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            Chapter One
            

         
 
         ‘I wish,’ said Frank Bridges venomously, ‘that somebody would sort out the bloody cow once and for all.’
 
         He picked up the chunky pint glass and downed the remains of his beer in a gulp. There were clucks of sympathy around him. To many of the thick-set, grizzled men seated at his table and nearby, Frank was the local hero. His successes were theirs, his worries grafted seamlessly on to their own. If Frank was upset, so were they.
 
         The Right Honourable Frank Bridges, fifty years old, overweight, red-faced, crumple-suited and aggressive, should not have been upset. Indeed, he had considerable reason to be hugely pleased with his own situation, and with life in general. Newly elevated to the seat in the Cabinet he could once only have dreamed of, he was trusted by the public, envied by colleagues, and regarded with ragged affection by his constituents, who included the scruffy occupants of the Admiral Benbow, a run-down pub in a Bootle side-street near the now derelict docks.
 
         Vic, Scouser, Bill the Fixer, Mad Max and others had truanted with him from the inner-city school where expectations were destroyed with the cane and sarcasm. As boys, they had scattered down alleys behind his stocky form, their pockets stuffed with illicit loot. But Frank had kept running, beyond the despair and hopelessness. None of the others had followed where he led. He had not gone to the dogs like them but had made something of himself. He had risen to the top, or close to it. Of Frank Bridges they were inordinately proud.
 
         For Frank was a salt-of-the-earth type, the press generally agreed. A police sergeant had once challenged him to make a man of himself. Shamed, he had applied, with the sergeant’s gruff help, to join Liverpool police cadets; to his surprise and the ribbing of his mates he had been accepted. He had worked his way up through the byzantine networks of the force to national prominence, particularly during the bitter dock strike of 1982. In that prolonged struggle, he had contrived to become a solidly admired figure. While speaking in the same strong Merseyside accent as the militant strikers and displaying an understated, dignified disdain for the government of Margaret Thatcher, he had contrived to prevent conflict and bloodshed even as the nation’s trade was brought to a standstill. His erstwhile comrade Arthur Scargill had asked him how he had managed such a feat. Frank had begun to confess that he did not know that chance had played its part. Then he had thought better of it and suggested vaguely that working with the system was better than trying to destroy it, that politics might achieve more than the picket line. Scargill’s derision convinced him. Soon afterwards Frank offered himself as a parliamentary candidate. He had represented the Dockside division of the seaport ever since.
 
         ‘It’s a bummer, it is,’ came a voice, as more pints were splashed down on the sticky table top. The air hung thick and acrid with smoke. ‘Salt and vinegar okay?’
 
         Frank nodded glumly and ripped open the packet of crisps, eating them two or three at a time. He brushed crumbs from his midriff, tugged impatiently at his tie and unfastened the top two buttons of his shirt. He was sweating, a damp line visible on the inside of his collar. ‘Mustn’t eat too many of these,’ he mumbled, indicating the crisps. He waved away a cigarette. ‘Look gross on the telly. Gotta keep a new young wife happy. An’ that’s another story.’
 
         ‘She’s a peach, your new lady,’ said Scouser respectfully. His accent was so strong that even Frank sometimes asked him to repeat himself. ‘Hazel, innit? You’re a lucky dog, you.’ An elbow was dug into Frank’s ribs.
 
         ‘I know, I know.’ Frank sighed. ‘But I could murder Gail. Really murder her. And that slob Melvyn. Spin doctor. The sanitation squad, he’s called. I’d like to sanitise him. Did you hear what happened? I could slaughter them both. Maybe I should arrange with some of me old mates to tie the pair of ’em together with a lump of concrete and chuck ’em in the Mersey one dark and stormy night. They deserve it.’
         
 
         ‘You should’ve told Melvyn where to go,’ said Vic. He wiped a roughened fist across his mouth and flexed his biceps. Vic had tried his hand at boxing in his youth; his convictions were all for GBH. Not a man to argue with.
 
         ‘Nah, couldn’t do that.’ Frank brooded. His listeners settled happily in anticipation. They were not to be disappointed.
 
         ‘There we were,’ Frank started, ‘all packed and ready to go on holiday, in the VIP lounge at Heathrow. The luggage was checked in. Gail was excited, kept prancing around and ordering more coffee just for the sake of it. God, does she love being important! I thought to myself even then, If you’d taken more interest on the way – not moaned so much about “Where are you going, Frank, you off out again, Frank, another meeting is it, Frank?” – then I wouldn’t have minded. But she never used to lift a finger. Now she’s Lady Muck and adores every minute.’
 
         He took a prolonged swallow of his beer. His audience sat quietly. Once Frank was embarked on a tale, he needed no prompting.
 
         ‘So the phone goes. The mobile. I’d forgotten to switch it off – you know how keen the Boss is that we keep in touch. “Oh, Frank,” she says,’ he mimicked a woman’s high-pitched voice, ‘“oh, Frank, not again. Surely not. We’re going on holiday. To the Seychelles.”’ He raised his voice to show that Gail was determined everyone in earshot should hear. “‘First class. Couldn’t you have left it at home for once?” Only what she didn’t know was that it was that bastard Melvyn. An’ he’s on the line to say the News of the World’s got a story on me and Hazel. Pictures of her coming out of my flat in Westminster. And what do I want to do?’
         
 
         ‘How did they get them pictures? Was it a set-up?’Vic asked.
 
         ‘Nah. Not really. She comes to my place regularly in her car, see, and parks it on a meter. So I go out in the morning when my driver comes, and I feed the meter. And there’s a journalist hanging about, and instead of pushing off when I leave, he’s curious. He knows Gail’s in Cheshire. So why’m I feeding a meter? Who’s there? And when Hazel shows and jumps in her car, his nose tells him he’s got a scoop. After that he hovers with a photographer till it happens again, and out they pop and confront her. Bob’s your uncle.’
 
         Heads were shaken at the brazen callousness of the gutter press. ‘They don’t care,’ said Mad Max, and cracked his knuckles.
 
         ‘Bastards,’ added Vic, with menace.
 
         ‘So then we have Mr Melvyn O’Connor, spin doctor number two – number one, Mr Alistair McDonald, being on duty elsewhere – Mr Melvyn O’Connor, who’s never done a proper day’s grafting ever, calling me to say the Boss is asking which way I’ll jump. Who’s going to be on the guest list in future? Is it the wife, or the girlfriend? He’ll back my decision either way and doesn’t want to push me, but they need an answer so they can put out a statement. Would I mind deciding? Honest, right in the middle of the VIP departure lounge, with me cursing like a trooper and Gail telling me to mind my language. God.’
 
         Frank was breathing heavily. The events he was describing had taken place barely three months before. ‘So I looked at my lovely wife, and all I could see was this mouth with big teeth in it opening and closing, and it was like no sound was coming out. And I thought, I’ve put up with enough. I don’t want to spend another minute with you. At least Hazel’s kind, and takes an interest in politics, and gives me a kiss in bed.’
 
         Conscious perhaps that he had gone a bit far, Frank cradled his glass. His audience shifted restlessly.
 
         ‘She’s young enough to be your daughter, you old dog, you,’ came an anonymous voice from the back of the group. Laughter floated in the air, and Frank chuckled.
 
