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The QE2 Lady


Harriet stretched, rolled over and glanced at the alarm clock. It was 7.40 am. Another twenty minutes before Deepak would arrive with her breakfast. She lay back on the comfortable duck-down pillows, trying to decide whether she should shower and dress before breakfast, or eat in her dressing gown. She sat up and glanced down at the floor by the stateroom door. Yes. The ship’s Daily Programme had already been delivered, along with Britain Today, the short news précis, which served as a daily newspaper on board. Harriet slid out of bed and put on her dressing gown. The shower could wait. She would start the day by reading the ship’s bulletin and then move on to today’s news. She picked up the two thin sheets of paper and took them over to the armchair by the large picture window, which opened onto the balcony. Settling herself comfortably she glanced out of the window. Yesterday’s view of a vast expanse of sea had been replaced by half a dozen huge cranes, rising several hundred feet up into a leaden grey sky. Grey sky. That could only mean they were in England. Harriet looked down at the scurrying figures below on the quayside tying ropes around bollards and trundling a gangplank into place, which was then secured to one of the lower decks of the ship. Of course! How could she have forgotten? The Mediterranean Cruise had just ended and the ship had docked in Southampton. Soon its hybrid collection of passengers would disembark, to be replaced during the afternoon by a completely new set of humanity, bound for New York and beyond. Harriet glanced at the front page of the ship’s Daily Bulletin. The departure time was 5.00 pm. There would be plenty of time to go ashore if she wished to do a bit of shopping in Southampton.


There was a gentle knock at the door and Deepak entered bearing a loaded breakfast tray.


‘Good morning, Lady Spears. And a very nice morning it is too, though it be a little grey.’


‘Good morning, Deepak. It’s certainly grey – but I suppose that’s what one has to expect in England.’


‘Certainly, madam, England is usually grey. That’s why we live at sea, so we can travel to sunnier places.’


Deepak set the breakfast tray down on the table. ‘And if you want anything else, Lady Spears, don’t hesitate to call me.’


Lady Spears smiled through her wrinkles at the slim dark little Indian backing away towards the stateroom door.


‘Thank you, Deepak. I might do just that.’


Deepak gave a little bow before closing the door.


Harriet inspected the breakfast tray to see if any item she had ordered had been forgotten. She would discover it quite soon – she usually did. She picked up the crisp white linen table napkin in her gnarled ring-encrusted fingers and shook it out. Should she start with prunes or muesli, or mix them together? A little jam pot caught her eye. She picked it up and inspected it closely, squinting slightly as she strained to read the tiny print with her rheumy short-sighted eyes. Making out the words APRICOT JAM, she heaved an impatient sigh. How could the galley always get things so wrong? And it wasn’t as though she were a new passenger… She crossed to the telephone and dialled the number.


Welcome back, Lady Spears,’ said the security guard smoothly as Harriet proffered her ship’s Photo Identity Card. When these were first introduced Harriet objected to being screened along with the hoi polloi.


‘Why should I be screened along with all the other passengers?’ she complained. ‘After all, I do live here. I’m a resident, not a tourist.’


She lodged her complaint at the Purser’s Office.


The Chief Purser was understanding, but firm. ‘It’s the time we live in, Lady Spears. It’s a terrorists’ world. The screening is for everyone’s benefit, including your own. It’s the same at all the airports nowadays – and I believe even Harrods inspects their shoppers’ handbags.’


Even Harrods! Harriet couldn’t possibly imagine having her handbag searched in Harrods. It was just as well she now lived at sea. But it was rather humiliating to be treated the same way as everyone else. She would have to find another way of expressing her individuality – she usually did.


She took the lift up to her suite on the Funnel Deck. There was plenty of time to unpack all her shopping before she changed for dinner.


