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PREFACE

I conceived and commenced writing this book during a blissful three-month stay on Formentera in 1995. I already knew the island well, having holidayed there several times from the early 1980s. Even in 1995, mobile phones were still something of a novelty; ‘smart phones’, laptops, tablets and ‘social media’ had yet to undermine Formentera’s heavenly isolation from much of the hurly-burly of ‘civilisation’, despite its proximity to Ibiza. To communicate with the outside world, I relied solely on a public telephone in a pueblo to which I would cycle once or twice a week. I suffered no inconvenience. Life went on. 

GMG, Witham, Essex, 2024 
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CHAPTER 1

‘Our associates in Montevideo have now checked the death certificate, and it confirms Quisling’s story. Einstein did die of salmonella poisoning.’ 

As the import of the latest piece of intelligence from Uruguay sank in, the lawyers sitting around the conference table awaited the reaction of Mr Sonny Start, the president of their firm’s most important client, SI (pronounced ‘ess-eye’), formerly Start Industries. His demeanour, however, indicated a complete lack of emotion, but then, as a self-effacing Texan with a gentle voice, he was something of a rarity. He was certainly an atypical leader of the international business community – a leader, to boot, who had only just celebrated his fortieth birthday but looked more like a thirty-year-old sportswear model. 

The gentle, soporific purring of the air conditioning had come to dominate the meeting room. Start appeared mesmerized by the Dallas skyline shimmering in the July heat on the other side of its tinted windows. Several of the younger lawyers, keen to impress, were on the point of making seemingly pertinent remarks when, without averting his gaze, Start said softly: ‘So, Trent, all the pieces of the jigsaw seem to fit together, but I have the feeling that the picture we get isn’t the one on the box.’ 

It was typical of the homespun allegories with which Start’s colleagues were familiar; two of the acolytes wrote it down.

‘How do you mean exactly, Sonny?’ asked Charles Weigel, SI’s senior in-house counsel and Start’s right-hand man.

Start placed his hands together as if about to pray, and studied his perfectly manicured nails. ‘That’s the weird thing, Charlie. I just don’t seem to be able to put my finger on it. I guess it’s just a gut feeling that something’s not quite right about all this. Don’t you feel the same?’

Weigel did not, but in view of the nature of the president’s query, he suspected that his own judgement might be defective. Nodding his head, he managed a seemingly affirmative ‘Hmm’. 

Start suddenly switched his attention to Trent Purkey, the gaunt middle-aged head of the Intellectual Property Department of Swinehart, Crudge, Idol & Purkey, one of Dallas’s largest law firms. It was in their palatial offices that the meeting was taking place, despite the invariable rule that whenever Start required advice in person, Swineharts would go over to SI’s offices in neighbouring Fort Worth. But the matter on which Purkey had first been asked to advise just a week earlier had, according to Weigel, raised such critical issues of security that the president himself had decreed that all meetings would take place at Swineharts. Consequently, Purkey had decided that code names should be used to minimize the risk of any unauthorized personnel becoming aware of the nature of their discussions. So far, however, he’d only succeeded in causing confusion. 

‘What’s your view, Trent?’ asked Start, his dark brown eyes focusing on the lawyer’s bow tie – white spots on a navy-blue background. Start detested bow ties. ‘Are you still of the view that we should proceed with ... um ... “Operation ...? Actually, Trent, just for this meeting, can we dispense with the codes?’

‘Well ... OK – if you’re sure?’ Christ! Don’t sound so patronising! ‘Of course we should go on the offensive, Sonny – can’t see we’ve got anything to lose.’ As usual, Purkey’s legendary self-confidence boosted the morale of his junior colleagues. He was not one of those ‘on the one hand-on the other hand’ breed of lawyers who drove clients to distraction. ‘When I say, “we’ve got nothing to lose”, Sonny,’ Purkey continued, leaning back in his chair with his arms folded, ‘the way I see it is simply this. First, there are the indisputable facts. Einstein – Vosene Pesto, I mean – worked as a research chemist for that soap outfit back East–’ 

‘New Jersey,’ snapped one of Purkey’s junior colleagues eagerly, ‘and code-named “Seaweed” – Groovy Soaps.’

Purkey waved a hand dismissively. ‘Wherever – whatever. ... OK, Pesto’s employment contract stipulated that anything she invented belonged to Groovy. During 1991, we – SI that is – buy Groovy, together with all its inventions and rights against employees, and Pesto transfers to our Texas research facility. One day in January 92, she doesn’t turn up for work – disappears – without trace. We inform the FBI, but they get nowhere. All we know is that she was last seen driving away from her condo that day with some guy in his mid-thirties.

‘Now, roll forward five years, OK? A few weeks ago, Quisling – sorry! – Nickel – that weirdo Luke Nickel – contacts you, Sonny, claiming to be Pesto’s widowed husband. He tells a fantastic story about her inventing some amazing new kinda soap while still working for Groovy – an invention she kept all to herself until Nickel persuaded her to disclose it to that British outfit … um … WSD, the owners of Goblin Soap, and–’ 

Purkey snorted, shaking his head. ‘Jesus! I’d love to know what in God’s name ever made those Brits choose that dumb brand name.’

‘It’s Victorian,’ chirped another keen assistant.

‘Victorian?’

‘Sure, like in Queen Victoria. She was amused by their jingle “Goblin Gobbles Grime”. They still use it – WSD, that is, formerly Weetwoods’ Soaps and Detergents … and … and…’ She fizzled out: Purkey’s glare looked career-threatening.

Start sighed: he wanted to ask Purkey why he’d chosen the code name ‘Quisling’ for Nickel, but no way was he going to look stupid in front of all these Ivy League guys. Anyway, Purkey had already raced on.

‘... and, of course, none of us was at the first meeting which you, Sonny – and Charlie – had with Nickel. Still, even though I say so myself, I think I’m a pretty good judge of character. I’ve interviewed hundreds of potential witnesses over the years, and when someone’s not telling the truth, well, I always sense it. Subject to a couple of minor cosmetic elaborations or trivial distortions, I believe he’s legit. And let’s face it, most of what he’s told us checks out. He was Goblin’s U.S. distributor. He did stay at the Holiday Inn near the airport on that night in January 92. And those two Goblin directors were booked into adjoining rooms. The following day, Pesto and Nickel did fly to Montevideo via Mexico City using false passports – I don’t know how you got that info, Sonny, and I don’t want to know – and those Uruguay investigators have confirmed that people answering to their descriptions began living together as man and wife under assumed names in Montevideo some months later. Frankly, there’s no doubt that Goblin bought them new identities.

‘Now, Nickel has shown us copies of several agreements between the Brits and Pesto giving Goblin ownership of Eureka – let’s just call the invention that for simplicity, Sonny, OK? – and requiring her to assist them in getting it into commercial production. They look hastily drafted to me, but in one sense I think that makes them even more credible. If the Goblin guys were anxious to get her on board and grab Eureka, they wouldn’t have spent weeks getting fancy contracts drawn up.’

‘Maybe,’ Start murmured. His eyes were following one of Swineharts’ junior attorneys – a tanned Adonis – who was moving around the table, offering top-ups of chilled mineral water and orange juice. ‘They could be fakes,’ he added without looking at Purkey.

‘I can sniff out fakes, Sonny. I’d bet anything you like they’re the real McCoy.’

‘I never bet,’ Start responded coldly.

‘No, of course not. ... Anyway, there are the Eureka notebooks Nickel showed us. The handwriting matches the Pesto specimens in her old SI file – absolutely no doubt of that. And although the formulations seem crazy–’

‘I couldn’t stop laughing when Nickel first showed them to us,’ Weigel interjected. ‘He got real upset.’

‘Quite,’ snapped Purkey: he’d no time for the in-house lawyer, whom he regarded as an overpaid supernumerary. ‘But the point is that your lab people have made Eureka successfully, and the stuff seems to work.’ 

‘“Seems to”,’ Sonny repeated. He was gently stroking the five o’clock shadow on his chin and staring again at the huge windows. ‘Our guys also say that we could never make that “stuff” commercially just with those notebooks. There’d have to be years of research costing hundreds of millions, and ... well, Vosene’s ... dead – or so we’re told.’

‘Ah, but that’s precisely the point, Sonny,’ Purkey chirped. ‘The Goblin guys have done all that. Their published accounts for the last few years show that since Pesto’s disappearance their R&D budgets have soared. We know they’ve built two new plants in Kenya and Sri Lanka, and through their media contacts our guys in England have been told that every business editor has been invited to WSD’s HQ for the launch of something real important on August fourth.’

Start sighed loudly and raised his eyebrows with just a hint of melodrama.

‘Oh, come on, Sonny,’ Purkey declaimed, ‘you can’t really believe it’s all a coincidence – a mass of coincidences – surely?’

Start finally met Purkey’s gaze. ‘What I find slightly difficult to swallow, Trent,’ – his voice was so quiet that Purkey and several others around the table leaned forward – ‘is that a hard-headed businessman who was prepared to sell his soul to the devil five years ago, should now come clean because he’s so full of remorse. I mean, that sob story about blaming, um ... Goblin and himself for Vosene’s death – the mix-up in the Montevideo hospital that would never have happened had they stayed in the States. ... And I still don’t understand why there should have been such a long delay between her death and the issue of the death certificate – or, for that matter, her cremation. I think he’s hiding something from us.’

But Purkey had no such concerns: Swineharts’ lawyers in Uruguay had convinced him that hospital officials who were fearful about negligence claims from relatives of deceased patients could indeed delay the issue of death certificates and the release of corpses through bribing the relevant officials, just as Nickel had alleged. And, as for his motives for ‘coming clean’ at this stage, Purkey believed it all came down to money – it always did.

‘Look,’ he argued, ‘before Pesto’s death, Nickel had gotten used to an extravagant lifestyle. And although he has assurances from WSD that he’ll be paid royalties on sales of Eureka on the same terms as those set out in their old agreement with Pesto, no one has any idea what those sales – and hence the amount of his royalties – might be. And he fears that because of the illegalities surrounding Pesto’s defection from us to WSD, the Brits might renege on the deal, and he wouldn’t be able to sue. He wants the security of a big lump sum payment now. He probably wants to buy a yacht or–’

‘So, Trent,’ Start interjected, ‘why doesn’t he just go to Goblin and ... well ... blackmail them? “Give me a bag of dough, or I go to SI Corporation and–”’

‘Because, Sonny,’ Purkey snapped, stunning his colleagues, ‘he’s probably calculated that on his own he can’t really hurt them. But he knows that we can – with his help. In fact, if we’re successful, they’re so overstretched they could be staring bankruptcy in the face. It wouldn’t be the first time that patent litigation has destroyed a great business.’

Purkey’s reference to devastating corporate warfare seemed to electrify the atmosphere. He wanted this case badly: it could be one of the biggest, most exciting, high-profile and lucrative cases of his career. He’d already convinced himself that SI was in a no-lose situation. He straightened his bow tie and pursued his cause relentlessly.

‘Look, there’s every indication Goblin’s about to launch Eureka. We’ve got a guy who’s prepared to give us sworn depositions confirming everything he’s told us. I say the jigsaw fits and matches the picture on the box, Sonny. The Brits will probably say they acted in good faith – rely on technical legal arguments to protect themselves – the invention clauses in Pesto’s contract with Groovy were oppressive and void – or try and do some deal. Either way we’ll get at the truth. We could end up owning a gold mine for peanuts. At worst, you lose a hundred thousand bucks on lawyers’ fees.

