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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          THE MEETING

        

      

    

    
      Had I not accepted the invitation to Viscount Winston Bottomly’s annual shoot, then the outcome to my immediate life would now be very different; but, having accepted the invitation, I must accept the monumental changes it made to my eventual being.

      The winter rains and wet spring had left my estate here in Yorkshire without the quantity of red grouse needed to be able to host a shoot of any notable significance. The absence of quality birds of any number left me, fool that I am, in an unusual condition, frantically seeking out a safe haven where I could hang my hat amongst familiar company whilst enjoying the annual shindig of a ‘Glorious Twelve’ shoot.

      There you have it, the rest is history. However, I have normally found history to have been written by the victors, of which I’m not sure I can be counted as one. I shall have to leave you to be the judge on that score.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived during lunch on the Friday having left my London club, where I had stayed overnight, at around nine-thirty that morning. Given the chance, I would have preferred to have remained with the lady I had spent the previous two evenings with, but the expected arrival of her husband sometime during the day had curtailed that bliss. No matter. Boodles, my London club, was an acceptable if celibate alternative.

      I have the same marital status as the lady in question, although in my case divorce has recently been mentioned. I have two sons. The youngest, Breno, almost four, was the result of the same number of years of marriage to Serena Abenazo, a Portuguese multi-millionaire fashion designer with her clothes label—Zabreno. My other son is named Luca. He came as the result of a brief, but passionate relationship with a woman who, unbeknown to me until after the event, was, or rather is, my aunt.

      Yes, like the rest of my life, it’s a complicated situation, perhaps one having little direct bearing on the proceedings in this story, yet contributing nevertheless. Suffice it to say that the mother of my son was the daughter of my great-grandfather’s illegitimate offspring, Paulo Tovarisch Korovin, a Russian master espionage operator. Here, I would hasten to explain that my affair with Luca’s mother, Katherine Friedal, took place more than five years before my marriage to Breno’s mother. In the most part of the early years of my marriage I was faithful. My later behaviour took me many miles away from being loyal.

      Nowadays, I see Luca infrequently; that’s partially because of Katherine’s father’s death in March of last year and partially through the distance that now separates me from her and our son. They settled into Paulo’s home in Switzerland a month before he died, to help supervise his care and allow Luca to have what Paulo never had with his own father, Maudlin, my great-grandfather. I visited Paulo as many times as possible, particularly after he moved there from London, but his liking for the fresh, clean air of Switzerland did not suit my disposition as much as his.

      We played chess and walked a bit, chatted about times I knew nothing of and drank a few glasses of fine whisky. Notwithstanding all of that, Paulo’s greatest enjoyment was to pay tribute to his grandson’s development—‘Little Luca’s musical education is progressing smoothly,’ he would say in his once authoritative voice, progressively becoming croakier and weaker more quickly than I had imagined, holding on to the strength he had to award his praise as though nothing else was to be expected from him.

      Looking back on his days in his mountains of Switzerland, it was not the fresh air I objected to, it was watching this once great man wither so quickly away. I had sat beside my own mother’s bed, holding her hand as she cried her tears of regret, before death finally took her from the pain of life she had suffered. I had seen others of my close family die without the need of any further education on the subject of death.

      There are more lessons that cannot be taught in any school or place of academic learning; they must be learned under the cold stare of life, and the acceptance of death is one of them. One of those lessons came after seeing every patriarchal figure of my family, my great-grandfather, grandfather and my father, each laid out in the chapel on the Harrogate Estate. I had to reconcile my weakness, in not being able to bring back the buoyancy of the life that surrounded them and me.

      The vigour, or buoyancy, I refer to, was what I first felt as lost forever when I identified the two members of my family who were murdered fairly recently. Having identified the bodies of Elliot, my father, then Edward, my youngest brother, I had to accept what the wickedness of death can do to the living and I lived inside a life where death was ever next to me.
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        * * *

      

      With his mother’s guidance, and his grandfather’s persistence, Luca gave piano entrance recitals at two musical academies in Switzerland and one in Russia. He played so well that he was accepted in all three, making the choice complicated. After each of the placements was discussed in great detail and given careful examination by his mother and me, it was decided that the Conservatoire de Musique de Genève would be the ideal place for him as well as his mother. I do plan to visit them both soon, it’s just that I haven’t yet found the time, which brings me to probably my second favourite subject of all time: me.