As Harriet undressed after dinner, something on the pillow flashed in the light of the bedside lamp. She stretched out her knobbly hand and picked up a small square of chocolate covered in tinfoil with CUNARD printed on the outer paper wrapping. It was the ship’s custom when turning down the beds at night in the top-standard staterooms to leave a square of chocolate for each passenger; perhaps to satiate the appetites of those who were still hungry. But Harriet had requested that she should receive no more chocolate. It wasn’t that she disliked chocolate per se: it was just that it served as a reminder of the appalling tragedy that had occurred all those years ago…


At first Harriet’s parents were against the marriage. For a start, Donald was fourteen years older than Harriet. Then he had been married before. A brief childless marriage, which had ended fairly amicably when both parties decided that they didn’t have sufficient interests in common to spend the rest of their lives together, particularly childless lives. Then there was Donald’s Jewish family background. Not that they practised the Jewish religion any longer. Of course not. That would have been bad for business. And that was Donald’s big plus point. He was good at business: any business, as long as it made money. But with financial reward came a certain amount of resentment. The resentment of the business rivals he had either swallowed up or obliterated. As long as he came off best in the end, Donald wasn’t particular about whom he hurt or damaged.


Donald Spears’ parents, Johannes and Elfriede Spiero, had emigrated from Russia in 1911 and settled in London’s East End. They were poor and under privileged, but Johannes was resourceful and forward-looking and he was confident that his new life in London would have a successful outcome. From the beginning he realised that if he were going to go anywhere or become anyone he would have to change his name, his religion and learn to speak English. Changing his name and his religion was easy. He called himself John Spiro, insisting that everyone else did likewise. As far as religion was concerned, he stopped going to the synagogue on Saturdays and attended the local Anglican Church on Sundays instead. He shaved off his beard and his side ringlets but there wasn’t much he could do about his large nose. People will just have to accept my appearance as it is, he thought. Learning English was a bigger hurdle, but in the end he mastered enough to get by; which was more than his wife ever managed.


By the end of the war in 1918 John Spiro was beginning to do very well for himself. He graduated from a stallholder in Brick Lane and opened a garment factory in the Commercial Road. He used virtual slave labour, exploiting any immigrants who applied for jobs by paying them well below the going rate. His garments were sold in the East End street markets and slowly appeared in the shabby East London shops. Soon his profits enabled him to buy a van, which allowed him to explore outlets further afield in places such as Leyton, Leytonstone, Clapton and Walthamstow. His big break came when he sold an assignment of Russian peasant-style skirts to Marks and Spencer. The skirts quickly caught on and became a much sought-after fashion item, after which he never looked back. Even the war didn’t dint his fortunes. People had, after all, to dress themselves. During the war John Spiro had toyed with the idea of going into the business of supplying army uniforms. He investigated various outlets but discovered that the restrictions on the style and fabric quality were too great, so he put that idea aside for a rainy day.


In 1918, when he realised an heir was on the way, John Spiro anglicised his surname still further, calling himself John Spears. To help improve his English he started going to the cinema. Cartoons were quite new to him and he was enchanted by Mickey Mouse and all the other cartoon characters. Donald Duck quickly became a favourite. He thought the name Donald was quintessentially English and decided to call his son Donald.


Soon after Donald’s birth in September 1918, John Spears moved his family into a substantial mock-Georgian house in Chigwell, Essex, where Donald, an only child, grew up in comfort and comparative luxury. He was a bright boy and extremely competitive in everything he did. From the beginning he was privately educated and ended up being head boy of his public school. There was talk of his going to Oxford or Cambridge; but bright though he was, Donald couldn’t actually imagine himself knuckling down to another three or four years of further study. The matter was settled during his last term by the sudden death of his father. Although both Donald and his mother were totally shocked by their unexpected loss, John Spears’ death, at the age of only 56, was no surprise to the medical profession. Since childhood he had suffered a heart condition, which no one had picked up on at the time. Spears left his wife a substantial income for her lifetime, to keep her in the manner to which she was now accustomed. Everything else he left in trust to his son Donald, until he reached the age of twenty-one.


