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            “All good books are alike, in that they are truer than if they really happened.”               Ernest Hemingway
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            Author’s Note
            

         
 
         This is a novel about modern British political life, today, and in the near future. I have tried to make it as authentic as possible, to convey some insight and understanding of how we live and work. So the background is realistic, and I have even taken the liberty of fleshing it out with some real people, under their real names. But my plot and my central characters are all completely imaginary and no reference is intended to the real people holding their offices at the times in question, or to any other person.
 
         
             

         
 
         Edwina Currie, London, February 1994

         
             

         
 
         Author’s Note for Paperback Edition
         
 
         At the time of writing A Parliamentary Affair, homosexual acts, involving consenting males under twenty-one years of age were illegal in the UK. On 21 February 1994 the House of Commons voted to reduce the age of consent for gay sex to eighteen.
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            Who’s Who
            

         
 
         Unaccountably the following entries were omitted from the most recent editions of Who’s Who, The Times Guide to the House of Commons and Vacher’s Parliamentary Companion.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         BOSWOOD, Rt Hon. Sir Nigel, PC, MP, Bart, Secretary of State for the Environment. Born 5 January 1934 in Hertfordshire. Tenth Baronet, cousin to the Earl of Cambridge. Sister Emily married to Marquis of Welton, q.v. Unmarried. Family background: publishing (Boswood & Boswood, Oxford). Evacuated to Canada in war; educated Eton and Trinity, Cambridge (Classical Mods). President, CUCA, and President of the Union. Toured USA with Observer Mace Debating Team, 1955. Short service commission in Dragoon Guards, 1955–8. Contested (Cons.) SW Islington 1959. First elected for Conservatives in by-election 1962 for Milton constituency (now Milton and Hambridge), Hants. Appointed government whip 1970, Parliamentary Under-Secretary at Department of Trade and Industry 1973–4. Opposition spokesman on small firms, technology and environment 1974–9. Minister of State, Department of the Environment (Local Government Minister) 1979–82; Department of Education and Science 1982–4; Privy Councillor 1983; Secretary of State, DES, and entered Cabinet 1984–9; Secretary of State, Department of the Environment 1989–. Clubs: Pratt’s, Buck’s, Garrick. Recreations: shooting, writing bad verse, politics.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         CHADWICK, Martin. Civil servant. Born 1952. Educated Shrewsbury and Jesus, Oxford. Private secretary to Rt Hon. Sir Nigel Boswood, PC, MP, Bart q.v. Son of Sir Matthew Chadwick, CB, KCMG, former Permanent Secretary at the Home Office. Married with two children. Current residence: Sittingbourne. Club: Athenaeum. Recreations: writing Latin verse, collecting ties, wildlife conservation.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         DICKSON, Roger, MP. Born 14 February 1952. Educated Wandsworth Comprehensive School, Wandsworth; AIB 1975; MA in Administration and Politics, OU and London University 1982. Tarrants Bank 1968–75. Chairman, Dickson and Associates, non-exec, director, Kyle Stewart Ltd 1975–85. Contested Hammersmith 1979, returned for North-West Warwickshire 1983 (majority 1,800). Joint sec., Conservative backbench small business committee 1983–5 and chairman 1985–7. Trustee, Small Business Bureau 1985–7. PPS, Department of Trade and Industry 1987. Promoted whip 1990, senior whip (Lord Commissioner of Treasury) June 1992. Married Hon. Caroline Tarrant, d. of Lord Tarrant q.v., May 1980; three children, Toby (1982), Emma (1984), Clarissa (1988). Clubs: Carlton, St Stephen’s. Recreations: home, family, taking risks.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         FERRIMAN, Frederick, MP. Born 1934. Educated Marlborough, Christ Church, Oxford; MA 1955, third class (Greats). Farmer. First elected 1974 for Northampton West. Chairman, secretary and treasurer of numerous Conservative backbench and all-party parliamentary committees and groups. Married, two grown-up children. Clubs: Carlton, White’s, IOD. Recreations: welfare of the nation, playing the Stock Exchange.
 
         
             

         
 
         MUNCASTLE, Andrew, MP. Born 12 September 1960, grandson of Sir Edward Muncastle, former Conservative MP for Horncastle q. v. Educated Harrow and St John’s, Oxford (PPE). President, OUCA, and President, Oxford Union 1982. Contested St Pancras 1987. Retained Hampshire South-West for Conservatives April 1992. Businessman. Director and co. sec., Muncastle and Sons 1982-. Director, Scope Communications Management and Cray Electronics Ltd. Married 1986 Tessa Conlan; one child, Barney (1987). Clubs: Carlton, Hampshire CC. Recreations: cricket, family, politics.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         QUIN, Keith, MP. Born 1952 in Manchester. Educated Bury Grammar School and Hull University (BA Hons History). Brother-in-law to Ms Josie Binn MP q.v. Lecturer in sociology and the sociology of history, Kingston upon Hull College of Further Education 197283. Retained Manchester Canalside for Labour 1983. Married to Councillor Mrs Edith Quin JP, Deputy Chairman, Manchester City Council; no children. Member various Labour backbench and all-party groups. Recreations: conservation of endangered species.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         STALKER, Elaine, MP. Née Johnson. Born 13 October 1956. Educated King Edward’s High School for Girls, Barham, and Barham University (BA Hons, History and Politics). Voluntary worker, adult literacy scheme, and part-time tutor, Open University 19826. Member Barham Council 198591, Conservative spokesman on finance and deputy leader Conservative group. Member, West Midlands RHA198690. Married 1977 Michael Stalker, senior pilot with British Airways. One child, Karen (1978). Retained Warmingshire South for Conservatives April 1992. Clubs: none. Recreations: family, home, domestic arts.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Election Results in Selected Constituencies

         
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	HAMPSHIRE SOUTH WEST             
                        	no change         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Muncastle, A. D.             
                        	Conservative             
                        	40,202             
                        	61.9%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Lynne, Miss J. J.             
                        	Lib. Democrat             
                        	16,698             
                        	25.7%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Harris, N. H. A.             
                        	Labour             
                        	7,523             
                        	11.6%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Beesley, D.             
                        	Raving Loony             
                        	570             
                        	0.9%         
                     

                                  
                        	              
                        	C majority             
                        	23,504             
                        	          
                     
              
                   
               

            

         
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	MILTON AND HAMBRIDGE               
                        	no change         
                     
         
                                  
                        	*Boswood, Rt Hon. Sir Nigel             
                        	Conservative             
                        	30,136             
                        	60.9%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Dowson, J. M. P.             
                        	Lib. Democrat             
                        	10,608             
                        	21.4%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Beadle, R. W. A. L.             
                        	Labour.             
                        	8,781             
                        	17.7%         
                     

                                  
                        	              
                        	C majority             
                        	19,528             
                        	          
                     
              
                   
               

            

         
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	WARMINGSHIRE SOUTH             
                        	no change         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Stalker, Mrs E             
                        	Conservative             
                        	34,266             
                        	48.7%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Brown, N. P             
                        	Labour             
                        	29,608             
                        	42.1%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Beckett, Mrs M. M             
                        	Lib. Democrat             
                        	6,236             
                        	8.9%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Mercer, T. W. I. T             
                        	Natural Law             
                        	291             
                        	0.4%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	C majority             
                        	4,658             
                        	          
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	WARWICKSHIRE NORTH WEST             
                        	no change         
                     
         
                                  
                        	*Dickson, R. N.             
                        	Conservative             
                        	34,110             
                        	52.4%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Airey, J.             
                        	Labour             
                        	20,863             
                        	32.0%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Davies, H. P.             
                        	Lib. Democrat             
                        	9,934             
                        	15.3%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Healey, Rt Hon. D             
                        	Raving Loony             
                        	202             
                        	0.3%         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	C majority             
                        	13,247         
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         
      
            *denotes previous member
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            Chapter One
            

         
 
         ‘Mr Returning Officer, Ladies and Gentlemen. Quiet, please!’
 
         Major-General Johnny Horrocks cleared his throat, pulled down the bursting black velveteen jacket with its fancy buttons, wriggled his toes in the uncomfortable patent-leather pumps and wished he had taken his wife’s advice not to wear full Deputy Lord-Lieutenant’s regalia that evening to announce the general election result in South Warmingshire.
 
         In the body of the hall Mrs Betty Horrocks patted her blue rosette for luck and eyed her lace-and-velvet husband with a grimace. The count had gone well and quickly and turnout had been high. What a shame to spoil it. The country would giggle at Johnny tonight as a puffed-up little peacock, once ruling the roost somewhere east of Suez and now Her Majesty’s representative out here in Warmingshire, which was not exactly the centre of the universe. He was a good man, honourable and courageous. Britain once owed its splendour and world leadership to such officers. Pity he was such a fool.
         
 
         Nicholas Brown, the Labour candidate, hugged his wife sadly. The television monitor now proclaimed a Tory victory despite all the pundits. Small, bedraggled and exhausted, his wife could hold back her tears no longer. The Browns were joined by women from his campaign team, arms around each other in mutual grief while their men stood around bewildered, examining the paper-strewn floor and shuffling their feet with no words for their anguish.
         
 
         Jim Betts stubbed out a forbidden cigarette, tapped out a number on his portable phone and spoke urgently into the mouthpiece. Middle of nowhere, this was. Editor’s revenge, no doubt, for his announcing he was leaving for a much better job on The Globe. London beckoned. No more tedium at magistrates’ courts reporting poll tax and social security dodgers, no more penning sycophantic rubbish about visiting royals and local politicians. On The Globe he could at last write the truth, and show them all up for the hypocrites they were.
         
 
         In a corner Tom Mercer, the Natural Law Party candidate, was rummaging in a cardboard box. Beside him his wife clutched a small chocolate cake and a box of matches. ‘I’m sure I put it in here,’ he hissed. ‘Try your trousers, darling,’ she suggested hesitantly. With an impatient gesture he thrust his hand inside a trouser pocket, found the white candle he had been seeking and placed it precisely on the cake. ‘There! We’re ready,’ he breathed. Silently his wife prayed he would now go back to being a lowly clerk and forget about changing the world.
 
         Liberal Democrat Miriam Beckett was dying for a cigarette and cursed the large ‘No Smoking’ signs hung around the echoing sports hall. A stiff whisky would have gone down well too. It was two o’clock on a Friday morning and she had been without sleep since the previous Tuesday. On the day before the election she had found herself with 3,000 freshly printed leaflets and only two exhausted helpers left out of the optimistic roomful who had nominated her. The three grimly spent the hours of darkness delivering to their best areas, falling over cats, disturbing a burglar, meeting an astonished milkman as dawn broke (got his vote, for persistence if nothing else) and cursing the collapse of the centre parties. It would be a relief to get back to teaching after Easter: normality, relatively, after all this.
 
         At the BBC, a presenter was trying to get Sir Nigel Boswood to wind up so that the programme could catch the declarations from South Warmingshire, North-West Warwickshire and Hampshire South West. Boswood was enjoying himself hugely. His own result had come an hour earlier, with a comfortable 19,000 Tory majority. After a quick celebratory drink he dashed over to the studio, picking up the increasingly good news on the car radio, and was soon teasing the devastated Labour spokesman unmercifully. Regretfully he turned to the monitor.
 
         What he saw pleased him very much. Dickson had made it back in Warwickshire; done well, a good chap. Boswood remembered speaking there in Dickson’s first election campaign in 1983, when a Labour majority of 4,000 had been turned by sheer hard graft into a Tory one of 1,800. Since then Roger Dickson had consolidated himself nicely. His reward tonight was a solid 13,000 majority. Not absolutely safe, but then no seat ever was.
         
 
         Sir Percy Duff’s old seat in Hampshire was as safe as houses, of course. Bit of a worry with a new candidate, this young chap Andrew Muncastle, but the result was splendid: over 23,000 majority. Boswood even felt a tinge of jealousy. And wasn’t that old Sir Edward Muncastle hovering in the background? Must be Andrew’s grandfather, surely. Thought he was dead. 
 The only marginal seat of this batch was South Warmingshire. Another new face there, someone a bit unusual.
         
 
         In the sports hall Mike Stalker put his arm around his wife. ‘We’ve made it, darling,’ he whispered, and kissed her tousled blonde head. She smiled up at him, tears in her eyes – of excitement, tiredness, gratitude, and a strange awareness that a part of their life was changing for ever. She stepped back from him, straightened his tie and adjusted the silky blue rosette so that VOTE STALKER was horizontal once more.
 
         ‘Do I look all right?’ she asked, and he nodded: ‘You look lovely, as ever. Fresh as a daisy. I don’t know how you do it – I’m bushed.’ She glanced wistfully towards the platform. ‘We’ll have to get used to a different pace of life now, I guess. Hope we can cope.’
 
         He squeezed her hand quickly. ‘We will.’
 
         Major-General Horrocks cleared his throat and stepped forward to the microphone.
 
         ‘Ladies and Gentlemen. The result for the South Warmingshire election is as follows. I will announce the names in alphabetical order, as on the ballot paper.’
 
         ‘You are a prat, Monty,’ Mrs Horrocks muttered to herself. ‘For heaven’s sake get on with it.’
 
         ‘Beckett, Mrs M. Six thousand two hundred and thirty- six.’
 
         The only two people in the room sporting orange badges clapped vigorously. The counters, now seated at empty tables, looked round. Mrs Beckett had turned out to be pretty useless.
 
         ‘Brown, N. Twenty-nine thousand six hundred and eight votes.’ 
The Labour candidate’s wife smiled defiantly through her tears. A ragged cheer went around the hall from the red rosettes. Next time, perhaps.
         
 
         ‘Mercer, T. Two hundred and ninety-one.’
 
         A derisory booing rose from Labour supporters. The dotty parties who had enlivened matters for the punters made life much harder for those serious about politics. Had there been no third party, or fourth, Labour might have won, here and everywhere else.
 
         The Deputy Lord-Lieutenant smiled ingratiatingly at the winner. It would do no harm to be in well with the new MP. ‘Stalker, Mrs E.F.’ he boomed portentously.
 
         Elaine Stalker wanted to remember this moment for ever. Her ears tuned in to the soft whispering noises in the expectant silence around her, to the sound of papers rustling, the jostling of blue-rosetted friends gathered by the platform, the hiss of the ventilation system overhead, the isolated pop of flash bulbs, the muted crackling of a policeman’s radio, a train whistling faintly in the distance.
 
         ‘Thirty-four thousand, two hundred and sixty-six,’ Horrocks bellowed. ‘I hereby declare Mrs Elaine Stalker to be the duly elected Member of Parliament for South Warmingshire.’
 
         Unable to hide his partisanship any longer, he waved the paper over his head with a flourish, as if he were the winner and not the handsome woman in the Tory-blue suit by his side.
 
         Even the counters joined the applause, expressing not so much delight in her victory as a friendly welcome to their new Member of Parliament. All evening she had been the object of curious scrutiny. Would she win? Would she cry? Top marks for appearance: the lady would certainly make a splash with that good figure and golden blonde hair. Would she be strong enough, a woman? What did her husband think of having to play number two to his wife? She had a kid, too. Puts pressure on the family. Being a mother is hard enough without taking on a big job, away from home all the time.
 
         Elaine Stalker was itching to get down from the platform to mix with the party supporters who were vigorously shaking champagne bottles to make the corks explode. Mrs Horrocks and her ladies, stalwarts all in blue, were jumping up and down in excitement and calling her to join them. Councillor Jennings was looking so pleased she worried he might have a heart attack.
         
 
         Elaine was in a daze. She made a breathless little speech of thanks, then her beaten opponents made theirs in descending order. Now only one more candidate was left to take the floor.
 
         Tom Mercer stepped forward nervously, put his mouth too close to the microphone and began to speak, reacting in cross-eyed bewilderment as it ‘popped’ back at him. Both Tory and Labour party workers were becoming restless. Mercer flourished the cake and began fumbling with matches. He seemed to take for ever. Mrs Stalker signalled the Labour man and the two edged sideways off the platform followed by the Liberal, leaving Mercer muttering a lonely incantation over the lighted candle.
 
         Jim Betts, watching from the sidelines, took out his notebook. ‘New Tory MP walks off platform at count,’ he wrote crisply. ‘New MP Elaine Stalker snubbed fellow candidates’ – he would put in the names later –’when she stalked off the platform immediately her own result was announced, ignoring the usual courtesies. Her own party workers commented adversely about her rudeness.’ He would have to make up some suitable quotes. ‘Mrs Stalker’s behaviour augurs ill for her career in Parliament as South Warmingshire’s new MP. Perhaps her future colleagues should be warned. This lady may have to be taken down a peg or two.’ He checked his scribbling. Not bad, really. More like The Globe than his current rag. Roll on Fleet Street; roll on fame as one of the country’s best investigative reporters. The future beckoned brightly, and not only for the glamorous Mrs Stalker.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         For the last month Parliament Square had been a graveyard. Now not only was Parliament back but it seemed everyone else – businessmen, lobbyists, media persons, tourists, all the invisible hangers-on of government – had returned to London as well. Cab drivers, brows furrowed in concentration, moaned and gesticulated with vigour. Traffic in the square was noisy and aggressive, vehicles zipping impatiently from one set of traffic lights to the next, honking at a lone intrepid cyclist who wobbled out of the way. Here only the nimble and quick-witted would survive.
 
         At the square’s south-eastern corner two sets of black ironwork gates stood open, leading to the House of Commons car park. Stolid London policemen like sheepish lions guarded the entrance, amiable but watchful. At the left-hand gate, Gerry Keown ran a finger around the stiff collar of his brand-new uniform, consulted a long list of new MPs and pulled a wry face. Behind him the great clock tower glittered in the afternoon sun. Big Ben was striking two.
 
         ‘Rotten job, this. You have to learn every one.’ Constable Robin Bell, a tall, cheerful man with bushy sideburns, was the doyen of the Commons rifle team. He had been a Commons policeman twenty-four years. It was the kind of job that kept people there for life.
 
         ‘Not just their names and faces, all six hundred and fifty-one of them – and believe me, some are very obscure indeed. Secretaries as well, and research assistants. And spouses, partners, even children. That’s around two thousand people. Add the House’s own servants – clerks and library staff and refreshment department and cleaners and a few others – that makes around four thousand on a busy day. You’ll find staff all wear their ID badges religiously, the MPs expect you to know who they are and can get quite stroppy if you ask to check – even though it’s them we’re protecting. Got it?’
 
         Gerry whistled through his teeth. An inch or two shorter than Bell and much younger, he had the glossy black hair and blue-green eyes of Irish ancestry. He was not a policeman but a former prison officer. A month ago he had joined the Metropolitan Police’s own security force used to augment routine police operations around the Palace of Westminster.
 
         ‘Bit different to security at Broadmoor. We didn’t have nearly so many comings and goings.’
 
         Robin Bell laughed. Keown would be teased many times about the obvious similarity between the nation’s highest security hospital for dangerous nutters and some of the crackpots going through these portals. ‘It can be a bit of a madhouse here too. Wait till the first day, the election of the Speaker: everyone will be in to vote, the lot.’
         
 
         A jostling crowd, cameras and autograph books at the ready, stood on the pavement eagerly trying to spot famous faces. Gawpers and police eyed each other amicably enough. As each vehicle drew close its identity was carefully checked. Within very recent memory a plain white van had casually parked just down Whitehall. A police officer had begun strolling down to investigate. In a trice the roof slid back and mortar bombs were lobbed straight across the road at the Cabinet Office. Fortunately the aim was a fraction out. One exploded in the garden of No. 10, showering Cabinet and Prime Minister with broken glass and forcing them to take cover under the Cabinet table. The IRA again, an ever-present threat to all MPs and ministers. Security was no laughing matter.
 
         In one corner a battered blue car, still forlornly sporting campaign stickers, was being packed by a disconsolate man in a tweed jacket. He was patted on the shoulder by erstwhile colleagues and then forgotten. Within a month he would sign on the dole and discover that nine modestly successful years as an MP qualified him for nothing.
 
         A sleek grey chauffeur-driven Jaguar with two back-seat passengers paused briefly before sweeping inside and turning left into the shadows of Speaker’s Court. The police knew its key occupant just by glancing at the number plate: the Right Honourable Sir Nigel Boswood MP, reappointed as Secretary of State for the Environment, his rubicund face looking jolly pleased with life, as well it might.
 