      Allow me to introduce myself, then, and like many before, you can form an opinion on what I can tell you and you can imagine. However, do save some prejudice that you may initially have until the end of this tale, when I’m sure you will have more reason for the dislike you have by now formed. I am no good around my number one favourite subject: women. As I’ve openly stated, I’m unfaithful and I expect I always will be until I die. My father was precisely the same even when my mother was on her deathbed, but please don’t think I’m blaming him for my faults, because I’m not. It would seem that adultery is inseparable from the Paterson name.

      My name is Harry Paterson. I’m fifty-one, but I feel as young as I ever did. I’m the latest to succeed to the titles of Earl of Harrogate, as well as the newly appointed Sheriff of the County of Yorkshire. I am a Justice of the Peace, serving as a lay magistrate as well as representing a rather large pharmaceutical company that pays me an astronomical amount of money simply to use my name near the top of their letterheads describing me as an advisor. I’m known as H.P. to my friends, or, to the more confidential acquaintances, namely, in the main, women, as simply H.

      Until recently, my life has been spent between Harrogate Hall, surrounded by the vast Yorkshire estate I inherited on my father’s death, or the larger Abenazo estate in Portugal, now exclusively owned by my wife, Serena, to which my visits are no longer welcome. My hope is perhaps I may be allowed to go there sometime in the future if all’s well between the two of us. There is the London house still in the Paterson name in Chester Square, around the corner from the once main family residence in Eaton Square, where my old friend George Northcliffe and his wife Sophie now reside.

      But what must be counted as my more permanent residence nowadays would include the homes of a variety of married and single ladies, whose bedrooms are used to a greater extent than any lavish sitting room by this travelling rogue, as it is to them I turn when in need of tender care and comfort.
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        * * *

      

      The Paterson linage goes back as far 1342 and to Elizabeth of Lancaster, daughter of King Edward III. Her husband had a mistress to whom the Patersons are directly related. So, albeit from the wrong side of the bed, we have royal blood coursing through our blue veins. I am the eldest son of two sisters, with now just the one brother.

      If I were asked to sum myself up in one word, it would have to be debauchee. I have served time in the Life Guards, the senior regiment of the British Army, where I experienced the conflict in Bosnia as well as in Afghanistan. After my time in the army, I joined the secret intelligence services, always my predetermined destiny, but not before I fully qualified as a chemical analyst whilst still studying at university.

      But do not worry yourselves too much, as, notwithstanding any profound parts of my active existence, most of the time I play with life more than contributing anything worthwhile to it. Just maybe the situation changed ever so slightly because of the intervening weather in Yorkshire, over which even I had no control.

      Having confessed to preferring the indulgent to the conscientious, there was the occasion to which I made a cursory mention in passing, where the proficiency of my analytical training in chemical analysis was used to trace the generic clues to a sadistic killer and child abuser. I passed that test, and helped to save the reputation of this country.

      As that operation closed, so Paulo Tovarisch emerged from the leaden arm of the Russian KGB with an untouched memory of ‘working’ Soviet assets, which he exchanged as part of the guarantee of his welcome into the realm of Great Britain.

      He also made his peace with the American CIA, using another collection of Russian agents who had infiltrated their NSA-instigated communications, both inside the continent of North America as well as other parts of the world. There was one name in particular Paulo was able to give to the CIA that was immeasurable in its benefits to their home security, for which I was awarded a certificate of commendation from John O. Brennan, the then head of the CIA. The award would have gone to Paulo, but for politically obvious reasons he could not be recognised.

      Tovarisch Sergeyovitch Korovin, to give Paulo his full Russian title, and I, either with Serena, or George Northcliffe, who was his legitimate son, met many times in London since his relocation there, and to my financial cost I learned how masterful he was at the game of chess which he re-educated me to play.

      It was his consistency at the game that led me to believe his life was spent in the same manner of considered thought—a mirrored reflection of his days spent as an agent in the field, or as the department head of so much inside the then KGB. The working side and the relaxation side of Paulo were constructed in exactly the same manner.

      That similarity was the main reason why it was a slow process for both him and George to come together as father and son, but I’m uncertain that transformation would have occurred if the days they had together had been any longer.