Donald now had to decide how to spend the next three years before he inherited a great deal of money. As he had no need to worry about his mother, financially at least, he began to plan his own life. Should he travel abroad? During the early thirties travel to Europe was becoming very popular among those with private means, so he decided to take a six month tour. He travelled to France, Germany, Switzerland, Italy and Spain. The art and architecture totally amazed him and he became convinced that one day, funds permitting, he would become an art collector. He returned to England financially poorer, but spiritually enriched.


There were still two and a half years to fill in before he inherited his father’s wealth, which consisted at the time of several chains of clothing stores and a great deal of money invested in shares and bonds. Sensibly realising that a thorough knowledge of finance would be very beneficial to his future, Donald enrolled in a business management course in the City. With his usual diligent application, he passed the course with flying colours and took a further, more advanced course. Both courses were to form essential bedrock for his understanding of all his future financial dealings.


Donald’s twenty-first birthday in September 1939 occurred just a few days after the outbreak of World War II, a fact which held no significance for him at the time. Proud and delighted to find himself with such great wealth at his disposal, he began spending some of it and reinvesting the remainder for his increased benefit. He bought an Edwardian house in Wanstead and started restoring and furnishing it, scouring antique shops and art galleries and acquiring the best that money could buy. But his short-lived spending spree lasted barely a year. Unfortunately for Donald his country was now at war with Germany and, even more unfortunately, he was eligible for call up. In March 1940 he joined the army as a private soldier.


Donald was not cut out to be a soldier and he didn’t have a very good war. He lacked the moral authority to be a leader and he was too stubborn and physically too timid to be a natural follower. He saw fighting in France and later he was sent to Italy where he suffered severe fractures to both legs and lost part of his left lung. In 1942 he was invalided out of the army and returned to civilian life. He didn’t have much to return to. His mother had died and the large family house in Chigwell had been requisitioned by the government for ‘war work’. His house in Wanstead had been badly damaged by German bombs. His shops, all of which had been located in London’s East End, had been flattened and his shares had taken a severe tumble.


At the age of 24 Donald Spears was now a semi-invalid, with no home, no parents and no job. He would need all his ingenuity and a great deal of hard work to improve his dismal situation. And he had no idea that the cruel, vicious war would continue for another three years.


VE Day 1945 was a day of huge relief and tumultuous celebration. Donald joined the masses thronging The Mall as they cheered the King and Queen on the balcony of Buckingham Palace. Everyone now expected that life would return to normal straight away. They expected that all the goods they had been deprived of in the last six years would immediately appear in the shops. But of course that didn’t happen. There was enough basic food to feed everyone but there were no luxuries. Slowly, people with a bit of push and brass neck managed to track down hidden caches of clothes, furniture, electrical goods and jewellery, which the more affluent members of society had put aside for a rainy day. By the summer of 1945 the rainy day had arrived and the owners of these Aladdin’s caves offered their goods for sale to anyone who would buy them at exorbitant prices.


And so the Black Market was born.


Donald Spears seized his chance straight away. His first opportunity came quite by accident as he was visiting the site of one of his former shops in London’s East End. It was a depressing trip. Most of the buildings in his old haunts on the Commercial Road had been flattened. Weeds were growing among the rubble on the bombed sites, old newspapers blew around forlornly and rats scurried round among the fetid remains of food long discarded. There was almost no one about. Donald was just thinking of leaving and perhaps visiting his old home in Chigwell when a voice hailed him:


‘Don, you auld sod! Whatcha doin’ ‘ere?’


‘Mike, old boy! What good luck!’


They walked down the desolate street together, looking for somewhere to sit and have a drink. Finally, right at the end of Commercial Road they found a workman’s caff, open but deserted. Over a cup of bitter stale tea they discussed their war experiences, sympathising with each other’s plight. Mike had once worked for Donald’s father in one of his shops, now totally obliterated. Mike’s home had been flattened. His wife and child, at home at the time, had no chance of surviving. He was bitter and deeply unhappy. He had no home and no money. He had no one to turn to and nowhere to go, so he had taken to stealing anything he could find and selling it off to anyone who would buy.