‘Hell, Sonny, our London lawyer guys say that if Nickel’s telling the truth, we’ve got enough to get a temporary restraining order to prevent Goblin from launching Eureka. Put yourself in their shoes – pissing their pants about the bad publicity, being labelled technology thieves, buying new identities in Uruguay, secret labs, et cetera, et cetera! The media would have a field day. And don’t forget,’ he added chuckling, ‘with their “royal warrant” gimmick, the Queen of England is Goblin’s most famous customer!’

There was some polite tittering, but it quickly fizzled out as soon as the culprits realised that Start had not joined them.

Purkey instantly adopted an expression of deadly seriousness. ‘I say we go for the jugular, Sonny.’

*

The drive back to Fort Worth didn’t take as long as Start had expected, but then they’d missed the worst of the evening rush hour. Weigel sat in the rear of the limousine with him. They’d driven over together at midday in order to touch base on their tactics when dealing with the Swineharts people; Weigel himself had only just returned from Uruguay. Start’s bodyguards, Chuck and Bob, were right behind them – in a Jeep with black-tinted windows. Former marines and veterans of the 1991 Gulf War, Start rarely travelled anywhere without them; he particularly enjoyed their company at Dallas Cowboys and Texas Rangers games.

It was as they drove past the freeway exit to the airport that Start said: ‘Do you still think we were right not to tell him?’ 

Weigel stared at the chauffeur. ‘Can Dwayne–?’ 

‘He can’t hear anything through the screen. You know that.’

‘Yeah, but ...’ Weigel took a few more moments before answering Start’s question: he was not quick-witted. But behind his undistinguished facade lay a core of plain old-fashioned common sense. ‘I don’t think anyone needs to know – definitely not Purkey. He can be very prissy.’

Start nodded slowly: ‘prissy’ summed up Trent perfectly. 

‘No,’ Weigel continued, almost whispering, ‘seeing how she’s dead and the SI team she worked with has been disbanded – they’ll never tell what went on at that place – and the records have been destroyed ... well, I think it’s all best forgotten.’

‘Yeah, but perhaps she told Nickel – about “that place”.’

‘She probably did – almost definitely.’

‘So, maybe she – or he – told them.’

‘“Them”?’

‘The English.’

‘Ah ... possibly.’

‘So, if we attack them now, they may use that as a weapon in their counter-attack, Charlie.’

Weigel ruminated on this hypothesis as he watched the traffic streaming eastwards on the other side of the freeway. Finally, he said: ‘I don’t think you need have any concerns on that score, Sonny. First, it would be a two-edged sword. What she did for us ... well, I bet those Brits have been doing the same stuff in secret for years. Secondly, they’d have no real evidence against us – just hearsay.’

Start opened the drinks cabinet below the glass screen; as usual, it only contained non-alcoholic beverages. He poured two glasses of mineral water and handed one to Weigel.

‘Do you remember her, Charlie?’

‘Einstein? – Pesto? Vaguely. Pretty kid but geeky. Typical scientist.’

‘Her death, the certificate an’ all ... I don’t know, I still feel–’ 

‘Are you trying to tell me that you’re having doubts now about instructing Trent to go ahead? We can still stop–’

‘No! I won’t have him think ... When I say I want something done–’

‘OK. I get it.’

Start drained his glass and put it back in the cabinet. ‘Are we tailing Nickel?’

‘Sure – and his hotel room here is bugged – and the house and phone in Montevideo – the whole caboodle. Nothing suspicious so far. By all accounts, he’s a manic-depressive alcoholic.’ 

Start grunted contemptuously. 

A few blocks from SI’s headquarters, the Start Tower – one of downtown Fort Worth’s few landmarks – Weigel asked: ‘Are you in the office tomorrow, Sonny? I’d like to run through the main points of the new Microsoft group software licences. Shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes. What time would suit you? We could get it over first thing – say eight-thirty? Is that OK? ... Sonny?’

The limousine was slowly descending the ramp into the Start Tower’s underground car park. Weigel turned his head and looked at Sonny’s face. His eyes were tightly closed, and in the clinical glow of the fluorescent lighting it suddenly struck Weigel that Sonny’s youthful looks were slipping away – hints of crows’ feet and a couple of rogue silvery hairs in the black brush of his military-style crew cut. Sonny was growing old; he was human after all.

Dwayne pulled up before the private non-stop elevator to the Senior Executives’ offices on the thirtieth floor.

‘Misty,’ whispered Start. Then he opened his eyes and blinked. He cleared his throat. ‘Eight-thirty would be fine.’

‘Misty?’ queried Weigel with obvious surprise. 

Start shot him a glance. ‘Excuse me?’

‘You said “Misty”.’

‘Did I?’

‘Sure. Is everything OK? Is she still studying at–?’

‘I was just thinking ... well, about that report we got from those London investigators and all that material on the CEO of ... er–’

‘You mean Goblin’s Lord Weetwood?’ interjected Weigel in hushed tones: he was eyeing Dwayne, who’d exited to summon the elevator for his master. ‘He sounds like one heck of a screwball. Did you read all that stuff about model railroads? In fact, the whole family sound kinda crazy – like characters out of a P. G. Wodehouse novel, or – even better – Evelyn Waugh. Beryl, the gold-digger wife who spends most of her time on the French Riviera chasing studs. The “Honourable” Caroline, the candy-addicted egghead daughter drooling over dusty manuscripts. Her twin brother, the “Honourable” James, the psychotic who’s been locked up in Weetwood’s castle ever since his best buddy was blown away at that weird school in Scotland two years ago. Probably a fruit if you ask me – Jesus!’

Start bristled as the elevator doors opened and a beam of warm, non-fluorescent light flooded out: he demanded traditional illumination technology throughout his working environment; it was more flattering. ‘Hmm,’ he replied icily. ‘I thought it was all sort of ... sad.’ 

Having no idea what sort of ‘characters’ Charlie was alluding to, Start filed a mental picture of a large colonial-style wooden house belonging to some New England society folks called ‘Peachy’: one more reference to check on overnight. He didn’t catch the other author’s name – at least he assumed they were both authors. 

‘So,’ Weigel asked delicately, ‘what does Weetwood have to do with ... um ... your daughter?’ 

Start straightened his tie. ‘I don’t know – nothing of course. It’s a fine machine,’ he added briskly, looking in the direction of Weigel’s sherbet-yellow Jaguar E-type. 

‘Hmm? ... Oh yeah! It sure is.’ Weigel smiled broadly. ‘She was delivered while I was in Uruguay. Come and sit behind the wheel for a minute. You can take her for a spin if you like.’

‘Can’t. You know I’d end up driving her all night. I need to check on a few things upstairs.’ 

‘“Too much work and no play–”’

‘Don’t worry about me, Charlie. But if you don’t get home soon, your ... your–’ Damn it, what’s his wife’s name?

‘I’m going! I’m going! Just wait a second though and hear the Jag’s engine.’

Weigel trotted over to the E-type. Within seconds, the car park was reverberating to the engine’s throaty roar. A few jerky manoeuvres and much squealing of tyres brought it over to the elevator.

Start was shaking his head. ‘I hope you don’t drive home like that!’

‘You bet!’ yelled Weigel. ‘We’re not getting any younger! See you tomorrow, Sonny.’ And with a mock military salute to his nonplussed boss, the Senior Counsel roared away in a cloud of exhaust fumes and burning rubber, the roadster weaving dangerously between the concrete columns.

Start remained stationary in the open elevator as the booming echoes subsided. He felt tired and vexed. Too much work and no play. ... We’re not getting any younger. Was Charlie trying to tell me something in a roundabout way? ... Probably not. He isn’t the amateur therapist type. What a thought! And yet, do I really know Charlie? The way he drove the E-type! He’s always had boring sedans. Then he turns fifty and wants a sports car. And once behind the wheel, he acts like a college freshman!

Start thought of his own college days and managed a smile, but the flicker of nostalgia dissipated almost immediately, for in rapid succession he saw video images of a baby and a fuzzy Xeroxed photograph of a pompous-looking businessman in a three-piece suit. ... Something in a newspaper ... something about– 

He trembled. Weetwood! And Misty! Why do I keep–?

‘Ready, boss?’ asked Chuck as he and Bob entered the elevator and took up their positions on either side of Start; the ex-marines seemed to dwarf him.

‘Ready.’

Grimacing, Bob said: ‘I didn’t like the colour of Weigel’s Jaguar.’ 

*

Endive Rinso, Dallas’s pre-eminent ‘interior creator’, had been honoured by Sonny Start to ‘create’ not only the Start Tower’s Senior Executives’ Suite but also its Penthouse. Luckily, the bizarre results had pleased her client, particularly his own office with its potbelly stove, panelled walls of distressed timber, and what looked like cattle pens housing a ‘Conference Module’ and ‘Secretarial Unit’. But then Sonny had spent his early years in abject poverty on a farm near Waxahachie some forty miles to the south-east of Fort Worth, biographical details he proudly admitted to all and sundry. The only child of God-fearing Baptists who never travelled far from Waxahachie, Sonny had not shone academically. But prowess on the sports field at high school had won him a scholarship to the Texas Christian University in Fort Worth, where he soon became the best of buddies with one Garth Appleby Junior, a fellow TCU footballer. Garth had a red Italian roadster and his own apartment; Sonny soon moved in. Garth dealt only in one-night stands before he met Carmen. Eighteen, beautiful and Mexican, she worked illegally in a supermarket. Sonny resented her presence. The first time he found Garth bedding Carmen and one of her friends, he decided to move out. Garth begged him to stay; Sonny stayed.

The night of Misty’s conception remained something of a blur. It had been Garth’s birthday and he and Sonny had thrown a party; everyone got stoned. It was still dark when Sonny awoke in an empty living room, lying on a carpet of cigarette ends, half-eaten food and abandoned beer cans. He had to pass Garth’s room to reach his own. The sight of Carmen performing fellatio proved irresistible. After Sonny committed the mortal sin, Carmen seduced him. 

When Carmen discovered her pregnancy, she’d no doubts about the father’s identity: Garth, she averred, had ‘a problem’. The tests proved her right; Sonny believed it was God’s punishment for his own wickedness. And so he married her, hoping it would atone for his sins. His parents never forgave him: Carmen was Mexican, Catholic and poor. But she was delighted with her U.S. citizenship, which was all she’d ever wanted. There would be no divorce: they needed each other.

To support wife and child, Sonny abandoned TCU and joined an uncle’s aluminum cladding business in neighbouring Arlington. Within a few years, he’d acquired control. But it wasn’t enough to be good at selling, negotiating and deal making: one needed contacts, people in the right places, connections. Sonny tried his best: every spare moment he’d be on the golf course or working out in the gym of one or other of the country clubs to which he belonged. But in the locker room or bar, Sonny bombed: conversation was not his forte; dirty stories revolted him. 