         ‘There is that,’ he agreed. ‘But the big difference with this younger generation, compared to, say, the girls we grew up with, is they’re keen on it. Sex, I mean. Take it for granted. You don’t have to negotiate, just perform. With Gail at times, getting a fuck was like taking on the entire TUC in a triple composite motion. Between the two of them there was no contest.’
         
 
         The middle-aged drinkers contemplated in mute wonder the prospect of readily available sex. Stifled sniggers came from two younger men and were quickly hushed. ‘But now,’ Vic snorted, ‘now she’s getting her own back, isn’t she? Or trying to.’
 
         For answer Frank put his head in his hands. A groan came from the depths of his unshaven jowls. ‘She’s been on every telly programme, on all channels and cable. BBC Radio Two, Four and Five Live, twice. LBC and TalkSport. They had a field day. She’s been to see that Clifford Maxwell. He must reckon there’s mileage in it. Plus something for him. He got her out of those purple suits and costume jewellery and into a soft little cream knitted number. Taught her to keep her mouth shut in answer to questions and just look pained. She must have been practising for bleedin’ hours. I don’t remember Gail ever shutting up long enough for anyone else to get a word in edgeways. On radio she gulps as if she’s going to cry. Christ!’
 
         ‘The wronged wife,’ murmured Scouser.
 
         ‘Trying to fix you up,’ agreed Bill the Fixer.
 
         ‘A woman scorned,’ added Max, the intellectual of the group.
 
         ‘And now, to top everything, she’s going to write a book. Says she’ll lay bare the secrets of our unhappy marriage. About my drinking. My womanising, so-called. My tyrannical behaviour. How I put ambition and politics before everything else. How I made her days and nights a misery. I shouldn’t be surprised if we get the screwed-up secrets of the bedchamber, with her as the willing partner and me incapable. Huh!’
 
         ‘You’re not incapable, are you, Frank?’ Scouser asked anxiously. ‘As you get older …’
 
         ‘No, of course not,’ Frank answered brusquely. ‘Don’t talk crap. If I was, Hazel wouldn’t have stuck by me, would she? No sweat in that quarter.’
 
         ‘So your Gail’s going to say you were chasing other women but couldn’t get it up with her.’ A note of incredulity had entered Bill’s voice. Frank grunted.
         
 
         ‘You was too young, you and her. She wasn’t twenty-one when you got married.’ Vic had sat behind both Gail and Frank at Toxteth secondary modern school on those few occasions he had attended.
 
         ‘Yeah, well, she’d announced she was in the family way, hadn’t she? I couldn’t leave her in the lurch. An’ I wanted to be married, to be truthful. Them days, you wanted sex, it was tarts or the register office. I fancied the idea of having it off every night on demand, and my shirts ironed and a hot dinner on the table to boot.’ Frank grinned wryly. ‘Maybe I was always respectable at heart. Then: no baby. Said she’d lost it. Turned out no babies were possible, ever.’
 
         ‘Maybe she’d have been less of a shrew if she’d had some.’
 
         ‘Now, now. She’s not a bad woman. We were together over a quarter of a century – remember our silver wedding at the Adelphi? And we did have great times. But if she carries on like this, if she publishes this damned fantasy book she’s threatening, and doing what that sod Clifford Maxwell tells her, she’ll turn me into a laughing stock.’
 
         ‘It won’t affect your career, though, will it?’ Scouser pinched Frank’s arm, then collected the empty glasses. ‘I’ll get them in – it’s my round.’
 
         ‘Of course it bloody will,’ Frank called loudly after him. ‘Bloody squeaky clean new government, promising Nirvana on earth, got itself elected with the biggest majority for a century and plans to stay there. No more “one term and you’re out”. The Boss intends to settle in at Number Ten. The Great Project means we’re in for a generation. And that means no mistakes.’
         
 
         The bartender slouched across, sodden cloth in hand, and made a show of wiping spills. Frank raised his head. ‘You know what else? They’re giving her a column in a women’s magazine. She’s going to offer advice to readers who write in with their problems. Her! She couldn’t sort out her own stupid problems, let alone anybody else’s. But she’ll be the credible one in future, and I’ll be a standing joke.’
         
 
         His supporters were aware of that already. In nightclubs and comedy routines up and down the country Frank’s amorous antics were the subject of much ribald comment.
 
         ‘You could do with her shutting up, then, Frank,’ came from the edge of the crowd. Others clucked again and whispered.
 
         ‘I could do with her being scared shitless,’ Frank growled. His speech was becoming slurred. ‘Never mind bloody woman scorned. I could do with somebody telling her that hell hath no bloody fury like a Cabinet minister driven to distraction. I’ve only been in the job five minutes, for heaven’s sake. Never thought I’d get this far. In the Cabinet! Hundred grand a year, chauffeur-driven Jag, first-class travel, all found. Everybody grovelling, yes, sir, no, sir, three bags full, sir. Worked fucking hard for it, mind you. But bloody Gail’s doing her best to spoil it. And bloody Gail’s got to go.’
         
 
         ‘Understood, Frank. Now don’t you upset yourself any further,’ Bill the Fixer soothed. A fistful of filled glasses was deposited on the table. ‘Drink up. Would you like a chaser?’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            

         
 
         Mrs Maddie Ashworth adjusted her son’s grey silk tie, lifting it out from his neck in an exaggerated arc. The shoulders of his black tail coat had acquired bits of fluff, which she swept off with gloved fingers and an expression of distaste. She stood back. ‘That’s better,’ she announced, and allowed herself a satisfied nod.

         Benedict flattened the tie to its original position. His nose wrinkled discreetly against his mother’s perfume: too much, and too girlish a scent, for a mature woman. Avoiding her fluttering hands, he pinned the carnation to his lapel without mishap, then brushed his thinning hair and turned his slim frame to and fro in front of the mirror.

         ‘So, will I do, Mother?’

         ‘Oh, yes, m’dear. You’ll do,’ said his mother. As usual she made no attempt to hide the north Devon accent. For years her son had squirmed at his speech and tried to eradicate it, but more recently its lilt had marked him out as distinctive without being outlandish, and he had allowed it to emerge once again.

         Her bosom swelled beneath the orange tulle, and the cartwheel hat dipped in pride. She had also, Benedict noticed, applied far too much lipstick; soon it would be transferred to glasses, cups and whatever cheeks she could reach. He resolved to avoid it on his own, though that would require as much tact as he could muster. Smudges of facial apricot in the press photos would never do.

         A knock on the door heralded his cousin Lawrence who had volunteered to be best man. Lawrence avoided the lipstick with an adroit air kiss, and grinned over his aunt’s head.

         ‘Got everything?’ Benedict whispered. ‘The ring? Your speech?’

         Lawrence patted his morning suit breast pocket. ‘Everything’s in order.’ He turned to Mrs Ashworth. ‘You must be immensely proud of your son today. What a summer it’s been for him! First the election, then becoming leader of the party, and now –’

         ‘Trust you to think of politics first,’ Mrs Ashworth chided. ‘Today of all days. With that adorable girl waiting for him too. Shame on you.’