‘There’s money in it, mate. Mark my words. The stuff’s easy to come by. It’s just a question of finding the buyer with enough of the ready… if you get me.’


Donald certainly got him. They hatched a plan. Mike would source the goods and Donald would find the purchasers. They shook hands and drank a toast over the remains of the stale cold tea.


‘We’re business partners!’ said Donald.


‘’Ere, ‘ere!’ echoed Mike.


At first the partnership flourished. Mike gave Donald whatever he was able to acquire and Donald paid him well for his trouble, selling the goods on for double or treble. As Mike became more prolific, Donald became more demanding. He no longer accepted items of furniture, worn out carpets or broken electrical goods. All he was interested in now was jewellery - and the more expensive the better.


After about eighteen months Donald had made enough money to buy a shop on the Whitechapel Road. He paid a builder to renovate it and six weeks later he opened his first jewellery shop. He bought a large amount of the jewellery legitimately. The rest he acquired from more dubious sources. Donald had arrived at that point in his life when he realised that it certainly didn’t pay to be completely honest - and it didn’t pay to be too soft on his fellow human beings either.


Shortly after the jewellery shop opened, Donald dropped Mike. He felt that he knew too much about his nefarious activities. He found other outlets for sourcing his illegitimate stock, changing his contacts as frequently as possible. What he was totally unaware of was the resentment, even hatred, which Mike now felt towards him. Donald was now in the throes of becoming a very successful businessman, but as some of his ‘trade’ was still not ‘kosher’, he made as many enemies as he made friends.


In 1948, aged 30, he met and married Margaret, a pretty girl ten years his junior. Coming from a similar working class background, Margaret had lost both her parents and her brother and sister in the brutal East End bombing. With such a shared tragic past she and Donald bonded quickly. But sadly, the marriage was a failure. Margaret was lazy and sluttish in her habits. She would rise late, spend most of the day reading ‘girlie’ magazines and feel a headache coming on whenever she was expected to do any shopping, cooking or housework. Although they both expressed a desire to have children, none came their way and after eight years, as they grew further and further apart, Margaret agreed to a divorce, provided she received substantial alimony. Donald capitulated, and made a handsome sum over to her.


Donald was now thirty-eight and owned eleven jewellery shops. Following in his father’s footsteps, he purchased more jewellery outlets in similar areas where his father had bought his clothing shops before the war in Chingford, Chigwell, Walthamstow and Woodford. By now all his purchasing sources were legitimate. He was amassing a sizeable fortune on the stock market and he had recently bought a substantial Edwardian house in an up-and-coming genteel area of South Woodford.


Now the only accessory that Donald Spears lacked was a wife.


With money in the bank, stocks and shares, and property, Donald was able to employ well-qualified people to run his business empire. Now, with a little more time on his hands, he began to build up his image. He started with his appearance. Contrary to his previous habits, he eschewed East End market stalls and no longer shopped at Marks and Spencer, going instead to Harrods and Liberty’s. Finally he went to Saville Row to have bespoke suits made. Soon he had built up a wardrobe of impeccably stylish clothes and accessories.


Next, Donald turned his attention to leisure activities. So far in his life the only time he had had much time for leisure was between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one, the three years between his father’s death and his inheritance. During that time he had spent six months travelling in Europe, a trip that had made a huge impression on him. But it was the visit to Italy that he had enjoyed the most. The rich variety of the art treasures had quite bowled him over. He had also spent nearly a year of the war in Italy, a sad and distressing time, but the war was over, the Italian economy was recovering and he was sure that the art treasures were still there and accessible to the public. Donald discussed his planned trip with a business colleague over dinner at the Savoy.


‘I’m very drawn to Italy,’ he explained. ‘But I don’t know where to start. I don’t know whether to visit Rome, Naples or Florence first.’