Luckily, Carmen was sexy, gregarious and keen to further her husband’s career – and, thereby, her own status. By contrast, she loathed housewifely duties and coping with a frighteningly precocious little girl, Misty. And so, once seized of Sonny’s marketing deficiencies, Carmen stepped enthusiastically into the breach. With a Latin-American exuberance that impressed and thrilled all but the most puritanical of Texans, she was soon throwing parties for the Great and Good of their city and its hinterland, and procuring the vital reciprocal hospitality. Very quickly, the Starts began to make all the right contacts. Sonny’s business boomed, and Carmen discovered the heady cocktail of charitable causes and the Arts. And when ‘Start Aluminum Cladding’ was transmogrified into ‘Start Industries’ and then ‘SI Corporation’ with a Wall Street flotation, she found herself inundated with trusteeships of ever more prestigious institutions.

Meanwhile, Misty receded still further into the background; schooling in the East seemed the most appropriate course for both parents. What Sonny knew of her life over the last decade had mainly been gleaned from regular and meticulous auditing of his personal bank statements, supplemented by memoranda from Carmen’s secretary. Consequently, he was aware that Misty had attended Brynamman, a very expensive boarding school near Newport, Rhode Island. Two years at Harvard had followed, but she’d dropped out – some garbage about charity work – and was now living in New York; her account at Chase in Boston had recently been transferred to a Manhattan branch to which her current monthly allowance – a most generous $4,000 – continued to be paid. Sonny had no need or desire to know anything more. His only concerns had been to ensure that she was fed, clothed, housed and educated in a manner befitting her status up to her coming of age. In his mind such responsibilities had been properly discharged. Anyway, as he reminded himself on the rare occasions his daughter’s existence occurred to him at all, it had been Misty’s choice to spend almost all her vacations with those snooty Brynamman friends of hers. That was the East for you.

Ironically, the media saw Sonny as both a loving husband and father; their interviews with an unswervingly loyal Carmen confirmed these impressions; Misty never gave interviews. Despite their loveless, sexless relationship, neither Sonny nor Carmen was aware of any specific marital infidelity. They merely assumed that, in accordance with their first post-marriage compact, each had been wholly discreet – as, indeed, was the case. In any event, while Carmen resided at SonCar – a mansion in Fort Worth’s most exclusive suburb – Sonny spent his weekday nights in the Start Tower penthouse; his workaholic image proved convenient. 

*

Sonny had made a few phone calls, dealt with his faxes and emails, and cooked a tasty supper of his own creation in the penthouse’s kitchen: unlike Carmen, he didn’t enjoy being waited upon; in fact, he found cooking therapeutic. Having eaten, and with a cup of herbal tea for company, he’d tracked down the meaning of ‘quisling’ on the Internet, but Charlie’s ‘Peachy Woodhouse’ – or whatever it was – had totally eluded him. Frustrated, he’d abandoned the exercise and retreated to the master bedroom to take a shower – his third of the day. 

Drying himself, Sonny carefully studied his muscular body in the bathroom’s floor-to-ceiling mirrored walls. ‘“Not getting any younger”,’ he scoffed. ‘Hah!’ He put on a robe and returned to the living room, wondering what he could usefully do before turning in. After a few minutes of flicking through the pages of the consultants’ report on his proposed acquisition of a bookstore chain in the Pacific North West, he sighed and thought of Bob and Chuck in their quarters down the hall. No doubt they’d be watching a movie in the den – sitting there in shorts and sleeveless T-shirts enjoying each other’s company.

‘I wish I had a real friend,’ he whispered. ‘I wish–’

But there was no point wishing: it was impossible; it always would be.

With his head bowed, he wandered into the bedroom, slipped naked under the sheets, and, not for the first time in recent months, cried himself to sleep. 

		
	

CHAPTER 2

At Bobbins, a Victorian neo-Gothic ‘castle’ ten miles east of Manchester in the Pennines’ foothills, twenty-year-old the Honourable Caroline Camilla Weetwood was sitting at the monumental desk in her beloved library. On this sultry evening in early July, despite habitual contentment with her own company, Caroline took some comfort from the knowledge that she wasn’t alone in the vast rambling pile. Doubtless, her father was ensconced in his attic retreat, playing with ‘Crewe Junction’; James, her twin brother, would be moping in his second-floor hermitage; and the garrulous housekeeper, Mrs Duffle, was surely glued to the television in the staff flat, watching some romantic nonsense while her dull husband, Ron, the Weetwoods’ chauffeur and factotum, enjoyed a few hours of freedom down at the pub in nearby Muckley-in-Dribbledale.

As the heiress to the mighty Goblin soap empire, Caroline could have been excused the occasional anxiety attack about her safety. And yet, due to disinterest in the world beyond academe, she’d never considered her security at all. But since returning home from university two weeks ago for the summer vacation, her equanimity had steadily begun to evaporate. Indeed, such was her bewilderment over this novel feeling of nebulous insecurity that she was no longer able to concentrate on her beloved work for more than half an hour or so, even here in the library’s sanctum; previously, it had always operated like some magical time machine transporting her back to the place and era of whatever historical text she was studying.

Caroline’s passion for history had begun at the age of eleven when she was sent to St Ethelburger’s Ladies’ College in Cheltenham – ‘Burgers’ as pupils and staff called the venerable boarding school. Already rather plump and unathletic, she was an immediate target for name-calling and bullying. Becoming increasingly introverted, she turned to books and chocolate for company. Although no genius, she had a good memory for facts, an attribute that helped to endear her to the Head of History, Miss Angela Tudworth. At the end of her first year, Caroline won the Dame Hilda Bex-Bissell Memorial History Prize. She’d never won anything before.

At Burgers, Caroline had no true friends. Frankly, she didn’t care, preferring her own company. In any event, she soon appreciated that her chances of becoming a great historian were negligible without total dedication to her studies. Year after year, therefore, she kept winning the Bex-Bissell prize, an achievement which even made some impression on her parents – albeit neither of them ever possessed a detailed knowledge of her scholastic progress: Lord Weetwood had a world-class business to run; his wife, Beryl, enjoyed a hectic social life. 

Professor Marjorie Pangbourne of Durham University’s Department of the Age of the Enlightenment had written some of Caroline’s favourite history books – her seminal works on Louis XIV in particular. When she was fifteen, Caroline wrote to Professor Pangbourne to tell her so. They were soon corresponding about Versailles, Mazarin, Colbert and so forth; in due course, Pangbourne began signing her letters ‘Love, Pongo’; in her final year at Burger’s, Caroline’s application to read History at Durham proved successful. Now, after two years of sedentary undergraduate studies, she’d ballooned, a state of affairs exacerbated by a lack of interest in her own appearance: tracksuit bottoms, baggy T-shirts, trainers and anoraks comprised her standard garb. And although she possessed a pretty face, it was ruined by savagely-cut golden hair, which conjured up paintings by Breughel; myopic blue eyes squinting behind thick black-framed spectacles exacerbated matters. In consequence, few students had attempted to befriend Caroline; those that had done so were either fellow geeks or mercenaries motivated by her soap-heiress status. In truth, misanthropy rendered all their efforts unproductive. 

Bobbins’ library reverberated with what sounded like a small explosion as Caroline violently closed the book she’d been trying to study. 

‘I’m not becoming paranoid,’ she muttered. ‘I – am – not.’ Shaking her head, she anxiously surveyed the chaotic piles of books, papers and assorted maps that littered the desk. ‘It’s already Thursday evening, a most unwelcome guest is being inflicted on me for the weekend, and I’m hopelessly unprepared for my secret mission.’ She groaned and buried her head in her hands. 

*

The bizarre business had all started when, only a few days into the vac, Pongo had telephoned Caroline out of the blue from Durham and dropped a bombshell: Professor Hugo Shackleton of Cambridge had suffered a stroke and was unable to give his much-heralded series of lectures on ‘George III and the Revolutionary War’ scheduled for the Harvard Summer School. The organizers had asked Pongo to step into the breach, which necessitated cancelling her six-week ‘vacation’ on a Mediterranean island studying priceless manuscripts owned by a German millionaire. She couldn’t possibly let Harvard down – or her old tutor, Shackleton. Emphasising the ‘absolute confidentiality’ of what she was about to disclose, Pongo added that, having examined just a few photocopied pages of the manuscripts, she was convinced they were Louis XIV’s secret diaries – indeed, that they would finally reveal the identity of the legendary Man in the Iron Mask. 

Despite Caroline’s long-held belief that ‘MIM’, as Pongo called him, had never existed, she was flattered by the Prof’s extraordinary request for her, a mere undergraduate, to step into the driving seat of ‘Project MIM’. Nonetheless, Caroline reminded Pongo that she’d planned to spend the vacation completing her degree dissertation on Neville Chamberlain’s ‘appeasement’ of Adolf Hitler: she’d prove that Chamberlain had actually laid the foundations of the Allies’ ultimate victory in World War II – a subject Pongo herself had advocated, notwithstanding its tenuous links to ‘the Age of the Enlightenment’. A roar came down the phoneline: ‘Good God, girl, don’t be a bloody chump! Six weeks in a luxury villa on the heavenly, tranquil island of Formentera would be an ideal venue for completing both Project MIM and the sodding dissertation! Get packing!’

Within hours, Caroline’s panic multiplied when she received a fax with the Prof’s promised list of Project MIM research materials. To her dismay, there were just six references: the Encyclopaedia Britannica, four standard textbooks on seventeenth-century France – all of which Caroline had studied at Burgers and now regarded as infantile – and Alexandre Dumas’s novel Dix Ans Plus Tard ou Le Vicomte de Bragelonne, the third and final part of which had been translated into English as The Man in the Iron Mask. Pongo, it seemed, had done little to prepare herself for Project MIM. It was all very puzzling. 

In a sense, the unproductive research which Caroline undertook during the next few days provided a degree of comfort: hardly any contemporary source materials containing references to The Man in the Iron Mask were known to exist. Nevertheless, historians of great eminence agreed on one thing – that he had existed, albeit that his mask was actually made of black velvet. But this research also worried Caroline, for it began to dawn on her that although she’d prided herself on being an expert on Louis XIV, she’d never before given much thought to this mysterious prisoner. It was as though she’d dismissed the whole thing as a bit of romantic nonsense, nothing more than a fictitious creation of Dumas’s – a product of what she’d always regarded as a rather silly novel because of its cavalier distortion of history. Had she become an academic snob? Or had she become lazy – merely content to digest and regurgitate the works of others? Perhaps she wasn’t destined to follow in the footsteps of the great Pangbourne after all.

*

Caroline gasped as she saw a man fall from a mighty cliff. No – not fall – pushed! 

As if awakening from a dream, she stared perplexedly at the library’s great Gothic window. The sun having set, the vaulted chamber was now illuminated solely by the twilight filtering through the leaded glass. She switched on the desk lamp, took a deep breath, and told herself to get a grip. For a few minutes she scanned her ever-expanding list of things to take on the trip. Then she tried to read a few more pages of the only guidebook on Formentera that she’d managed to procure so far. The text, however, soon became a blur. After a while, she found herself staring at a photograph of a lighthouse. 

‘“The Lighthouse of El Pilar”,’ she read aloud, ‘“was the inspiration for Jules Verne’s Lighthouse at the End of the World”.’ It was perched dramatically at the edge of cliffs that plunged hundreds of feet into a very blue Mediterranean. ‘There was no one there,’ she murmured hesitantly. ‘I never saw ... It was just a trick of the light. He– 

‘Stop it! Get back to work. You’ve only got three days – three days!’