         Nigel tweaked his distinctive bow-tie and amused himself by waving graciously from the elbow, like the Queen. He was rewarded as two pressmen obligingly set off flashes in his face. At his side his private secretary, civil servant grade 5 Martin Chadwick, suppressed his annoyance. He didn’t know why the fool bothered; tomorrow’s papers would have no room for an old-timer probably in his last Cabinet post. Instead the front pages would be filled with pictures of the delectable new women appointees, the first into the Cabinet in over a decade, who had posed for the cameras all morning.
 
         Nigel’s cheerful demeanour concealed mixed feelings. A large number of seats had been lost. This was the hardest, physically the most crushing election he had taken part in since entering Parliament at a by-election thirty years before. He was getting too old for this game. Of course winning against the odds was wonderful: to retain power, to be asked to carry on, to gain the country’s backing in these tough times. Thank heaven it was all over – things would improve now. That Britain in the uncertain nineties would be guided by people like himself made Boswood feel thoroughly comforted.
 
         Roger Dickson was equally relaxed as he took the escalator from the car park. One hand stayed nonchalantly in his pocket; the other carried no more than a Financial Times opened at the page where its editor grovelled over his previous day’s call to vote Labour.
         
 
         The place smelled just the same, a mixture of dust and ancient stone and mildew and leather and fear and the whiff of an old cigar, yet it felt as if he had been away years, not a mere three weeks. He walked through the Members’ cloakroom to see if the named pegs, for all the world like a school, had been reallocated yet. For centuries each MP had placed his sword here in a silken loop, for in this House issues were fought with sharp words. Modern loops, perhaps appropriately, were made of red tape. Then he turned left past vaulted damp cloisters where a dozen MPs would work cheek by jowl and took the stairs two at a time into Members’ Lobby. On the way he glanced at faces, stopping to swap congratulations and anecdotes with MPs in his own party, while not neglecting to nod agreeably at the other side.
 
         Dickson understood the arduous feat of memory facing security staff. If he were confirmed in his job as a whip he faced a similar task in getting to know all the MPs. Like the police, he maintained a private system based on acute and often irreverent observation. Already ‘dirty fingernails’ and ‘concertina trousers’ had appeared mentally beside two names, with ‘pink wig’ against a third. ‘Hunchback of Notre-Dame’ and ‘looks mad’ would follow. He needed more than their faces. Whips, the government’s own policemen, had to become acquainted with all their supporters’ foibles, preferences, proclivities and secret telephone numbers, their special friends, sworn enemies and lovers old and new, and know when and how to use this hotchpotch of information to the government’s advantage.
         
 
         Dickson did not expect to be hearing from the Prime Minister in the current reshuffle. He enjoyed being a whip, and had said so on the phone to the Chief Whip. This time he could expect promotion to senior whip with the fancy title of ‘Lord Commissioner of the Treasury’, a bigger desk and a respectable pay rise.
 
         John Major once called the whips’ office ‘the last secure den in western Europe’. Whips were not appointed by the Prime Minister but by themselves in cabal, arguing wickedly about who would fit, who should be encouraged, who ignored. No woman MP had ever been invited to join them.
 
         Dickson headed first for the whips’ room off Members’ Lobby. Years ago it was the fiefdom of flying men and colonels distinguished in the war, although the terminology –’whippers in’ – came from hunting. The atmosphere then was like an officers’ mess: hearty, sharp, brutal and cunning. These days it was more like the prefects’ study in a public school. Government whips must get the government’s business through, by whatever means necessary, but no one forgot that there were carrots as well as sticks. The Chief Whip’s other title is ‘Patronage Secretary’. He it is who, using knowledge gleaned over months and years by his team, makes recommendations as to position, prestige and power – who should serve on important committees, who gets a better office, who goes on all-expenses-paid overseas trips (‘jollies’), who gets promotion, who the sack. The Chief Whip will even help write appropriately oleaginous resignation letters, if the numbed signatory so wishes. In the Chief’s room there is blood on the carpet, but far more under it. Nothing goes on in the Palace of Westminster that the whips don’t know about; or, at least, so they think.
 
         Thus Roger Dickson, temperament admirably suited to the task, was delighted to continue. He was part of the knowing aristocracy of the House. He had no desire just yet to become junior minister in charge of stray dogs, mouthing trivialities in an empty Chamber at midnight and signing ministerial letters by the red box-load.
 
         Dickson turned back into Members’ Lobby. He recognised Andrew Muncastle, whose grandfather, Sir Edward Muncastle, had been a Member also, serving in Macmillan’s government. Andrew was tall, fair, clean-shaven, pleasant-looking. Dickson searched for a distinguishing feature but found none; the man might be difficult to remember. No such problems with Elaine Stalker. Dickson had heard a lot about Mrs Stalker and was curious to meet her. That bright lively face had been instantly recognisable since her first fiery speech at Party Conference two years ago, before she was even on the candidates’ list. He recalled the incident vividly. Pleading for more help for the former Communist countries of eastern Europe, she took out a vast pair of scissors and shredded a Soviet flag, complete with hammer and sickle, to huge cheers and a standing ovation. To do it so effectively in the four minutes allotted for floor speeches must have entailed hours of practice. Delegates had loved every moment. Most of her future parliamentary colleagues quietly disapproved. Showmanship and headline grabbing, however valuable in a democratic society, were still regarded as talents rather beneath MPs. Especially since most were pretty hopeless at such skills themselves.
 
         Elaine Stalker was the shortest in the group, even wearing high-heeled shoes. She was striking in appearance, Dickson noted, almost conventionally good-looking with well-defined features and clear skin, an oval face with strong cheekbones, blonde hair in a great halo round her head – very well assembled. Pretty hands, emphasising her speech. Bold Butler & Wilson pearl earrings and a matching brooch on her smart blue suit piped in white, all saying emphatically, ‘Tory woman MP’. Women’s styles still bore the impact of Margaret Thatcher’s tastes. It would be years before a woman MP could wear anything but a tailored suit and be taken seriously at the same time. Elaine Stalker would be in her thirties, a year or two older than Andrew Muncastle. A year or three younger than himself. In Roger Dickson’s fertile brain the lady was promptly marked down as a new Member well worth getting to know.
         
 
         ‘I’m Roger Dickson. I’m one of the whips. Welcome to Westminster, all of you.’
 
         The little group turned to him respectfully. Members of the same party shake hands only once, on first meeting. After that, superstition sets in: if two members shake hands, one will lose at the next election. Roger told them the legend and was entertained as Elaine’s eyes shone in disbelief. ‘But that won’t bother me. I would expect to kiss most of my colleagues, once I get to know them of course.’ She looked up at him mischievously. She had hazel eyes, candid, friendly. ‘Does the rule still apply?’
 
         ‘I don’t think so, but I should be careful who you start kissing around here!’ Roger replied easily. ‘From what I can see, the Labour people have really smartened up their act and look just like us these days. Make sure you know who you are cuddling up to, Elaine. Here endeth the first lesson.’
 
         ‘I’ll bear that in mind, and who gave it too, Roger.’ Elaine fixed the name of this tall man firmly in her mind. Roger Dickson. An air of quiet, effective power. Must go and look him up in the library – he would be in Who’s Who already, whereas new arrivals would have to wait till the following year. She wanted the exchange to continue. ‘Now tell us about the first day: what happens? Is it going to be exciting?’
         
 
         There had been a slight atmosphere, just for a second. Andrew Muncastle, head bent, had been shifting his feet while the two had flirted so briefly and innocently. Dickson found himself slightly irritated by Muncastle. If that was all this alluring woman ever got up to, in the Lobby or elsewhere, she would do no harm and brighten many lives. Cold fish were far more trouble.
 
         ‘Our first task is to elect our Speaker, who will then serve us for the whole of this Parliament,’ Roger explained. The two new MPs were instantly attentive, like children on their first day at school. Dickson squared his shoulders proudly. ‘It looks like there might be a real contest this time; you may even be voting, which hasn’t happened in years. It’s usually a member of the winning side. The problem is that there are five candidates on our side and none will stand down in favour of any other. Labour have settled on Betty Boothroyd, the Deputy Speaker. Their vote is solid. But the multiplicity of names means possibly more than one vote.’
 
         How very gratifying. Andrew and Elaine were hanging on to every word, as was right and proper. Other new Members had gathered around to listen. Few recognised Dickson, who as a whip was little known outside the Palace of Westminster. Yet it was clear from his stance and manner, even from a distance, that he was a person of some importance. Long after this day every detail of their first contacts in this extraordinary place – who spoke to them, what was said, the strange schoolboyish atmosphere overlaid on the dazed pleasure at having made it here at last – would be burned into their brains. Roger was enjoying his appreciative audience no less. Nine years since first entering Parliament, he felt a veteran at last.
 
         ‘The first nominated will be one of ours, but to make things easier for you all the first vote will be for or against Miss Boothroyd. Only if she fails to get a majority will we vote on anyone else. If she fails we go to the next one, and so on.’
         
 
         Elaine Stalker was fascinated. ‘Will she win?’
 
         ‘Only if people like us vote for her,’ Andrew Muncastle butted in. ‘That’s right, isn’t it? She needs our support, and I for one am not starting my career by voting for a Labour Member.’
 
         Roger allowed himself to sound worldly-wise. ‘I do assure you that party whips are not applied for this vote, officially or otherwise. You may vote as you wish. We have of course taken soundings, as you would expect, but in terms of creating a unified front we got absolutely nowhere. Now if you have no more questions I must go and find my secretary and start answering my mail. You’ll do the same if you have any sense.’
         
 
         Andrew nodded stiffly and took his advice. People drifted away. Elaine watched surreptitiously, head on one side like a bird, as Dickson’s tall, broad-shouldered figure strolled down the library corridor. He walked as if he owned the place. It would be strange to be surrounded by men like that who meant to impress, men who checked their appearance in the mirror every morning.
 
         
            Monday 27th April
 The House being met; and it being the first day of the meeting of this Parliament, pursuant to Proclamation, the Members repaired to their seats. 
 A Commission having been read for opening and holding the Parliament, the Lords 
 Commissioners directed the House to proceed to the Election of a Speaker, and to present him tomorrow for the Royal Approbation…
            

         
 
         Elaine read her Hansard in puzzled appreciation. She had been warned but in the rush she had forgotten to come in early. She had no desire to share the gallery with the public on this special day for the election of the new Speaker, so shoulder to shoulder with a hundred other MPs she jostled at the crowded entry to the Chamber, at the spot she already knew was called, confusingly, the Bar of the House.
 
         It was immediately apparent that basic football-terrace skills were essential, otherwise she was in danger of being crushed or, at best, dwarfed by male heads raised above her own. With the aid of a judiciously sharp elbow and many gasped apologies she wriggled her way to the front. There at least she could see, even if her best new yellow suit was becoming crumpled and her feet beginning to hurt.
 
         There was another unexpected hazard of such proximity to colleagues. Behind her, harrumphing to himself, an expression of aristocratic disinterest on his face, stood a Conservative Scottish MP of uncertain age. He was running his hand over her back, up and round, into the curve of her spine and then dangerously close to her rump, as if exploring a piece of prime Aberdeen Angus. When Elaine half twisted round to glare, the man offered an insolent leer.
 
         ‘Load of bloody rubbish!’ The remark came from a small man at her side.
 
         ‘Beg pardon?’ Saying anything politely in this heaving mass was difficult. Somehow she had expected her first few moments in Parliament to be more dignified.
 
         Keith Quin, Labour MP for Manchester Canalside, gestured with a free hand. ‘All this! Lords Commissioners, the Royal Approbation, doffing three-cornered hats, waves of the magic wand, Black Rod … all nonsensical flummery. The message is that the Lords, right up to Queenie herself, have to approve the appointment of the person who’s the highest commoner in the land. This is a democracy. We need serious constitutional reform. It should all go.’
 
         ‘Nonsense.’ Elaine was intrigued at this, to her, new example of the political animal. ‘It’s all harmless and part of our history. And the tourists love it.’
 
         ‘It’s all a constant assertion that democracy here is a new arrival and on sufferance from those who really govern, the hierarchy, the inherited law-givers down the way, that bunch of chancers in fancy dress you’ve been gawping at.’ The Labour MP glowered unconvincingly.
 
         ‘And did you put all that in your manifesto?’ enquired Elaine, feigning innocence.
 
         ‘Might have done better if we had.’ The man gloomily contemplated serried ranks of Tory Englishmen.
 
         Behind her the exploring hand was at it again, lower down this time. Elaine bowed her head and considered her feet, took careful aim, and then quietly ground her high heel into the brogued foot behind her. She was gratified to hear a muffled sob as the pressure on her back eased.
 
         ‘It’s not as if anyone takes it all seriously,’ she averred, as if nothing had happened. She was learning fast. ‘After all, these traditions are all on the surface. It doesn’t get in the way of running a modern country. Does it?’
         
 
         In the absence of a Speaker, the Father of the House took the chair and called two distinguished Conservative backbenchers to propose their candidate, a popular Tory grandee.
 
         Something jarred on Elaine. She was listening carefully, half leaning on Quin, and heard him snort. What were Sir Michael and Sir Thomas saying?
 
         ‘The office of Speaker, once secured, is all-powerful in this Chamber. Therefore, proposing who shall be the next Speaker is a perilous enterprise. I am all too well aware that if I get this wrong I may never catch the Speaker’s eye again.’
 
         That seemed a bit precious. Was that the approved style?
 
         ‘The office of Speaker is the loneliest job in Parliament. Its holder is required to sacrifice that camaraderie which means so much to the rest of us. My Right Honourable Friend whom I am proposing today is steeped in the traditions of this place. He would bring dignity, wit and erudition to the exercise of the office and the stature to ensure firm handling of our often stormy debates…’
 
         No, it wasn’t that which jarred. These words were fine. She was listening intently. A hand on her waist squeezed gently, briefly. She looked around in annoyance again, then relaxed. It was Roger Dickson. His sharp eyes had observed her defending herself from the ruffian behind. Without any show or fuss, using whip’s authority, he had moved the offender out of the way. Now he lounged unconcernedly, but close enough to protect her.
 
         Sir Thomas was seconding the motion. ‘My Right Honourable Friend would be impartial between the parties. He would make an admirable and excellent Speaker. Without wishing to sound impertinent, my Right Honourable Friend also looks the part. Indeed he is famous for his bushy eyebrows. His qualities will stand him in good stead.’
 
         Looks the part? What does that mean? What is a Speaker supposed to look like? Elaine took a long, hard look at the large, embarrassed, kindly man whose name was being put forward and who in a moment would be called to indicate his assent to nomination. Of course he looks the part. He’s a bloke.
 
         She turned her head and found her face a few inches from Roger’s. He smelled faintly of Imperial Leather soap and wore no aftershave.
 
         Suddenly she was angry. Looked the part indeed. Since when were eyebrows a qualification for anything? Her vote had been undecided up to that point. If Boothroyd impressed, however, Elaine would go into the lobby with Labour and hang the consequences.
 
         Quin was snorting again as the Tory candidate rose to his feet.
 
         ‘I am grateful to my Honourable Friends who have proposed and seconded me in terms much more generous than I warrant. Confronted with such a litany of perfection, I shall essay, but not achieve, the standard of humility set by King Lobengula of the Matabele, whose first loyal address to Queen Victoria began with the words, “We who are but as the lice on the edge of Your Majesty’s blanket…’” 
 The House enjoyed that. The contest was far from over.
         
 
         ‘My father entered Parliament when I was four years of age; he sat in both Houses. Both my parents sat in the Upper House. My first visit here was at the age of nine. My ancestor was Member for the City of London, which is part of my constituency, and was Speaker also. He lasted five weeks in the summer of 1554 in the reign of Bloody Mary before deciding that discretion was the better part of valour… A candidate must also be confident that his spouse understands what will be involved in the roles that both will need to play. My wife has experienced the life of a minister’s wife and has a willing understanding of the role that falls to a Speaker’s wife.’
 
         Quin and Stalker, standing shoulder to shoulder, mused on different aspects. ‘All sounds like very good reasons for not electing him,’ the socialist muttered. ‘We don’t want to encourage the impression that there are hereditary rights to the highest offices in the land.’
         
 
         Elaine thought about the bewildered little boy the nominee must once have been. Only four years old when his parent became an MP. No one to say: You should not leave your child; he is too young. A wonderful wife who knows the role. Miss Boothroyd lacks this useful little extra. How nice it would be to have such a wife. Most of these men here had these priceless assets; she wondered if they were appreciated.
 
         Roger Dickson leaned forward. It was comforting but also strangely exciting, having him close behind her like this. ‘Now for some fun – it’s Betty’s turn to be nominated.’
 
         The Right Honourable John Biffen, Tory, and the Honourable Mrs Dunwoody, Labour, championed their preference.
 
         Then a handsome woman of sixty-two in a dark-red silk dress rose to her feet. On her appointment as Deputy Speaker five years before, Miss Boothroyd had been asked by a cheeky Member, recalling her theatrical background, how she should be addressed. ‘Call me Madam’ was the acid rejoinder. At the Bar of the House, Members shushed and nudged each other.
 
         ‘I have been a Member for nearly twenty years. For me, the House of Commons has never been just a career: it is my life. I have never sought, and I have never expected to occupy, one of the great offices of government. I say to you, elect me for what I am, not for what I was born.’
 
         Again Quin and Stalker reacted differently. The socialist whispered once again, ‘Not for what I was born.’ Not from birth, Betty. No birthright. Nothing taken for granted. No childhood spent in the gallery watching Daddy; her teenage years were spent as a Tiller girl, a high-kicking dancer on the West End stage, working in her spare time for the League of Labour Youth.
 
         Elaine noted sadly a life devoted to politics – never marrying, no children. Was it really so impossible to be a woman MP and yet like millions of other women have a husband and children too? What had she let herself in for? Was she expecting too much of herself, and, if so, what was most at risk of failure – her career or her married life?
 
         It was time: the division was called on Miss Boothroyd. Talking noisily and thrilled at their own importance, MPs streamed towards their chosen voting lobby as the bells rang. Roger was heading towards the ‘Noes’. Elaine did not hesitate. Boldly she turned the other way. Looks, indeed. Bushy eyebrows, no less. Because she’s a woman. My life. Not for what I was born.
 
         It was an exhilarating relief to find she was not alone. Instead more than seventy Tories traipsed through the ‘Ayes’ doors, joining colleagues from all the other parties.
 
         By 372 votes to 238, the Commons elected as their 155th Speaker the first woman in all its 700 years’ existence.
 
         As the result was announced a huge roar went up. All the MPs, including the government, joined in a spontaneous and unprecedented standing ovation. Roger Dickson was on his feet, clapping and cheering lustily, looking pleased his side had lost. Reasserting tradition, the Speaker-elect allowed herself to be dragged laughing and feigning reluctance to the Chair, for seven of her predecessors had lost their heads opposing tyrannical monarchs and the job was still no picnic.
 
         Smoothly, the system glided into action and the real powers of the land asserted themselves. The first speech of congratulations was made by the Prime Minister, who had not voted. Backbenchers had had their moment of glory and attention; order was now restored. Prime-time television switched quickly from the glories of the Commons to Neighbours.
         
 
         Elaine felt strangely empty as she turned away.
 
         
             

         
 
         In the corridor outside the tea room Andrew was stopped by a great slap on the back which nearly knocked him flying. He returned a half-hearted greeting. Martin Clarke had been a prefect at Harrow School and Andrew his fag. In those days the little boy had been terrified of a clip around the ear if Clarke’s shoes were not polished or the toast was burnt, but it reassured him now to be able to look down on his senior’s sandy pate and note a growing bald patch.
         
 
         ‘Well, I must say it’s jolly good to see you,’ Clarke began.
 
         Andrew was less sure, but he relaxed and nodded. Clarke had entered Parliament five years ago and was a wealthy, cheerful lightweight.
 
         ‘I have a proposition for you, Andrew old chap. Now you know that a lot of what goes on in Westminster doesn’t go on in the Chamber at all, don’t you? The real negotiations take place upstairs, or round the dinner table, in more salubrious surroundings altogether. Anyway, a group of us like to meet regularly. Support each other in debates, backbench committees, that sort of thing. We call ourselves the “Snakes and Ladders” – because of the ups and downs of political life, geddit? Dinner at the Beefsteak Club most Monday nights – good traditional nosh. Occasionally we’ll invite a senior face to join us, all very private but useful. About thirty of us. You interested?’
 
         ‘I’m not a member there. Would that be a problem?’
 