‘Take a cruise!’ cried his friend enthusiastically. ‘That’ll solve the problem of where to begin. You’ll enjoy the luxury of life on board ship and you’ll meet other wealthy passengers with similar tastes such as yours. You remember Edward White?’


‘Of course.’


‘He took a Mediterranean cruise last year. Had a wonderful time. Even met his wife to be on board!’


‘Sounds good,’ said Donald. ‘I’ll give it a try.’


As money was no object, Donald booked himself a suite complete with butler on the top deck of the QE2, one of the most luxurious liners afloat at the time. The ship’s décor was awash with marble and gold leaf and the cabin furniture was all of solid mahogany. Donald asked the butler how it was possible that the ship could keep afloat with so much heavy furniture on board.


‘That’s only up ‘ere, sir,’ replied the steward in his thick burring Devon accent. ‘Them cabins on the lower decks; they be small with all them plastic-like fittings. They don’t have much comfort or luxury. I wouldn’t try a berth down there if I was you, sir…’


Donald had no intention of trying life without luxury.


‘And them cabins on the lower decks that some of the crew have to put up with! Quite shocking, some of them. And now if that’s all, sir; I’ll be getting along to serve Colonel Brownlow his breakfast…’


The month long cruise was nearly at the halfway point when Donald met Colonel and Mrs Brownlow. Donald had formed the habit of going to the Chart Room Bar on the Quarter Deck at 7.30 every evening for a pre-dinner glass of Chablis. He sat at one of the tables for four, selecting a chair from where he could watch the well-dressed couples passing through to dine in the Caronia Restaurant and could also enjoy the endless seascape floating by. Even at 7.30 in the evening the Mediterranean still held its colour of deep azure blue, turning blood red as the sun, now a bowl of fire, sank slowly down into its fathomless depths. Only tonight, mused Donald, the sea is not the Mediterranean but the Adriatic. He felt a flutter of excited anticipation. Tomorrow the ship would berth in Trieste and he would spend the day in Venice.


Donald stood in front of the stateroom mirror struggling with his bow tie. Tonight was a formal dress night. The ship’s dress code was very strictly adhered to. On days at sea, dinner jacket was the order of the day. While in port gentlemen were requested to wear jacket and tie. Donald had even heard passengers being reprimanded for being incorrectly attired. Imagine that happening in London! Even at the Savoy. Donald put on his white evening dress jacket and arranged a fresh handkerchief in the breast pocket. He was grateful to his friend Edward for suggesting that he pack a white dinner jacket in addition to his black one.


Donald arrived at the Chart Room Bar at precisely 7.28 and walked over to his usual table. When he discovered that the table was already occupied he felt a sense of shock, almost outrage. Of course Donald realised that he had no right to feel aggrieved. Tables in the bars were not reserved, unlike his table in the prestigious Queen’s Grill, which was his alone for the entire cruise. The couple already seated at the table had obviously sensed Donald’s discomfort. The lady looked up at him and smiled.


‘Good evening. Were you expecting to meet someone else at this table?’


‘N-no. N-not at all. Of course not.’ Donald gave a little laugh. ‘These tables are free for all, aren’t they?’


‘Perhaps you’d care to join us for a drink?’ The gentleman’s tone was so friendly that Donald positively warmed to him.


‘What will you have?’ continued the gentleman, as Donald took a seat. He was just about to reply when a tall slim young lady sat down opposite him.


‘You look really lovely tonight, darling,’ said the older lady.


Donald looked up and tried not to stare. The young lady opposite was indeed lovely. Not pretty exactly, but fresh and extremely well groomed. The pale blue off-the-shoulder evening gown set off her light tan to perfection, emphasising her beautifully shaped shoulders and elegant long neck. Her face was a perfect oval, with an upturned nose and deep blue eyes, topped by a flaming mass of auburn hair. Donald felt a frisson of sexual arousal.


