bookshelves. A little more snooping and the facts became clear.


His immediate reaction had been a sense of alienation and letdown; Jake not telling him had felt like an infidelity. Had it seemed irrelevant? Had he just not thought about it? But then would Jake really have had a clue about a Muslim upbringing in a closed community whose ways and traditions bred deep suspicion if not outright hatred of Jews?


The friendship had stood the test and pulled aside that iron curtain of drummed-in prejudice and mistrust. The two of them were intelligent, like-minded; they got on. He’d become that day, Ahmed thought, a more rounded civilized human being.


It was late. He thought about his mission and being stuck in Leeds and it all seemed suddenly crazy and doomed. Shit, whatever had he taken on?


In his home community many believed 9/11 had been a conspiracy, all part of the West’s battle against Islam. Bush and Blair were thought to have plotted the 7/7 bombings; it had been a set-up, they’d had the most to gain. Was that just an ignorant closing of ranks, and more or less harmless? What about the political activists behind the façade, the infiltrators spreading hate, indoctrinating minds?


Ahmed felt exhausted and brought down. Jeanette came into his thoughts for a moment, now that he was going away. It was over, yet he was still feeling sore.


They had been fellow researchers at the BBC. He’d taken things pretty slowly, although when she talked about her deep feelings for him they’d become involved. It had been hurtful, discovering that she’d been talking bullshit, that Catholic Jeanette played the field. What a joke, what a phoney.


At least he hadn’t been messing around with any pure Muslim sisters, Ahmed thought bitterly. The Harehills crowd he was about to take up with would approve. Fucking around with Kafirs was fine, you just didn’t do it with your own kind.


Lifting himself out of the chair he yawned widely and smiled at Jake. ‘Might not see you in the morning, I’m off early. You’ll keep an eye for Mrs Green and her cats? Oh, and if an architect knows what a screwdriver’s for you might even fix that hanging 2 on the front door. Think of all the luscious talent you could be pulling in while the flat’s all yours.’




  

    

  


CHAPTER 3


Victoria was in her office, skimming the morning papers in an edgy mood. Tony came in and she looked up impatiently. ‘They will say it with such authority, Tony. They don’t know Wednesday’s bomb was just a foretaste, that the “big one”, chemical, nuclear, whatever, is on the way – unless they know a whole lot more than I do. There’ll be a depressing new spate of attacks on Asians now, whether or not they’re Muslim.’ She stared crossly as Tony reached her desk, a fair man whose bland pleasant face was looking more than a little discomfited.


‘The Assistant Commissioner is on his way up,’ he said soothingly. ‘They have the bomber’s full profile now, a complete picture. We’ll be right up to date. And Sir Quentin is, in fact, coming after all.’ Tony’s smile acknowledged the many changes of plan.


Sir Quentin Clayton was Director General of MI5. Victoria had known his two immediate predecessors and held them in high regard. Her tiny hard-to-pinpoint reservations about Quentin were illogical, simply bad chemistry, she thought. It was unreasonable and irrelevant that she didn’t appreciate his studied silver-haired charm and elegant, almost lackadaisical style, the slight hint of the selfcongratulatory about him. The fault was within her.


She couldn’t help wondering whether he ever allowed anything to touch his heart. He was trained not to let in feelings, she told herself; it was the wiser way. Quentin’s job involved quiet detached evaluation, calm assessment of critical intelligence. Hers was the more up-front role – and the public face.


Luke Andrews, the Assistant Commissioner, arriving to brief her, was a more approachable, likeable man. Head of the Anti-Terrorist Squad, solid and reliable, he would cover all the bases, she thought. But did he or Quentin really have a truly original mind, that unique intuition and vision so desperately needed? Someone had to see through the fog of misinformation, the blizzard of false leads, and anticipate a terrorist plotter’s next move. Everything depended on it.


Andrews was a towering presence walking in. Victoria stood up to greet him, her smile masking a sense of impotence. His face was impassive; they were no further on. Tony followed in, Bridget Morley too, who was on the Home Office Board with the daunting title of Director General, Crime, Police and Counterterrorism.


They pulled chairs up to Victoria’s vast desk and rested coffee cups on it carefully. A call had come through from Quentin’s office, he was running a little late, and while they waited Andrews groused about all the rumours in the press.


She couldn’t blame him. The Post was as bad as the rest; she and William had fought about it, but he would never reveal his sources, only say darkly that ‘someone wanted it known’.


‘They will play on the public’s fears,’ Andrews complained. ‘All this talk of dirty bombs is hard to deny categorically. We can give out the suicide bomber’s details in a media conference now, though, and see they have a few hard facts.’