         ‘No, no. We’ll put you up for membership but it’s not necessary. Oh, and females banned, so the talk is serious. Next Monday at seven thirty? If there’s a vote at ten we arrange plenty of cabs to get us back, so we can drink too. I think you’ll fit in very well. Welcome to the club, Muncastle. Good to have you on board.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Mike Stalker was on the phone from New York. ‘How did it go? We were watching it here on CNN. I looked for you but there was such a crowd. How does it feel now you’ve voted for the first time?’
 
         ‘Oh, I can’t tell you. It’s all so big and noisy and pushy and competitive – not what I expected, yet a hell of a lot more wonderful. Physically it’s a real surprise – everything is smaller, more cramped, more crowded than it looks on screen. There is always somebody breathing down your neck. And, Mike, the working conditions are awful, a real letdown. The office I’ve been offered has hardly room to swing a cat, but it was made clear I was damn lucky to get one at all so early. If I want a bigger one I’ll have to share. Worse than being at school.’
 
         Across the ocean Michael Stalker, senior pilot for British Airways, tucked into a giant room-service steak. ‘Talking of school, how is Karen? You heard from her?… The new term seems to have got off to a good start. Give her my love. Must go now. See you … when? … I have another trip to Lagos at the weekend… A week on Friday, then. Take care. Lots of love.’
         
 
         Mike’s transatlantic phone calls always sounded like rapidly written postcards or staccato conversations with air traffic control. Elaine yearned suddenly for a mature, intricate conversation with him. It was a pity he was not really interested in politics, though his loving indulgence towards her made up for lack of involvement. Most husbands would not have put up with her long absences and total preoccupation with work. My life. She picked up the phone again and dialled Karen’s boarding school.
 
         Miss Karen Stalker, aged almost fourteen, unwound her legs from the common room’s battered sofa, sauntered into the corridor and picked up the dangling receiver. She pretended nonchalance but in reality she was immensely proud and old enough to realise the extraordinary barriers her mother had leapt. Mum had explained the fascination of Parliament and why it was not enough, nowhere near enough, to stay at home as a councillor or a magistrate or chairman of the school governors.
 
         Karen had been sour, and a little jealous. ‘You’ll have to do what the whips tell you. We’ve been looking at political parties in general studies at school. I had to write an essay on whether they work against democracy. I reckoned the answer’s yes.’
 
         It would have been more of a blow if her brainy, mixed-up daughter had been interested only in Slash, Megadeath and The Cure. If she was a bit of a rebel, a little critical and unwilling to take advice, those were modest faults she shared with her mother.
         
 
         After exams Karen would be free for a few days. The school required her to find something useful to do which could be entered on her record as ‘work experience’. Without a second thought Elaine arranged a Commons pass so that the girl could come and work for her. It was to be a fateful arrangement.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            

         
 
         The best club in London was back in business. The Members’ Dining Room, one of the grandest rooms in the dowdier Commons end of the Palace of Westminster, was beginning to fill up. Conservative Members seated themselves at small tables near the entrance under portraits of Pitt, Walpole and Speaker Onslow; Liberal Democrats disported around a single oval table in the centre, dwarfed by the cold buffet; Labour dominated the far end of the room, under the beady eyes of Gladstone and Disraeli. A few privileged servants of the House – the Serjeant-at-Arms in black knee-breeches and silver-buckled pumps, the Clerk bewhiskered, but without his powdered wig – were also sliding in, like family retainers permitted by virtue of age and distinction to eat near but not with the masters. The atmosphere, as always on a busy night with a three-line whip, was noisy, jovial, macho.
         
 
         Most of the females in the room were black-skirted waitresses, scurrying around with plates of lentil soup and stuffed eggs, strands of hair escaping across damp brows. Elaine hesitated inside the polished oak doors leading from Lower Waiting Hall. Despite the fact that she was never timid about walking into a pub on her own, it was not easy simply to saunter in.
 
         A hand on her arm made her jump. Sir Nigel Boswood’s kindly face smiled down at her.
 
         ‘This your first time here?’
 
         She nodded, a trifle miserably. None of the faces was familiar, except from television. The thought of approaching such exotic strangers and perhaps being rebuffed left her unexpectedly shy. Obviously there were rules and expectations about the seating plan – but what? Her companion seemed to sense her discomfort.
 
         ‘Well: I’m Nigel Boswood, and I would be honoured if you would join me. You’re Elaine Stalker, aren’t you? Congratulations on winning, and welcome to the madhouse. We don’t save seats – not good form; we go to the nearest vacant, or start a new foursome. I suggest we do just that.’ He put a guiding hand on her elbow and led her to an empty table. As he did so Andrew Muncastle walked in, also hesitating on the threshold, but using his height to search for acquaintances. Boswood caught his eye and waved him over. One new boy or two, it was evidently all the same to him. The table was completed as Roger Dickson paused at the spare chair and asked if he might join them. Dickson was likely to be the government whip for the Department of the Environment in the new session and would be working closely with Boswood. The two established Members exchanged easy eye contact and a light smile, nothing too forceful, yet the authoritative style common to both announced clearly that these were important persons and to be treated with due deference.
 
         A waiter hovered as Boswood examined the new menu and wine list.
 
         ‘At last, my dears, we are repairing the ravages of Mr Maxwell,’ Sir Nigel announced grandly. ‘Respectable wines have finally reappeared. Do you know what that man did, may he rot in hell?’
 
         Robert Maxwell had once been an MP and chairman of the Commons catering committee. Elaine tried the eye contact plus smile trick and was amused as Boswood winked back.
 
         ‘Let me explain. Inevitably this place runs at a loss. Cap’n Bob cured the deficit all right, by the simple expedient of selling off virtually the entire wine cellar at knock-down prices – mostly to himself and his friends. He then resold what he didn’t drink, and made quite a killing.’
 
         Dead men can’t sue. Elaine suppressed a giggle. ‘But now, Sir Nigel, all is well?’
 
         ‘Ah, yes.’
 
         Nigel enjoyed talking to women and they warmed naturally to him, sensing in his courtesy that he sought nothing but friendship, and that he had no secret agenda. Minds and personalities mattered more to Boswood than gender or appearances. When he could choose, he had no truck with masculine games, be it with women or with men. Now, relief at winning the election was mingled with regret that this would probably be his last Parliament, the last time he could show off to a new intake.
         
 
         ‘Indeed. The financial problems were resolved by putting the catering staff on the main payroll. All we have to pay for is the food. So we’re in surplus at last, my dears!’
 
         Elaine wryly sipped a slimline tonic. It had not occurred to her, tramping in the rain around South Warmingshire, that checking out a wine guide might have been worthwhile preparation for entering Westminster.
 
         ‘It’s very hard to explain to constituents why we should have subsidised canteens,’ Andrew Muncastle murmured. He had been listening, and disapproving. He preferred a pint of bitter and was unhappy at the conspiratorial way Sir Nigel was talking.
 
         ‘Then don’t try.’ Roger Dickson sensed the man’s unease. This chap would not be the first to start his career as an uninformed puritan. Reality usually intervened before long.
 
         ‘They won’t moan if you give them value for money, dear boy,’ Boswood boomed. ‘Just bear in mind that you would be substantially better paid in this year of grace as the manager of the Virgin Music megastore in Oxford Street. The nation has its priorities.’
 
         His remark produced rueful guffaws and lightened the atmosphere. Andrew unbent a little, and began to tell a self-effacing tale of canvassing in his constituency. As polite attention turned to him, Elaine examined the menu. It was all in English, was indeed entitled ‘Bill of Fare’; the carte at the Mother of Parliaments should not be in French, however much it irritated the chef. She relished the choices: grilled grey mullet with lemon and oregano, or braised quail on a bed of red cabbage with raspberry vinegar, or curry with basmati rice, or roast pork with apricot stuffing, all for £4 each. Swordfish steak with garlic and tomato concassé sauce came for £8.45, breast of guinea fowl with cranberries and brandy at £6. A sweet or cheese could be had for 85p, coffee to follow was only 20p. The linen was crisp and white, the cutlery only slightly smeared, the gold-crested crockery distinguished, the service slapdash but friendly. Value for money. No wonder the place was full.
         
 
         ‘If you two are looking for advice, I would suggest you dine in here a couple of times a week, and certainly don’t go a week without,’ Dickson suggested as the starters arrived. Both he and Elaine had chosen duck terrine; Andrew Muncastle was sipping consommé, while Boswood tucked into a shellfish soup with yoghurt and brandy. The chef was certainly liberal with the brandy bottle. ‘There are key places where you’ll get all the gossip: here; the tea room; the Smoking Room next door, to some extent. The bars downstairs are always crowded. Avoid Annie’s Bar unless you want to be a “Rentaquote” – that’s the hang-out of press-gallery journalists. If you’re tempted to say something to them it’s safer to pick up a private phone. If your remarks are likely to be hostile to the government I’d rather you say them to me instead. The Strangers’ Bar, down by the kiosk, is dubbed “the Kremlin” since the clientele are mainly old-time northern socialists. It’s the only spot in the whole Palace with decent beer – casks of Federation Bitter are trundled down from Newcastle upon Tyne every week. They’re a matey lot provided you don’t mind a smoky masculine atmosphere.’
 
         Dickson made the place sound more congenial, less mysterious. Elaine made a mental note to give the Kremlin a miss. He was watching her, head on one side, trying to assess her reactions. The conversation was evidently all part of an elaborate quadrille. She wished someone would tell her the rules.
 
         She asked, ‘That takes care of the evenings. What about lunchtime? If I accept all the invitations to lunch I’m receiving I shall be enormous in no time.’
 
         ‘No such thing as a free lunch.’ Dickson’s plate was deftly removed and replaced with a generous helping of pork. Elaine busied herself with a fillet steak and salad. Muncastle, as if scared of the pleasures of the table, chose cold meat from the buffet. Alongside the other, richer food the slices looked dry and forlorn. Dickson continued, gravely: ‘Beware of organisations which ply you with smoked salmon, then tell you they’re skint and need your help to lobby for more taxpayers’ money.’
 
         Talk languished as the diners concentrated on the meal. At last Boswood dabbed his lips with his napkin and burped very gently. He gestured at Elaine. ‘And if you’re the star at the lunch, as no doubt you will be before long, remember that even if you’re not speaking you’ll be performing. Be warm to people, make their day memorable for the simple fact of having sat next to you. You’re always on duty – there’s always somebody watching you.’
         
 
         Watching her. Dickson was watching her, and not pretending. His gaze was disconcerting, yet not unpleasant. Her own reaction puzzled her. She felt an unwonted obligation to perform for the men at the table, directing her remarks at Boswood as the most senior, largely ignoring Andrew Muncastle but not avoiding Roger Dickson’s eye. That would have been impossible: every time she raised her own eyes from her plate he was looking at her, as if it were his right.
 
         Elaine mused, ‘This job is rapidly metamorphosing into something quite different to what I imagined it would be. This place too.’
 
         ‘But are you enjoying it?’ Boswood looked like a benign Father Thames, ebullient, at ease. He was a little flushed after the wine, the bottle now standing empty.
 
         ‘Hugely. It’s just that it takes some getting used to.’
 
         Muncastle agreed cautiously. Elaine regarded him more directly. It would help to tick his name off as somebody she had met, even though in manner and appearance he was, to say the least, unmemorable. Tall and fair, pleasant-looking but with a little frown-mark between the eyes: a mixture of formality and uncertainty. At that point Muncastle, who had declined coffee, rose to his feet as if the conversation were not quite to his taste and asked for his bill. He turned to Boswood.
 
         ‘I don’t think I want to know the tricks just yet, Sir Nigel. My voters already think I’m on the gravy train, simply by being here. I think I’d like them to stay wrong a while longer.’
 
         Boswood heaved to his feet with a regretful sigh. ‘I too must take my leave: my boxes await.’ He bent over Elaine’s hand and to her delight kissed it, then swept off with an elegant waddle.
 
         ‘I like him,’ Elaine said, nodding at Boswood’s receding rump. Dickson agreed. ‘He’s a lovely man. One of the old school. Got in because of his connections, got on because he was competent, still there because everyone likes him. He always turns in a thorough and reliable job. Yet a chap like that would have trouble these days getting past a selection committee.’
 
         ‘Why? Skeletons in the cupboard?’
 
         ‘No, not at all; his personal life is impeccable, as far as I know. His background, I mean. Essex man would be suspicious of a tenth baronet. Inverted snobbery fills this place with used-car salesmen and estate agents instead of men with class like Nigel.’
 
         Elaine stirred her coffee. ‘That’s a remarkably snobbish remark, Roger. You surprise me. Aren’t we the party of new wealth? Weren’t we represented too long by chaps with breeding but no brains? Surely it all changed when Mrs Thatcher came in.’
 
         ‘How short memories are, Mrs Stalker!’ Roger enjoyed an argument. ‘You forget that Ted Heath was the first party leader to be elected rather than emerging from that Smoking Room next door. Margaret didn’t change anything: she just made self-made men proud. My point is that there is less room left for good, decent types like Boswood, men with no axe to grind, not on the make, who understand precisely what noblesse oblige means – that inherited position and the security of not having to earn a living confer obligation, in his case public service.’
         
 
         Dickson’s expression was friendly and encouraging. Under her lashes Elaine checked him out, trying to hide her interest, yet immediately conscious that he knew. His features were regular, the hair above the ears silvering lightly. In a fleeting examination she could not see what colour his eyes were, and chided herself for wanting to know. He wore a small signet ring, but no wedding ring; the cufflinks on a plain shirt were green and gold with the House of Commons portcullis. The effect was sober but stylish, and utterly masculine.
 
         His manner suggested he was in no hurry either and would welcome further conversation. Elaine was not reluctant. To give herself time to think she played with her coffee. When she turned to the whip her expression was thoughtful and a little puzzled.
         
 
         ‘You appear to be saying that, for most of us, there’s a choice between being nice and being effective. But we can’t be both. Is that right?’
 
         ‘I’m not sure how to answer that. Of course it’s possible, as Nigel himself shows. But he does seem to be an exception, which suggests there is a rule. Competence in politics, particularly among ministers, requires hard talking and frequently unpopular decisions. If you’re too soft to do that you’re in the wrong job, period. You need ambition, not just for a sense of direction but to keep you going when times get rough. Promotions don’t just happen, Elaine. This is a fiercely competitive place. Yet there are unspoken rules, within these walls. For example: you’re a clever girl, but take care not to show that you know it.’
 
         Elaine raised an eyebrow and made as if to protest, then thought better of it. Dickson was toying with a spoon, turning it over and over, as if the words he wanted to say were written in the curve of its bowl.
 
         ‘Don’t take that badly. There’s always a great deal of undeserved criticism, from the public, from the press, but worst of all from our own side. It can be very hard to take and perhaps a thick skin is essential, which can make the nicest person seem arrogant or insensitive. Yet you must go on feeling, somehow – about one constituent’s little problem, or about some poor child dying in the desert ten thousand miles away; if you never bleed, how can you understand others who bleed?’
 
         He stopped suddenly; he had been musing almost to himself. Elaine was silent. The staff were beginning to look at the clock. Dickson shrugged, as if shaking off a heavy hand on his shoulder. He put the spoon down and smiled at her sheepishly.
 
         ‘Now then, Mrs Stalker. I will pass on the advice that wise old crow Attlee offered the young Roy Mason on his arrival in this place: “Specialise, and stay out of the bars.” The glorious Miss Boothroyd, whom you so admire, was given different guidance by Labour Chief Whip Bob Mellish nearly twenty years ago: “Keep your trap shut, girl, and you will get on.” No doubt you would bridle at such chauvinist suggestions. Betty certainly did, though on the whole she obeyed them. And, lastly, remember the three occupational hazards of being an MP: the three As. Do you know what they are?’
 
         Elaine shook her head, eyes bright with amusement.
 
         ‘Arrogance, alcoholism and adultery. As long as you succumb to only one, you’ll survive.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Roger Dickson still felt uneasy as he crossed the tiled floor of Members’ Lobby to return to the whips’ office. The light-hearted banter with Elaine Stalker troubled him, for it had quickly turned into a more probing discussion, and this in a place whose Members refrain from examining their motivations too deeply for fear of what they might find. Certainly there was a conflict between being nice and effective, for individuals, ministers, governments. Politicians were required to make promises which could not be kept. They were supposed to know all the answers in a world of shifting uncertainty. The man who responded truthfully ‘I don’t know’ would be sidelined very quickly. He compromised, daily, as a whip, and counted it a success to survive without ruffling feathers. But Elaine Stalker clearly did not think that was enough.
 
         Roger sighed. Not only Nigel Boswood but the Prime Minister showed it was perhaps possible to be both nice and effective. Now there was a chap who rose to the top not by eloquence or aggression but by infinitely patient persuasion. A man without enemies, at least in the heady aftermath of electoral victory, whose critics in the campaign had managed only to complain he was too nice. Yet the edge was there as well – for this was the man who had stopped returning Margaret Thatcher’s phone calls, once he had firmly replaced her.
         
 
         The Prime Minister had learned his skills through three years in the whips’ office. That cheered Roger Dickson up: whatever his own prospects they were infinitely improved by service as a whip. He turned off Members’ Lobby down the short flight of stairs and opened the door on his left into the lower whips’ room.
         
 
         Johnson was tapping away at a word processor, inputting details about his charges. Each whip covers a geographical area with perhaps forty MPs, as well as several government departments. Johnson was nearly six foot four, a laconic individual sporting a neat Vandyke beard, unusual in a modern right-winger. It had been a form of protest, for Mrs Thatcher did not trust men with beards.
 
         Without looking up from his flickering screen he greeted Roger. ‘I saw you chatting that girl up. My God, Dickson, they’re not here five minutes and you’re already making a play. Should be ashamed of yourself.’
 
         To his own surprise Dickson needed a moment to consider his response. He walked over to the stationery cabinet, found the scotch left from before the election and poured himself a couple of fingers.
 
         Johnson grunted a refusal. ‘Not for me. I’m on the front bench for the wind-ups in a minute; can’t go breathing fumes at everybody. Come on, Roger, what’s she like?’
 
         ‘Smart, spunky and quite intelligent, I think. Going to find it tough here. Brightens the place up, though.’
 
         Johnson was a bachelor with a long-standing girlfriend who adored him but could not figure out how on earth to make him marry her. ‘Don’t hedge. You know what I mean. She’s much the best-looking of a rather poor bunch. There may be sixty females here now, but apart from the mouth-watering Virginia I wouldn’t give you tuppence for any of them.’
         
 
         Roger Dickson was surprised at his own distaste. Maybe he was getting too old for this sexist schoolboy joking. It no longer seemed funny. He wondered with a shiver if the women ever discussed their male colleagues in the same dismissive way.
 
         ‘I disagree: several are quite pretty. But one can’t, these days, just go round making passes at the women. They’re a new breed and won’t have it. You know the old saw: “I’m all in favour of more women in Parliament, my dear, as long as you’re all attractive.” I imagine if you said that to the lovely Ms Stalker she would sock you one.’
 
         ‘Ah! Now I might enjoy that.’ Johnson triumphantly came to the end of his list, pressed ‘Save’ with a flourish and swung round to face his friend. ‘I bet she’s looking for it. Did she bore you with conversation about her husband? No? There you are. It might not be too difficult to find out more. She took quite a fancy to you, it was clear. So: a bottle of best champers to whichever of us lays that bright-eyed lady first. Failing her, one of the others. But Elaine Stalker looks as if she might be special. You on?’
 
         Dickson raised his glass. He had little intention of pursuing the bet but even less of having a pointless row about it. ‘You are a rogue, Johnson. Believe me it looks different when you’re a married man. I’ll attempt to keep you informed of her preferences. Now if you don’t shift your butt the Chief will be on the warpath.’
 
         The monitor on the wall pinged as the name of the person speaking in the Chamber changed from an obscure backbencher to the new Labour spokesman. Johnson cursed and fled. For a moment Roger Dickson stared into the golden dregs at the bottom of his glass. The multicoloured hue looked familiar, somehow. With a start he realised that Elaine Stalker’s hair was exactly the same shade.
 
         
            ***

         
 
         Upstairs alone in a small cramped room without a window, number T1-04 on Commons Court, Andrew Muncastle threw down his pen in disgust and tore up another sheet of Commons paper. To be tipped off that his early bid to speak had been agreed by Madam Speaker was wonderful. To have been warned that he was likely to be called, not in a few days’ time, which would have been bad enough, but immediately after the front benches tomorrow and thus become the first maiden speaker – that was utterly terrifying.
         