         ‘It hasn’t been quite so brilliant. True success would have meant we ended up holding the balance of power. Then I might have had a seat in the Cabinet.’ Benedict was distractedly collecting wallet and keys as he spoke, but his tone was mild.

         ‘You doubled the number of seats. You made the party a force to be reckoned with.’ Lawrence was firm. Maddie Ashworth snorted her impatience but was ignored. ‘The government has to take you seriously now, and the media. That’s more than can be said for your predecessor.’

         ‘But I didn’t win those seats. I can’t take the credit. We did best where the turnout was low, where the voters hated the old government but didn’t trust the new lot. So we New Democrats benefited from a “plague on both your houses” mentality. If we’re to get to the stage where Cabinet office is automatically mine, we have a mountain to climb. Not least since the official Leader of Her Majesty’s Opposition is after it too.’
         

         ‘I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes,’ Lawrence remarked, a tad smugly. ‘You’re leading success, he’s leading failure. Sleaze, incompetence, indecision – they lost the plot, didn’t they? And they’re still fighting like cats over who to blame. The old Prime Minister’s been air-brushed from history, while his predecessor thinks she’s still in the driving seat. Poor Johnson has a helluva job on, if he’s to knock that rabble into shape by next time.’

         ‘No chance. Not unless the Prime Minister comes a complete cropper. And I don’t think he will – only a few weeks into the job, but he’s been very sure-footed so far – The Grand Project! He plans to be there till his dotage.’ Lawrence looked rueful. Then, realising that perhaps this was not the most encouraging comment to make to the leader of one of Westminster’s minority parties, he added hastily, ‘By which date he’ll be relying heavily on you, and us, to hang on. We’ll be calling the shots.’
         

         ‘I do hope so,’ said Benedict graciously, but his eyes were amused.

         ‘You’ll be Prime Minister some day, I’ve often said so,’ said his mother stoutly. ‘You could’ve joined either party. You could’ve been Prime Minister yourself already.’ Benedict exchanged wry glances with his cousin. ‘I’d rather you didn’t go round suggesting that my commitment to the New Democrats is less than sincere, Mother,’ he said smoothly. ‘I joined them at college because I believed in what they stood for.’

         ‘But you’ve met the Queen. Kissed hands! What was it? Some council?’ His mother’s nervous energy, which Benedict had inherited and regularly obliged himself to quell, surfaced in her hectoring tone.

         ‘The Privy Council. All that means, Mother, is that I’m a Right Honourable. And that the Prime Minister can tell me state secrets, if he should so choose. Not that he will, naturally. It’s an honour, no more. Power does not reside in anything so simple.’

         At a warning glance from Lawrence, who tapped his watch, Mrs Ashworth’s mouth snapped shut. Benedict found her bag and gave it to her. ‘Meanwhile, Mother, we have other matters to attend to today.’

         He opened the door and ushered her through. She began to march down the hall. As soon as she was out of earshot, Lawrence put an urgent hand on his cousin’s arm. ‘You absolutely sure you’re doing the wise thing, Benedict?’

         Benedict glanced away, his face sombre. ‘Of course I am. Christine is a wonderful person. She understands. We have talked about it. I’m not a complete idiot, nor would I mislead her. What do you take me for?’

         Lawrence stepped back, squared his shoulders, hesitated, then smiled. ‘A happily married man, in a few minutes,’ he offered. ‘Let’s go.’

         
             

         

         The wedding of a second-rank politician would not normally have caused a stir. But, as Jim Betts of the Globe had to admit, there was something so fresh and charming about Benedict Ashworth that his doings attracted more than their fair share of interest. He was the type of public figure who restored the faith of a jaded electorate. Every man’s neighbour, every mother’s son, the journalist reflected, as the cable television cameras caught Benedict emerging from his flat near Trafalgar Square into the sunshine.
         

         With Lawrence on one side and his outlandishly dressed mother coquettish on his arm, Benedict started to walk along Whitehall towards St Margaret’s. The New Democracy Party leader was quite tall, though on television that often did not register. He had risen to prominence not by brilliance in the Commons chamber (though his quips were earning a place in anthologies), but because he pursued the bywaters of popular communication: daytime television, live radio, the satellite channels, whose audiences adored him. Like many others in the trade he was handy with a sound bite, but his remarks were distinguished by their pointed humour and intelligence. Benedict did not claim to talk common sense, like ‘poor Johnson’, the struggling opposition chief. Benedict simply went ahead and did it. In the studio he had rapidly mastered the techniques of the small gesture, the slight shrug of self-deprecation that made him the darling of matrons like his mother and the target of the affections both of younger women and of some men.
         

         Jim Betts paced restlessly about the Globe’s newsroom. The monitor on the wall showed Benedict’s progress past the statues of Montgomery and Allenbrooke outside the Ministry of Defence, past Whitehall Palace and Richmond House. Police officers kept well-wishers and the curious at bay. At the Department of Health a gaggle of protestors on abortion waved banners at him but he acknowledged them without breaking his stride. Already the Democrats’ new leader was widely recognised, with hands held out to him to be shaken. A teenage girl detached herself from a family cluster, darted forward and gave him a hug, leaving the recipient obviously startled; but the cameras caught his half-smile even as he sidestepped out of harm’s way.
         

         Betts stroked his upper lip pensively, then remembered that the moustache had gone. He had taken a razor to it the day he had achieved his own ambition, promotion to political editor. It wouldn’t do: hair round the mouth looked louche and a senior post-holder needed gravitas. The lips had to be seen to move cleanly, as if this guaranteed the probity of the words spoken. Ken Livingstone and Peter Mandelson had gone the same route; indeed, in the months leading up to the election, many of the new Prime Minister’s acolytes had done exactly the same thing. Beards and facial hair, once the badge of left-wing defiance, had vanished. Out, too, went denim jackets and T-shirts. If the future Prime Minister chose to be photographed in a white shirt and neatly anonymous tie, as if he’d trained at McKinsey’s, then that was the official style. His troops, apart from a few Neanderthals, had adopted it with alacrity.

         That left a problem for the women. But after some confusion and a spate of unflattering grey and beige, Betts had been intrigued to observe their increased adherence to the sartorial styles of a previous incumbent of Number Ten, whom the new Prime Minister was known to admire. The lady Members turned to power dressing in bold colours with big shoulders. It was no accident that many of them began to resemble the first woman Prime Minister.

         The performance was all. Betts had to guess what was genuine and what wasn’t. On his off-days, of which this was one, his task was reduced to reporting what the politicians wanted him to report. For once his editor Pansy Illingworth, the chain-smoking, scatty-haired, husky-voiced survivor of feminist writing and life, who was usually a straightforward cynic, wouldn’t have it any other way. A warm human story about the Ashworths was what she had demanded at the morning conference, and she had instructed him to tell it straight. ‘We congratulate the happy couple, wish them every happiness, their perfect day’ – sentiments of that sort. The notion made Betts feel quite ill.
         

         A commotion behind him and the reek of a Gauloise announced Pansy’s arrival in the newsroom. Only she dared defy the no-smoking notices throughout the building. Mostly she kept moving fast enough to outwit the smoke detectors, but security staff were aware that, should a fire alarm sound, they should check her location first. It was believed that Pansy had had a smoking clause written into her contract; the newspaper’s proprietors, keen to stem falling circulation and frantic to secure her services, had not quibbled.