Caroline searched the desk for her pen, only to discover that she’d been gripping it all the time. ‘You sillyosity,’ she hissed. Spotting a half-eaten Mars bar protruding from an upturned open volume, she added: ‘I bet you can’t get them on Formentera.’ But as she was about to add ‘Mars bars’ to her shopping list for Mrs Duffle, the pen fell from her fingers. Printed at least a dozen times in large block capitals on the top sheet were the words ‘WHO WAS HE?’ Caroline stared in horror: she’d no recollection of writing them.

She kept telling herself that the oft-repeated question could only relate to the tantalising mystery of the identity of the masked prisoner – no one else. Her mind raced: I’ve become obsessed with him. And that would surely account for the sense of uneasiness – indeed, all the bizarre thoughts – which had recently been troubling her. She’d been torturing herself: Pongo had handed her the opportunity of a lifetime, and she, the student who owed so very much to the great woman, had been ungrateful and unworthy. Selfishly, she’d wanted to stay at home rather than help the Prof out of a jam. But because she’d been bitten by the MIM bug, the mystery which had intrigued so many fine historians now had her well and truly hooked too. And if the solution lurked in the Formentera manuscripts, she would find it. 

‘Me,’ Caroline whispered as if not to break the spell, ‘... me.’ She felt a tingle of excitement. ‘I could be famous!’ 

It was certainly an evening for swings of emotion.

‘Resentment, ingratitude, guilt,’ she muttered, reaching for the remains of the Mars bar as the effects of dinner began to wear off, ‘– that’s what all this tosh has been about – getting myself organized for the trip, completing the MIM research, fitting in my dissertation.’ She even managed a little chuckle as she swallowed the masticated chocolate. But her smile evaporated as she suddenly recalled the strange tone in Mrs Duffle’s voice when serving the first course at dinner that evening.

*

Caroline was dining alone with just the Formentera guidebook for company: her father, aloft with his trains, was dining off a tray; James, who was addicted to television and computer games, always ate in his room.

‘You haven’t forgotten, Miss Caroline,’ sneered Mrs Duffle, ‘that your American friend arrives tomorrow morning, have you?’ It was the way Mrs Duffle had emphasised ‘friend’ which Caroline found particularly irritating. Mrs Duffle’s discourtesy, however, was not something she’d time to dwell upon: she was more concerned with the import of the reminder and a desire to avoid any indication that she had indeed forgotten that the arrival of her former ‘penfriend’ was imminent: Project MIM had pushed all thoughts of the horrid visit out of her head. Glazing over with undisguised disinterest as Mrs Duffle droned on about the guest’s collection from the airport and her board and lodging, Caroline ruminated yet again on her absent mother’s outrageous presumption.

The unwelcome tidings had hit Caroline like a tsunami on the day of her homecoming for the vacation, when Ron Duffle collected her at Stalybridge station off the Durham train. Before he’d even completed loading her luggage into the Jaguar, Duffle had begun babbling about the ‘incredible’ news – that ‘Miss Caroline’ had a friend coming to stay! He was soon to discover something even more incredible: she’d no idea what he was talking about. Caroline never engaged in lengthy discussions with the Duffles, but on that grim day she’d no option: they were the only people who could shed any light on the mystery. There would have been no point in questioning her father on his return from Soap House – WSD’s world headquarters in neighbouring Goblinville – as he invariably took no interest in domestic affairs. Although James was at home, he’d given every impression of being deranged for the last couple of years. As for her mother, Caroline was unsurprised to learn that Beryl had already made her way to the Villa Gobelin, the Weetwoods’ estate on the French Riviera at St-Jean-Cap-Ferrat, where, according to Mrs Duffle, she planned to remain until late September. And so it was that over several cups of tea in the kitchen, Caroline discovered the housekeeper’s version of the affair.

About a month earlier, Mrs Duffle had been serving breakfast to an unusually cheerful and talkative Lady Weetwood, who, in due course, confessed to having answered the telephone the previous evening, only to find herself talking to ‘an American girl’. To her ladyship’s astonishment, she claimed to be someone with whom Caroline had regularly corresponded for some years while at Burgers. Initially, she’d doubted the girl’s veracity, but detailed interrogation convinced her of the caller’s bona fides: she mentioned a prestigious girls’ school in New England, studies at Harvard, and a legal career in New York.

In brief, the American was planning a summer trip to Europe. Her first stop was England, and because Caroline had once written so voluminously and enthusiastically about the glorious architecture and scenery of Manchester and its environs, she’d allotted a whole weekend to the region, and very much hoped she could spend it with Caroline at ‘Bobbins Castle’. Mrs Duffle distinctly remembered Lady Weetwood saying that it was high time Caroline had ‘a friend’ – especially someone who was ‘a paid-up member of the international jet set’. A flurry of transatlantic communications during the following days resulted in an instruction from her ladyship that a ‘Miss Misty Start’ would be joining Caroline for the first weekend of July. Not unreasonably, Mrs Duffle assumed that her ladyship had liaised with Miss Caroline and that she’d acceded to her old penfriend’s request for accommodation.

Mrs Duffle was now stunned to learn that Caroline was wholly ignorant of the matter and had had no contact with ‘Miss Start’ for some two years. Mrs Duffle suggested that in view of her ladyship’s hectic preparations for her lengthy stay at the Villa Gobelin, she must have simply forgotten to contact Caroline. But Mrs Duffle was not Beryl’s best advocate. Caroline believed that her mother had acted maliciously: it was the sort of practical joke which would have appealed to her warped sense of humour. 

And so, Caroline had found herself presented with a fait accompli. Furthermore, she and Mrs Duffle concurred that Lord Weetwood would be wholly ignorant of the imminent invasion of his precious sanctuary. But then, even if her mother had taken the trouble to inform him of any aspect of the American’s visit, Caroline knew it would have gone in one ear and out the other. For a day or two, Caroline had considered all kinds of excuses to wriggle out of the irksome arrangements made on her behalf, but she simply didn’t possess the sort of cunning or malice which motivated her mother’s every thought and deed. Project MIM’s materialization, however, provided her with the perfect excuse to remain at home while ‘Misty’ spent her mercifully brief stay touring Manchester’s ‘sights’. Ron Duffle and the Jaguar would be placed at her disposal – Lord Weetwood rarely left the house at weekends – and Caroline even weighed up the pros and cons of slipping Duffle £10 to keep the pest away from Bobbins for as many hours as possible. Significantly, she chose not to tell Mrs Duffle anything about the nature of her ‘penfriend’ relationship. In truth, she’d never told anyone, but then it had been something she’d tried hard to forget.

Throughout Caroline’s days at Burgers, Angela Tudworth ran SELCOPEL, the St Ethelburger’s Ladies’ College Penfriend League. A proud ‘Old Burger’ herself, she’d been an enthusiastic participator in the League since her teens; she was still corresponding with seven ‘girls’, albeit the replies to her letters from all but one had become somewhat irregular. It was this most loyal of correspondents, Miss Betty van Heusen, who wrote to Angela in autumn 1992 with a request which quite stunned her. Betty taught ‘American English’ at exclusive Brynamman, Rhode Island. Thanks to their long and intimate relationship, Angela and Betty had done much to cement links between their schools; over the years, many students had become SELCOPEL penfriends. But when Angela read the request in Betty’s letter that autumn, she feared a serious setback to all their good works. A Brynamman ‘superb all-rounder’ had heard of ‘a sad, lonely Burgers lass’ who desperately needed ‘a pal’. All attempts in Cheltenham to befriend her had failed. Betty’s girl was convinced she was ‘up to the task.’ Could Angela effect an introduction and persuade the English youngster to put pen to paper?

The ‘superb all-rounder’ was Misty Start; the ‘sad, lonely lass’ was Caroline Weetwood.

Enclosed with Betty’s letter was Misty’s curriculum vitae. Angela read it with mounting horror: Misty was more than an all-rounder – she was perfection personified. In addition to her accomplishments as an amateur thespian, dazzling violinist and polyglot linguist, Misty also possessed an armful of trophies for sporting achievements and devoted a considerable portion of her free time to various charitable and environmental causes. It was all very impressive for a fifteen-year-old Texan.

And that was why Angela found herself in such a dilemma: Caroline was the American’s antithesis; any kind of friendship between them was surely impossible; someone had committed a wicked deception. But to ascertain the truth she’d have to conduct an embarrassing investigation – one that could provoke an almighty transatlantic rumpus involving at least two billionaire fathers. Thus, Angela decided to let fate take its course. In any event, she doubted that Caroline could be persuaded to join SELCOPEL: the girl’s anti-social attitudes had frequently been the topic of gossip in the staff common room. Yet, softened up by tea and chocolate cake in Miss Tudworth’s study, and feeling pity for her pleading history mentor, Caroline suddenly found herself volunteering to serve the League.

Alas, subsequent analysis of Misty’s curriculum vitae led Caroline to the conclusion that she was the victim of a conspiracy involving those beastly fellow pupils who’d long striven to make her life a misery. Nonetheless, during her three remaining years at Burgers she honoured her SELCOPEL commitments and wrote her mandatory fortnightly letter to Misty. Initially, she’d expected to receive only one or two replies: those responsible for the ‘joke’ which had been played on both Miss Tudworth and herself would soon get bored as the fun wore off. But, to her dismay, the replies kept coming – long, earnest and excruciatingly detailed reports of Misty’s glorious achievements at Brynamman, supported by photographic evidence – including countless snaps of a startlingly beautiful and athletic teenager being awarded silver cups. It was, Caroline concluded, all too good to be true.

Caroline’s last letter to Misty was mailed a week before she made her final and long-awaited farewells to St Ethelburger’s. Yet, she received a further three letters from Misty during the following months, which caused her to wonder whether the American wunderkind had been genuine all along. Having written three years’ worth of wilful gibberish to Misty, however, Caroline refrained from ascertaining the truth.

*

Ensconced in Bobbins’ library on the eve of Misty’s arrival, Caroline dwelt on the comforting thought that if all went according to plan, she might only have to suffer the American at dinner – apart from meeting her at the airport in the morning and on the drive back to Muckley. Accordingly, fortified by her chocolate snack, Caroline stretched her flabby limbs, scribbled ‘MARS BARS!!!’ on a scrap of paper, and recommenced her MIM research with fresh determination. She resolved to summarize the salient facts which she’d ascertained of the lives of the two men whom most reputable historians had shortlisted as the primary candidates for the Man in the Iron Mask – an Italian diplomat and a French valet, albeit she’d yet to identify any credible reason why either of them should have been subjected to life imprisonment in a mask. This was what she hoped to discover in the Formentera manuscripts, or – and she prayed this would be the case – that MIM had been someone far more important, such as an elder brother of Louis XIV – whether a twin or not – as both Voltaire and Dumas had suggested. That would certainly shock many historians – and make a name for herself! 

And so, poring over her text books and scribbling furiously, Caroline finally managed to forget about her visitor from across the Pond – and, more importantly, the bizarre sensation which had first manifested itself shortly after Pongo Pangbourne’s momentous telephone call: that someone – or something – was constantly watching her, a sensation which had materialised yet again that very morning when she’d taken one of her infrequent strolls through the grounds.