Victoria remembered past police conferences, information given on seized bomb-making equipment, DNA, chemical analysis, handwriting comparisons – all the forensic disciplines. Convictions had sometimes followed.


She was keenly anxious to get going. The moment Quentin arrived and was seated, she turned to Andrews. ‘Tell me all you know, Luke. Start with the suicide bomber and bomb vest.’


Luke Andrews spread his hands, turning to half-glance over his shoulder as if checking for eavesdroppers, then spoke directly to her. ‘Kamran Yousuf was British born and a former heroin addict, Home Secretary. Aged twenty-one and a recent recruit, we think. His aunt is in considerable shock, but has been quite forthcoming.


‘He went off the rails when his parents were killed in a plane crash, got into drugs – was eventually kicked out of a flat he shared with others. The aunt is understandably at pains to say he’s innocent, a young man cruelly manipulated while he was down. She hadn’t, however, seen him in recent weeks and nor had any of his old university friends.’


‘Where did the plane crash happen? When were his parents killed?’


‘In Pakistan, a couple of years back; they’d been on an internal flight visiting family. Yousuf went out to identify the bodies, stayed on a while then right after he returned, dropped out of his studies.’


‘Where was he born?’


‘Birmingham. But he’d been living in London since leaving school, doing a BSc in biosciences at the University of Westminster. His aunt said he was showing promise and receiving high praise, before the tragedy unhinged him – the drugs, too, presumably. He’d done petty crime to feed his habit, she admitted, and we’ve learned from an ex-flatmate that he’d resorted to some street prostitution as well. He became scarecrow-thin, but that would be the effect of the heroin, which is a powerful appetite suppressant.’


Victoria fidgeted, irritated at being told what she perfectly well knew. She didn’t need time-wasting extraneous detail. ‘The spiral downwards was rapid and dramatic,’ Andrews continued, seeming quite impervious to her pique. ‘After his return from Pakistan it appears Yousuf had started attacking the British way, cursing and denouncing the West. It’s all of a piece,’ he finished, a little complacently, sitting back.


A bright young student one minute, a crushed desperate loner the next, bitter and emaciated, on drugs, and doing incalculable harm. Victoria felt emotional. ‘But you say he was a former addict,’ she confirmed, ‘so we must assume he’d found some sort of salvation and strength through prayer. He would have been encouraged to see his life as worthless, told the true path to redemption was by waging violent jihad – finally persuaded to blow up as many innocent people as possible and his own body to bits along the way.’


It came out too passionately. She was seeing girls as young as Nattie out having fun in London’s West End, their whole futures stretching gloriously ahead. The shrapnel had severed an arm of one girl and blown a hole the size of a grapefruit in the head of another.


Andrews was looking somewhat ill at ease. He replied cautiously, ‘Yes, the casualties were horribly grim. Kamran Yousuf would no doubt have been told to un-learn the brand of Islam of his parents, to live off the state, since all monies belong to Allah anyway, and prepare for glory. That the message from Muhammad was to terrorize the West who rape and kill innocent Muslims—’ He dried up. Victoria was making very plain, despite her own outburst, her need to get on and keep to the point.


She switched her gaze. ‘Quentin, what have you got to tell me?’


Sitting forward, preparing to say his piece, Quentin’s expression bordered on the supercilious; it certainly conveyed his view that too much emotion was being aired.


‘Home Secretary, ’ he began, ‘I’m afraid that Kamran Yousuf’s not come to our notice at any time. He wasn’t under surveillance. We’ve no idea who was controlling him, although he was extremely unlikely to have been acting alone. None of the cells we’re currently observing seems to have any connection with him. I’m sorry to say we’re completely in the dark. We’ll be going back over all those people we’ve looked at in the past and thought no real threat. Doing all we can.’ He managed, even as he gave that woeful assessment, an honest catalogue of non-progress, to allow a shadow of superiority to float across his cultured-looking face.


‘I do understand,’ Victoria conceded neutrally. Turning back to Andrews, she asked, ‘And the bomb vest, Luke? Could you explain about the explosives, what, in your opinion, there is to be learned and if it gives any leads.’


‘The use of bomb vests is new here, Home Secretary. It was concentrated in Israel and the Palestinian territories and of course spread to Iraq too, as extremists began operating there.’ Andrews paused to scratch at the side of his eye, then sat back up to his full commanding height. With close-cropped, greying hair he had the look of an American colonel.


‘We think the vest implies foreign involvement and a bomb-maker was brought over from the Middle East, the West Bank or Gaza. It contained TNT, probably stolen from an explosives store at a quarry. It’s easier to access here in the UK and very stable – unlike the homemade TATP they use in the Palestinian territories. That’s terrible stuff; handlers lose their lives. They call it the Mother of Satan,’ Andrews said with a half-smile. ‘They’ve had to resort to it, though, since all the crackdowns on smuggling TNT.’