         ‘Hi, Jim!’ Pansy pinched his arm. ‘How’s it going? How are the lovebirds?’

         Betts controlled a grimace. He preferred to be called James, or even the more manly Betts, and he did not like being patronised by his superiors. For answer he pointed at the screen. The camera outside Christine’s Chelsea home showed her resplendent in white, being helped into a Rolls-Royce by her father. The future Mrs Ashworth was thirty, curvaceous, brainy and ambitious. Quite a catch.

         It was generally assumed that this was a political marriage with shared ideals and objectives. They had been seen out together for a year or two, and had reportedly met at party conferences where she had been head of communications while Benedict was in charge of research. It was rumoured, however, that pressure from his formidable mother plus hints from the constituency had led to his proposal. A man of thirty-five should be married, especially if he wished to preserve his wholesome image. Of course, in the new century such considerations shouldn’t matter, but they did, especially outside the metropolis. Christine, it was said, had needed no persuading.

         ‘She needs watching, Jim. It doesn’t feel real to me.’ Pansy sniffed. ‘Why should a smart young woman like that be willing to throw up her own career to follow her husband? If economic policy and the constitution fascinate her so much, why doesn’t she stand for Parliament herself?’

         ‘She’s not throwing up a career,’ Betts pointed out. ‘She’s simply taking on a new one, that of the official Mrs Ashworth. She’s set up her own PR company. She intends to give her clients excellent service.’

         ‘So naturally, Jim, you’ll keep an eye on which clients. Conflicts of interest, for sure.’
         

         Betts nodded. This assumption of the amorality of anyone who might merit a headline suited him fine.

         ‘It’s more independent than slaving in her husband’s office, I guess,’ Pansy conceded. She flicked cigarette ash on the floor. ‘But there’s something rotten in that woodwork, I can feel it. She’s got class. She could be a leading light of the piddling little New Democrats herself. Why the hell would she want to ride around on her husband’s coat-tails?’

         ‘Love, maybe?’ Betts said, but the suggestion made them both guffaw. He became bolder. ‘Look, Pansy, it may be hard for you rabid feminists to accept that some women prefer to float around in somebody else’s jet-stream, but it makes for an easy life. Used to be standard practice for all Tory wives, for instance. Till their husbands’ infidelity exposed it for the sham it was.’

         Pansy snickered. ‘And you were in the forefront of the exposers, Jim.’

         Betts preened himself. The Press Gallery Award for Journalist of the Year was framed above his workspace. ‘Mrs Christine Ashworth, as she’s about to become, is no fool. She’s figured out what’s in it for her. She’s not in competition with her hubby. But if she, or those like her, get to play hostess at Chequers or Number Ten, then it’ll be as a spouse, not as an office-holder in her own name. They play dumb but they ain’t. They can avoid responsibility for what’s dodgy but bask in reflected light when things go well. That’ll keep her very happy.’

         ‘Mmm. I bow to your judgement. Our readers might agree, the older ones, but remember our target audience is much younger, Jim. So, Ashworth himself, what do you make of him? What makes our Benedict everybody’s darling?’

         ‘He comes across as nice. Genuine, if you like. A polite boy, sweet to that ghastly ma who’d try the patience of a saint. Basically decent.’ Betts shrugged.

         ‘God save us from decent politicians. They’d put us out of business in no time – we’d have nothing to write about. Only the mad, the bad and the stupid want to go into Parliament. Isn’t that the view you peddle at every morning conference?’

         ‘Correct. I can’t figure out why anybody normal would sincerely want to be an MP.’ Betts waved away the offer of a Gauloise. ‘The money’s terrible, the hours anti-social, the rewards dismal. They’re blamed for everything that goes wrong and get no credit for any success – certainly not from us. The daily thrust of the job’s a chore, answering all those whingeing letters from constituents and pressure groups. Waiting to catch the Speaker’s eye for five seconds of prime time. When light dawns on the brighter ones, it’s too late. Outside politics, most are unemployable.’
         

         ‘With a few exceptions who write for the Guardian or get jobs on talk radio,’ Pansy joined in, laughing.
         

         ‘How many ex-MPs did we discover had ended up on the dole? About forty, wasn’t it? And those are the guys who were running the country last year,’ Betts agreed.

         ‘It’s a funny old world,’ Pansy drawled, in a passable imitation of Margaret Thatcher.

         She pinched his arm again and scurried away. The discussion had served to focus Betts’s own doubts about the fairytale pictures unfolding on the screen. He watched Benedict’s arrival at the church. Like so many others of his ilk the man had read politics at university, been active in the student union, got a job, probably unpaid, in some MP’s office, done a stretch in the party’s research department and been hooked for life. It was a sickness, an infection. Whether they were born with oversized egos or acquired them along the way was a moot point. There should be a government warning issued with every college politics course that the condition was catching, dangerous and incurable, and would leave sufferers the object of ridicule for as long as they were remembered. Their opiate was public adulation. Being forgotten, of course, was the ultimate humiliation.

         Nobody sane would see Parliament as a respectable occupation, Betts reasoned, not if he or she could earn a living doing anything else. They should be out running a business or tossing money around in the City, or in the wig and gown of a lawyer. Betts shuddered. He hated lawyers. In a just world, newspapermen would be free to comment and criticise as they thought fit. A call from the office of a new female Secretary of State had already been taken: she was furious with some anodyne remarks he had made in a leader column. Why anybody should object to being dubbed ‘vile’ was beyond him, but she had taken umbrage. Betts had a nasty feeling that that was not the last he would hear of it.
         

         He peered more closely at the monitor. The Ashworth betrothal had been greeted with pleasure on every side. The guest list included frontbenchers from other parties. The most important, for whom Betts was now searching, was Andrew Marquand, Chancellor of the Exchequer. He had been Ashworth’s tutor at St Andrew’s. It was there, apparently, that the bridegroom’s passion for politics had been kindled. So Marquand had more than a double hike in petrol tax to answer for: he had been responsible for corrupting the attitudes of a whole cohort of youngsters, convincing them that the political world was full of sweet opportunity. Several, including Benedict, had accompanied their guru into the mire of Westminster.

         As if on cue, the Chancellor appeared at the entrance to the church. St Margaret’s was the old parliamentary place of worship, situated opposite the Palace of Westminster under the shadow of Westminster Abbey. The twelfth-century crypt chapel under the Palace could have been used but would not hold enough guests. Cameras were allowed inside St Margaret’s but would have been barred from the Palace. Benedict had chosen wisely.

         Crashing rolls of organ music announced the arrival of the bride. Above her head, bells rang out joyously. The crowd were giving faint cheers, as if it were expected of them, though many were foreign tourists and somewhat bewildered. Christine was radiant in cream silk, a slight furrow on her brow as she switched the bouquet of lilies and roses from one hand to the other and adjusted her veil. The diamond tiara, it was reported, had been lent by a friendly peeress. Two tiny bridesmaids and an older girl fussed over the dress and train. Then, calmly, she stood proudly on the arm of her father and began to move inside at a regal pace.