Caroline was not prone to flights of fancy, but, nonetheless, she’d been followed. That, in truth, was what she’d suddenly felt down by the lake, although she hadn’t seen or heard anything that could have reasonably led her to this worrying conclusion. Yet, returning to the house as fast as her excess weight and feeble physique would permit, something made her turn and look back when she finally reached the top of the long flight of steps that connected the parterre’s upper and lower terraces. 

A man was standing beside one of the great elms on the far side of the lake – staring straight at her. She blinked and he disappeared.

For the first time in her life, Caroline had felt real, uncontrollable fear. ‘I’m going mad,’ she’d murmured, ‘– just like the rest of the family.’

		
	

CHAPTER 3

As the crow flies, the picturesque village of Muckley-in-Dribbledale – plain ‘Muckley’ to locals – lies about a mile from Bobbins. On its village green stands the quaint Cob o’ Coal Inn, and in one of its half-dozen chintzy guestrooms, Rory Devlin – a former Goblin laboratory technician – was unsuspectingly lighting the fuse of his current mentor, Ursula Klinker. 

‘We should have stuck to my original plan,’ whined Devlin, ‘and just blackmailed them. I mean, so many things can go wrong with kidnapping. And she could always identify us – even if she never sees our faces. That’s assuming, of course, that you can abduct your ... your victim in the first place. But Caroline’s a weirdo! She never goes out – well, hardly ever.

‘You said it was going to be easy, Ursula, identify her routine and then – bam! But after almost a fortnight lurking in those bloody bushes, well, I think we’re wasting our time. And I’m going cross-eyed staring through those sodding binoculars. I mean, it’s not as though she works in some office from nine to five so we know when she sets off for the bus stop, or that she picks up the kids from school at a particular time, is it? That blob just sits in that bloody library for hours on end, reading and stuffing her face with chocolate. And then when she does go out for one of her rare strolls – never at the same times – she keeps pretty close to the house. I’m telling you, Ursula, it’s bloody hopeless. If you want to know the truth, I’m sick of–’

‘Scheisse! Shut your damned, moaning mouth, or I’ll–’ 

The road atlas that Klinker had been studying spun across the room and hit a glass vase containing a motley assortment of wild flowers on top of a chest of drawers. Ricocheting, it smashed on the polished floorboards below the sash window. 

‘You just don’t know when to stop, do you? On and on and on ...’ Klinker closed her eyes, and, breathing deeply, mentally counted to ten. When she opened them, Devlin was still sitting bolt upright at the other side of the double bed, staring at the vase’s remains. His mouth was wide open and there was a look of fear in his eyes. She picked up a packet of cigarettes from the bedside table and began to light one. 

‘Go and clear it up,’ she hissed.

Bristling with indignation, Devlin turned to look at her, just as she exhaled a cloud of smoke in his direction. He pulled a face and attempted to blow it back. 

‘What the hell did you do that for?’

Not knowing – or caring – whether he was referring to the vase or the smoke, Klinker ignored him. 

‘We’ll have to pay for it, you know,’ Devlin bleated.

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘We will. They check – they always do in hotels. And–’

‘If you don’t stop bloody moaning’ – she was punctuating each syllable with a stab of her cigarette within inches of Devlin’s face – ‘I’ll–’

‘You’ll what?’ 

Klinker took another long drag, but this time blew the smoke towards the low ceiling of exposed wooden beams. ‘Never mind. Now be a good boy and go and clear up the mess.’

‘Why do I have–?’

‘Just do it! And while you’re up, empty the ashtray.’

Devlin glared at her for a few moments; she glared back. Momentarily, he forgot about the smashed vase. He wished she’d wear something in bed, at least until the lights were switched off: she had the flattest woman’s chest he’d ever seen. She’d claimed to be fifty, but he’d seen her passport: she was fifty-five. In fact, with that prune-like skin, thanks to all the sunbathing over the decades, the sad cow looked more like sixty. 

He suddenly realized that she was smiling at him. Averting his gaze, he got out of bed, pulled on a pair of boxer shorts, and began performing his chores. Klinker watched him in silence, admiring his tanned, wiry body with its covering of curly light brown hair. He was in his late twenties, the age she preferred. 

*

Rory had first met Ursula almost exactly a year ago at the remote La Jenny naturist camp on Aquitaine’s Côte d’Argent, some thirty miles west of Bordeaux. Although a practitioner for some years, he’d not previously sampled the pleasures of La Jenny. Ursula, by contrast, was a regular, and the instant she set eyes on him she accurately identified his type.

Misfortune had been Rory’s constant companion since the age of eleven and his arrival at John Lennon College, a comprehensive school in a tough Nottingham suburb. Due to his delicate physique and health, it proved a hostile environment for the nurturing of his intellectual pursuits. Unable to finance a private education, his doting parents finally decided to undertake the schooling of their only child within the protective walls of the family home. Initially, Rory welcomed their commitment, but the law suit commenced by the disapproving local education authority generated a barrage of embarrassing publicity. Moreover, the rocketing costs of the litigation pushed the Devlins into the hands of loan sharks; the strain on the health of Rory’s father, which had never been strong, undoubtedly contributed to his fatal heart attack. And then, within days of the funeral, Mrs Devlin suffered a nervous breakdown, whereupon her son’s ignominious return to John Lennon College became inevitable. 

In due course, however, Rory did manage to secure admission to the equally undistinguished Stonehenge University – formerly Mid-Wiltshire Polytechnic – to read Physics and Chemistry. Armed with a degree of sorts after three uneventful years, he headed north to Goblinville and the glum block of laboratories adjoining WSD’s headquarters, Soap House. Thanks to his boyish good looks, Rory swiftly acquired two ardent admirers – fellow technician, Melanie Meld, and the recently appointed Head of Research, Dr Mark Dumpwell, who had eagerly recruited him. Melanie, who was the same age as Rory, exuded jollity and gregariousness – qualities which, perhaps, compensated for her lack of stature: she was just five feet tall. Mark did not wear his homosexuality on his sleeve; his colleagues believed he was just a regular good-looking guy in his early forties who enjoyed the carefree life of a bachelor. After all, he was an ardent supporter of Manchester United, and, as an enthusiastic officer in the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve, he never missed an opportunity to mention his pilot’s licence. On Friday and Saturday nights, however, and sporting the latest designer clothes favoured by the most fashionable members of the 18-30 set, Mark cruised the bars and clubs of Manchester’s ‘Gay Village’ around Canal Street. 

It was Melanie who made the first move: she invited Rory to her stone cottage in Saddleworth for ‘a snack’ one evening. He found himself enjoying a candle-lit supper for two with a Gloria Estefan CD playing on ‘REPEAT’; she managed to remove his trousers before pudding. Thereafter, she was like a limpet. Mark, who had developed an all-consuming infatuation, seethed. He’d inherited Meld from his predecessor and had instinctively disliked her from the outset. Now, Rory’s manipulation into a cosy embryonic marital relationship before his very eyes generated such a degree of loathing that he lapsed momentarily into irrationality. 

In her office mail one morning, Melanie received an anonymous typed note from ‘a friend’, informing her that it was in her very best interests to know that Rory Devlin suffered from genital herpes. The ‘friend’, of course, was Mark and the contents of his note – typed on pink stationary bordered with a variety of hardy annuals and complemented by a matching envelope exuding Channel Nº 5 – were wholly untrue. Nevertheless, Melanie assumed the worst – as Markl had hoped – and the ensuing row with Rory in a corridor attracted the attention of most of the laboratory staff; the defamed party’s earnest denials only served to exacerbate the volume and vehemence of their repetition. Finally, Rory snapped: with the aid of a fire extinguisher, he devastated thousands of pounds’ worth of sophisticated equipment. It was not the outcome Mark had anticipated, albeit Melanie did promptly resign. 

Rory’s prosecution for criminal damage caused Mark considerable distress: too thorough an investigation could have revealed his complicity. But these fears proved groundless: the case was ineptly defended. While serving his six months’ sentence in an open prison, Rory’s mother committed suicide. Mark came to offer sympathy, but lust and sentimentality proved a fatal combination. His exceptionally venomous remarks about Melanie finally alerted Rory to the possibility that Mark, for some reason, had played a role in his downfall.

Mrs Devlin’s demise resulted in Rory’s inheritance of a modest semi-detached house, which, to his surprise, was valued at £130,000. Within a few months of his release, he’d sold it, rented a bedsit in Oldham, grown a moustache and shoulder-length hair, bought a small second-hand car, and begun stalking Mark. Swiftly discovering his penchant for Canal Street’s nightlife, the penny finally dropped. Rory’s numerous homicidal schemes proved a waste of time: even before he could make a decision on the most appropriate mode of execution, Mark was appointed Technical Director of WSD’s Latin American Division in Montevideo, Uruguay. Sitting disguised in the hostelries frequented by his former colleagues, Rory’s eavesdropping on their conversations about Mark’s departure had initially overwhelmed him with depression. But then it occurred to him that Uruguay might offer far better opportunities for subjecting his former boss to a gruesome death. 

It didn’t take Rory long to locate Mark’s Montevideo apartment or his places of work – both official and unofficial. At the latter, a small nondescript industrial unit on the city’s outskirts, he witnessed deliveries of numerous dogs. After three months of near-continuous surveillance, and having amassed sufficient evidence not only to destroy Mark but also to make a lot of money for himself, Rory returned to Europe for a well-earned rest. Within days, having seen an advertisement for La Jenny in one of his naturist magazines, he was naked and pushing a trolley through its well-stocked supermarket. As chance would have it, he and Ursula Klinker had simultaneously reached for the last jar of Bonne Maman fig jam; it crashed to the floor after first bouncing off his left foot. Ursula immediately barked orders to a terrified assistant to clear up the mess, and frogmarched Rory to her chalet for his bruise to be treated. Promptly after applying herbal ointments, she gripped his penis. 

It was after this first coupling and while his foot continued to throb, that Ursula interrogated Rory about his life. The schnapps probably made him say more than he would have wanted. His account of what he’d gleaned in Montevideo of Mark Dumpwell’s secret project aroused a terrifying outburst of expletives in both German and English. 

‘Filth! These Schwein who do the research on animals should all be put into camps and–’ With shaking hands, Ursula lit another cigarette. After a few drags, she said calmly: ‘We must punish them – including your Dr Dumpwell – just like the others.’

‘“Others”?’

During the following days, as they wandered nude through the pine forests and along the empty beaches, Ursula disclosed few details of her secret ‘organization’ for animal liberation. She was more forthcoming about her background: her late father was a baron; there’d been Swiss boarding schools, marriage at eighteen to an Argentinean rancher, revolution – divorce. For the last ‘twenty years or so’ she’d lived frugally on various small annuities, globetrotting as a very independent traveller. It had all sounded rather exotic and Bohemian to Rory. In fact, although it was true that Ursula had travelled to most countries of the world with a coastline, she’d done so as a marine insurance investigator based in Hamburg. Starting in a minor clerical position, she’d risen through the ranks, thanks to possessing all three necessary attributes for a successful claims investigator: thoroughness, stubbornness and cynicism. At fifty, and still unmarried and childless, she’d retired early on a modest pension. 

Notwithstanding Ursula’s age and flat chest, the combination of sun, sand, blitzkrieg sex and animal horror stories during that fortnight at La Jenny had been enough to hook Rory: he agreed that they should pool resources in the noble struggle for animal rights. Their first campaign would be directed against the evil WSD and its henchman, Dumpwell. Rory’s modest plans of blackmail were transformed, Ursula scoffing at the sum he’d had in mind. And as her stratagem began to take form during the months which followed – they were soon cohabiting in her little house in the forests to the south of Munich – Dumpwell seemed to drop out of the picture, while kidnapping and the Weetwood family came very much into focus. 