Donald was thoroughly enjoying his day in Venice. He had decided to make the visit on his own rather than follow a tour guide waving a number or twirling a plastic umbrella. Often the guides spoke such poor English as to be almost unintelligible. He’d taken some excursions on the cruise; this time he felt like spending the day on his own. He had already been to Venice on his six-month tour of Europe before the war and had been quite struck by its unique beauty. But was the beauty only skin deep? Was there not a touch of evil lurking somewhere, or was the evil only in his imagination? Donald left St Mark’s Square, the Rialto Bridge and the throngs of heaving tourists to walk along the side streets. Some of these stopped abruptly, leading nowhere at all except into the murky depths of a canal. It would be very easy to become totally lost. Donald took the tourist map out of his pocket. Most tourist maps were quite hopeless, marking only the main streets and this one was no exception. As he tried to work out which narrow alleyway he should take back to one of the main thoroughfares, he glanced up at the completely deserted bridge in front. Suddenly, a tall slim lady walked across, followed by an older couple in their sixties. The young lady had flaming auburn hair. It was the lady whose table he had shared in the Chart Room Bar the previous evening.


Donald was determined to see more of the lady with the auburn hair.


It was easier than Donald had thought. Perhaps the young lady also wished to see more of him too. For the next few days, precisely at 7.30 pm, Donald and the couple with the auburn-haired daughter met at the same table in the Chart Room Bar. Every evening they ordered the same pre-dinner drinks and took turns in adding the amount to their ship’s account. On the fourth evening, by which time they were all on first name terms, Colonel Brownlow suggested that Donald join their table in the Queen’s Grill for the remainder of the cruise.


‘It seems a shame to have an empty fourth place at our table,’ he said, in his usual jocular manner.


‘Basil prefers symmetry,’ remarked his wife. ‘We should have had two children. And I’m sure Harriet will enjoy your company, won’t you darling?’


Harriet remained silent. Donald wondered what she was thinking.


‘He seems such a nice young man, doesn’t he, Basil?’ remarked Edith Brownlow, as she helped her husband tie his bow tie for yet another evening dress dinner. ‘I suppose we shall see more of him when we return to London. Harriet seems to like him quite a lot.’


‘I’m sure Harriet likes him. But we know nothing at all about his background. He’s very evasive. Whenever I ask a personal question he avoids it. I don’t even know whether he belongs to a Golf Club!’


‘I realise how important the right Golf Club is. But he must be from a good background. He speaks so well. You can always tell a person’s background from the way they speak. He’s definitely the product of a good public school. No one from a state school would speak as he does.’


‘He certainly speaks well enough,’ agreed Basil. ‘But speech is not all. There are many other factors to consider when…’


‘When what, dear?’


‘Oh, I was just looking a little way ahead. We must above all ensure that Harriet has the best that life can offer.’


Edith gave her husband a long look.


‘Time for the Chart Room drink. We stop off at Palermo tomorrow. I must confess that I’m beginning to look forward to a bit of dry land.’


‘Me too!’ Basil stroked his chin thoughtfully as he held the cabin door open for his wife.


‘Spears. Where have I heard the name Spears before?’


When, to his utter delight, Harriet accepted Donald’s proposal of marriage they went round to the Brownlow’s London home in Eaton Square, armed with a bottle of champagne.


‘I’m very proud and happy to announce, sir, that your lovely daughter, Harriet, had agreed to marry me.’


Edith got up from the sofa at once and embraced them both. ‘I can’t say how delighted I am. And I know you will both be very happy.’


A shadow of a frown passed across Basil’s face. ‘I think we had better have a chat in my study.’


Donald found the interview in Basil’s study quite daunting. It wasn’t so much a chat as an interrogation along the lines of the Spanish Inquisition. Of course Donald understood perfectly that Colonel Brownlow was about to give his only daughter’s hand in marriage to someone about whose background he knew very little.