         So who was that with Andrew Marquand? Betts peered closer. The face was familiar: she was dark-haired, trim, pretty, in a smart navy suit. Betts picked up the phone and murmured a question. He did not have to wait long. ‘Fiona Sutton,’ came the answer. ‘Works in the PR agency that handled the election for the government.’

         ‘A PR girl, then?’ Betts murmured. As Christine’s face hove into view on the screen, he added, ‘Another PR girl. Place is lousy with them.’

         He reached for his black notebook and recorded the information. He would find out more. Some day, it might turn out useful.

         
             

         

         One person watching television at home felt an uncomfortable mix of wistfulness and despair. It would have been too easy to cry. A box of Kleenex was at her side, an open packet of chocolate digestives in her lap.

         Gail Bridges, Frank’s estranged wife, had been married in a hasty register office ceremony in Leece Street within odoriferous distance of the Mersey, near the main police station to which her fiancé had been transferred. He had been in uniform, at her insistence: she adored a man in uniform. It made him so respectable. The silver buttons had shone and you could see your face in his boots. He’d still had a hangover from the stag night, and so had his mates: he had leaned on her when they signed the register.

         Gail had worn a big cartwheel hat, rather like Benedict’s mother’s; a defiant gesture. The photographs, taken with a box camera by her brother, a mite out of focus, had recorded that same concentrated furrow of the brow that Christine had. No doubt for a similar reason, for the thoughts of every bride are the same: Do I look okay? Will I make a fool of myself? Did I make a mistake in saying yes? Did I have any choice, when it came down to it? Will he make a good husband, or will I live to regret this moment for the rest of my life?
         

         A lump came to Gail’s throat. She was sprawled on the floor of their Cheshire home, though it would not be hers for much longer. She had dressed in leggings and an ancient sweater and sat surrounded by the soft toys of which she had made a collection, much to Frank’s annoyance. He used to speculate that they were a substitute for children, which might have been true but was still hurtful. Gail had retorted that he should be thankful she hadn’t taken to breeding chihuahuas or poodles. He had snorted, and that had been an end of it. Till the next time the subject of her barrenness came up.

         It was not her fault. The doctors had said there was no obvious reason why she should not have children, and suggested that Frank should have a test. He had rejected that idea out of hand. Gail suspected that he did not want the results of any such tests. If a woman was infertile, that was her responsibility. If it was the man, especially a man so full of macho sensitivity as Frank, his self-esteem was irreparably damaged. And that would never do. A modern couple might have pursued the issue via IVF, with donor sperm. Another man’s children? That was unthinkable, for them both. The conversation had never taken place, but Gail could have repeated it word for word, exactly as it might have occurred.
         

         In any case, his days were full without children. Had he been a father, he would have been a neglectful one, Gail was sure. He was a fine man as he was, with political intrigue as his baby. Perhaps it had been better for them both that the pregnancy had proved false.

         This house had been sold. Her belongings were already half in, half out of packing cases. Of course, it was too big for her, with five bedrooms and an acre of garden. Gail could not recall now why such a mansion had ever seemed desirable; perhaps they had been showing off to each other when he was first elected, back in the days when housing was cheap. The bathrooms had impressed her relatives, while the neighbours were much more refined than she was used to. They, in turn, basked in the reflected glory of an MP in their midst and had been cordial. But even with the promised fees from the magazine column and the proposed book, she would have been hard pressed to keep it up, and in fact she didn’t want to. It reminded her too much of weekends when Frank had been pleased to come home to her, and had talked long into the night about his ambitions for the future, until the drone had sent her to sleep.

         She had humoured him, never thinking that a person from such a limited background could have got nearly as far. This was a man who was hard-pressed to write a letter for himself and whose tortured syntax on the public platform still drew sneering comment. A man who had to rely on other people, such as herself, to fill in forms and to ensure that the television licence and the car tax were paid on time. Her post-school education, it was true, ran only to the college of commerce, but it was more than his. Without secretaries his obvious lacunae would have tripped him up long ago. Secretaries including That Woman.

         But give him an issue – especially a row where attitudes had become entrenched – and Frank was the master. He could grasp what each faction needed, their fears and bottom lines, better than anyone. He could negotiate a deal in which everyone came out on top – or, at least, felt they did. Even as a police officer that had been his forte. And Frank, dear Frank, would be shaking hands all round, the centre of an admiring band of former enemies. Frank was always surrounded by friends. He didn’t need kids, or family. He was never alone. But she was.

         And now … now didn’t bear thinking about. Gail cuddled a doll and blinked away tears as Benedict and his new wife, confident and smiling, stepped out of the church under a hail of rice. Confetti was banned in Parliament Square, but pigeons and seagulls were free cleansing agents. What a handsome pair, she could not stop herself admitting. It would be churlish to wish them anything other than a full and happy married life.
         

         Frank had probably considered getting married in the same fashion, this time. Deprived of a white wedding on the first occasion because of the rush and expense, he would have discussed with That Woman how they might flaunt their relationship. Some churches would do it, despite the divorce. An ecclesiastical blessing, perhaps, some time after the register office. She would not have put it past the Usurper to lead Frank by the nose to the nearest altar in a flurry of Brussels lace and posh headgear. Frank in a topper would cut quite a dash.
         

         Gail’s chin came up. She needed to consult her adviser. If he said she should attend and wait outside the church, then that was what she would do, however horrible the experience. If he told her to stay at home and arranged for a sympathetic woman journalist and photographer or TV crew to record her anguish, then she would grit her teeth and do that, too. Mr Clifford Maxwell was a godsend. Nobody else had been as considerate. No one else had come up with so many smart wheezes that had enabled her to put across her point of view. No longer the sad silent little wife – ex-wife, soon, when the decree absolute came through – she was now a person in her own right. Frank had treated her badly, dropped her like a hot potato in two minutes flat after decades of loyal marriage. Expected her to take it meekly, as ever. Brayed at her in the VIP lounge to belt up, then shouted into the mobile that he was ditching his wife for his mistress. Humiliated her in the most dreadful manner. And now dear Mr Maxwell and his skills had ensured that everyone knew about it.

         That was her sole consolation. Gail pulled a fresh tissue out of the box and waved it at the screen as the young couple climbed into the flower-bedecked Rolls. The Ashworth reception was to be at the Savoy, the honeymoon destination was a secret. Her reception had been in her mother’s front room with the smell of mothballs on her aunties’ dresses, and the honeymoon had been three days in New Brighton. They had lived for years on a police constable’s wage of seven pounds a week. She had supported him steadfastly. And this was all the gratitude she got.

         The screen returned to a commentator. The phone was ringing. If that was another request for an interview about why marriages failed, she would accept, and tell her side of the story to anyone who would listen.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter Three
            

         
   
         Diane Clark sat up in bed and pressed the switch of the remote control. ‘That damned wedding,’ she said. ‘Isn’t there anything else on?’

         ‘You wanted to watch the news, Diane. That is the news, today,’ came a muffled response from the depths of the bedclothes.
         