*

From the bathroom, there was the sound of running taps. Ursula sucked viciously on her cigarette and focused on the ash hanging dangerously at its tip. ‘Hurry up, for Christ’s sake, Rory! What are you doing in there?’

‘I’m coming!’ he snapped, trotting out and proffering a wet ashtray.

‘You only had to empty it. It didn’t need the disinfecting.’

Rory raised his eyebrows and rolled his eyes. ‘Do you want it or not?’

‘You could have dried it.’

‘I was about to dry it when you–’ 

‘Scheisse! Now the ash has fallen on the bed.’ 

‘I suppose that’s my fault. Perhaps if you obeyed the hotel’s rules – perhaps if you just used common sense and didn’t smoke in bed–’

‘Don’t start that again! Don’t ever tell me–!’

There was a tremendous banging on the wall behind the headboard as a man roared: ‘Another sound from you two and you’ll be out in the fucking street! There’re people trying to fucking sleep in here!’

Twisting round to face the source of the remonstrance, Ursula snarled evil-sounding phrases in German. ‘Scum!’ she added. ‘I said they were common.’ 

Rory sat down on the bed. ‘It’s not them,’ he whispered. ‘They left for Edinburgh two days ago. Actually, I thought they were rather nice.’

‘“Nice”,’ Ursula mimicked.

‘Yes. Nice. They reminded me of my parents, if you must know.’ 

Ursula detected the note of pathos, and resolved to change the subject. ‘Come on, Rory, get back into bed. Let’s have a sensible discussion about Miss Weetwood. I really don’t believe things are as black as you paint them.’

Rory sighed heavily. ‘I’m tired, Ursula.’

‘I’m tired too, Liebling, but we really need to sort things out.’

Rory changed his position, and ended up sitting cross-legged facing her on his side of the bed. ‘You’re tired? Ha!’

‘Yes, Rory. I know you’ve had a hard time here, but–’

‘You can say that again!’

‘– but I have not been sitting on my backsides all day for the last week reading, sunbathing and sipping the cocktails, you know.’

‘No?’

‘No. As well you know it.’

‘I suppose life at the cottage must be pretty exhausting.’

Ursula tutted and stubbed out her cigarette in the wet ashtray. ‘So, what do you think I’ve been doing there?’

Rory raised his shoulders. ‘Dusting? Making it nice and homely for “Miss Weetwood”? I know – installing a torture chamber. That’s more in your line, I suppose.’ His smirk quickly disappeared. ‘Just joking, love.’

She reached out and stroked his right foot. ‘Kidnapping is not a matter for the joking.’

‘I know. I–’

‘For a start, I’ve had to do a lot of reconnaissance around the cottage.’

Rory frowned. ‘I hope you’ve been ... discreet.’ He bit his lip. ‘You were wearing your wig, I hope?’

She snorted and reached for her cigarettes. ‘Darling, I’m a professional, remember. This is not the first time–’

‘Do you have to smoke another? You’ve only just put one out, for God’s sake.’

‘It helps me think and we’ve got a lot to sort out before I go back to the cottage tomorrow. Now, stop interrupting. ... I’ve cleared out the attic. Did I tell you? I would have preferred a cellar but the attic will be OK. And I’ve got us stocked up with food. And I drove over to Leeds – what a dump! – and bought the handcuffs and ankle shackles.’ Rory’s mouth fell open. ‘I told you any good sex shop would have them. They were having a sale – two for the price of one. So I got two pairs of each. And yes, I was wearing the wig and I spoke in my best American accent. The assistant even asked me which part of the States I came from!’ Rory managed a smile. ‘And I got the masks from some joke shop in Bradford.’

‘What sort?’ 

‘Two gorillas.’

‘Not very original but I suppose they’ll do.’ A worried expression immediately returned to Rory’s face. ‘I still don’t know how we’re ever going to get our hands on her. The blackmail thing–’

‘Ach! Just wait a minute. I’ve got some ideas.’

‘And – and – what about the owners of the cottage – or their agents? They might come and check on the place. ... The laundry – don’t they change towels and–?’

‘We’re doing our own laundry. Jesus! I’ve told you all this before.’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘You don’t listen.’

‘I do.’

‘You–’ She breathed deeply. ‘The owners live in London, and we’ve told the agents you’re an author who needs somewhere remote for a month and–’

‘Yes, yes! Of course I remember that. I’m not an idiot, but–’

‘And I’ve found the perfect place for the drop.’

Rory glared. ‘Where? How? I thought we were going to choose it together.’

‘It’s not a new car, Liebling. Anyway, it was purely by chance. I’m sure you’ll agree it’s perfect. I took a wrong turn driving over this evening and ended up on a minor road on the moors between Halifax and Huddersfield. It’s so wonderfully bleak up there, and the road runs straight for at least a kilometre. That’s what I was checking in the atlas before ... There’s a ruined stone hut and lots of these drystone walls and not a living creature – apart from sheep – as far as the eyes are seeing.’

Rory looked unconvinced. ‘Well, I say there’s safety in numbers. I still think a big railway station, or a department store – somewhere in Manchester. Your place sounds too exposed, too–’

‘You’ve seen too many movies. Stations! Department stores! Either some thief walks off with the briefcase containing the money or half the crowd are plain-clothing policemen.’

Rory’s eyes bulged. ‘Oh! So you do think they might go to the police?’

‘Yes – no! I mean–’

‘That’s the merit of the pure blackmail scheme, don’t you see? Weetwood would rather die than have his reputation destroyed. You know, all that public school, stiff upper lip, “I say, old boy, not quite cricket” crap. He’d never dare involve the police. And it’s so much simpler.’

Ursula leaned back against her pile of pillows. ‘I love the way you say “Weetwood”,’ she said softly. You really do hate him, don’t you? ... Detest and despise.’ She enunciated the words carefully. ‘And so you should, most definitely.’

‘Don’t you?’

‘Of course, for his lies and cruelty. ... Every time I think of what has been happening in Montevideo – is happening now – as we speak ... well, it makes me so angry, so sick. I wish I could lock him up and give him a taste of his own medicine. Is that how you say it?’

Rory nodded. He was trying hard to appear empathetic but feared that she’d see through his performance. What truly irritated him was her order of priorities, for whenever she embarked upon one of her diatribes against Weetwood, she always appeared more concerned with his crimes against third parties than those which had been committed against himself. Whether or not this was a false impression, the fact was that she invariably invoked the former as the principal justification for their proposed acts of retribution against the Weetwoods and the source of their wealth.

As if reading his mind, Ursula’s face became a picture of theatrical compassion. ‘But all that,’ she said in a voice oozing desolation, ‘is nothing to what he and his henchmen – especially that pig Dumpwell – did to you. The scars will probably never heal and–’

‘Please, Ursula. Don’t. I’ll have nightmares and–’

‘I’m sorry, Rory, but sometimes we have to remind ourselves why we’re here – why they have to be punished. Jesus Christ! They humiliated you, destroyed your career, they’ – she leaned forward and gripped his arm – ‘killed your mother, Rory.’

There, she’s said it, her coup de grâce. She’s redeemed herself. ‘You don’t need to remind me.’

‘I do, especially when you start moaning about a few hours of observation, a couple of days of spying. Hell – you spent weeks in Montevideo following Dumpwell! You were even planning to kill him. You! Of course, you didn’t have the slightest idea how to go about it, and knowing what I know now, I think you would have probably – how do you say it in English? – “chickened out”?’

Rory glared at her. ‘Maybe we should still kill him. He’s the one really responsible for–’

‘Ach! He’s only a minion. He just obeys orders. We have to go to the top. Surely you can see that, can’t you?’ Rory was about to say something and then hesitated. ‘Yes?’ Ursula prompted. ‘Come on, what is it?’ But she knew what was coming: she could read him like an open book.

‘Well ...’

‘Ja?’

‘Well, don’t get mad, but why ... why don’t we just blackmail them? I mean, we’ve got photographs and–’

‘Rory, Rory, Rory. I’ve told you so many times that we should not rely on all the Montevideo stuff as our only weapon. What if they called our bluff and told us to do our worst? They’d deny everything. Weetwood’s company is a multi-billion-dollar multinational. They could press a button and clear up their act in Uruguay before we could pick up the phone to the ... I don’t know – the Daily Mail or the BBC. There wouldn’t be a trace of Dumpwell or his team ... or their victims. But if we use that stuff as part of our arsenal, then Weetwood will realize we really mean business, that we’re not just a bunch of amateurs. He’ll be tearing his hair out wondering how we found out – and what else we might know. And he’ll definitely not risk – I mean, he’ll believe that if he doesn’t play the ball, we really will carry out our threats to do some very nasty things to his fat little girl.’

Not for the first time, Rory looked as if he might have finally been convinced of the merits of her arguments. ‘I’d still like to do something to Dumpwell one day,’ he murmured. 

‘Oh, I think I – we’ll be paying him a visit in the not-too-distant future.’ 

Feeling thirsty, Rory went to fetch two glasses of water from the bathroom. As he set one down on the bedside table next to Ursula, he said: ‘All right. I can see the force of your argument, but that still leaves us with the problem of getting our hands on Caroline.’ He moved around to his side of the bed, removed his boxer shorts, and got under the sheets. 

Sensing that Ursula’s lack of response was an indication of an admission of fallibility, he warmed to his theme. ‘I mean, if Weetwood himself was our target, at least we’d have a definite routine to work around. He leaves for Goblinville every morning at precisely the same time – almost to the second. It’s the same when he comes back in the evening, like a railway timetable.’

‘Well, he would, wouldn’t he?’ sniggered Ursula, squeezing one of Rory’s nipples. 

‘Ouch! That hurt!’

‘Don’t be such a baby.’

‘Well, it did.’ Rory pretended to be discomforted for a few moments and then pinched Ursula on the shoulder. ‘Why?’ he asked.

Ursula glanced at her shoulder and then at Rory. ‘Why what?’

‘Why would he be like a railway timetable?’

‘Because ... Mein Gott! Don’t you remember anything?’

‘I can’t remember every little detail.’

‘You copied his entry in Who’s Who and–!’

‘Shush! Keep your hair on!’ And then, realizing what he’d said, Rory stared at her shaved head and thought of her wig. He spotted it on the dressing table and started to giggle. To his amazement, Ursula saw the joke, and, thanks to her addiction to nicotine, managed a rasping chortle. It was the first time either of them had laughed in a very long time. But the amusement, such as it was, rapidly evaporated. 

‘Anyway,’ Ursula finally said, ‘that Who’s Who thing says Weetwood is crazy about railroads. He owns one of the world’s largest toy train collections.’

‘Model railways,’ Rory corrected smugly.

‘Precisely! Ah, so you do remember, Liebling?’

Rory nodded. ‘Of course,’ he lied, ‘I was just joking.’ He stared for a few moments at the chintz curtains swaying gently on either side of the open windows. They seemed to inspire him. 