 
         There were ground-rules. He would not be interrupted, for the first and only time in his career. In return he was supposed to be non-controversial, though that tradition had been breaking down in recent years. It was de rigueur to pay compliments to his predecessor, and to describe his constituency in glowing terms. He would mention his grandfather, who was so proud of his grandson’s ambition, so different from the dull despised son, Andrew’s own father. Miss Boothroyd would call Andrew by name, a practice dating back to an earlier cross-eyed Speaker who, following the custom of merely nodding at the Member, had caused endless confusion; but for all other purposes he was referred to by the name of his constituency. That generated sentiments of continuity and duty which chimed well with Andrew’s earnest character.
         
 
         Christ, he was nervous. Dickson the whip had already given him firm guidance. He should time the speech for seven or eight minutes, no more. He was not allowed to read it out: the Commons had neither desks nor tables, and Members who read their speeches were catcalled: ‘Reading! Reading!’ In the days of Charles I, the King’s spies crept around the Commons after hostile debates collecting scraps of paper as evidence of treason. More than one Member ended up at risk of his life. It was safer, therefore, to speak from the heart.
 
         The national press, already tipped off, were desperate to get hold of him. Local radio in the constituency and both local television stations were primed to relay his contribution in news bulletins. He knew he should be thrilled and inspired by beating everyone else to the tape, yet instead he felt nauseous. There must be something wrong with him. Perhaps this whole idea of going into politics was a mistake.
 
         Andrew took another extra-strong mint, picked up his pen again, and went back to work.
 
         
             

         
 
         The morning dawned bright and clear. Elaine woke with a start, the rumble of traffic in her ears. It was all very well having taken a flat close to Westminster, but buses and taxis trundling along Victoria Street were not the most attractive dawn chorus. Gurgling from the bathroom reminded her she was not alone. Karen had bagged it first and would leave toothpaste all over the sink, hairspray on the mirror and wet towels on the floor.
 
         Elaine’s daughter was currently on holiday from boarding school. Mike was on extended service in the USA for the month – which precluded him yet again from childcare. Fortunately Karen had been keen to come and help out for a few hours, particularly when Elaine realised that she could legitimately offer pocket money from her clerical allowance.
 
         In fact the office needed all the help it could get. Over 70,000 people had dutifully voted in South Warmingshire and it felt as if most of them had written to her since, with congratulations or moans or desperate problems needing the new MP’s urgent attention. Half the constituency had always been safe; the other half had been Labour more often than not. The combination made the seat marginal. Those letters would have to be attended to promptly and efficiently or there could be trouble next time.
 
         After two weeks as an MP the constituency post amounted to around fifty letters a day, but at present piles of advertising and bumf were adding to the heap, plus endless invitations to attend briefing meetings, seminars and pressure groups. Her spirits sank. She had not the faintest idea how to respond, nor how to put it all in priority order. The answer was to get somebody else to do it. Surrounded by newly printed notepaper, envelopes and file covers, with Karen struggling to keep the tide at bay with the letter opener, Elaine felt her most pressing task was to find a secretary.
 
         Fate intervened. The phone rang.
 
         ‘May I speak to Mrs Stalker?’ A businesslike woman’s voice.
         
 
         Elaine was weary of being canvassed for specialised insurance or answering yet another opinion poll of new Members.
 
         ‘May I ask who wants her, please?’
 
         ‘My name is Diane Hardy. I used to work for a Tory MP who lost his seat and I’m looking for a job. I still have my Commons pass. Loads of references and all that … can work a word processor or electronic typewriter. I’ve worked at the House in all ten years. Do you think Mrs Stalker might be needing a secretary?’
 
         ‘You bet,’ breathed Elaine in relief. ‘Where are you? Bring your CV and come and have a chat. How much do you want paying?’
 
         Thus Diane Hardy entered Elaine’s life. She was fat and frumpy and fun, endlessly inventive, a whizz at the typing, kind and gentle with fraught constituents, discreet about their tiresome foibles and deliciously rude about all authority. Her family background was more elevated and metropolitan than Elaine’s. She had never married but sometimes had a man friend vaguely in tow. Long ago there had been an intense affair with a male MP, but she had sensed very quickly, being like most Commons secretaries smarter than her boss, that nothing would come of it. Ever since she had preferred to work for old buffers or for women Members. Diane lived with her cheerful mother and four contented cats in Battersea and was a power on the local Conservative ladies’ committee. Rapidly she brought order to Elaine’s chaos.
 
         ‘Anything from other constituencies – and you as a woman will get a lot – we send straight to their own guy. That’s what he’s there for, even if he’s a lazy beggar and they prefer to write to us. Anything on local policy gets sent to the council. The smaller the problem the bigger the fuss: we just tell them it’s not a parliamentary matter. You got good councillors? No? If you want to save yourself a lot of trouble in future I should acquire a few, otherwise you’ll be doing all the councillors’ work as well. Don’t touch planning applications with a barge-pole. If you take sides you’ll only antagonise the other lot, who will never forgive you and will go and join the Liberals. Much Liberal Democrat support throughout the country comes from people bruised by encounters with the British planning system. Same with divorce cases – nobody will thank you and you’ll lose more votes than you gain. Correspondence about current government disasters gets sent to ministers. They thought up the sodding policy, so let them defend it. Campaigns about whales and deforestation and donkeys in Spain, we’ll produce a standard reply; if a punter sends in a postcard or a coupon from a newspaper and can’t be bothered to write a real personal letter, then neither can we. They’re mostly Liberals too, you know, so don’t get upset. Nasty missives calling you a slag and worse I will tear up immediately, unless you’re masochist enough to want to see them. Likewise fan mail I can deal with and send them a signed photo, otherwise it will only make you vain. That will leave only a handful of proper letters and serious invitations you’ll have to think about. Does that sound better?’
 
         It was breathtaking, if a little cynical. ‘I have an advice bureau every weekend too,’ Elaine added weakly.
 
         Diane rocked back on her heels. ‘That is unwise,’ she said severely. ‘However much time you give, it will always be filled. Some people will just come to pass the time of day. Once a month is quite enough. And if you haven’t already moved into the constituency don’t, not if you ever want any peace.’
 
         ‘It’s too late I’m there already. Actually I like it, but thanks for the advice.’
 
         Elaine felt chided and vaguely cross, but was not about to dispute with her newly acquired treasure. Leaving Diane muttering at the heaps as Karen discreetly headed for the photocopier, Elaine walked down the corridor, trying to get her bearings. 
It was all turning out much harder than she had anticipated. Why did everybody try to persuade her to do things differently? Never in her life before had her competence been so thoroughly and regularly 
         
 questioned. It was like the first few weeks in the bottom class of a fast-moving new school. Did it make any sense to make new MPs feel so inadequate? Did everybody else feel the same, or was it just her?
      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three
            

         
 
         Andrew Muncastle sat on the edge of his seat and waited. This was it.
         
 
         Tubby Peter Pike, Labour front-bench spokesman on the environment, wagged his stumpy finger one last time in mock fury at the government and settled back on the green leather to the ragged cheers of his supporters.
 
         In truth there was not a lot for Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition to feel happy about, after losing another election. The greasy-pole game – who was out, who was in, which names were moving smoothly up, which into political oblivion – now dominated bars and tea rooms. The performances of the front bench, particularly newish faces like Keith Quin and Janey Irvine, were under close scrutiny. Such gossipy evaluation gave hope and a flicker of interest to both sides. There would be new leaders. There would always be another election.
 
         There would always be new entrants waiting nervously at the starting gate. Andrew felt his mouth go dry as Speaker Boothroyd rose to her feet.
 
         Betty Boothroyd looked splendid. She had dispensed with the wigs worn by her predecessors for hundreds of years, and in so doing had sparked off a debate among the judiciary as to whether the wearing of stiff powdered horsehair on one’s head conferred more dignity on the wearer, or less. She fitted everyone’s idea of a bright, formidable, no-nonsense north-country headmistress. It felt like a revolution.
 
         Up in the gallery Tessa Muncastle held Barney’s hand. Next to her, rigid and proud, sat Andrew’s grandfather, now over eighty. In the car coming down Sir Edward had tried talking about his own days in Westminster but quickly sensed that Tessa, keeping half an eye on Barney and threading through unfamiliar London traffic, was not really interested. Women had better manners in his day. Lady Muncastle, the old duck, had probably been just as bored with his rattlings-on but at least she had pretended and been jolly supportive, at any rate in public. His granddaughter-in-law was a different matter. This pale, preoccupied woman would have a dismal time as an MP’s wife if she really found the whole business a chore and couldn’t be bothered to hide it.
 
         Tessa screwed her lacey handkerchief into a ball. Her palms were sweaty and itchy. In recent weeks her eczema had flared up again. It was as if the tension found its way into her bloodstream and there turned to acid, so that her perspiration became a cruel, unstoppable dew attacking her sensitive skin in the worst places. It was starting again around her armpits and inside elbows and knees and under her breasts, and would be the devil to shift. Hot nights in London were the worst. She would wake up scratching, rubbing sore patches, trying to keep her hands away from the flaming skin down there between her legs, until at last she would give up and head for the bathroom and shudder as cold water touched the hot flaky flesh. Andrew regarded it dully as just one more reason why she didn’t like him to touch her. It was hard to explain her anxieties. Initially sympathetic, he had lost patience little by little; it was simpler to leave her alone.
 
         The Speaker knew where Andrew was sitting, had checked long before Pike sat down. Members opposite were heading off to the tea room but his own side had been primed that maiden speeches would be made, and stayed put. Cabinet ministers smiled vaguely back at him, while the whip on duty was a familiar face, Roger Dickson. He at least knew what Andrew planned to say, for the two had rehearsed it with a stopwatch earlier that morning. Andrew had then copied it out by hand, in capital letters, on small sheets of House of Commons notepaper. Nobody would mind, should he dry up with nerves, if he referred to his notes, but in fact he knew the speech by heart. He felt comfortable with old methods familiar from school debating days; then he had done rather well. Nervously he patted his tie, checked his fly zip one last time and wished he was somewhere else. Speaking in the Commons was not like making speeches from a platform, where the orator is at least able to see faces and tell by their reactions what impression is being made, so he (or she) can speed up, pipe up or – if the audience is asleep – blessedly shut up. Here he was confronted by a sea of backs, all dark-suited like his own, apart from the isolated dots of women in bold reds and yellows. The faces opposite were too far away to be useful and anyway would deliberately register disinterest or disapproval to put him off. It was no part of their brief to make encouraging noises at government new boys.
         
 
         The hollow ache in the pit of his stomach intensified. Breakfast had been difficult, lunch impossible. He was conscious of being hemmed in. Members were twisting in their seats to look at him with curiosity and commiseration. Everyone else either had been through this or was worriedly awaiting his own turn. He gritted his teeth and checked his opening sentence once again.
 
         Madam Speaker was looking at him, eyebrow raised. Are you ready? 
         
 
         Nod, take deep breath.
 
         ‘Mr Andrew Muncastle!’
 
         To his surprise, everyone bayed ‘Hear, hear!’ before he had even opened his mouth. He rose, almost lost his balance, steadied. The Prime Minister had stopped chatting to Sir Nigel Boswood and was turning around. The PM’s maiden had lasted fifteen minutes and was regarded at the time as unmemorable, worthy but boring. Look where it had got him barely a decade later. Maybe plod was better than splash.
 
         ‘Madam Speaker. I start by paying tribute to my predecessor in the constituency of Hampshire South West, Sir Percy Duff, now Lord Duff, whom many Honourable Members will know. He served the area for twenty-two years and was highly regarded. His will be a hard place to fill.’
 
         More rumbling ‘Hear, hears’. I have just told my first lie in Parliament, Andrew noted with detached amusement. Now he was on his feet he was beginning to relax. If he had any ambition it was to make a better fist of being an MP than the lazy old sod who had been pushed out by an exasperated management committee, warned that if he did not retire pronto they would deselect him. Andrew glanced at the gallery. His grandfather appeared to be hanging on every word. The old man didn’t say much. Barney was wriggling, Tessa looking anxious as usual.
 
         ‘I am proud also to recognise the contribution in my life of my grandfather, Sir Edward Muncastle, formerly the Honourable Member for Hornchurch, who to my delight is here with us today.’
 
         Everybody looked up, then back to Andrew with more respect. Roger Dickson opened the large blue folder, wrote Andrew’s name in bold ink, and added: ‘3.42 p.m. Started confidently. Good speaking manner, pleasant.’
 
         ‘It is normal practice, I understand, to say kind things about one’s constituency, and in the case of Hampshire South West that is easy to do. We have the youngest population, highest rate of home ownership and lowest unemployment in all the area south of Oxford. We owe a great deal to positive economic change under recent Tory governments.’
 
         ‘Hear, hear!’ 
         
 
         ‘Yet this is no NIMBY area – not for us the cry, “Not in my back yard”, for we have also made welcome the biggest biological waste disposal plant in Europe and generate from it three hundred megawatts of electricity which is sold to the National Grid.’
 
         ‘Your shit is my command,’ muttered a voice behind him. It was picked up by the microphone and could be clearly heard across the Chamber. Members smothered guffaws. Andrew coloured furiously, swallowed hard and decided to ignore the cherubic slob Ferriman sitting behind him who had scored a direct hit.
 
         He had opted to concentrate on the issue dominating the press, the world conference on the environment at Rio de Janeiro. ‘It is thus entirely appropriate that the Member for Hampshire South West should be concerned at the impact of human activity on the environment. On present trends the earth’s surface temperature will rise in each decade of the next century by between nought point two and nought point five degrees Celsius. That rise is faster than any seen in the past ten thousand years and will make the globe warmer than it has been for a hundred thousand years. It behoves us all to take a close interest in the hot air being emitted by mankind.’ Hit back; he smiled sweetly back at Ferriman, who chortled in delight.
         
 
         ‘Success at Rio, and no doubt at summits to come, depends on trust between countries. We British can achieve nothing on our own. The United Kingdom must also make the point that not all the growth in deserts is due to global warming: much is due to simple population pressure in countries which have turned their back on modern contraception. That must change, or all our efforts will be nullified by increasing numbers of mouths to feed. I hope our own government will take a strong line in Rio on this matter.’
 
         Tessa shrank back in her seat. She and her husband had one profound disagreement: her religion. Her heart sank and she uttered a silent prayer that he was not going to start attacking the Pope. She need not have worried. Andrew had said as much as necessary for a maiden and was coming to his peroration.
 
         ‘This sovereign House has a role to play in environmental matters, even if we are concerned at encroachments on its influence.’ More ‘hear, hears’, with feeling. The underlying battle of the 1990s causing trouble for MPs would not be the impact of hairsprays on the ozone layer but the steady erosion of their powers by the tides of Brussels.
 
         ‘In these ways, Madam Speaker, I believe we can slow down the process of global warming, and hand on to our children and grandchildren an inheritance both worthy and intact. I hope our government can take a world lead in so doing. They have my full support in this important task.’ The clock showed he had been speaking for eight minutes exactly. It seemed to have gone in a trice, yet every second had been elongated, giving him time to observe his neighbours, the Clerk to the Parliament, still bewigged in black robes like an old judge, the gleaming gold mace dubbed a ‘bauble’ by Cromwell, Hansard’s staff upstairs tapping silently on shorthand machines, pausing a fraction after he paused, the press gallery scribbling away, with the new chap Jim Betts from The Globe craning his neck over the balcony and the Times sketch writer Matthew Parris in his corner seat watching the scene pensively, pencil in hand.
         
 
         God, it was over. Andrew sat down weakly to encouraging murmurs. MPs do not clap, except on extraordinary occasions such as Miss Boothroyd’s elevation; their hallmark is restraint. Few, however, had made as workmanlike a job of their maiden speech as Andrew. He had been cool, well informed, clear-thinking, a little provocative. He had not crawled to his masters, not grovelled, nor had he broken any other conventions by being rude or hostile. He had not fallen over, lost his place, cracked a joke that wasn’t funny, made a fool of himself. And he had had the courage to be first.
 
         Roger Dickson contented himself with one further scribbled remark: ‘Nervous, but plenty of self-control. COMPETENT.’
 
         Andrew would never see it, but that would do nicely.
 
         
             

         
 
         His snub nose came up to the level of the counter, so by standing on tiptoe he could just see the puddings. Luscious sultana cheesecake; five different kinds of fruit yoghurt; a vast, tempting piece of chocolate cake, bent over by the weight of its own sinful cream; slices of pale-green melon, little silver dishes of curved yellow peaches glistening in heavy syrup, tiny sweet mandarin segments. He looked up at his mother hopefully.
 
         ‘I’m not really hungry, Mother. Could I just have cake?’
 
         It would be better to say no, to insist that Barney eat properly. Tessa felt panicky again. It would not do to risk a row here in Strangers’ Cafeteria, in the very bowels of the Commons open only to Honourable Members and their guests, with Andrew standing beside her a touch impatient and jumpy after his great triumph, and Sir Edward already shakily paying for his tea. She nodded mutely. The child, eyes wild with delight, helped himself, using both hands to carry the plate with solemn dignity to a table.
         
 
         A handsome, well-dressed woman with a familiar face chuckled. Tessa Muncastle could never remember names: there had been so many new people to meet. The woman sensed her uncertainty and introduced herself, speaking equally to both mother and child.
 
         ‘Elaine Stalker, South Warmingshire. You’re with Andrew Muncastle, are you? Is he your daddy? Did you hear him speak? Gosh, you should be proud of him.’
 
         Barney nodded earnestly as they sat down. It was very cramped; the child’s feet were knocking against Tessa’s knees. The little boy picked up a spoon and fork and, concentrating hard, manfully tried to eat the disintegrating cake the way he had been taught. A dark chocolatey chunk slowly slithered off the fork on to his new shirt and best school tie. The small face began to crumple and blue eyes filled with tears.
 
         Mrs Stalker leaned over diplomatically. ‘If I were you, I’d try this way.’ She handed him a large spoon. ‘Nobody here has any manners and MPs are the worst of all, so you’re in good company.’
 
         Confidence and pleasure restored, the child tucked in gratefully. Elaine sipped her tea. Ten years ago, when Karen had been about his age, she had started exploring the idea of getting to Westminster. It had not been for want of trying that it had taken so long.
 
         ‘Do you like being an MP?’ Tessa was making conversation. She would have preferred to have taken Barney and Sir Edward straight home.
 
         ‘Do I like it? Oh yes, this is what I’ve always wanted to do. It’s all very bewildering at first. I expect Andrew feels exactly the same, though he’s finding his feet quicker than most of us.’
 
         Over on the far side of the room Andrew, cup in hand, was bending over a table talking to colleagues. He seemed almost to have forgotten them.
 
         Elaine caught Tessa’s wistful expression. ‘It must be even harder being an MP’s wife,’ she suggested. ‘After all, we make a choice but our families don’t. We have the fun and privileges and you take all the hard knocks.’ She didn’t believe it, suspecting that in reality it was often the other way round, but it was a kindly flattery. The reaction took her aback.
 
         Tessa Muncastle, head bowed, was picking at the tablecloth and talking in a low, urgent voice. ‘I hate the whole business,’ she was saying. ‘Andrew says I’ll get used to all the attention, but I’ve always been shy and I find it so hard. It’s all right for him: meeting people and shaking lots of hands and being seen in public is all part of his job and he’s good at it. I get the most awful sick butterflies every time. Now he’s famous I’m being asked to draw raffles and give interviews but it scares me, Mrs Stalker. I’ll make a fool of myself and say all the wrong things, then Andrew will be furious. It makes me so miserable. Most of all, I hardly ever see him. How am I supposed to manage when he doesn’t get home till eleven at night? Then there’s the child. He’s only five. It’s important for a boy to be close to his father. When is he supposed to see Barney?’

         The words came out in a nervous rush. She was terrified that she was saying the wrong things. Andrew never seemed to listen and had rather given up helping her, particularly in the last few months when he had been so busy. It was easier to talk to another woman, especially one who might understand.
 
         ‘There are moves afoot to try to change the hours,’ Elaine explained gently. All the debate about the Commons’ crazy hours, starting at 2.30 p.m. and frequently trailing on past midnight, had been about helping women MPs, particularly those with children. The benefits to male Members and their families had been ignored: in this workplace, New Men were thin on the ground.
 