         It was early evening. From between drawn curtains, hanging motionless in the still air, a narrow shaft of sunlight spread itself over the carpet. The flat was warm and stuffy; the remains of a bouquet of white roses drooped in a vase. The silvered presentation pieces on the mantelpiece gleamed dully. The framed photographs on the living room wall were in shadow: President Mandela with Diane, a young Diane in a delegation with Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir, Diane with spiky hair and anorak under a banner on an Aldermaston march, Diane with a stud through her nose with the women of Greenham Common. The only other picture in the flat, showing Diane as a pigtailed child being hugged by Aneurin Bevan, was hung in the bathroom.

         In deference to the wedding, the parliamentary schedule had been light. Those who yearned to debate pest control in zoos had had the entire afternoon and an empty chamber to themselves. Diane, whose department did not deal with such matters, had a different agenda for spare moments. She had excused herself from the office, said she was going to catch up with some reading and cleared off. Calls were to be held or diverted. She was not free indefinitely, however: a dinner with the Polish ambassador loomed. In an hour the official car, a Rover Sterling, would arrive. As a middle-ranking Cabinet minister she was not entitled to a Jaguar – yet.

         Diane switched off the television and tossed the remote control on to the bedside table. She glanced coolly at herself in the mirrored doors of the wardrobe. A faint mauve vein showed on her neck and the jaw had a slight slackness that was absent from the Aldermaston picture, but otherwise time had treated her well, far better than many of her male colleagues. She rubbed her hands over her big breasts and cupped them, peering down at their firm fullness. ‘See, I’m all flushed. Pink as a baby,’ she said, and played her fingers over her breastbone.

         ‘Naturally,’ came the sleepy voice from the bed. A tousled dark head surfaced, with damp fronds and a shadow over the jowls, then fell back again on the pillows. ‘You’ve been making love. With your usual fire and passion. God, what a woman! I’m knackered, Diane, and I’m twenty years younger than you.’

         The young man struggled to sit upright and pushed back the sheets. He had the thinness of youth, with pale skin, narrow shoulders and sinewy arms. A trickle of sweat led from his throat to his navel following the line of black hairs. Together they peered at his groin where a limp, shrunken penis flopped on his thigh. He tapped it with a finger. ‘Finished,’ he said, with a giggle. ‘You’ve done it again.’

         ‘Well, why not? What else is there for a man and a woman to do? But, Mark, sweetheart, don’t remind me about the age gap. I thought it didn’t matter to you. It certainly didn’t last year.’ Diane returned to examining herself frankly in the mirror. What she saw appeared to give her satisfaction, for she flopped down beside the young man, wrapped a leg around his and laid her head on his shoulder, a hand on his damp, flat belly.

         Mark stroked her arm. ‘No, it’s not important. I don’t worry about it. You’re fabulous. And you’ve been very kind to me.’

         ‘Kind? Hah!’ Diane snorted. ‘Nothing kind about it. You walked into my office offering yourself in any capacity you were needed. It didn’t take you long to twig where you’d be more use than most. Your help with the paperwork’s much appreciated, natch, but it’s here you’ve been outstanding.’ She patted the bed.
         

         ‘Yeah, it’s been fun.’ The young man fell silent. He was staring at the ceiling, his eyes unblinking.
         

         Diane pulled on a towelling robe and disappeared into the tiny kitchen. She reappeared with two tumblers full of ice and fizzy liquid. ‘Rum and Coke okay? Mostly Coke. I have to make a speech tonight.’

         ‘Yeah, thanks.’

         She sat beside him. ‘Hey, Mark, what’s going on? You said it’s been fun, as if it’s over. You’ve mentioned the age gap, which normally is taboo. It’s tough, you being married and that, but I don’t gossip and neither do you. So what’s up?’
         

         ‘Nothing,’ he murmured, and indicated the detumescent member again. ‘Nothing’s up, as you can see.’ Neither of them laughed. He took the tumbler with both hands. ‘Maybe that’s it, Diane. You’re fabulous, but it can be hard keeping two women content. And if I fail with Susie, she starts to cry.’

         ‘Oh, I get it. The wife comes first, is that it?’ Diane could not stop herself sounding peevish.

         ‘But of course,’ he answered slowly. ‘This is a fling, as you’ve often made clear. I accepted that. Susie isn’t a fling, and she needs me more than you do.’ He shifted awkwardly and avoided her gaze. ‘When I started researching for you, you were a member of the opposition. We could have a lot of fun, out of the public eye. Now it’s changed.’
         

         ‘No, it isn’t. I’m the same, you’re the same.’ Fear curdled her voice.

         ‘You’re in government. That alters everything. Even if your staff and officials don’t chatter – and I wouldn’t put it past them – you’re under far closer scrutiny than ever before. You have to consider your own position. A Secretary of State with a boyfriend who’s a brand-new fellow Member of Parliament, married and twenty years younger – the press’d have a field day. Wouldn’t they?’

         Diane jumped up from the bed, seeking distraction. ‘The press don’t need facts. They make them up. At least, Jim Betts and the Globe do. Did you see that horrible piece he wrote the day I was appointed? Said I’d exploited my sexuality to advance myself. Implied that I’d slept my way to prominence. Here it is.’
         

         Mark was familiar with the article in question, but it would have been impolite to stem Diane in full flow. He read:

         
            Diane Clark. Women’s rights champion. She who has set herself up as the voice of womanhood throughout the kingdom. Yet who is she? What gave her the right to campaign on behalf of other women? She has never had a successful relationship in her entire life. She was married for only two years, and ditched the chap in favour of a string of lovers. She tub-thumps on behalf of mothers with children, yet she’s never been a mother herself. How can we trust her?

         

         ‘It’s awful, Diane,’ her lover said. ‘He’s a complete turd, that Jim Betts. Doesn’t care who he craps on. You shouldn’t get upset.’

         ‘He called me the “vilest lady” in the country. Me! And what for? What did I ever do to him? Not content with implying that I’ve slept my way to power, when nothing could be further from the truth, he suggests that I have no grounds to campaign as I do. What balls that is.’ She sat down heavily on the bed, her mouth puckered.

         ‘But can’t you see,’ Mark ventured carefully, ‘how much worse it would be if he did have some material? Me, for instance.’ He wiped his fingers, wet from the condensation of the glass, over her hot cheek. The airless room smelt headily of sex.
         

         Diane shook her head. ‘Campaigners like me are needed. You don’t have to have suffered the aggression of a drunken husband to know that it’s not the best environment to bring up children. Sods like Betts, who isn’t partnered either so far as I’m aware and who tends to fall over dead drunk at press bashes, have absolutely no right to criticise or to try and silence me. That’s why this rubbish is so unfair.’
         

         Mark rolled away from her, preparing his body and hers for the moment at which they must part. He said, ‘I saw your mother at the count. She seemed a bit out of it. How’s she coping with your new status?’

         Diane shrugged. ‘It gives her a new reason to moan. It’s a pain, being an only child. My mother would like me to be in daily attendance on her, and she’s the sort who believes the only role for women is a caring one. She still doesn’t think I’ve got a proper job. This politics lark will wear off, she says, and I’ll see sense. I’ll go home to Manchester and wait on her hand and foot. Except I won’t.’

         ‘But there’s nothing much wrong with her, you told me.’