‘Look, now that we know Caroline is a bit of a problem, why don’t we reactivate the idea of abducting Weetwood himself? Seems obvious the more you think of it. He’s the one responsible for everything. He’s got the money and all his movements are predictable. ... I mean, down one of the narrow lanes near the house, it would be easy to block the road as he’s driving to work – being driven, I mean – and I’m sure that chauffeur bloke wouldn’t be a problem. He doesn’t look as though he could fight his way out of a paper bag, and ...’

Ursula allowed Rory to drone on for some minutes, her blood pressure slowly mounting as a potentially explosive mixture of frustration and exasperation bubbled up inside her. She forced herself to stop listening and imagined conducting the Berlin Philharmonic in a performance of Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony. As she brought the First Movement to its cataclysmic conclusion, she experienced one of her favourite visions of a world cleansed of its entire population by nuclear war – with just herself surviving. She’d not made any provision for Rory Devlin in her bunker.

‘You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve been saying, have you?’ he whined. 

‘Frankly, no. Who are you going to negotiate with – Weetwood’s board of directors or just one of them? Which ones do you trust? What do you know about any of them? Or maybe you had Lady Weetwood in mind? Perhaps you see the vacuous Beryl making her way across the windswept moorland in high heels and a cocktail dress to make the drop?’

‘I ... There’s the son.’

‘Nobody’s seen him for two years, Rory. And I hope you’re not going to try and convince me that Fatty Weetwood could do something sensible if her father were kidnapped. ... You’re not, are you?’

Rory snorted and threw his head back onto the pillows.

‘The fact is, Liebling, fathers invariably have soft spots for their daughters. And Weetwood is also the only character in this scenario who’ll definitely be able to get a large amount of cash organized at very short notice. And he’s the one most affected by the Montevideo angle. Do you honestly imagine that he’ll have told his wife and kids about all that? Do you?’

‘I suppose not. ... If only ...’ 

‘If only what?’

‘Well, I was just thinking that if Lady Weetwood hadn’t gone to France, she might have been the ideal candidate.’

‘Scheisse! Aren’t you forgetting your gossiping barmaid downstairs, that Mrs’ – Ursula flicked a hand dismissively – ‘Mrs ...?’

‘Umpleby.’

‘That’s the one. Mein Gott, just three nights ago you phoned and told me what she’d said! Remember? They hate each other – Lord and Lady Weetwood. The impression I received, Rory, was that he’d pay us to abduct her – or vice versa.’

Rory fidgeted with embarrassment. ‘Maybe Mrs Umpleby was exaggerating.’ 

Ursula lit yet another cigarette and puffed at it frenetically. She glanced at the alarm clock: it was already well after midnight and she wanted to make an early start in the morning. 

‘Oh, I nearly forgot,’ Rory said breaking the silence. ‘Talking of Mrs Umpleby, I was walking back from the Weetwoods’ last night and took a short cut along the river and then through those woods and–’

‘There’s a cottage with horrid gnomes in the garden.’

‘You’ve got it. Well, the cottage belongs to none other than Mrs Umpleby.’

Ursula stared at him blankly. ‘Is that it? How fascinating! I–’

‘Just a minute! I haven’t finished. God! You’re so impatient. ... That Duffle bloke – the Weetwoods’ chauffeur – his car was parked in the lane at the side of the cottage and the two of them, him and Umpleby, were in it snogging like a couple of teenagers.’ He beamed at Ursula triumphantly. ‘What about that for a bit of gossip? Mind you, I should have put two and two together before. After all, he comes down here every night for a drink. I don’t blame him. You should see his wife! Even through binoculars she’s gruesome. And then when she was serving me breakfast the other morning – Umpleby, not the chauffeur’s wife – I was doing my “interested tourist” routine, like “Who owns that big estate up the road? Is it open to the public?” and so on. Well, she just couldn’t resist showing off and putting on this pathetic posh voice and telling me she knows Lord and Lady Weetwood’s chauffeur – “butler” she called him – and what a wonderful gentleman he was and everything. And what a sad life he’d had what with his parents being killed in a freak accident and being brought up by Dr Barnardo’s – that’s a home for orphans.’ 

Rory shot a coy glance at Ursula, who was also propped against the pillows with her arms folded. Her eyes, however, were firmly shut. He wondered whether she’d nodded off or was just bored. He resolved to press on. 

‘They were standing at a bus stop and this car went out of control. It mounted the pavement and ran them down. He was a lecturer at Manchester University – the driver, that is. He’d been out boozing. And you’ll never guess what Mrs Umpleby said to me.’ Ursula remained motionless. ‘She leaned over me as I tucked into my bacon and eggs and whispered “That’s why Mr Duffle hates Germans, love. The driver was German, you see. I’m only telling you because I know your friend’s one, and if Ron – that’s Mr Duffle – hears her talking in the bar one evening, he might go a bit funny. I suppose if my folks had been killed by a drunk German, I wouldn’t be too fond of them neither.”’

Rory wondered whether he was twisting the knife too much. He looked at Ursula out of the corner of his eye. Nothing. She reminded him of an Egyptian mummy; it was not the first time he’d thought so. He began to reach for the light switch, just as the mummy’s eyes shot open. Jumping and gasping, he watched with mounting fear as Ursula’s head turned to face him. Her eyes were burning into him and she was grinning crazily. 

‘I – I–’ he stammered, fearing another one of her verbal or physical assaults. 

‘A drunk German?’ she hissed. ‘He hates Germans, does he?’ Rory’s body tensed as she leaned towards him. ‘You’ve done it, Liebling! You’ve done it! You’ve found the Achilles heel – unwittingly of course – of the Weetwoods!’ Then she lunged, seized his head with both hands, and pressed her hot, smoky lips to his. 

		
	

CHAPTER 4

George Reginald Weetwood, 3rd Baron Weetwood of Muckley-in-Dribbledale, Chairman and Chief Executive of WSD plc, was sitting on the lavatory. He often retreated to his favourite cubicle in the Directors’ Washroom at Soap House: it was the only place in the whole building where he could escape from his colleagues and the incessant bombardment of electronic communications. It was particularly safe from his extremely efficient secretary, Patricia Spigot. The other day, Miss Spigot had even suggested taking a mobile telephone on his trip to ‘the loo’, just in case, as she’d put it, ‘that important call from Jakarta comes through while you’re inconvenienced. I could call the mobile and let it ring three times as a sort of signal and ...’ 

Her employer’s expression of utter contempt was enough to remind her that she was treading on very thin ice.

Weetwood surveyed the walls of his deliciously phone-free refuge, a cubicle decorated with wallpaper that reproduced an attractive William Morris design. He’d chosen the designs for all the cubicles in the Directors’ Washroom, but he liked this one the best. He sat wishing he was somewhere else – preferably on the footplate of a mighty Pacific steam locomotive hauling a crack express from London to Glasgow in ...1937? … Yes, a very good year! The Coronation Scot came to mind and he hummed the first few bars of the eponymous tune. Then, imagining mighty pistons pumping rhythmically away, he began to chuff quietly.

Oh, but this was getting him nowhere! The board meeting at ten-thirty loomed, and, as usual, he felt uneasy about the likelihood of Dame Diana Tenby-Jones – the sole non-executive director – proving troublesome: Dame Diana spoke her mind. 

For years WSD had done very well without ‘non-execs’, and Weetwood had been free to pack the board with men – until two years ago no woman had ever held a senior position at Soap House – who were clearly his intellectual and social inferiors. Yes, he’d inherited the barony granted to his self-made millionaire grandfather, but he could never forget his schooldays at Harrow, where, because of his mild Lancashire accent and industrial background, he’d been mercilessly ridiculed. Nevertheless, he’d managed to survive the ordeal and scrape into Cambridge by the skin of his teeth; perhaps his father’s endowment of several ‘Weetwood Scholarships’ at undistinguished Lloyd College had had some bearing in the matter. George had buried himself in the study of Natural Sciences; train-spotting was his sole recreation. He finally ended up with a Lower Second, and, after coming down in 1961, joined the family firm. For the next ten years, he devoted himself to Goblin, remaining a bachelor and almost wholly celibate. Then, aged 31, he met Beryl Partridge. 

Beryl had been born and raised on her parents’ vast sisal estate in Kenya; the 1950s Mau Mau rebellion almost bankrupted them. In 1969, when drink and malaria finished them off, nineteen-year-old Beryl became a typist in the Nairobi office of Goblin’s Kenyan subsidiary. Two years later, George Weetwood paid a visit – ostensibly to acquaint himself with Goblin’s East African operations. Beryl grasped the opportunity with total dedication. Thanks to exhaustive research, her coup de grâce was an invitation for Weetwood and herself to dine at Nairobi’s exclusive Muthaiga Club with Lord and Lady Delarue. ‘Jumbo’ Delarue, who’d been at Eton with Beryl’s father, had recently retired as chairman of East African Railways, a fact which had persuaded the initially reluctant Weetwood to accept the invitation: in truth, his visit’s prime objective was to savour the delights of the powerful steam locomotives still thundering along the ‘Lunatic Line’ between Mombasa and Kampala.

After dinner and their farewells to the Delarues, Beryl offered to drive Weetwood back to his hotel. For a while, they indulged in mundane conversation. Then, during a lull, Beryl inquired in a very off-hand sort of way: ‘Does the 4:23 still run from Norwich to Liverpool Street? I always used to catch that when I was returning to Roedean after my holidays with relatives in Norfolk.’

Weetwood, who was almost nodding off, came alive. ‘Ah … well, if I remember correctly, Miss Partridge, in the summer timetable the 16:23 now departs at 16:30 – Saturdays excepted of course. During weekdays it has a full restaurant car service. There’s a buffet at weekends.’

‘How interesting!’ There was a pause as Beryl groped for a suitable introduction to her next nugget. ‘The engines we have here,’ she finally ventured, ‘are massive, you know. I just love watching them at work in the freight yards. Would you like to pop over now and have a gander? The best time to see the yards is at night when the long freight trains are being assembled. The place is awash with engines chuffing around.’ Beryl bit her lip: ‘chuffing’ sounded a bit Thomas the Tank Engine-ish. Perhaps he’d think her a fool. 

Weetwood, however, was thrilled. ‘I should be delighted. I do hope I’m not keeping you up too late, Miss Partridge?’

Beryl laughed. ‘Not at all – my pleasure!’ She turned off the highway and drove to a slightly elevated spot adjacent to some dimly lit freight yards. Several articulated locomotives were at work, and the smell of their exhaust steam, which Weetwood found so intoxicating, wafted around them on the cool night air, mixed with the wood smoke from fires burning in the shanties on the other side of the tracks.

‘This is wonderful,’ he murmured ecstatically. 

Beryl briefly empathized – and then unzipped his flies.

When it was all over, Weetwood said in a faraway voice: ‘I can truthfully say, Miss Partridge, that this even surpasses the most thrilling experience of my life. I was seven – just after the end of the War – and returning to my prep school, accompanied by Nanny Blotch. We were changing at Crewe when the Duchess of Hamilton roared through – with all her casing gleaming. Pre-war, she often used to haul the Coronation Scot – streamlined of course. The driver waved and it gave me such a thrill. Well, I got so excited I ... I had an accident in the nether regions, so to speak, and Nanny took me into the ladies’ room and thrashed me with her umbrella.’ 

Barely listening, Beryl was confused, but then twigged that the ‘Duchess’ must have been some kind of engine.