         Elaine doubted whether a crèche inside Westminster would encourage a single extra selection committee to risk a female candidate, but it would be a gesture. Improving the working of the Commons had her whole-hearted support for other reasons. A House which met at sensible hours might take a more sensible view of life. It might even be efficient and achieve more.
         
 
         Tessa Muncastle pulled out a handkerchief and agitatedly blew her nose. The skin around her nostrils was red and sore. Without realising it she now put her finger on why change was unlikely.
 
         ‘I hope they do change the system, though Andrew is so engrossed in politics that I doubt if he would come home any earlier even when there are no votes. Don’t get me wrong – I do support him and I love him very much. I am sorry: I shouldn’t be going on like this, but…’ She faltered and attempted a watery smile. ‘You caught me at a weak moment.’
 
         Elaine had enough difficult cases waiting on her desk. This one was for Andrew: better not interfere. Nevertheless her instinct to help reasserted itself.
 
         ‘You should think of the political life as a bug that has invaded the bloodstream – for life, usually. We don’t choose to be this way. Some are born with it in their genes or drink it with their mother’s milk. With Sir Edward as granddad I expect Andrew is a bit like that. It must be harder for a person with a famous name – so much is expected of them. Barney here will be under similar pressures. But most of us were bitten long ago – at university, or listening to a great speech, or inspired by a leader like Margaret Thatcher, or jolted into action by, say, Vietnam or the fall of the Berlin Wall. The point is, we can’t help it. It takes us over completely. It’s no accident that our ambitions sound vague and platitudinous to outsiders – “wanting to give people a better life”, the sort of things we say in interviews – for what really drives us is the passion of politics itself. And it’s like malaria: once it’s in the blood the infection is lifelong. We suffer if we can’t do it. You, our families, suffer if we do.’
 
         Barney was now carefully wiping his mouth with a paper napkin. A stubborn bit of chocolate on his cheek threatened to wreck his efforts. Elaine leaned over and solemnly removed the offending crumb with her forefinger; engaging the child’s fascinated gaze, slowly she popped it in her own mouth and smacked her lips.
 
         ‘Now, young man, I have other people to attend to on the Terrace. And, I suspect, it’s time to take your mother home and look after her. She’s had a long, exciting day. I hope you’ll forgive me.’
 
         Barney nodded silently, and shook hands. For the rest of his long life he would be in love with Elaine Stalker.
 
         
             

         
 
         The Terrace runs almost the whole 800-foot length of the building, its classic elegance disfigured by green and white marquees used as lucrative dining facilities. The Thames is high here, deep and green and greasy, with floating jetsam. Barges chug slowly to Tilbury and the Essex marshes followed by screaming seagulls. Pleasure craft crammed with tourists heave and toss in their own swell, amplified snatches of cockney commentary bouncing off the carved parapets. The client or constituent or cousin taken for drinks in summer on the Terrace enjoys an unforgettable experience, which also serves to confirm the host’s evident superiority to the common herd.
 
         So often had Elaine been shown around that it was a pleasure now to take Marcus Carey’s arm, point out the kiosk with chocolates for his wife and settle him with a proprietorial air at a wooden table near the bar. To say Marcus was a friend from university days would be implying both too much and too little. He had been one of the crowd; brainy enough to be more than a hanger-on, yet too pliant, too eager to please, to join the leading group.
 
         But there was something different about Marcus Carey. His name was being mentioned in higher places. He had been appointed to NHS health trusts and authorities and local government reviews. A period on the BBC’s General Advisory Committee had followed. The list of appointments had grown longer and more illustrious and threatened to prevent him earning a living, so much time did they take. He had met, courted and married a local medical student. Marcus Carey, of medium height, slim, clean shaven and well spoken, was not only well educated, intelligent, pleasant, ambitious and a loyal party member – all of which made him useful. There was one unavoidable aspect that made him truly special.
         
 
         For Marcus Carey was black.
 
         Very black. Heavy lips and flat nose and crinkly hair: not for him any Michael Jackson metamorphosis. That, however, was as far as his blackness went. Not a trace of an Afro-Caribbean accent revealed his ancestry. All the body language was faultlessly white, middle-class and English. Now he sat on the Terrace of the House of Commons in summer sunshine, stretched out his legs and sipped a Pimm’s. Surrounded by people for whom politics was no longer a hobby but a way of life, Marcus was exhilarated.
 
         Politeness intervened and he turned to his hostess. A spell in Dublin on secondment to the Anglo-Irish talks had equipped him to talk animatedly and with enthusiasm.
 
         ‘You should get involved in Irish business, Elaine. It needs people here, people with no axe to grind, to take an interest. It’s about time that mainland parties and politicians made a bigger effort. The biggest problems there aren’t sectarian but economic.’
 
         ‘Hold on. You’re not going to get new private investment over there as long as the security situation is dodgy,’ Elaine replied. ‘How many people did the bastards murder last month? In all honesty, how could I start persuading businesses in my constituency to open a branch in Armagh or County Tyrone?’
 
         ‘Things are better than they were.’ Marcus started quoting figures at her. ‘And, Elaine, the only group that benefits from a continuation of problems there is the IRA. It wants to wreck the peace talks. We want to promote them. You could do yourself a lot of good.’
 
         ‘I could get myself killed, more like. But let me have some of those stats you were quoting and I’ll look at them. Now, Marcus, it was kind of you to write when I won my seat. At college you were thinking of a political career too. Is that still on the cards?’
 
         There was a moment’s silence as the man looked wistfully at the carved facade above them. A look of pain crossed the dark eyes. ‘What do you think, Elaine? Of course I do. But for me it will not be easy.’
 
         ‘Have you asked anyone for advice?’
 
         Marcus shifted. ‘My own MP, Martin Clarke, of course, but he was … well, let’s just say unfriendly. And I’ve talked to John Taylor, who fought Cheltenham. He’s a decent sort but he couldn’t help me himself. That’s why I wanted a word with you.’
 
         Elaine hid a feeling of unease. ‘You’re effectively writing your CV right now. You’ve done well so far – better than me at the same stage. You need to become better known nationally: speaking at Party Conference, letters to the press, TV, that sort of thing.’
 
         Marcus cast her a sidelong look. ‘I’m not sure about that, but it’d be useful gaining experience at the hard end here in Westminster. I put out feelers for an MP to work for, but in all honesty I think I can do better than that. Say, working in a minister’s office. As a special adviser, helping write speeches and doing political research. You’re very well thought of, Elaine, and you have lots of contacts. I was wondering if you might have a word in the right ears.’
 
         If Elaine had indeed known whom to approach about such a valuable post a different name would have hovered on her tongue: her own. Not to become a special adviser, but to perform much the same tasks, as a parliamentary private secretary, a PPS, the first rung on the ministerial ladder. Yet she had no such contacts. She eyed Marcus despairingly. He looked so longingly at her, as if she could open doors when in fact she had no idea how. He would not believe that; nor did she want to admit it. It was easier to hide her impotence. Again she asked for appropriate material, this time about himself. At last she could draw the conversation to a close and thankfully she ushered him down the steps to the exit.
 
         
             

         
 
         Andrew Muncastle was hurrying on to the Terrace and nearly knocked her over. His tall frame looked thinner than on their earliest meeting in the Members’ Lobby that euphoric first afternoon.
         
 
         ‘I’m so glad I caught you, Elaine. I just wanted to thank you for being so kind to my wife and son in the café. I’m sorry I didn’t introduce you but I got a bit tied up. Tessa has taken him home now. You were a great hit – Barney is quite besotted with you and asked when he can have tea with you again.’
 
         ‘I was very pleased to meet your wife.’ Best not to respond to the invitation.
 
         ‘Now, what’s this, Mrs Stalker? Who is besotted with you?’
 
         She jumped. The voice was very close. A male hand rested lightly on her waist. Roger Dickson might be a big man but he could move quietly and was developing a disconcerting habit of catching her unawares. He also seemed to take it for granted that he could touch her, though each time it was unobjectionable, asexual and not unpleasant. He had picked up the tail-end of the conversation.
 
         ‘I’ve been making a big play for a five-year-old boy, Andrew’s son.’ Elaine kept a straight face and feigned haughtiness. But Roger Dickson had another woman with him, standing very close.
 
         Taller than herself, younger, on high heels, the woman was dark-haired, tanned and perfumed. A red silk jacket hung loose over firm shoulders, setting off a white bustier and short skirt. She looked stunning, whoever she was, with a mocking, knowing air. Elaine’s heart skipped a beat. In rapid succession she felt alarmed, then cross with herself, then unaccountably angry with Roger. Was this Mrs Dickson? The style was all wrong for Tory ladies’ tea parties. If not Mrs Dickson – was he a cheat?
 
         Andrew was shuffling his feet again. He was clearly not comfortable in the presence of a man with a woman, or more than one woman, when a little sexual electricity was in the air. Elaine took refuge in a twinge of disappointment in both men: Andrew for being such a blushing dope and Roger, more so, for seeking the company of a bimbo.
 
         Dickson turned to his companion with a proprietorial air. ‘Miranda, I should like to introduce you to two of the best of the new intake. Andrew Muncastle here has won accolades today for his maiden speech, the first this Parliament. If he carries on like that he will be much in demand. And the lovely Mrs Stalker naturally needs no introduction.’
 
         That remark, often said about her now, did irritate. It was so patronising and seldom well meant: it usually implied a snigger, a smirk hidden behind the hand. She did need an introduction and would have preferred it on straightforward political lines, similar to Andrew’s. They were both MPs. Equals.
         
 
         ‘And may I introduce Miranda Jamieson, a journalist from The Globe, one of the better of our tabloid newspapers?’
         
 
         Miranda giggled. ‘Roger, you do talk tripe at times.’ The accent was loud and Australian.
 
         Elaine’s sense of disappointment intensified. If this were Dickson’s lover she would rather not know. She shook hands frostily and quickly excused herself, controlling her temper. What with Marcus expecting miracles and now Roger Dickson flaunting his girlfriend, it was all too much.
 
         Dickson looked at the retreating figure in puzzlement, then hooted with laughter, giving Andrew a conspiratorial slap on the back. ‘I seem to have upset the prickly Mrs Stalker! My God, she thinks you’re my dolly bird, Miranda. She must believe I’m some kind of sex fiend. Not that I would reject you out of hand, my dear, I hasten to add.’
 
         He turned to Andrew. ‘Now then, old chap. It is a good thing for bright sparks like you to get to know journalists and to learn how to talk to them without saying anything. The Globe asked the whips’ office if they could meet a few of the new intake – I’m sorry Mrs Stalker has gone off in a huff. Would you be kind enough to entertain Miranda a while? I do assure you she is quite harmless. Just don’t tell her any important secrets.’
         
 
         Muncastle profoundly wished he were somewhere else, but good breeding and deference to authority were to the fore. In a few minutes Miranda Jamieson was perched on a high bar stool drinking vodka, showing off tanned, bare legs in the evening sunlight to the assembled gathering. The miniskirt barely covered the essentials but Miranda seemed not to care. Andrew pulled in a few admiring friends and began to fuss over his charge. Given a task he was swift and capable, standing close to her protectively but not trying to impress her, yet, in not trying, succeeding. She was so used to men breathing over her and peering down her cleavage that it was an unexpected joy to meet this pleasant man with his impeccable manners. Not a wimp, either: he had been put in charge and had not hesitated. Interesting.
         
 
         For his part, Andrew was fascinated. He had never met anyone like Miranda before. Cautious with his remarks, because she was press, he found himself making a considerable effort to entertain and look after her. Her appearance was a challenge to all his limited sensibilities. You could not call her a lady or even a girl; this was a woman. Yet no woman of his acquaintance ever dressed like this. Usually he would have run a mile. But Miranda was friendly and fun and undeniably good company. That was bizarre. How could a woman who paraded in such a blatantly sexual style, who recrossed her legs and smoothed her bare thighs with one hand and giggled as that fool Ferriman went pink also be so intelligent? Wasn’t there a conflict here? Thoughtful women like his wife were not sexual creatures, indeed did not like sex much. Yet Miranda Jamieson, belying Roger’s downbeat introduction, was not any old journalist but, he soon learned, had just been appointed deputy editor of the newspaper. She was an important person in her own right. Thus Andrew Muncastle fussed over her, and forgot his promise to phone home before Barney went to bed.
         
 
         Eventually it was time for the wind-up speeches. Etiquette demanded that all backbench speakers should attend, as the minister’s office would have dug out answers to points made. Andrew regretfully made his apologies. He hurried through the Terrace door, turned right and headed up the stairs to take his place in the Chamber. As he got his breath back he glanced up at the gallery, where Tessa and Barney and Grandfather had sat. It had been a long day, a day of huge responsibility, and he was weary.
 
         To his surprise Miranda Jamieson was settling in the front row of the gallery, accompanied by Freddie Ferriman, still pink-faced. Her legs were jammed up against the railing, making modesty difficult. Andrew also observed with a sharp intake of breath that she was paying her new companion no attention. Instead she leaned dangerously over the balcony, looked down and around. Then she caught Andrew’s eye. To the amused nudges of his neighbour, she smiled at him, and gave a little wave of encouragement.
 
         
             

         
 
         Getting up in the morning was never easy. Elaine envied people who so loved their work that as each day dawned they leapt from bed, showering and pulling on clothes, all in an excited frenzy. Not that many people of her acquaintance, friends or constituents, fitted that description.
 
         Getting out of bed on a Sunday was a different and more pleasurable business. Mike was home and could be heard singing in the bath to the accompaniment of Classic FM. ‘Nessun dorma’ did sound better from the vocal chords of Pavarotti, but Mike was making contented noises, which made her smile affectionately. She carried a tray back to bed and began sucking an orange, stretching her limbs in unaccustomed luxury.
 
         Mike came into the bedroom, dressed in a voluminous towelling dressing gown. Elaine was engrossed, and muttering to herself.
 
         ‘What are you reading?’
 
         ‘Mmm? Oh, an infuriating article which says that out of the hundred top jobs in Britain ninety-six are held by men. We are making progress, however. Twenty years ago it was ninety-eight. Funny country we live in.’
 
         Mike was puzzled. Having achieved his life’s ambition to be an international pilot he was at a loss when faced with the proposition that someone else, equally well qualified, might be turned down on irrational grounds. The best people got where they wanted if they were determined enough. Promotion should always be on merit and nothing else. Those who missed out were simply not capable or gave up too soon. The fact that so many were women, or black, or north-country, was irrelevant.
         
 
         ‘If it bothers you, I should read something else,’ he suggested mildly, and headed back into the bathroom.
 
         Elaine read bits out as Mike dressed. He should be keen to understand what annoyed her: she was, after all, his wife. She was aware that he was only half listening.
 
         It was enough, Mike decided, to make appropriate noises. He brushed his hair in front of the mirror, fretting a little at the hairs which remained on the brush. With Elaine in this mood, golf and male companionship seemed very attractive. ‘What’s that?’ Mike was being polite. ‘What are you doing today, Elaine?’
 
         His wife glanced up, a murderous glint in her eye. ‘Me? Oh, I think I’ll read a few more articles like this, and then maybe I’ll just lie here and grind my teeth.’
 
         Her husband was at the bedroom door, looking uncertain. ‘Whatever you say, Elaine. Er … what time is lunch?’
 
         
            ***

         
 
         ‘That’s a wrap, Secretary of State. Well done, if I may say so.’
 
         Martin Chadwick unrolled his lanky frame, rose from the conference table and focused through the windows at the remains of the afternoon sunlight. The flight home should be easy and comfortable. Satisfied, he shuffled the minister’s confidential papers first into a large, red folder then carefully into a battered black leather briefcase and turned the key. The royal seal and ‘EUR’ in specks of gold were still just visible on the outside. The briefcase had been his father’s: Sir Matthew Chadwick, CB, KCMG and a few more handles besides, recently retired Permanent Secretary at the Home Office, now serving on thirteen boards in the city and loving his well-pensioned freedom, while cherishing the thought that the brightest of his four children was climbing the same ladder, and faster.
 
         ‘You mean we’ve finished. And not before time,’ Boswood grunted. He made no effort to collect his own papers; security of sensitive documents could safely be left to Martin. He was tired after a grinding session. It irritated him that his private secretary so liked to show an awareness of the world outside the Civil Service as to use slang which made his superiors wince; that was the intention. In assessments an old hand would say, ‘Chadwick? Isn’t he rather … ah … slick? Wears wild ties? Is he quite ready, do you think?’ Another, showing delicate discernment, in the same club as his father, would always add, offhandedly, that the chap’s work was what mattered, and that was rather good. ‘Just the type we’re looking for, in fact.’
 
         Chadwick coughed discreetly. ‘Do you have any plans now, Secretary of State? Can I order you a car, perhaps?’
 
         Boswood glanced at the ornate gilded clock, although he had been watching it with growing impatience for the last hour. Six o’clock was late to finish a meeting which had started at nine and crashed on with only a hurried lunch.
 
         Still, it had been a successful day. Agreement had been obtained with no concessions from the British. The French were looking gloomy; there would be trouble back at the Elysée palace. The elegant, sandy-haired Dutch chairman was walking round the table chatting and shaking hands, looking relieved. One more feather in the cap of the Dutch government. 
 
         Boswood pulled himself out of his chair and shook himself to loosen stiff muscles. ‘Thank you, Martin, but I have some plans for this evening. Can’t let an opportunity of a few hours in Amsterdam go by. Got some friends here, so I shall be seeing them for dinner later. I can get a taxi – actually I’d rather: I can look after myself occasionally, you know.’
         
 
         From the normally excessively courteous Boswood this was a curt dismissal. Martin looked anxious. It was not good practice for him to go straight back to London on the 8 p.m. plane, leaving his Secretary of State behind and alone. The Dutch secret service had been alerted but had simply shrugged; there was no terrorist activity in the area and their Ministers did not endlessly demand protection. Boswood was being difficult. Everyone on the British team, with the exception of the multilingual Forster who would stay to check texts and translations, was booked on the same flight home. Then last night, just as they settled down for a briefing session with the Ambassador, the Secretary of State had announced airily that he had decided to stay another night, and had changed the flight – himself! – to lunchtime the following day. Bloody nuisance.
 
         Boswood smiled to himself. The Civil Service did not like to let anyone out of the cage, not for a moment, and certainly not for eighteen hours in a foreign city. Fortunately the Ambassador had not pressed him to dine. The feeling of unaccustomed revolt speeded his pulse. Tonight would be a good night.
 
         Outside the conference hall he nodded briefly to Martin and noted with secret glee the ministerial boxes the man was now stuffing with an aggrieved air into the boot of the official car. He slung his hands in his pockets like a naughty schoolboy and strode off whistling in the direction of the Golden Tulip hotel. Chadwick climbed in the car and watched out of the back window. Satisfied but still uncomfortable, he turned to the driver: ‘Airport, please. Quickly.’
 
         As soon as the line of cars snaked away, Boswood changed direction. The clean, fresh air of an Amsterdam evening ruffled his hair as he walked steadily along cobbled streets by the canal. First to a cash dispenser to get more money. The official allowance of £115 per day handed over on the plane by the ever-efficient Martin would not be sufficient for his purposes.
 
         Then the porn shop. Just to look: one of these days he would go in, but for the moment he sated both curiosity and need by gazing into the shop window. You could not do this at home, just stop nonchalantly and stare at such a display. Photographs of women variously attired, sporting whips and handcuffs with a bored air; a life-size female model in scant lace underwear, bra pushing up and exposing the breasts, a large hole in the crotch; book titles, texts laid open for inspection like the girls on the wall – all drew the eye. In the centre of the window stood an enormous plastic phallus, all of three foot in height, erect and livid. At the tip some wit had drawn roguish piggy eyes and a grinning mouth with tongue hanging out and dripping. Boswood snorted, then a bystander might have heard him chuckle.
 
         He glanced at himself in the window, smoothing his hair and straightening his tie. Not bad for fifty-eight really. Bit of a paunch, but better for not having had a huge lunch today. He should have no trouble finding what he wanted. Some people preferred a man who looked distinguished, who didn’t try to be mutton dressed as lamb: just mutton, and plenty of it.
 
         He turned into Regulierstraat in the heart of the old city. At this time of day it was quiet, with a few office workers scurrying for home. From outside, the small pink-painted café did not look anything special – just a large plate-glass window with a short handwritten menu. Two casually dressed young men, moustached with designer stubble, lounged against the wall by the doorway, gesticulating and laughing over a private joke. At the approach of a smartly dressed middle-aged man their conversation halted. Boswood ignored them. As he came close they shrugged, and bid goodbye to each other with a bear hug and a clearly audible kiss.
 