         ‘No, but she’s ailing – she’s always ailing, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it, except make appropriate noises. At such moments, God help me, I can begin to believe the victim theory of violence. Some people seem to invite it. My father was a weak man and a creep, but she must have driven him crazy with her whining. I suspect he died of despair, not a heart attack. As soon as I could, I got out. Up the ladder and over the wall. And here I am.’

         Not for the first time, the young MP reflected that Diane Clark found it much easier to offer the milk of human kindness to strangers en masse than to members of her own family. It was a common enough trait in the political world. Not unexpectedly, it led to allegations of hypocrisy; such a charge, had the Globe made it in that form, would have been far closer to the truth than Betts’s tirade. Yet Diane’s efforts on behalf of battered wives and damaged children had been a lifelong commitment, impossible to deride as a pose. The tabloids, however, were not interested in the thoughtful investigation of a complex personality. They were seeking scandal, and in Diane’s case would not have far to go to find it.
         

         ‘So what are you intending to do?’ Mark slid out of bed and gathered up his clothes. He pointed cautiously at the newspaper clipping.

         ‘God, I’ve no choice. I singed ears with a couple of quick phone calls, then made an appointment to see Lord Godman, the QC. We’ve had an exchange of letters so far, with no apology. He agrees that the sentiments are clearly defamatory, and if I decide to issue a writ for libel, he’ll act for me.’

         ‘You might be better to forget it. It was weeks ago already. You’ve more significant fish to fry than Mr Jim Betts or his editor. Plus, this side of the election we need all the allies we can get. Not enemies. Before, the media accepted our version of events when we attacked the government. Now that we’re in charge, their guns have swivelled about and are pointed in our direction. We’re the targets now.’

         He pulled on shorts and trousers and busied himself fastening his belt.

         Diane stood up and, as if suddenly ashamed of her nakedness, pulled a sheet around her. She kissed her lover’s damp forehead. ‘One of the things I like about you, Mark, is you talk such sense. Unfortunately, this particular article is so nasty that it could do me real harm. The comments resurface every time I give an interview. I want to talk about helping the Third World or benefits for the disabled, and the interviewer asks sweetly how I react to being dubbed the vilest lady in the country. I’m promoting a greater role for women in society and the questions are lifted straight from the Globe: why did my marriage break up, am I against marriage, do I intend to curb my wild ways now I’m in the Cabinet? So I’m listening to advice, but without a withdrawal and a grovelling apology soon, I’ll probably go ahead and sue.’
         

         Mark’s glum expression was more eloquent than words. Diane loosened the sheet around her hips. She reached put for the young man’s hand and guided it to her crotch, but he pulled away. With a brusque movement she sat down on the bed. ‘Out with it. What’s eating you?’

         ‘Not the article, though I don’t think the Boss’d be too pleased at your pursuing Pansy Illingworth and her crowd. We want them with us, not against us. But, Diane, this has got to stop. Our – our affair. I wanted to tell you before but it’s come to a head.’
         

         ‘Go on.’ Diane’s face had darkened. The empty glass was cradled in her hand. She sat holding herself quite still.

         ‘Oh, Lord, there’s no easy way to put this.’ Mark struggled into his shirt, began to do up the buttons then realised he had mismatched them, undid the lot and started again, fingers trembling. ‘I can’t, I really can’t, keep you happy, and my wife, whom I love, plus do my work as an MP. That job is more gruelling than I anticipated. I’m a new backbencher, so I have to be in the House till ten night after night. That’s taking its toll, as you can imagine. It’s a four-hour journey up to the constituency at weekends, and we hope to start a family. Kids will come first, Diane.’
         

         ‘Yeah, understood,’ she answered, a trifle impatiently. ‘I was half expecting this.’

         ‘But, Diane, there’s more. Better coming from me than anyone else. I have so enjoyed being with you. How many times do I have to say that? You’re a fabulous woman, enticing, exciting, and magic in bed. But you should be more careful. You took a hell of a chance with me, though I would never let you down. I won’t talk – you can count on it. The very fact that I’m married, and ambitious, means I have as strong an incentive as you to keep my name out of the papers. And I reckon you like the thrill of the illicit, don’t you? Me too. But the more you select younger men as lovers, the more risks you run. You’ll get set up one of these days. Then you could come a cropper.’

         ‘What makes you think younger men are any less trustworthy?’

         ‘They’re not. Look, if you were having it off with, say, a chap in his fifties who is free and adores you, a companion like that might produce plaudits, not criticism. But there’s something – ah – indecent about an older woman with, well, boys. Especially when she’s in a position of seniority, as you are.’

         ‘What I do with my personal life is my business, and nobody else’s,’ Diane said stiffly. ‘The way we fulfil our office is what matters. Not who we sleep with, or where, or what particular tastes we like to indulge. That’s nobody’s business.’

         ‘But it is,’ Mark insisted. ‘The punters are fascinated by our private lives. We live in goldfish bowls. And we actively invite such attention. We offer ourselves up, in our election manifestos and addresses, as having special virtues. We promise honesty, and truth, and altruism of the highest order. The moment one of us is discovered engaging in behaviour that doesn’t match those high ideals we can go swing for our credibility.’

         ‘And how,’ said Diane, with a sharp edge to her voice, ‘could having younger boyfriends be regarded as damaging my credibility?’

         Mark turned away slowly as he fastened his tie, and addressed his next remarks to the wall. ‘It’s exploitation. You don’t intend it like that, but it is. A youngster comes into your circle, and catches your eye. You’ve made it clear you don’t believe in celibacy, you won’t go more than a few weeks without a man, but they must be cute. There’s quite a lot of rivalry among certain types to come and work for you. To make it as far as here,’ he indicated the rumpled bed behind him, ‘is quite a coup. But in the end you’re their employer. If you were to make a pass and got turned down, or worse, laughed at, they could get the boot.’

         ‘No. I wouldn’t do that.’

         ‘Please. Get wise. There’s the anxiety that if they refused you, then wanted to leave, you wouldn’t write a reference. Or you could make it tough to move elsewhere. Again, loving you as I do, I’m certain the idea of such vindictiveness wouldn’t occur to you. But outside it looks too bloody likely.’

         ‘That’s bullshit.’ Diane leaned against the bedside table, frowning. ‘Tell me, did you feel exploited? Do you now?’

         ‘A little,’ Mark admitted. ‘And, to be honest, I calculated that if you were pleased with all my efforts, you’d help me get on. That’s why I didn’t let myself think twice about deceiving Susie, so perhaps I’m as much to blame as you. You did help, loads, and I’m terribly grateful. But you’ll have to find somebody else. I’m out of here.’
         

         ‘And if I’ve got any sense my next lover’ll be a fat-arsed fifty-five-year-old with a heart condition and a pension? Oh, come on.’

         The young man bent down and retrieved his shoes from under the bed. He did not reply.

         Diane softened. ‘I don’t see,’ she said slowly, ‘how my extending the hand of friendship to remarkable blokes like you could in any way be called exploitation. You’re accusing me of manipulating you, of having put you in an impossible bind. That is such an offensive suggestion.’

         ‘Is it? Tell me, Diane, when President Clinton got caught with a twenty-one-year-old intern, Monica Lewinsky, who did you blame?’