‘The driver waved at me!’ repeated Weetwood ecstatically.

Beryl thought him pathetic. ‘How wonderful!’ she enthused sweetly.

A month later, Weetwood married Beryl in Nairobi’s Anglican cathedral. Thereafter, sexual contact was minimal – and fruitless – for six dull years. Then, in 1977, he was elected chairman of SADMA, the United Kingdom Soap and Detergent Manufacturers’ Association. Consequently, Beryl felt obliged to accompany him to Torquay for that year’s SADMA Annual Conference. Both town and conference were infinitely worse than she’d feared. Furthermore, the Imperial Hotel had committed the cardinal sin of allocating the Weetwoods a suite with a double bed – not two singles as booked by Miss Spigot. The management professed ignorance and impotence. 

After three interminable days, the conference concluded with the traditional dinner dance and a speech by the Minister of State for Regional Development, the Earl of Birmingham. Beryl’s heart sank as she took her seat on the top table next to a Mrs Sheila Clutterbuck of Clutterbuck’s Novelty Soaps. A Yorkshire widow in her late forties endeavouring to look twenty-five, Sheila had won SADMA’s Exporter of the Year Award: she’d identified an insatiable market in the Far East for her extensive range of taboo phenomena reproduced in traditional English scented soap.

‘Me lavender willies go down a bomb with Jap women,’ Mrs Clutterbuck proclaimed proudly after the formal introductions, ‘while Taiwanese executives can’t get enough of me honeysuckle doggy-do’s. Come on, lass, drink up!’

After thirty minutes, Beryl was mercifully paralytic. The barriers came down as Sheila described her sexual exploits on the Costa del Sol: since her husband’s fatal heart attack five years earlier, she’d treated herself to an annual pilgrimage to Marbella and a succession of one-nighters. At some point in the discourse, Beryl began to experience a strange attraction towards her own husband, ‘that boring old fart, George’ as she’d branded him. Indeed, through the alcoholic haze his profile appeared almost noble. Perhaps it was time to put an end to the gossip about their marriage and procure an heir to the barony.

George, by contrast, was preoccupied with Lord Birmingham’s apparent alcoholism: his imbibing of the Top Table’s Château Haut Brion was awesome. Birmingham had insisted on ‘Weetwood’ keeping up with him, but secretly preferring German whites, George had imbibed without enthusiasm. Nevertheless, his consumption had exceeded an entire bottle by the time the dancing began; even when sober, dancing was not his forte.

Locating his suite proved challenging when George finally managed to detach himself from the dishevelled mass of intoxicated soap executives and their spouses. At some point, he discovered Beryl draped seductively across a bed, dressed in a revealing black silk negligee – a garment loaned by Sheila Clutterbuck. Beryl pounced; George was too stunned to resist. He lay back and thought of Nairobi and the Coronation Scot; Beryl pictured ‘Pepe’, a pool attendant at Marbella’s Don Carlos Hotel, whom Sheila had described pornographically. 

Some nine months later, the twins were born.

After Torquay, all sexual relations between George and Beryl ceased: he preferred locomotives; she craved the likes of ‘Pepe’. Invariably after dinner, George would retire to his ‘bedroom’ and immerse himself in the operation of his colossal train set – a reproduction of Crewe Junction covering no less than 900 square feet. Bespoke software even enabled him to operate the entire railway timetable for Crewe over a typical 24-hour period. Not infrequently, he would set the controls for all-night operation and drift to sleep to the sounds of his own railway world, complete with recordings of train whistles and station announcements. Within the walls of his ‘bedroom’, George was the absolute ruler of a minutely regulated miniature world. No one was ever allowed in. Perfection!

*

George looked at his watch and tutted: it was 10:25; he’d better get himself to the Boardroom! He listened carefully to make sure the coast was clear. Nothing. Nonetheless, he flushed the unused lavatory: he didn’t want any of his colleagues to get the idea that he used the washroom as a refuge. After washing his hands, he straightened his SADMA silk tie before the mirror and permitted himself a brief and rare moment of vanity: for a man of fifty-seven he could still pass for fifty, even if he said so himself. His frame was as lean as ever – unlike most of his co-directors with their paunches – and, at just over six feet, he towered over all of them. But George’s pride and joy was his full head of fine, golden hair – not as thick as it once was, but still impressive. Yes, in his traditional three-piece suit – immaculately pressed as always – starched white shirt, and gleaming black brogues, he was a picture of sartorial elegance that had ‘CHAIRMAN’ stamped all over it. 

And so, reassured that he was ready to go on stage, George stepped out into the wide, oak-panelled corridor. Opposite, stood the Boardroom’s massive medieval-style double doors. He stared at them and sighed heavily.

WSD plc’s Soap House, the headquarters of Britain’s largest family-owned company, was one of the two neo-Gothic monstrosities built almost a century earlier by George’s grandfather, Albert, the 1st Baron; Bobbins was the other – named for his beloved wife, Roberta, whom he always called ‘Bobbins’. It was Albert who’d founded Goblin Soap, built Goblinville – the ‘model village’ of mock-Tudor ‘cottages’ for his 5,000 Lancashire workers – and made Goblin a household name across the globe. When he died in 1935, the reins of power formally passed to his equally dynamic son, Eustace, the 2nd Baron. After the War, Eustace ensured that the company was in the forefront of the liquid detergent revolution and the development of special powders for the new automatic washing machines. He also saw to it that Goblin was the first soap to be advertised on British television when commercial broadcasting commenced in 1954. 

Many analysts believed that the company’s Golden Years ended in 1972 with Eustace’s death and George’s accession to the chairmanship. Indeed, the corridors of power at Soap House had become serenely calm: in so far as any deliberate corporate policy could be discerned on his part, it could be best described as ‘consolidation’, for George was neither entrepreneurial nor predisposed to any form of proactive behaviour. On the very rare occasions when he thought about the matter at all, he saw himself as the competent commodore of a grand ocean liner that embodied some wondrous form of perpetual momentum. However, although the days of excitement at Goblin might have died with Eustace Weetwood, at least there was a steady hand on the tiller – or so it appeared.

Soap House’s boardroom – the bridge of George’s liner analogy – was monumental; one architectural historian had described it as ‘a shrine to commerce’. Resembling a medieval banqueting hall, the predominant features were dark wood panelling, a hammer-beam roof, two vast stone fireplaces – one at each end of the room – stained-glass windows depicting the history of soap, and full-length portraits of the three Barons Weetwood and their spouses. It was all a far cry from an office block in the City or Canary Wharf. 

Cocooned on this Friday morning from the harsh, ugly realities of the outside world, and sitting in his throne-like chair at the head of the long board table, George had relaxed since the start of the meeting some fifty minutes earlier. David Chopping, the Finance Director, and Export Director Miles Brancepeth-Tring – ‘BT’ to his colleagues – were locked in argument about the performance-to-budget figures in the last quarter for the Pacific Islands Zone – ‘PIZ’. It was all getting rather personal.

‘Gentlemen, gentlemen,’ George finally intervened, ‘we still have some very important items on our agenda to discuss. These matters of budgetary detail can be dissected at our next relevant sub-committee meeting. We certainly should not be subjecting our non-executive director to issues which don’t involve broader policy dimensions.’ He smiled condescendingly at Dame Diana Tenby-Jones. Dame Diana, however, did not reciprocate: she looked even more aggressive than usual. 

‘As we seem to have finished Item 8,’ she barked, ‘I’d like to raise a fundamental issue now rather than under Any Other Business. I have to get back to London for a jolly important meeting of the Royal Palaces Merchandising Board.’

George sighed.

‘Anyway,’ she continued swiftly, ‘I believe everyone will get my drift when I say “washroom”.’ 

As usual, Dame Diana was completely wrong: there were puzzled faces around the board table. George, however, knew what was coming, thanks to an insulting letter he’d received from the old bat some days earlier.

‘I am a woman,’ she boomed – George raised his eyebrows, ‘– you are men.’

George switched himself off and returned to the doodle he’d started twenty minutes earlier when Chopping had launched his monthly attack on the Marketing Director, Ged Mellow. On this occasion the misdemeanour was an ‘extravagant’ film location for the latest Goblin TV commercial: Finance had sanctioned Mallorca; Marketing had opted for St Lucia – something to do with the right, or wrong, sort of palm trees. George had lost interest after a few minutes. Instead, he’d indulged in one of his board meeting traditions – map making. He’d drawn the outline of a large island state and then added some major rivers and a sprinkling of cities and towns. Slowly but surely, he’d connected them by various railway lines, having carefully considered such matters as whether to divert the mainline from A to B via X, or simply to connect X by a branch to the mainline. His final task was to decide on the details of a modernization plan, with the building of some high-speed lines between key centres of population. But which ones? This was the task now exercising his mind as Tenby-Jones droned on.

‘... I’m sorry, but I find it intolerable. Why should you men’ – she spat out the word like a bad olive – ‘simply have to trot across the corridor to your deluxe facility – yes, I’ve popped in there for a recky, and, incidentally, whoever chose the wallpaper should be shot – while I have to trek down three floors to some clinical affair full of half-witted secretaries smoking and gossiping. It’s disgraceful! I can tell you that when I was on the board of Marks and Spencer ...’

Seemingly far away, George christened his island state ‘New Georgia’ in block capitals and boldly decided that the new high-speed line between Reginald Haven and Weetwoodborough would bypass the prosperous but sleepy old spa town of Chipping Goblin. He gave Tenby-Jones another five minutes of haranguing to get the washroom crisis out of her system, and then, as she began to paint a picture of lavatorial splendour at the Root Vegetable Marketing Board’s offices, where she’d been Deputy Chairman for some five ‘heavenly’ years, he silenced her with a theatrical burst of throat-clearing.

‘Time is pressing, Diana. What I suggest is that we set up a sub-committee chaired by the Company Secretary ... or yourself, Diana – I’ll leave that to the two of you to discuss. Your remit would be to consider the feasibility of installing female washroom facilities here on the Fifth Floor. Is that all right with you?’ But before she could open her mouth, he snapped: ‘Next item!’

With insincere apologies, Tenby-Jones dashed off. George watched her go without regret: she was like a butterfly flitting from one non-executive directorship or Good Cause to another, one of the new breed of committee professionals. He should never have allowed Beryl to talk himself into appointing her. She’d said Dame Diana had ‘influence in high places.’ What nonsense! But if he tried to get rid of her now, it would look like weakness – that he was intimidated. No, he was stuck with the lunatic. Thank goodness she had so little time to devote to the company’s affairs.

George was still admiring the completed map of New Georgia, when the Company Secretary, Daventry Merryweather, tapped his arm and whispered conspiratorially: ‘Shall we proceed with the next item, Chairman – Project Troll?’

George put the map under his notepad and shuffled his board papers unnecessarily. His colleagues had utilized the interruption to the flow of the meeting caused by Tenby-Jones’s departure to replenish their coffee-cups and pop across the corridor to the lambasted Directors’ Washroom.

‘Can we continue, gentlemen?’ George enquired headmasterly. ‘Now, I want to bring you up-to-date with Project Troll, which, of course, in line with our standard practice has not been specifically referred to in the agenda. And I should not need to remind you that even though the launch of Weetex is only weeks away – more on that shortly – this matter is still highly confidential.’ Obediently, his fellow directors all adopted expressions of intense gravity.
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