         Nigel smiled to himself. In England, men showing affection in public could find themselves arrested and charged with gross indecency. In Holland it was nobody’s business but their own.
 
         He walked in and ordered a coffee and a sandwich. The café was tiny and buzzing. White wicker chairs and small metal tables were crowded on the ground floor and a minute mezzanine, so close that customers not only had to share but even back to back were touching and getting in each other’s way. But then that was the whole idea. Only the thin young man serving was completely disinterested, manoeuvring unconcerned and unnoticed between customers. British offhandedness was not possible; as Nigel found a corner seat away from the door he nodded amicably to three men already seated at the same table and gazed around with a heady mixture of total freedom and anticipation.
         
 
         For the purpose of the pink café in Regulierstraat was unmistakable, once one had noticed the pictures on the walls. If the sex shop had exhibited the naked bodies of sleazy women in faded colour, a sight he could ignore, these black-and-white photographs were a different matter. All were of men in sadomasochistic poses. All were young and muscular, their oiled flesh curved and gleaming in the camera’s gaze. Chains, whips and ropes sliced into buttocks, pressed tight across rippling pectorals, snaked up arms and hauled fists high over heads, so that torsos strained upwards to bursting point. One model in the nearest picture was Surinamese, black and brooding, with fleshy lips and Rastafarian dreadlocks and an angry look. Every single photograph concentrated on a long, fully erect penis, bound and cruelly restricted by metal and leather thongs, waiting to be let loose from its bonds. It would have been bad form to stare at the pictures, as he had the first time. Still the tortured bodies cried out to him and he caught his breath: being here, not as a gawping tourist but as a customer, represented a crossing of some kind of Rubicon, a declaration of intent for the next few hours.
 
         His neighbours were having a lively political argument in German. One was small, blond and young. The two older men were dark-haired, one Turkish in appearance; his German was simple enough for Nigel to understand most of what he was saying. Yes, Germany kept open borders for refugees and asylum seekers and that was good. Germany also tried to discriminate against ‘economic migrants’ like himself, but the country gained enormously from guest-workers and should grant them rights and protection under the law. The other man teased, pointing out that the law worked both ways: Kemal would have to register, pay his taxes and obey the law himself. That would restrict his activities somewhat.
 
         Nigel ordered another coffee and sat quietly. It made a delightful change to be an observer instead of constantly the one under observation. It was a joy just to sit in this strange, dangerous café and listen to people arguing amicably, not seeking his opinion, not deferring to his experience or elevated position, not expecting him to take responsibility for all their complaints and woes. 
 The young blond man had said nothing for several minutes. Boswood became aware that he was being examined in a pleasant, inoffensive manner. He smiled encouragingly. The boy had blue eyes – very Aryan.
         
 
         ‘Sind Sie deutsch?’ the boy asked.
         
 
         ‘No, no, English, sorry.’
 
         ‘Oh, that’s wonderful. Don’t be sorry! It’s so British to apologise, isn’t it? I thought you might be. So am I. My name’s Peter.’
 
         Contact had been made. The boy had a reassuring Home Counties accent. He looked about twenty. His jeans were close-fitting, his shirt white, clean, the cotton sweater on top dark blue and emblazoned with the arms of the University of Utrecht, its pushed-up sleeves revealing slim, tanned forearms.
 
         ‘I’m … er … Stephen,’ Boswood said. He put both hands clasped on the table in an unconsciously supplicatory pose. ‘I’m just here on business. Got the night off – don’t have to go back till tomorrow. Grand feeling.’
 
         ‘Been to Amsterdam before?’
 
         ‘Oh yes, over the years, several times.’ That would tell Peter all he needed to know. There would be no misunderstandings.
         
 
         ‘Then you may know it better than I do!’ The young man laughed. His teeth were white, slightly uneven. ‘Have you been to that new place down the street? It’s called EXIT. Bars, music, quiet areas too – if you like. The food’s not bad either. How about it?’
 
         There were lots of bars. In this area most were in converted warehouses. Proprietors would pay commission to good-looking young people like Peter to encourage custom; it would be better to take a look himself first.
 
         ‘That sounds like a great idea, but perhaps I should go back to my hotel and change, if it’s informal and there’s going to be dancing. Shall I meet you there when things liven up a bit later?’
 
         ‘Make it nine thirty.’ Peter looked pleased and leaned over, putting a hand on his arm. Showing me he’s not a junkie, thought Nigel, as he grasped the offered hand and turned it over. There were no needle marks. Eyes met again in mutual comprehension and Peter grinned. ‘I think this could be a fun night for you, Stephen. Come on, I’ll show you where it is, then we can meet there later. It’s not open just yet.’
 
         Back at the Golden Tulip, as he showered and changed into slacks, a polo-necked sweater and the grey leather jacket he had bought years ago for nights such as this, Boswood tried and failed to stop himself thinking about what he planned to do. At home it was legal – just; but never in a million years would the Prime Minister or the party accept as Cabinet minister a man who was other than utterly heterosexual, all the time. Even to be excessively hetero was OK these days, as the survival of both Cecil Parkinson and more recently David Mellor, so far, had showed. It was so bloody unfair. When Paddy Ashdown’s escapades became public knowledge just before the 1992 election his position in the opinion polls showed a 4 per cent improvement. But gay. That was still different entirely.
         
 
         A gay man might have been able to manage as a private citizen, but the Right Honourable Sir Nigel Boswood MP, tenth baronet, cousin to an earl and related to the Royal Family, did not know what it was to be a private person. Since childhood he had been watched, his progress discussed, his moods and foibles noted and compared, his manners corrected, his beliefs laid bare, his companions carefully scrutinised and largely chosen for him. First by his family; then by family substitutes, guardians, nannies, teachers, friends of the family; then, when he became an adult, even at Cambridge, by the endless, sleepless scrutiny of the press. That had always meant being ultra-careful, in word, deed, manner, even body language. Two dear college friends, erstwhile frequent visitors to his flat, had not been invited since his elevation to the Cabinet. It had eased the pain of seeing this couple together in harmonious amity; how he envied them their years of loving partnership. Had a love like that presented itself to him at the right time, he might never have gone into politics. But when Sir Nigel Boswood was young, homosexual love at any age was illegal and, furthermore, regarded as twisted and evil. That was how he was brought up. He had learned to keep his feelings to himself. By the time the law changed it was too late.
 
         So Amsterdam it was. A twinge of guilt assuaged him and he fought it down, like bile. Of course he should have exercised self-discipline and gone with Chadwick on that plane; gone home and spent the rest of a riskless evening with a large brandy watching Newsnight and catching up with his damned red boxes. Little did anyone realise the painful effort in maintaining an apparently blameless celibate life. At least he had avoided marrying and thus making some poor woman miserable.
         
 
         So Sir Nigel shaved carefully, brushed his hair, cleaned his teeth and flossed them, tidied the hairs in his nose, dabbed aftershave on his handkerchief, checked his money and left papers, keys, ticket and passport in the hotel safe.
 
         The boy would not be there, of course; but at least he had learned without having to ask the name of the latest place. It was dark now. A different crowd was milling about, young men and women in raucous groups, sizing each other up for a night out. Not a Saturday night: just a typical weekday. Not too crowded. Just right.
         
 
         ‘Hi, Stephen! I thought you might not come.’ The boy was there, waiting, leaning against the wall. His hair glowed red and yellow as neon lights flashed overhead; the sound of music and bursts of laughter floated around him.
 
         Feeling genuinely delighted, Nigel slipped his arm round the boy’s slim shoulders and leaned forward to kiss him. As he did so, Peter turned his baby-face so that the kiss fell full on his lips. The boy then slowly, suggestively, licked his lips, eyes dancing. Nigel’s heart leaped and started to pound. The great ache was screaming to get out.
 
         ‘It’s great to see you, Peter. You look lovely.’ He felt a thrill of pleasure and hugged the boy to him. Together they went inside.
 
         The big club was just filling up. It occupied the whole of a narrow, three-storey building. Downstairs and on the first floor were black-painted dance areas, throbbing with noise and flashing strobe lights. The lower dance floor offered sixties pop and rock; its clients were middle-aged, grey-haired, a little paunchy. Upstairs loud, crashing heavy-metal music attracted a younger crowd, dancers in leather. It was incongruous to see bikers and Hell’s Angels jiving around and head-banging, then holding hands or cuddling in a corner. Nigel never really got used to the bizarre style of the Amsterdam gay scene and would dream wildly about it at home, waking sweating and gasping, the music still making his head spin. A bar area led off each dance floor where the sound was quieter and conversation possible. The downstairs bar was conventionally decorated in blue and silver, but upstairs the owners had encouraged a hard-up artist to use his imagination; so the walls had become green fields, peopled by Friesian black and white cows, brown eyes rolling and tails lifted suggestively.
         
 
         At the entrance both men had been frisked and warned that no drugs were allowed on the premises: any trouble and the police would be called.
 
         ‘If you did that in London or Manchester, the police would beat up every gay man in sight,’ commented Nigel.
 
         Peter laughed. ‘In Amsterdam the police are just as likely to be gay themselves. The local police chief is gay and has been putting recruiting ads in our magazines. Some of his blokes are members here. Can you believe it?’
 
         The boy nodded to a tall, bronzed man behind the bar. That, he explained, was Ernst, who ran the place with his partner Jan. So Peter was a runner for them. A student had to pick up extra money somehow. It looked a lively, friendly place and they were not overcharging for drinks.
 
         A man without a regular lover may touch very few other human beings. Nigel feared being awkward as he bought drinks and made conversation, but the boy led him easily on to the dance floor, where alcohol and desire steadily took over. His dancing was clumsy and awkward but it did not matter. Nobody here was looking at them; everyone was doing exactly the same thing. Through the boy’s shirt he could feel a taut body leaning sinuously into his own, the soft blond hair resting briefly on his shoulder. He felt happy, and thrilled, as the lights whizzed past, the music throbbed. The ache was concentrating itself in the pit of his stomach. Soon it would be time.
 
         Peter seemed to read his thoughts. ‘There’s a room upstairs. Would you like to see it? You don’t have to … you know … do anything, if you don’t want to.’
 
         It was as if the boy were the supplicant and he the provider instead of the other way round. Without another word Peter took his hand and led him like a child across the dance floor, nodding at Ernst and Jan on the way.
 
         Behind a curtain it was all black. ‘Mind the stairs, they’re a bit steep,’ whispered Peter. He pressed something into Nigel’s hand: a condom. ‘They’re bloody strict here – quite likely to check up on us.’
         
 
         Nigel swallowed hard and tried to sound light-hearted. His voice came out too British, almost a bray: ‘Quite right too.’
 
         At the top of the narrow stairs, in the eaves of the building, through another thick black curtain, all the doors had been removed, windows covered and all light sources painted out. The air was thick with the smell of sweat and sex. It was pitch dark and hot, but that the place was full of writhing bodies was evident from the slithering noises, grunts and whimpering. Boswood’s mouth was dry and he was breathing hard. Stepping carefully, holding on to Peter and squeezing around corners, he found himself led into a narrow airless alcove equipped with a wooden bench. 
 And at last he let himself go, pulling the boy to him, kissing and holding him so tight it felt as if this slight body would break; but Peter was wiry and fit, fought back, pushing at him so he redoubled his efforts, panting hard. In a moment their clothes were in a heap, Vaseline and a towel appeared from nowhere, and with a cry Boswood joined the heaving groups of men on the anonymous blacked-out top floor of a Dutch warehouse, making love in desperation and anguish and pain.
         
 
         ‘Oh God.’ He was suddenly exhausted. His mouth tasted unpleasant and his head ached. His skin crawled, sticky and foul. He was immediately stone-cold sober and felt in need of a bath. Carefully, he eased himself up and stroked Peter’s back, patting him in a gesture of thanks, as if the boy were a favourite pony remembered from childhood.
 
         In silence they dressed, avoiding each other’s space. Then Peter deliberately put out his hand into Nigel’s. ‘You were bloody marvellous,’ the boy whispered. ‘Thank you.’
 
         Together they navigated the still writhing bodies, the feeling of distaste welling in Nigel’s mouth. The stinking air lacked oxygen. Nearby a man screamed, twice, three times. Nigel was sweating profusely, his clothes stuck to his clammy body. If gays were part of a normal world, would any still come to places like this? Probably: some would want the ultimate excitement of not having privacy, of being surrounded by the sounds of sexual arousal. Some liked the feeling of taking part in an orgiastic activity. As he stumbled down the stairs Nigel realised in a sudden flash of self-awareness that he also had strange needs: usually so fastidious, he needed to be sickened by what he had just done. Feeling disgusted afterwards was a necessary adjunct, this self-loathing the only thing that kept him under control the rest of the time. If it were too easy, as simple as just taking this pretty boy back to his well-upholstered hotel room, he would never be free of it, would never be able to curb or hide his queerness, his aching sin. For he had been brought up to believe all this was horrible and wrong. Anyone that way inclined was cursed. To prove to himself it really was evil, he had to come to an evil place, to do the necessary and exhaust himself, and to feel utterly sickened afterwards.
         
 
         Oh, God in heaven.
         
 
         Outside in the street he found he was weeping. ‘What’s the matter?’ Peter was anxious. ‘It’s not your first time, is it?’
 
         ‘No, but it’s just such a terrible thing for me.’ He wanted to be rid of the boy quickly now, get back to the safe haven of the hotel. No names, no pack drill: no traces, no risks, no follow-up. He pulled out his wallet and peeled off 300 guilders. ‘That’s nearly £100. Is it enough?’
 
         Peter’s eyes widened. The pink tongue flickered over his lips. ‘Oh, Stephen! Of course it is. Will you be OK? Look, shall I come back with you?’
 
         But Boswood was already striding rapidly away, wiping his eyes on the perfumed handkerchief and gulping down sobs. It seemed an age before he walked quickly through the lighted lobby and headed for his room.
 
         The sleepy night porter who saw him assumed that the English government minister, usually so suave and full of bonhomie, a good tipper, had had a tiff with a secret lady friend. They came to Amsterdam for pleasure and were reminded only of their own despair. It happened all the time.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter Four
            

         
   
         Roger Dickson’s eyes widened in pleasure and astonishment. Pulling up a chair he sat down expectantly. His three children, already seated and tucking in, ignored him. 

         ‘My! Bacon and eggs for breakfast! To what do we owe this delight, Caroline?’

         His wife, tending a sizzling frying pan, grinned over her shoulder. ‘Well, if you’re going to be a lord you had better have a lordly breakfast. Mind, I shan’t be doing this every day. Too busy. The children thought I’d had a brainstorm, especially with Nanny off sick. There’s gratitude for you! Now how do you like your rashers? It’s so long since I attempted this I’ve forgotten.’

         ‘Crispy, please. Only one egg. And is there any chance of a piece of fried bread?’

         Toby flicked hair off his forehead. ‘What do we call you now, Dad?’

         Dickson poured a glass of orange juice, sat back and contemplated the solemn ten-year-old. Out of the corner of one eye he was aware of Emma and Clarissa at the far end of the table fighting over the ketchup. Caroline was listening.

         ‘I’m not a proper lord, you know. “Lord Commissioner of the Treasury” is the grand title, but all it means is senior whip. I share a better office. And I formally sign multi-billion-pound cheques – not my money, I hasten to add. That’s about it.’

         Caroline Dickson carefully ladled breakfast on to a plate and poured coffee. She was a solid, capable woman whose rosy skin and thick, brown hair, tidied away under a hairband, revealed a preference for the outdoor life. Today she wore a green sweater over a check shirt, a silver pin of a fleeing fox at the neck and brown corduroy trousers.

         Although over forty she looked younger, with an air of ease and self-confidence. She sat and watched as her husband ate.

         He paused, fork in air. ‘Much appreciated. You not having any?’

         ‘No. I had a grapefruit. Tiny Tim was labouring a bit over the stiles last week, so I have to get a stone off.’

         Her passion in life was hunting and point-to-point. The weather was fresh and breezy so she would ride later. Roger was ignoring the newspaper, which meant he was happy to let the conversation continue. This morning he appeared to be enjoying the family chatter, though at times the children’s exuberance would annoy them both.

         She continued lightly, ‘So that means I still can’t call myself Lady Dickson, does it?’

         Caroline was teasing. She knew her husband was pleased with this promotion, even though it meant little beyond the Commons. Nor was the former Honourable Caroline Tarrant, daughter of Viscount Tarrant, bothered about titles. Had England permitted the general accession of women, as was more common in the Scottish peerage, she would have become Lady Tarrant in her own right in due course instead of seeing the name and property passing to her younger brother. Then Toby would have become a peer in his turn. Their Lordships’ House had considered such a change more than once, but being only marginally less male-dominated than the Commons had turned the idea down flat.

         ‘Stick with me, baby,’ Roger responded with a grin. ‘If I get promoted out of the whips’ office next time into a comfortable junior minister’s job, and if I make it through the ranks many years from now into the Cabinet, then on my retirement – around the year 2013, I imagine – I might just get a life peerage. If the House of Lords is still in existence by then, of course.’

         ‘You don’t think it’s likely to be abolished, do you?’

         The children were getting restless. Their mother sent them off upstairs to clean their teeth and fetch school satchels.

         ‘No, not a chance. A second, revising Chamber is always useful. The fact that it is not elected is even more useful: if it talks sense, we act on its advice, and if it talks rubbish we overrule it. Who in their right minds would change that?’
         

         ‘You still enjoy the life, don’t you, Roger?’ Her head was on one side. Spending so much time with animals gave her a sensitivity to how humans felt also, although despite mixing with articulate people she could not always explain how she knew.

         ‘Why do you ask?’

         ‘Because you look tired sometimes. And your description of the next twenty years didn’t exactly zing with enthusiasm.’

         ‘Being a whip is tiring,’ Roger admitted. ‘I seem to have landed late duties several times this month – staying till the bitter end. Naturally I wish I could make it all happen a bit faster but I’m not exactly a high flyer, you know. Been there almost ten years now and not got very far. People who started long after me are in Cabinet already. I may not make it at all.’

         His wife picked up his dish, cleared the remains and placed it in the sink. The children were again clamouring for attention.

         ‘Don’t be silly. Of course you’re a high flyer. Not done too badly for a man who left school at sixteen, have you?’

         ‘Ah, my one stroke of luck was marrying you.’

         ‘No, you did it yourself. False modesty doesn’t become you. But remember, any time you want to stop there’s always Daddy’s bank. He adores you and you would have a great career there, out of the limelight, which would be a bonus for us all.’

         ‘Spend more time with my family, maybe? Wouldn’t you feel sorry if I left politics?’ He was curious. In a moment the kitchen would be empty. He realised how seldom he talked about the future with his wife. Much was taken for granted in this easy-going household.

         ‘Me? No, not at all. I’m easy. It’s for you to decide.’ She glanced up. Her husband looked a little upset. She shrugged, sorry she could not share his love affair with the political world; but he had always known that.

         She explained, ‘It wouldn’t make any difference to my life. I should still support the local party, I should still spend most of my time in town ferrying children around – for the next decade anyway – and I should still be more interested in horses and hounds than in people. At least animals don’t answer back. Emma, put that down and let’s get going.’

         Dickson half rose, but she planted a quick kiss on his cheek and the children did likewise. Only the little one, his adored Clarissa, she of the dark hair and big sparkling eyes, scrambled on to his lap and gave him a proper hug. In a second the door had banged and the kitchen was quiet.

         He poured another coffee and attempted to read the newspaper but was not concentrating. The unaccustomed conversation in the cramped townhouse kitchen had disturbed his equilibrium. Some political families were a partnership of intensely like-minded people, who shared ambition and helped each other. Though tempting, having a wife in the Commons gallery taking notes would not have suited him and he would have disliked coming home to a post-mortem on every speech. And it was not her style. As a wife Caroline was supportive, certainly. No complaints on that score. Nor did she interfere. She kept her views to herself, if she had any, and had never been other than tactful and considerate to constituents. His passion for politics was tolerated with an amused, almost condescending good humour. But if one day he came home to tell her it was all over and he wished to return to banking she would have smiled and simply accepted his decision. Yet, he knew, she would have been secretly pleased.