         ‘Him, of course. I’m on record on that. He was the guilty party. He seduced her. Silly cow that she was, she was in no position to run away.’

         ‘Exactly. I rest my case.’

         
             

         

         After Mark had left, Diane stood irresolute, bath towel in hand. She pulled the bed-sheets untidily into place, opened the curtains and unlatched a window. The light air that blew in dispelled the lingering odours of lovemaking and brought with it the piny smell of leaves that had spent the day in the sun. Down in St James’s Park a military band was playing. Starlings rose in squawking flurries as the shadows lengthened. She had a bare half-hour to get ready.

         After a shower, as she dressed swiftly, dabbing on perfume and makeup, Diane’s mind fluttered and protested over Mark’s comments and would not settle, much like the fractious birds in the eaves. Did he truly mean it, that the affair was finished? Next time she touched his shoulder, or rang his private line and proposed going over a briefing paper together, would he refuse, however politely? Was he about to become part of the past, along with every other handsome, virile youth whose performance in bed had thrilled her? And did that mean she would have to cast her roving eye about, and find somebody new?

         But, as he had pointed out, dalliance was far more dangerous now than it had been. If Mark was correct that her tastes were widely discussed, he had done well to keep his name out of the press. Perhaps they’d simply been lucky. But luck could vanish in an instant. Mark was right: chasing men, and especially junior staffers, had become a risky enterprise.

         It meant, paradoxically, that the case for suing the Globe was strengthened. The article was such a mishmash of snide invention, so devoid of fact, that an apology would serve as an example to other papers. She was vulnerable and had to make herself less so. A solidly backed threat to Betts and his ilk might keep the trash-peddlers at bay for some years. To let them get away with such a scurrilous piece would imply either that she didn’t care or, worse, that she didn’t dare challenge their innuendo. To protect herself, she had little option but to start proceedings, and fight to win.
         

         ‘Damn,’ she muttered, as the lipstick smudged. She wiped it off and tried again, as the image consultants, whose ministrations she had so resisted, had shown her. ‘I’m going to be late, as usual. If the press alleged that Diane Clark was well-meaning, scatty and found adjustment to the top flights of public life tricky, I couldn’t sue. They’d be spot on.’

         The bell rang. The driver announced that he had ministerial boxes for her; could he bring them up? Hastily Diane flew round the living room, trying to conceal the evidence of the afternoon’s dalliance, then pressed the intercom button to admit him. A thick-set man in his forties entered, averted his eyes from the bedroom and set the heavy boxes on the floor by her desk.

         She locked up and followed him down, hoping that the blue silk outfit was suitable for the event and rehearsing in her mind the remarks due after the dinner. She nodded ‘good evening’ on the stairs to the elderly couple who lived above her; they were returning home laden with shopping. At the front entrance she paused. ‘Dave, can I ask you something?’
         

         ‘Certainly, madam.’ He drew back his shoulders in the plain grey suit. He had been a driver in the Royal Corps of Signals; the government car service was an obvious step to take into Civvy Street.

         ‘Do you think I should be more discreet with my private life, now that I’m a Cabinet minister?’

         The man’s eyes popped. ‘I – I couldn’t begin to say, madam,’ he stammered.

         ‘Am I being watched the whole time? That’s what I mean.’

         ‘Well, madam,’ the ex-soldier recovered his composure, ‘if I were you, I should act as if I was.’

         ‘Hmm. That’s difficult.’ Diane hesitated. ‘Dave, you married?’

         ‘I am, madam. Three kids, and a missus that’d cut my balls off if I strayed.’

         ‘Ah, I see.’ Diane caught the man’s eye, and they both half smiled. ‘Oh, Lord, Dave. If I’d realised what was entailed, maybe I’d never have started out on this path. I could have been a college lecturer and worked a twenty-hour week and had long holidays and screwed my best students. Instead I’m an Aunt Sally for every frigging journalist, and I have to behave.’
         

         ‘Yes, madam,’ the driver said, and chuckled softly. ‘Front seat or back, madam?’

         
             

         

         It was not till much later in the evening that, flushed with wine, Diane returned to the flat, made a pot of coffee and settled at her desk with the red boxes. Inside the top one was a first draft of the social-security review. It gave her a headache just to flick through the pages. The new government had promised to abide by the budgetary restrictions of the previous incumbents for at least two years. With such a pledge no extra spending was possible; but without it the punters would have taken fright. The election would have been lost, as voters’ fears of the spendthrift tendency would have outpaced an increasing liking for the man who was now Prime Minister.
         

         ‘We are stuck,’ Diane scribbled crossly in the margin, ‘with the budget we inherited.’ She saw, with a wry smile, that she was already using ‘we’ to mean the government, as if it were a seamless continuum. ‘Any action requiring largesse will have to wait. The legislative programme is also tight, with House of Lords reform taking precedence. So please fillet out those possibilities that don’t require either new money or new laws, and I will consider them. One page of A4 only, please.’
         

         That was how the big issues got deferred. Given the broad sweep of the review, there must be enough minor proposals to keep junior ministers occupied. Diane marked up one or two, more as illustrations than as instructions. She was determined not to become demoralised: force majeure meant they could not do everything at once, and would jeopardise the whole Project if they tried. ‘And if I protested,’ Diane muttered to the photo of Mandela, ‘I’d get the sack, pronto. But if I stay, we have some chance of keeping our consciences intact.’
         

         Midnight came and went, the coffee pot emptied. In the bottom of the third box was a stack of buff folders from her constituency secretary, mostly letters prepared for her signature. The same old complainants. Mrs Cartwright was still worried about her dripping tap: a letter to the council should suffice. Mr Heath way had kids throwing stones at his window. He would not accept that if he ignored his tormentors they might pester someone else. Did he need a sympathetic social worker? Was that the answer? Would anyone in the local office take any notice of him? He was lonely. Maybe the British Legion could help. Diane rubbed her eyes, tired.

         One last folder. This time, she brightened. It contained the applications to replace Mark on her personal staff. The advertisements had been placed promptly, for his resignation was inevitable, now that he was an MP himself. Perhaps she should have anticipated his departure as lover also, but it was still a painful blow. To be honest, his success at the hustings had been unexpected, a wonderful surprise on the crest of the electoral wave that had swept away so many of the previous government’s supporters. Several of the new arrivals had cherished only the faintest hope. Now Mark had left not only a gap in her workforce but also, if he stuck to his word, in her bed. The rejection hurt.
         

         On the other hand, replacements were available. Diane began to read.

         She could not take them in. So many excellent candidates. Twenty in total, including five females. A single post was in the offing. Normally she would have glanced at the girls’ CVs and tossed them aside with a twinge of guilt, maybe sent a scribbled note of encouragement. She would have scrutinised the men’s with more care, starting with the photographs. She would try to imagine them in the flesh, wonder whether any would be amenable and how they might respond. But the savour of the chase had gone.

         She picked up her diary and earmarked a spare morning. Her secretary could do the preliminaries. On a Post-it note she wrote, ‘Pick the best half-dozen and ask them to come in for interview Tuesday next. I’m sure they’re all marvellous. Thanks.’

         Then she shoved the papers back into the folder, closed and locked the last red box, and went to bed.
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