‘The vests look a bit like those orange over-the-head life jackets you see airline staff using in safety demonstrations – if you can imagine one in dark grey with several slim TNT-filled cylinders fitted in upper and lower layers and wires attached. The grey surround is the fragmentation jacket that produces the shrapnel and does all the lethal damage. Wearing that, Yousuf became a sort of deadly selfflung body grenade.


‘TNT is detonated by an initiating explosive, lead azide in this case. Lead azide is highly sensitive, usually handled and stored underwater in insulated rubber containers, and a whitish powder in usable form. A capsule of it would have been placed in each tube. The secondary, TNT, charges were detonated by the pressure wave from those first initiating capsules. A loaded vest can weigh up to twenty kilos,’ Andrews added.


‘Our view is that the string-puller, whoever he is, must have imported a bomb-maker to construct the device. We’ve had no reports of stolen explosives, however; either someone doesn’t want to admit anything’s gone or it hasn’t even been missed. As you would expect, Home Secretary, we’re doing everything we possibly can to track down the source.’


There seemed little more to be said. Victoria asked questions, but felt the walls of impasse closing in. MI5 and the police would pick dry the blasted bones of a desperate bomber, strive for any breakthrough, but learn nothing. That was too defeatist. Forensic evidence and discoveries about the theft of TNT might yet yield vital information. There was always hope.


Goodbyes were said, light asides made in an attempt to brighten the no-progress gloom, then Victoria rushed down to her waiting car. Her next meeting was routine, at the Cabinet Office to discuss a proposal from the Transport Secretary.


It was in the way. Her mind was on Kamran Yousuf. He came with her in the car; he loomed in front of her eyes. The only recent photograph of him was as a first-year student. He’d been a goodlooking boy, she thought, almost a man, like William’s son, Tom, on the brink of a future full of achievements, marriage, fatherhood.


His face transmogrified in her mind, it grew gaunt, became bearded. She saw him in his cadaverous decline, a wretched used human being, so thin that a bulky bomb vest would have been easy to conceal. He’d been wearing a Puffa jacket with most of the stuffing removed.


‘Life can be tough, Home Secretary,’ Rodney suggested, turning round from the front seat of the car. Was her lowness so very transparent?


‘Just thinking of all that’s wrong in the world,’ she replied.




  

    

  


CHAPTER 4


Nattie was coming home. She wanted to be at William’s party to celebrate his ten years as editor; she and her stepfather had been close from the start. The party was that night and she was due home by lunchtime. Victoria felt starved of quality time with her daughter and was longing to see her. As she dressed that Friday morning, the anticipation was soaking in like the warmth of a tingling hot bath. William’s son, Tom, would be at the party too, the family together for the weekend. She couldn’t wait.


The Friday night had been carefully chosen. All the staff would be in the building with a Saturday paper to bring out. They could sleep it off next day with no Sunday edition. Victoria had rescheduled her constituency work so there was no need to pack up work, clothes, containers of leftovers, and be in Southampton by nine. A long weekend in London made a rare enjoyable change.


Except that Tony, her principal private secretary, was appreciating it too, and had grabbed the Friday for Home Office business. He’d arranged an official visit to the Border and Immigration Agency at Heathrow. It looked set to be heavy-duty and meant she couldn’t be there when Nattie arrived.


Victoria left her a note, belted her new camel coat with an irritable tug and set off for Heathrow with Rodney and Tony. She was feeling resentful. Her job was desperately important; work-intensive, drama-prone, thrilling, exciting, but there did come a time . . . the idea of long weekends and normal living seemed whimsical, a distant memory.


Nattie was at Durham University, reading English, but managed occasional weekends at home. Victoria never stopped worrying about her: the boyfriend she really came to see, her safety – even about her being at William’s party. Ever since being elected an MP she’d been trying to keep Nattie clear of the media’s clutches. Taking her to The Post that night felt like swimming past the red flag, ignoring all the warnings of strong currents and sharks.


Nattie had wanted to come, though. William would make sure nothing was written about her and Nattie was mature and sensible enough, surely, at nineteen, to avoid the nosy questions of prying reporters, eager to chat her up.


Victoria also worried slightly that the Home Secretary being there might put a dampener on things, like the head-teacher at a school disco – although William had set her straight on that. She could be the Pope himself, he’d said pithily, and they’d be too blind drunk to notice. He seemed more concerned about all the embarrassing trade secrets his drink-soaked staff might let slip.
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