‘Spears,’ Basil began, ‘that’s an interesting old English name…’


For a second Donald wondered whether he could fake his past, but decided not to. Things were bound to come out sooner or later. It wouldn’t be fair to Harriet. He was genuinely in love with Harriet and desperately wanted to possess her smooth, slim, silky body. But there was quite a bit of explaining to do. He hesitated, wondering where he should start. In the end, it all came out, even his poor war record and his injuries. As a professional soldier who had fought throughout the First World War, Basil was quite touched by Donald’s war experiences. He was particularly impressed by the way in which his future son-in-law had pulled himself out of poverty to become a multimillionaire.


‘Of course, it’s in poor taste to discuss money, but having money is so important, dear boy. I’m so glad we see eye to eye on that score.’


What Donald omitted to explain was the ruthless way in which he had started to make his money, sparing nobody’s feelings, leaving no colleagues’ bank accounts safe from his predatory machinations.


The omission of the Golf Club membership was quite easily settled. ‘I’ll propose you for the … Club,’ said Basil, mentioning one of the most exclusive Surrey Golf Clubs.


In an hour it was all settled. Harriet was relieved and very happy and Edith looked forward to arranging a large prestigious wedding.


Almost exactly a year later, in July 1957, Harriet Brownlow walked down the aisle on her father’s arm and gave herself in marriage, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, to Donald John Spears. Donald was thirty-nine, Harriet was twenty-five.


The next twenty years passed happily enough. Like most couples Harriet and Donald had their little ups and downs but they rarely had a serious row. Early on in their marriage Harriet bore Donald two sons.


Married to a man with the Midas touch, Harriet realised that she would never need to work. So she kept up her piano playing, at which she had always excelled, giving public concerts in church halls for charity. She learnt to speak excellent French, then good Italian and became involved in helping foreign nationals settle into London life. With a limitless personal allowance, she bought designer clothes and more jewellery than she could ever wear, much of it from her husband’s ever-increasing chain of shops. She and Donald entertained frequently on the most lavish scale and took as many holidays abroad as Donald’s business commitments allowed. And of course, it goes without saying that their two sons were educated at one of England’s top public schools.


Harriet was happy and content with everything in her life except one for thing: Donald never discussed his work, or any related aspect with her. Comparing notes with other women friends, she discovered this was quite unusual. From time to time she would try to draw Donald out and persuade him to talk about his day’s events, but to no avail. Another thing Harriet noticed was the frequency with which her husband’s business associates changed.


Discussing a proposed dinner party, Harriet would suggest a couple that she thought would add to the success of the evening.


‘Oh, not him,’ Donald would laugh. ‘I don’t see him any more now…’


Or Harriet would suggest an evening out with one of Donald’s managers, or accountants.’


‘No, I gave him the sack. He was caught with his hand in the till.’


Or of the accountant: ‘he was useless – he couldn’t count.’


For their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary Donald booked a cruise on the QE2, where they had first met twenty-six years ago. About two months before their departure Donald received a letter from the Lord Chamberlain at Buckingham Palace.


‘On behalf of Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, I beg to inform Mr Donald Spears that he has been recommended for a Knighthood…’


‘Arise, Sir Donald!’ Donald Spears knelt before Her Majesty The Queen as she placed her sword lightly on each shoulder, bestowing on him a knighthood for his services to industry. Harriet stood watching quietly on the sideline, her heart thumping, clenching and unclenching her hands in excitement. And now I’m Lady Spears, she thought, married to a knight of the realm. How fitting, after twenty-five years of marriage.


After the impressive ceremony Colonel and Mrs Brownlow, now in their eighties, whisked them off to Claridges for a celebratory lunch.


Rather as they had expected, the cruise was a huge success. As their sons were now grown up and independent, Donald and Harriet decided that they would cruise at least twice a year. Now in his sixty-fifth year, Donald, although not contemplating retirement just yet, was allowing his managers and advisers a fuller rein. That is, unless he had just sacked them or caused them personal inconvenience or harm. And if the latter were the case, what better place to be than at sea on a cruise ship, where no one could reach him. So over the next fourteen years Sir Donald and Lady Spears cruised the world.