         The main whips’ meeting was at ten; getting in early would do no harm. Caroline had taken the car so he would walk. It was pleasantly sunny out and the Commons was not far.

         Early summer was the best time in London. All the plane trees were in full leaf, their green freshness waving over his head. He could almost smell the additional oxygen they had been pumping into the air all night. An early shower had left the streets newly clean. More people seemed to be walking; traffic was light.
         

         His mind ranged over the discussion. Was Caroline right – was his enthusiasm waning? No, that wasn’t it. It was in part the feeling that his own progress was taking so long which bothered him. Already there were two members of the new Cabinet younger than he. Several had entered Parliament after him. Years stretched ahead as a junior and middle-rank minister before he could expect preferment; without special talent or luck, making the jump to Cabinet was by no means guaranteed. At the end he might be eased out, still largely unknown. A knighthood at best. Sir Roger Dickson. Caroline would become Lady Dickson, but so what?

         Long ago as a small boy he had walked these streets near Parliament and wanted to touch the very stones. There had been no chance whatever of becoming an MP then. His family background was not exactly poor, but nobody in his household, in his street, stayed on at school or contemplated college.

         But the leap had been made from that life of narrow horizons. Luck had played its part, certainly; and crucial support from wise old Lord Tarrant and his horsey daughter. Dickson had first understood himself to be ambitious when he was a boy on this pavement. For that reason he had rejected going into a factory and applied for a job at the head office of a small bank. The second whiff of it had come much later, in Tarrants Bank, when the boss’s daughter had taken a fancy to him. A sense of shock had accompanied the realisation that he was capable of going about his wooing quite coolly. Tarrants had long since become part of an international banking conglomerate, but its office in the Strand still stood proudly and it had kept its name. It had also retained its reputation for quiet, responsible service. Rather like his wife.

         He loved Caroline. Of course he did. That was not in question; that was not the problem. Perhaps it was, in a way. He did not feel passionately about her; the marriage still had an air of a satisfactory arrangement. That passion was part of his nature he doubted, although when he contemplated his children, particularly the youngest, and the flicker of pain they generated in him, he knew that whereas he could survive losing Caroline – in a hunting accident, perhaps – and would remarry, the loss of a child such as Clarissa would break his heart.

         It was reassuring that there was nothing much wrong with his emotional equipment. It had never been tested much. As a boy he had kept himself to himself, was a little distant with his older brother and sister, avoided falling in love, probably for fear of sentimental ties which might have chained him for ever to his background. That there was something cold-blooded about his constitution did not worry him. It did not make him a bad person. Indeed, for a political animal it could be a most useful attribute.

         Perhaps all his emotion was reserved for the political world. It certainly took most of his energy. Caroline was possibly right that he was jaded. Thank goodness it would be recess soon.

         He had arrived at the House of Lords end, but it was too early to go inside and his thoughts were still worrying him. On an impulse he turned right into the Embankment gardens, in the lee of Victoria Tower, then through the shabby iron gates with their long-neglected notices about park closing times. He strolled past the elegant small statue of Emmeline Pankhurst, down the path, to the grey stone embankment over the river itself. He folded his arms and leaned over, watching the muddy water.

         Suppose he made a mental list of his faults and weaknesses as a possible future minister, much as he might for another candidate considered objectively, and cheered himself up with a similar list of his strengths? Then he could consider how to diminish the former and augment the latter. At least it would give the feeling that he was taking his career in hand, regaining control.

         Strengths? Some came immediately to mind. Plenty of money – at least, no money worries, no need to leave the relatively poorly paid Commons for the City for that reason. Being comfortably off gave him political independence of mind and judgement. Actually, it was Caroline’s money, so personal independence was out of the question. A supportive wife and a happy home. Nothing rocky there. Good health, good character: both important. Too many careers had been jeopardised or ruined by a fondness for the bottle, for gambling and the like. A strong constituency and a first-class agent in Tom Sparrow, one of the old school, utterly loyal, fiercely competent. Part of his brain observed with detached amusement that his list was only appropriate for a continued political career: so he had not given that up, then.
         

         Faults? Bit too easy-going. Ought to be more decisive. But that was because he could frequently see trouble coming and, by taking small steps, avoid it. He did love intriguing, which is why the whips’ office suited him so well. And his adroitness meant he had few enemies and a reputation for getting things done without friction. He was unfailingly courteous, on principle: you could get much further with politeness than with a row. That was translated as charm, to his surprise. Not really a fault, then.

         Yet it was. Being too content in the endlessly shifting world of politics was the main reason others were making progress faster than he was. He did not push himself, did not ensure that others knew of his successes. Never blew his own trumpet and, to be truthful, didn’t know how. But a fault it certainly was. If he simply tried to stay put he would find himself settling, neglected, in the middle ranks, as other layers slowly and inexorably piled on top, like a garden compost heap in which the richest bits may be deep down, but no one ever bothers to find them. To improve matters meant seeking and taking risks instead of avoiding them. As a youngster he had felt driven: somehow he had to recapture that need to prove himself.

         The brownish water lapped gently at the foot of the stones. Piles of flotsam, bits of rotten wood, old plastic bags, an empty Perrier bottle bobbed past. What a mess the Thames still was. It was hard to believe that salmon swam up river these days. Must be mad, or brave, or desperate, or all three, to take such risks in such a murky environment. Just like anybody decent in politics.

         This discussion with himself was turning out unexpectedly useful. Even as ideas flickered through his brain he recalled in the brief conversation with Caroline his use of the clichéd phrase ‘Spending more time with my family’. That was a euphemism now widely used in British politics for a minister who had resigned of his own accord, probably before being pushed. Yet the Cabinet minister who had originally enunciated it had been nowhere near the push, and might well return to Cabinet before long. Maybe that chap had been serious. Perhaps his family had leaned on him. Dickson was sure Caroline would never do that. Was it thinkable that a man in Cabinet simply got bored?

         Was that it? Was he bored with politics? No. Bored at the moment, then? He wriggled. It was not a word he used often. He had been bored witless at the bank in early days, but the job was a godsend and the money like manna from heaven. Once the promotions began he set to with a will. He had been bored at school because nothing happened – there were no stimuli, no challenges. His current feeling was somehow similar, though not as intense. A low-level sense of boredom and lack of challenge, then, but something exciting might reawaken that latent ambition.

         There was a downside. If he were successful, life would change. At the moment he basked in a total lack of public recognition. Other strollers in the gardens were giving him hardly a glance. How would he cope with being well known? Would the children suffer? He and Caroline would have to take steps to protect them. Not that there was much chance of media stardom for the moment. He was not a great orator, not by a long chalk. His radio voice was flat and dull and he had no idea how to handle television – the cameras made him appear cold and rigid. None of that so-called ‘charm’ showed on the screen.

         The list of advantages and disadvantages was not too devastating. Having reached what felt like a natural break, Dickson started walking back, brow furrowed in thought. In front of the Pankhurst statue and gazing up at it was a blonde woman in a blue suit. She did not notice his approach and stepped back as he drew near. A collision was inevitable; she yelped as he trod on her foot.
         

         ‘Oh! I am sorry!’ He began to apologise, and stopped dead. It was Elaine Stalker. She was rubbing her toes, shoe in hand. As she too realised the identity of her attacker, she hurriedly slipped the shoe back on and attempted to recover her dignity.

         ‘My, but you were in another world,’ She remarked. ‘Lucky it was you, Roger, or I might have clouted you one. Penny for them?’

         He was nonplussed. ‘Pardon? Oh, penny for my thoughts. I was thinking about how to make myself famous for my bright, intelligent personality, just like you.’

         She looked at him astonished, then warily. ‘You’re pulling my leg.’

         He suddenly felt sheepish. ‘No, I was serious. Here am I, a grey, dull old whip. There must be lessons I can learn in how to sparkle as you do. Ah, what you could teach me, Elaine!’

         He meant it only as gentle flirtation, a way of leaving his moodiness behind, but her reaction was uncertain. Dickson sighed; he was not handling this too well. She seemed ready to move out of the gardens with him in the direction of Members’ Entrance. They fell in step together.

         ‘I was thinking, that’s all. I’ve been a whip some time now. Much as I like it, I don’t want to spend the next ten years there. Nor, if I were being totally honest, do I want to spend ten years as a junior minister either.’ He was surprising himself, talking out loud like this. Those big hazel eyes were staring up at him with sympathy and concern. His youngest daughter had eyes like that, with a similar childlike openness and simplicity. Elaine’s gaze invited confidences. He hoped she was discreet.

         ‘I shouldn’t think you have much of a problem, Roger,’ she answered. There was a tartness in her tone which pulled him up short. ‘At least your feet are planted firmly on the ladder. Look at me – I haven’t started yet, and may never get the chance. Want to change places?’

         Her remark restored the political geography with a clang, putting it reassuringly but dully back where it had been before he started the unaccustomed contemplation of his navel. He had been promoted, more than once, and should stop feeling sorry for himself. Other people saw him as a great success. He retreated into his official, cool, professional mode.

         ‘You should have no problem, Elaine, as long as you work at it. All you really need is patience. That’s what I should call you, eh, as a reminder – Patience? How about it?’

         Elaine was both annoyed and puzzled. Her sharpness had made this interesting man shut up, just as he was beginning to unbend. She cursed her quickness, and softened her tone.

         ‘If you wish – or we could do a trade. Maybe, Roger, if I attempt to teach you how to “sparkle”, as you put it, you’ll teach me how to be patient.’

         He laughed. ‘Now that sounds an attractive proposition, Mrs Stalker. Allow me to consider it further. And to apologise for treading on your foot. I haven’t hurt you, have I?’

         She shook her head. Her toes were tingling but would survive.

         ‘I wouldn’t hurt you for the world.’

         It should have been simply a good-natured remark, but it came out with some added significance. She was disconcerted, off balance. He was standing quietly in front of her; then he glanced at his watch.

         ‘I must go. Goodbye, Patience. Don’t forget.’

         In the Commons cloakroom Elaine slowly took off her jacket and combed her hair in front of the mirror. Her toes twinged like a punishment. How she wished she had not halted those gentle musings by her roughness. At least she knew now that he was not such a cold fish.

         And Roger Dickson, as he took the stairs to Members’ Lobby two at a time, was exulting at a sudden lightness of heart. For in the last few moments one more weakness had pushed itself forcibly to the fore – a weakness which might also have the potential to turn into a strength. Instead of dismay it left a glow, an excitement and buzz long forgotten. Naturally nothing would come of it. Nothing could come of it: he was not that sort of chap. Nevertheless the very whisper of the thought – the flirtation with fantasy presented a challenge, and a risk, and an answer to some of the problems of incipient boredom which had so scared him half an hour ago.
         

         
             

         

         It was June, only three months since the election, which already seemed light years away. The last two weeks before the summer recess were a lazy time for MPs, who spent hours on the Terrace or queuing grumpily in the Thomas Cook travel office in the basement, arguing about plane tickets.

         Roger Dickson and his fellow whips were busy. It was time to place friends and foes where it mattered. Select committees were set up in imitation of the powerful investigatory system of the US Congress, each shadowing the activities of a government department. Their political balance was giving rise to endless wrangling, for, with a tiny overall majority, in committee the government side had at best a nerve-jangling majority of one. Roger hoped that this Parliament would be remarkable for its lack of contentious issues, at least on the domestic front. He cursed those Members who craved seats on committees solely to make trouble. It needed only one misplaced pest for a minister or civil servant to be pilloried for hours, often on television.

         A glance at his list of available Members threw up Andrew Muncastle’s name. The tall, fair man whose anxious face he still had difficulty recalling had written an apologetic note indicating willingness to serve on a Select Committee. There was still a vacancy on Environment. Both Muncastle and Elaine Stalker and a couple of more nondescript new Members were after it, but Muncastle had already made a speech on the subject. The chap was also a pre-programmed government supporter keen to earn brownie points. To clinch matters, Martin Clarke, whom Dickson owed a small favour after the defeat of a batty Euro-sceptic as chairman of the backbench Europe committee, had also mentioned Muncastle’s name.

         The lovely Mrs Stalker was a different matter. He pondered her letter for a long time. Putting her on the committee instead of Muncastle would be taking a bit of a risk. It would have been a different matter had there been two vacancies, but a choice was required. She did not have the same aura of dull dependability as Muncastle, perhaps because she was a woman, and a disturbingly pretty one at that. Her progress was slower than it should be. She would have to be reminded to get on with her maiden speech and not leave it till Parliament returned in the autumn. Until it was done she could not participate in debates or Question Time and was in danger of trailing behind scores of others who had followed Muncastle over this first hurdle.

         So Muncastle it was. He congratulated himself on a sound choice.

         
             

         

         An opportunity to assist Mrs Stalker’s return to the fast lane soon presented itself. Year by year the Northern Ireland Act was renewed, usually at a quiet point in the summer. The debate covered the whole range of Ulster topics, not only security. A vote was not expected and few Members had put in to speak. Most, indeed, had paired and cleared off. Yet the subject matter was far from trivial.

         Dickson found Elaine Stalker in the Commons library catching up on the week’s newspapers. Elaine was dressed in a light-blue linen suit, its straight skirt skimming her thighs as her weight shifted from one high-heeled foot to the other. He halted for a moment at the narrow doorway and watched her as she stood at the old-fashioned reading desk, her back to him. Even from here in the small warm room he could smell her perfume – Chanel, he guessed.

         Roger had not forgotten the moment in the Embankment gardens, but on reflection had put it aside as too foolish for words, or too dangerous. Looking at her now he felt the excitement flooding back, the buzz of something risky, different. Such a thing was not possible. A liaison between a whip and one of his own Members would be laughed out of court. It would diminish him forever, stop his progress dead. Nevertheless he could look, and daydream. And consider how he might keep the implied promise made then, that he would try to help her.
         

         Her hand turning the pages was square, not a delicate woman’s hand but capable and workmanlike, fingernails short and practical, unvarnished. The golden hair was falling forward and she pushed it back from her face, revealing a big, pale pearl earring nestling deep in the soft mane, like a naked body in a tumbled bed. Her finger caressed the long pearl, gently, rubbing it up and down. The innocent movement made him catch his breath.

         She lifted her head, turned around and looked straight at him, her friendly gaze catching his confused reflections. So Roger Dickson noticed her in that way too, did he? He hadn’t been the only one, of course. At least one colleague had made a quick pass and had been tactfully rebuffed. Elaine had not come to Westminster looking for a man. But it was flattering and, coming from a person as distinguished and important – and as attractive – as Roger Dickson, it was intriguing and not unwelcome.

         ‘What are you doing here, Elaine?’ he asked, and smiled at her. He kept his voice low, for chatter in the library was frowned on.

         She explained ruefully she had not arranged a pair in time and had been frustrated by the scribbled notice ‘No More Pairs for Thursday’ pinned to the door of the whips’ office. Greg Shepherd, the whips’ clerk, keeper of those mysterious handwritten ledgers of approved pairs and absences, had shrugged sympathetically and shaken his head. He did not make the rules.

         ‘If you have to be here, make the most of it,’ suggested Dickson.

         He told her about the Irish debate. It felt odd, talking lucidly to a person, making verbal contact with a brain and personality while secretly savouring her smell and minutely examining her physical being. Her skin looked fresh and alive, as if she enjoyed being a woman; she had acquired a modest tan sitting out on the Terrace each morning with Diane attending to her mail.

         ‘There’s a brief available. The debate is wide-ranging; almost anything you might say on Northern Ireland would be in order.’

         Elaine was dubious, although her interest had been awakened by Marcus Carey’s recent enthusiasm. Dickson pushed her a little, offering a whiff of flattery. ‘The Secretary of State is dragging everybody in Ulster politics to talks on its future. We must show some support. The more backing he can get from capable people like you, Elaine, the better. And if you do I won’t forget it.’

         It was not fair and he knew it. The debate was a formality. Its staged banalities would be widely reported in the province and ignored in the rest of the United Kingdom. On the other hand there would be no opportunities for big set-piece maiden speeches before the House recessed. Vaguely he felt he was letting her down. But for today he had his job to do, his duty to the front bench and the Chief Whip to deliver a well-managed debate. He was beginning to acknowledge to himself that he was drawn to her, not just as an arresting female or as an intelligent colleague, but as more than a mixture of both. In the autumn he could guide her career with a touch more finesse than he was showing now. A more hands-on approach, perhaps. Johnson’s bet floated into his mind. Again, as at the time, he reacted uncomfortably to such arrant chauvinism, the sheer injustice of judging potential largely by sex. He had entirely forgotten his own assessment of her for the place she craved on committee.

         ‘Okay, I’ll give it a try. At least it won’t be widely reported, which is a blessing, first time.’ Elaine felt almost relieved to be concentrating now on her maiden speech, even on an unfamiliar subject. She turned to leave with Roger. An objective observer glancing at the two might have noted a preoccupied expression on the woman’s face and a paternalistic, satisfied air to the man as he touched her on the arm and guided her towards the exit.

         
             

         

         Deputy Speaker Dame Janet Fookes, regal and poker-faced, was in the Speaker’s Chair. Clutching the data Marcus had sent, Elaine waited quietly until she was acknowledged, bobbed her head respectfully and asked to be called for her maiden speech. Dame Janet pursed her lips: another new Member got at by the whips. Elaine could expect to be called about 6 p.m.
         

         Once committed, Elaine could not shake off a feeling that speaking in that debate was a mistake. The place was empty. In itself that was not unusual. Most of the time the Commons Chamber was empty, a fact which always amazed visitors unable to contemplate that anything could be more alluring than speaking from the green benches. Most mainland Members, however, made a particular point of avoiding Northern Ireland business. It was too specialised, too tragic, too intractable to merit any of the soothing inanities which are most MPs’ stock in trade. Thus the province and its activities remained a closed book to Elaine’s colleagues, whose strongest reactions were helplessness at the outrages and a desire to be seen nowhere near such a debate.

         Sir Patrick Mayhew, Secretary of State, shuffled his notes and put on record once again the policy of the government. His patrician accent, self-deprecating manner and languid stance were unintentionally but uncannily similar to all English forebears in this post, a throwback to less complicated times when the answer to such colonial problems was to send a gunboat or an extra battalion of Scottish regulars. Unlike them, he yearned not for dominance but for peace, for a glimmer of an end to the horrors and atrocities.

         ‘What is our purpose in Northern Ireland? It is primarily to help the people there to secure a tranquil, just and prosperous way of life. It remains divided as a community, but I sense that increasingly there is manifested by ordinary people from each side a deep desire to see cooperation.’

         Elaine felt out of place. There was no great ceremony today; nobody much was listening. She shifted uncomfortably on the hard bench. By teatime she was the only non-Ulster backbencher on either side and was wishing that she had taken no notice of Roger Dickson and his come-hither grey eyes. Her acceding so readily to his suggestion was a new and disturbing tendency on her part to wish to please those in authority, especially him. When Dickson asked her a favour, with that big head of dark hair with its whisper of silver at the side which made her want to stroke it, his easy manner and quiet baritone voice, it was getting hard to refuse. She should have said, ‘You have to be joking, Roger’, and removed herself like everyone else.

         She rose at last with a dragging sense of anti-climax, cheated of a great event. Still, she must do her best. She pushed herself to sound forceful, energetic, positive.

         ‘Madam Deputy Speaker; I hope I may help put right the complaints of Honourable Members opposite that the green benches are always empty for these topics. I can today only make a small contribution to the House’s deliberations, but in my constituency of South Warmingshire we have a substantial group of people of Irish and Ulster origins who play a large part in local life. I believe they would want me to take an interest today.’

         Most MPs could say that. She ploughed on. Her constituency deserved more fulsome description but the depressing atmosphere limited her inventiveness. Nevertheless she had started. Pity there was no one else here to watch – no Mike, no Karen. It couldn’t be helped. As ever, once on her feet she relaxed a little and concentrating on the job in hand began to enjoy herself.

         ‘We on the mainland take our nationality for granted, despite all the anxieties over Europe. We know who we are, we know our government, we rule ourselves. In Ulster forty per cent of the population feels it is governed by a hostile culture. The other sixty per cent wants to stay with the Kingdom but is terrified it may be abandoned. No one can feel secure or comfortable in circumstances like that.’ It was straightforward stuff, positioning herself as understanding both sides but taking neither.

         ‘The province’s economic performance is proving resilient during the recession. Although as the Secretary of State has admitted unemployment now stands at over fourteen per cent of the population, the rate of increase has slowed down in recent months and is below that of the UK as a whole. Similarly, even though output and employment have both fallen over the year, that compares with a UK average which has been falling nearly twice as fast.’
         