Gradually Donald Spears discovered that his murky past was beginning to catch up with him. Sometimes in a pub, a restaurant, in a shop or even on the corner of the street, he would catch a glimpse of someone he had wronged. There were several business colleagues whom he had cheated out of money; shop managers he had sacked for no apparent reason, accountants he had dispensed with because he had decided they were devious or low in skills. He began to dream about these people and feared he would be blackmailed or even gunned down.


By the early nineteen nineties computers were becoming more widely available and more and more businesses were installing them. Although now in his seventies, Donald was still very alert. He took a computer course and had several computers installed in his office and some of his jewellery shops. And he used the Internet to try and find out more about the people who troubled his dreams.


There was one man whom he feared the most; Derek Slater, a man Donald had always disliked and distrusted. Donald had interviewed Slater for the post of manager in his Walthamstow jewellery store and had engaged him on the strength of his impeccable CV. Slater had worked for Donald for three years before being sacked for dishonest bookkeeping, which Slater vigorously denied. For several years after that Slater wrote threatening letters, which Donald threw in the bin.


Then one morning in 1994 Donald received a letter from Slater, saying that because Donald had sacked him some years ago for no reason, he was now in financial difficulties. Slater demanded regular monthly payments, stating that if he didn’t receive them he would go to the police and reveal Donald’s murky past. Donald hesitated and then threw that letter in the bin as well. After this, regular monthly threats arrived in the post and things got to the point when Donald realised that it would be prudent to absent himself from England’s green and pleasant land.


Donald suggested to Harriet that they should cruise to South America, one of the few continents they hadn’t yet visited. Harriet was entranced by the idea. Now past 60 (although she never admitted it to anyone), and despite the fact that her stunning auburn hair had faded, Harriet had kept her figure and her good looks. South America was an enormous continent with such varying climates that she would need a vast new wardrobe; and as they were to cruise from the outset of the trip, she would be able to take as much luggage as she wanted.


As expected, they both loved being back on board ship. They had selected the QE2 again, still one of the most luxurious liners afloat at the time. With money no object, Donald had selected the best suite, which went hand in hand with the finest restaurant. Crossing the Atlantic into the South Seas took over a week, but with so much excellent entertainment on offer, the days seemed to whiz by in an explosion of self-indulgent luxury.


It was around this time that Donald started having nightmares and talking in his sleep. This disturbed Harriet and she was in two minds as to whether she should ask him what was troubling him so much. Then one day Donald thought he saw Derek Slater lying on a sun-lounger on Number One Deck. Although Donald and Harriet had their own balcony, there were times either when the sun didn’t reach it or when it was too hot, so they would seek out a sun-bed or a deck chair on one of the main decks, where unfortunately the facilities had to be shared with the hoi-polloi.


The glimpse of the person he thought was Derek Slater had given Donald a big fright. How could it be possible, he said to himself, that Slater had known he was on the QE2? And if he was on board, what was Slater’s motif? Donald went down to the Purser’s Office and asked to see the passenger list.


‘Thought I’d seen an old friend,’ he mumbled.


‘Certainly, sir,’ replied the girl behind the counter. ‘I’ll get it for you right away. But I’m afraid you can’t take it to your stateroom – you must consult it here.’


It didn’t take Donald long to get through the list of Ss. There he was: Slater, Derek, United Kingdom passport. Donald felt a hollow ache in the pit of his stomach as he handed back the list.


Should he tell Harriet? That was the next burning question. For the moment he decided to say nothing. In two days the ship was due to berth in Rio de Janeiro. Why spoil Harriet’s pleasure? After all, he had no proof that Slater knew that he, Sir Donald Spears, was also on board. He mustn’t blow the situation up out of all proportion.


He returned to his stateroom suite to dress for dinner.


As the QE2 berthed in Rio de Janeiro, everyone was in a state of high excitement. The ship was spending three days in port to allow the passengers plenty of time to explore that fascinating city, considered to be one of the most exotic on the whole South American continent.
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