         The numbers were culled both from the government’s brief and from Marcus’s tables. As she read them out she was acutely conscious that they did not exactly offer a tale of resounding success. She finished a little lamely: ‘Taken overall, the past year has provided encouraging evidence of Northern Ireland’s economic potential and capabilities.’ Mayhew was whispering approvingly about her to a fellow minister, who leaned back to examine her. The whip was scribbling a note in his folder. Not long now.

         Watching the clock, she addressed her remarks to the Secretary of State. ‘It is impressive that so much progress has been made already by the talks on the future of the province. Of course we want to find a sensible, democratic solution. If we are to beat the terrorists, men and women of peace and goodwill must work together. The only group to gain from any breakdown of talks would be the IRA.’

         She took a deep breath. ‘Madam Deputy Speaker. The path ahead is stony and we will stumble many times. But there is only one way forward, and I offer my Right Honourable Friends my full support on what I hope will be, at last, the road to success.’

         Elaine sat down to murmured ‘Hear, hears’. She was surprised to find she was trembling. The whip on duty entered a quick summary and the comment that she had done well in trying circumstances.

         Later, Roger Dickson, reading the whip’s remarks, reflected that Elaine must have worked hard to get her speech researched and written so quickly. She had genuine political talent, no doubt about that. He had not given her much help, had not even managed to come and listen. Maybe he should try and make it up to her before the recess.

         Elaine was wrong in one respect: her assumption that no one was taking any notice of her that afternoon. Her words would be recorded in Hansard and her views noted, on this as on every other occasion she was to speak. But within a week her name would be entered on lists, in London, in New York, in Belfast, in Dublin, in secret places and safe houses.

         At Westminster itself nothing is ever missed or ignored. Two of her backbench colleagues read her speech in Hansard and were impressed in their turn. The Conservative backbench Northern Ireland committee needed a joint secretary. If she were willing, a nomination and a seconder would be arranged. There would be no worries about a contest: that was all taken care of. Nor was there an enormous amount of work to do, just meeting an invited speaker each week and going for a drink afterwards. The whips felt it would be a good thing to have a woman involved, and had hinted it would be a shame if she came to the end of her first parliamentary term with nothing to show for her undoubted ability and staunch support. Elaine detected the protecting, threatening hand of Roger Dickson. And so it was done.

         Meanwhile other backbench Conservative committees were also reorganising after the election. Around thirty such committees exist, replicated on the Labour side. There are no agendas, no apologies, no minutes, no action list drawn up at the end of each session. Instead these are private meetings in the House of Commons open only to those taking the party whip. Regularly the distinguished officers of a backbench committee will take tea and talk shop with the appropriate Secretary of State. These men and women, elected by their fellow MPs, are treated with extraordinary deference and given precedence in debate alongside adherents of the more formal House Select Committees. Key posts are strongly contested: by ex-ministers, by would-be ministers, by never-to-be ministers looking for a little outcrop of rock to scramble to, a toehold on the foothills of the great mountain of state, affording at least a better view than the trampled, overcrowded undergrowth spread out below.
         

         The backbench Environment committee presented a bigger battle than Northern Ireland. Andrew Muncastle found himself the object of considerable attention as his nomination paper, signed by Martin Clarke and another crony from the Snakes and Ladders Dining Club, appeared on Greg Shepherd’s office wall. He had not expected to find himself in competition with several weighty former junior ministers with friends in County Hall. Mostly their objective was to persuade Whitehall to subsidise council coffers more heavily in the run-up to county elections. The prospect of a bottomless pit for public cash, just as tax revenues were dwindling, filled the Treasury with alarm.

         Andrew, confirmed government supporter and with enough friends in the right places, was duly elected.

         
             

         

         The weather became sultry. It became too hot to sit on the Terrace in the mornings, baking in the sun, while a strange smell sometimes floated up from the river below. By contrast the evenings were cooler and pleasant, but there was no point in hanging around just for the sake of it; the whips were always on the lookout for under-employed manpower.

         Elaine trudged back to her flat. Mike was in California, Karen still at school. The Commons would be finished in a week. The exhilaration and euphoria of the first days had worn off very quickly, as was to be expected. Not that any kind of disillusion had set in; the gap had been filled by a struggle to master all her new tasks. She needed to think through the mass of information being sprayed around. It all left her hardly any time to draw breath.

         How much easier it must be for an Andrew Muncastle, with somebody knowledgeable – his grandfather – close at hand. Or for other new women MPs from a political background. Ann Winterton and Virginia Bottomley had been able to turn to husbands who had preceded them to the House. Not exactly a task for Mike, flying away God knows where. She wished she had someone – a guide, a mentor perhaps – at the very least, on a quiet night like this, a companion, to listen and to share.

         It was not going to be an easy life.

         When she had the flat to herself on evenings like tonight when there was no vote, Elaine had soon devised her own system of avoiding becoming too lonely. If there was nobody around, she would make the most of her solitude. A little uninterrupted pampering would be perfect, especially after a long, sweaty day.

         She set about her task methodically. The small television set was moved into the bathroom and balanced on a stool. A generous measure of single-malt whisky went into a chunky crystal tumbler placed on the corner of the bath. Blue foam bath essence was poured into the running hot water. The little room filled rapidly with sweet-scented steam. Three large fluffy towels came out of the airing cupboard and formed a pink nest on the floor, the talc perched on top like a baby bird waiting to be fed. Faced with an hour or two to spare and the need to unwind, Elaine plumped for a lazy wallow in a hot bath.

         Here, surrounded by rich foam perfumed by Nina Ricci, she could sing, soap herself, take a drink, rub the loofah wherever she wished, wiggle her toes with care up the tap and gaze down her nose at her glistening body with curiosity and modest pride. Not bad at all for thirty-five: not a wrinkle, not a sag, not a scar – not yet. Only a tiny mark low down on the right where the gynaecologist had entered to tie her tubes. More pregnancies were not on the agenda, or mornings remembering to take the pill. She smiled as she recalled interviewers, local and national, enquiring sympathetically about the sacrifices she had made to get to Westminster. Oh yes, she had made sacrifices. To become an MP she had sacrificed a load of undesirable activity, happily giving up both housework and morning sickness in return for a job she loved.

         Fuzzily through the steam she examined the half-moons of her breasts and their small pale nipples. Then the hillock of her belly and its navel, like an extinct volcano, the suds forming a white mountain top, slithering down the sides like an eruption. She took another large sip of whisky, hummed merrily and piled more foam in the hollows between belly and hip-bones. Only in the bath did they stick up now: she would have to diet during the recess. Some hope.
         

         It was nearly ten o’clock. Elaine turned on the television set and lay back, waiting for the nightly news and comment. The foam swished around her shoulders, wetting her hair and covering her chin like a man’s beard, hiding her body in sparkling white like the hair on a great warrior’s chest. In the bath she could pretend to be male, but still intensely enjoy being female. She giggled and blew bubbles off her nose. The whisky warmed her inside, making her drowsy, suspended in time, independent of gravity, no longer subject to the stifling restrictions at Westminster, the unsmudged make-up and ladderless tights, the immaculate expensive outfits and unrelenting public scrutiny.

         She moved her hand slowly over her breasts, caressing, curious and entertained as the nipples rose and hardened under her fingers. Much too good to be wasted.

         What a pity Mike isn’t here. If he goes on neglecting me like this I shall have to get a boyfriend. He wouldn’t even notice, I’ll bet.
         

         The television pictures swam gently before her unfocused eyes as the producer chose a long shot of the Commons in session. Elaine’s fingers slithered down her belly and involuntarily, because it was such a delicious feeling and because it was such a long time since Mike had been down there, began very gently, almost without noticing, to flicker up and down, up and down, in the moistness between her legs.

         One tall figure standing at the bar of the House turned to face the camera. With her free hand she raised her glass in mocking salute. He seemed to look straight at her, to know what she was doing. It was nonsense, of course: this was a recording, a piece at random. He was not there. He could not see her.

         She wished he could.

         It was Roger Dickson.

         She sat up, startled, pulling her hand away, flesh tingling. The remaining whisky spilled into the bath, its alcohol mixing with the steam. Suddenly the place smelled lascivious, like a brothel. She coughed and spluttered as the foam with a life of its own found its sinister way into her mouth and nose. The water sloshed dangerously around and she felt herself slipping, unable to get a grip.

         What on earth was she doing? Thinking? Not thinking, more like. The man was married. Happily, for all she knew. Do Not Touch; verboten.
         

         Dickson had made no move of any kind, overt or subtle. He had shown nothing other than a fraternal, professional interest. His pushing her to make her maiden speech in that ghastly Irish debate was no evidence that he saw her as anything special – rather the opposite. Other people had lost their parliamentary virginity weeks ago. His suggestion of a nickname had been a game to relax her, nothing more. If he were taking a shine to her she was resolutely unaware of it.

         Yet there had been something wistful in his eyes in the library. And in the gardens. Surely she was not imagining that.

         Elaine sat for a moment in the subsiding sudsy water and tried to think with more clarity. Dickson was a deeply attractive man, of that there was no doubt. There was no harm in admitting that. But he was a formidable character, vital to her further progress as her whip, and absolutely not to be trifled with. Misjudging him could lead her to make a complete fool of herself.

         Or was it so crazy?

         A parliamentary colleague would have as much reason for keeping quiet as she would have herself. An outsider might be tempted to tell the tale for money. Outsiders would not understand, could not share the joys and misfortunes of this exotic political world. An insider like Dickson would grasp all that in a trice, and would have as many reasons as herself for discretion. An affair with a colleague, if indeed she were planning an affair at all, might be better, safer and more exciting than an affair with almost anybody else. If she could be cool and self-controlled about it, the question demanded her consideration.
         

         Roger’s face had appeared only fleetingly. Doubtless she had imagined it, or it had been some other man. She pulled out the plug and felt her previous certainties ebb down the plug-hole with the grey frothy water. A cool flicker of air was coming under the door, chilling her wet skin.

         
             

         

         The trip to San Francisco was in the nature of a few pleasant days off. British Airways ran its most profitable routes to California; it was comforting in a recession, Mike Stalker noted, to be employed by a cash-rich company, and one so compulsively determined to beat all its rivals. 
His wife was engrossed in the Commons and Karen was safe, if bored, at his mother’s. Thus Mike had joined Linda the stewardess and one of the stewards, Simon Williams, and jumped at the chance of a few days on the West Coast.
         

         The city always gave him pleasure. Its sweeping blue bay with the breathtaking bridge, its sea breezes which kept the air fresh and sweet, the wooded hills and delightful jumble of old houses, all styles and colours, colonial and Spanish, the waterfront now handsomely restored after the fire, the Japanese garden and its windmill overlooking the bay, and most of all the climate: he could well understand its inhabitants believing themselves living in paradise.

         Linda had taken herself off almost immediately to see cousins. Mike found himself an evening later out on the hotel terrace sipping an old-fashioned Tom Collins and chatting with Simon. ‘I can’t understand how anyone can leave this place,’ Mike mused. ‘If I were to be born again, I hope it will be here.’

         ‘You could always move,’ suggested Simon. ‘You would get a pilot’s job anywhere.’ He was a slim, fair-haired man, younger looking than his thirty-four years. Although Mike was only a year or two older, his appearance was much the more mature, with a touch of silver already in his brown hair.

         ‘No, that’s not possible. Working for BA means staying British; and Elaine’s job…’ His voice tailed off. It was the first time it had occurred to him that his choices were limited. That he might have to defer to his wife’s needs was a new and slightly uncomfortable thought.

         ‘How’s she getting on?’

         ‘Fine. Seems to love every minute. Made her maiden speech last week. I was sorry I couldn’t be there, but it came up while we were flying over the Golden Gate. Couldn’t be helped.’ 
It was a warm, soft evening. Birds twittered and fluttered, perching on the eaves and railing, preparing for rest. From the two men’s position looking west over the bay the sunset would be clearly visible. Mike settled down to enjoy the vista.
         

         ‘I may have to move soon,’ Simon remarked quietly.

         ‘Really? Why?’

         ‘Oh, it’s a long story.’ Moodily Simon clinked ice in his glass.

         ‘Well, I’m your team leader, in a manner of speaking. I’m supposed to know if any of my crew are unhappy. And if I can help I’d be glad to.’ Mike Stalker was well liked as competent and professional, though a little distant.

         Simon Williams took a deep breath. ‘You know I’m gay, don’t you? Quite a lot of the stewards are, so that’s not news.’ He paused.

         Mike was alarmed. ‘You haven’t –’

         ‘Got AIDS? No. Nothing like that. Fernando and I are very careful. Safe sex and all that. I shan’t be visiting any dives on this trip, I can tell you. Real stairway to heaven, that sort of lark.’ He shifted. ‘But the trouble is Fernando. I think you met him at the Christmas party?’

         Mike Stalker squinted at the dying sun and tried to remember. With an effort he recalled a darkly good-looking young man who had hovered shyly behind Simon. He nodded.
         

         ‘We met in London, where he’s a postgraduate student at King’s. He’s a Cuban-American. His family are based in Miami. Very proud of him. We set up home together two years ago, and I think it’s for keeps. The trouble is, he can’t stay in the UK.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Because he has no right of residence. The UK laws on immigration are extremely strict, and when his time is up as a student he’ll have to go home.’

         ‘Can’t you apply for him to stay?’

         Simon’s laugh had a hollow ring. ‘Oh, we have. Now if he was a Cuban-American girl we could marry, and provided we filled in all the correct papers and were patient he would almost certainly get permission. But because he’s a bloke our relationship isn’t recognised. So he has to go back.’

         Mike was astonished. ‘Surely there’s something you could do? Would you like me to have a word with Elaine about it?’

         ‘We’ve tried MPs,’ Simon said bitterly. ‘Our own wasn’t interested at all. Suggested we might like to find ourselves girlfriends instead. Our lawyer wrote to a couple of dozen who were supposed to be supportive of gay rights, but apart from sympathetic noises we got nowhere. You can see why – it’s not their pain. Being in a stable relationship with a gay man in Britain doesn’t count for anything at all. We could have been together ten years, twenty, living abroad perhaps, but we don’t exist in official texts as a couple. And yet I can’t leave him: he’s my life. We want to stay together. That means I must give up the land of my own birth and try to join him in the States.’

         ‘I am sorry,’ Mike offered sombrely. ‘I didn’t know about all this.’

         Simon warmed to his theme. The light from the setting sun touched the side of his smooth face, turning it to flame. A small gold earring, which he did not wear on board, gleamed dully.

         ‘We couldn’t live easily in Florida near his people – not that I fancy it anyway, too humid and hot – so this area may well be a possibility. Fernando has been applying for jobs at Berkeley and we’re hopeful. Then, all quiet, I’ll apply to emigrate to the USA too. We’ve learned a lot about what to keep to ourselves. At least in San Francisco nobody thinks we’re nutters or freaks.’

         ‘You sure he’s the right one for you?’ Mike was hesitant. The expectations and etiquette of homosexuality were a closed book. Perhaps it was not unreasonable to talk to Simon as he would to any lovelorn member of his staff with more ordinary cravings.

         ‘Yeah, I’m sure. Before him I was just fooling around. He’s great to look at, as you know, and I was drawn to him at once: not quite love at first sight, but not far off. He’s clever, very deep. With him, my life has some meaning. I’m not giving him up.’

         ‘Would it help to tell me more?’ Mike suggested. ‘I mean, you must have some choice in the matter. I’m so pig-ignorant about all this being … ah … normal myself.’

         The man opposite him suddenly lost his temper. ‘I am normal!’ he spat out. ‘For heaven’s sake! You’re as bad as all the rest, Mike. Look: nobody chooses to be gay any more than people choose to be straight. Don’t you think I would rather have made my parents happy, married and produced children? And Fernando the same? We have no choice. God, that is cruel.’
         

         Mike frowned. He felt the need to fight back. ‘What do you mean, cruel?’

         Simon looked around exasperated, as if for inspiration. ‘All right, I’ll tell you. You know that steward on the Lagos flight, the one you chided for having such a long face? Do you know what that guy was putting up with, while you were moaning at him? His lover had just died of AIDS. They’d been together ages – oh, about eight years. He had spent the last eighteen months nursing him, every spare moment he had got. He would have given up work but we told him not to – they needed every penny. Then, when his partner died, the family turned up and insisted on taking the body and giving it what they called a decent Christian funeral. They wouldn’t let him come and won’t even tell him where his lover is buried – or cremated, more like. He has no rights in the matter whatsoever. There was even a will leaving him a little money but the family ignored it. If he wants to challenge them he has to go to court, besmirch the boy’s memory and drag his own name through the dirt. He won’t do that. And you moaned at him for looking miserable!’
         

         Mike sighed. ‘And if his lover died of AIDS, then he must be HIV positive.’

         ‘For God’s sake! That’s all you lot ever think about,’ muttered Simon angrily. ‘Can’t you get it into your head that the problems facing gays are not just a question of disease? When you look at a hetero couple’ – he gestured around at the little knots of people sitting languidly on the terrace –’you don’t immediately think of gonorrhoea and syphilis, do you? You think of love, romance, and people building things together, looking for a partner for life. Why shouldn’t we be the same?’

         Mike was silent. Never a particularly thoughtful or introspective man, he was unused to challenges outside flying packed jumbos to the ends of the earth. The hardest choices facing him, week after week, concerned getting his craft down safely in rush hour at Heathrow. That was enough. There was already one politician in the family who relished looking for trouble.

         Simon relented. ‘I’m sorry, Mike, for yelling at you. But you asked if we have any choice and the answer is no. Most gays just know they are different. Some experts think most of it, maybe all, is innate. We don’t know how, or why, and there isn’t much work being done on it. Did you know that the identical twin of a homosexual has an odds-on chance of being gay too even if they were brought up separately? That implies there are influential genetic factors involved. The idea’s gaining ground in scientific circles that being gay is like being left-handed. Just as “normal”, as you put it, but different.’
         

         He looked out over the bay. The sun had shrunk to a faint, hazy red spot on the horizon, where it shimmered like a distant drop of blood. On the terrace, lights were being switched on, attracting tiny glowing flies which moved and zizzed, unable to overcome their attraction to the artificial energy source which would eventually kill them.

         ‘I can’t tell you what a relief it is to find that it’s my genes and not my mother’s potty training. That’s why Fernando and I want to make a go of it, and try to make each other happy for the rest of our lives.’

         He sat in silence for a moment as Mike fetched more drinks. The anger had passed, the anguish remained. Mike Stalker found himself shivering and pulled on a sweater.

         ‘Are you sure Elaine couldn’t help? I’ll speak to her if you want. She isn’t prejudiced. At least, I don’t think so.’ Simon shook his head. ‘No, I think we’ve tried everything. Most people would be as shocked as you at the level of institutionalised discrimination which goes on, nearly all of it pointless. I couldn’t join the air force, for example. Why not? Do they think I’m going to rape every piece of trouser that brushes past me? Bloody ridiculous.’

         Simon took a great gulp of his drink, then banged his glass down on the table. It gave a protesting scream and broke, gin, ice and juice running out, dripping forlornly down the table leg. A waiter armed with a cloth came hurrying over. Simon looked up, his eyes full of despair.

         The waiter twittered at them; Simon and Mike rose to go, leaving a generous tip. Mike felt distinctly embarrassed. The waiter behind them was obviously camp, handling the broken shards of glass with a woman’s delicate care. Was it also obvious to knowledgeable onlookers that Simon was gay, and would it then be assumed that he was also? He paused at the lift ‘I hope things work out for you and … er… Fernando, Simon,’ he said formally. ‘It’s just waking-up time over there so I’ll go and phone my wife. She will be interested in your story.’

         Simon bit his lip. ‘If you could encourage anyone to take the matter on board in the House of Commons…’ His voice died away. He did not want to break down in front of Stalker, who seemed such an emotionless man. How could he be expected to understand? ‘…though I doubt it. Very old-fashioned place, it always seems to me – way behind the rest of us.’

         ‘Or perhaps unable to do much: lots of show but not much substance,’ Mike commiserated smoothly.
         

         The lift arrived. Mike was glad more than one other guest crowded in. He held himself to one side, so as not to rub unwittingly against the bronzed half-naked bodies. At his own floor he nodded a curt farewell to his colleague, headed quickly for his room and shut the door.
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