      As for myself, the time I had with him was consumed by the examinations we conducted on the various members of the Paterson family, of which his lust for knowledge was in lots of ways unnerving, if his furtive past was not taken into consideration. I believe he had many regrets about the lack of a meaningful family life he’d allowed himself to share since his father, my great-grandfather Maudlin Paterson, passed away. It was, in my humble opinion, the harrowing uniqueness of this man that stood in front of any show of sorrow, or the smallest amount of remorse. It was this same nature that prevented his closeness to his son George. His moral code dictated that closeness to anyone, at any age, was a weakness waiting to be exposed and used.

      He’d had an abstract relationship with his father, Maudlin Paterson, who never visited Russia yet nevertheless managed to smuggle his mother away to live in England, leaving the young Paulo with the vision of an aura of invincibility around the Paterson name, but with Maudlin’s passing it left Paulo nobody to worship, as those of us left alive were mere mortals in his eyes.

      Because of him and his defection I had, it seemed, served my purpose to this great country of ours, at least until Luca’s mother, Katherine, caused the then head of a department of the American CIA to miss a heartbeat in their need of me to solve a puzzle that turned into a huge embarrassment to the highest family in this land. Despite serving the interests of two great nations, I failed miserably to serve the sanctity of the holy vows I had taken in my marriage to Serena.

      I had only just managed to complete five months of wedded life before I first wandered from our bed to another’s. When she was made aware of my act of infidelity by the private detective she’d hired to keep an eye on my antics, she acted with exceptional civility and refinement. Without rancour or bitterness, she moved from Harrogate Hall to the Chester Square house, and after a few weeks in London she returned to Portugal where Breno was born.

      When I made promises to behave, she returned to our London address where I moved in, and for a short while we found a renewed happiness with one another, but alas it didn’t last. To a large extent, the beautiful county of Yorkshire curbed my womanising, but in London there was no such scarcity of numbers. I was not equipped to resist any of the hedonistic opportunities the Dionysian capital city offered, in the plenty.

      Usually, Serena and I were polite and composed in discussions of divorce but, like others in the same difficult circumstances, sometimes voices were raised in protestations of innocence on my part and indignation on hers. Breno was the constraint applied to arguments when he was not with his nanny. As soon as our angry discussion woke him, our dissatisfaction with each other was put aside for another time. Unfortunately, those times were becoming increasingly numerous. No matter how long the unhappy words were not exchanged, our union would never have worked in the way that falling in love is meant to be. We were a pair of self-motivated individuals who had fallen into separate ways of life.

      Neither of us were settled marriage stock. I don’t believe the self-driven can be good marrying stock. But neither of us were harmed by the experience. No damage seemed to be done and as far as both of us are concerned, no harm will arise in Breno’s life, who, with his mother, now resides almost permanently on the vast, sprawling Abenazo estate in Portugal, along with her personal trainer, chief designer, hairdresser, makeup and nail specialists and a constantly changing array of fashion models. It was the fashion models who held my attention.
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        * * *

      

      If your estimation of me so far is that I’m a frivolous, shallow, carefree individual, lucky to be wealthy but utterly worthless to the rest of society, then I will not disagree with most of it, but apart from the car I drive, you would never guess that I’m wealthy.

      I have a habit that some find annoying, of dressing rather shabbily. Today is no different. I’m probably too confident in myself to care much about the outward impression I give to others. Now you have me. Shabby, rich and couldn’t give a flying monkey’s fart about the rest of the world. With that in mind, I will begin to tell you the story of a good friend of mine and the life-changing relationship he and I had with a young lady we had good reason to believe was named Miss Samantha Burns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          BATH

        

      

    

    
      The drive to Bath was pleasant, swift and without any real incident, if my colourful swearing at a particularly idiotic car driver wasn’t counted. The entire journey was enjoyed with the roof open and the sun beating warmly down on my uncovered head. You see, months before this day I had received an invitation to stay and participate in the annual grouse shoot from an old army and university friend of mine, which, due to unforeseen circumstances at my end, I was delighted to accept. In fact, on the surface I thought it to be rather fortuitous. But, I’m guessing you as well as I know only too well what trouble can be found in thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      I had enjoyed a great late July, early August, spent almost entirely away from Harrogate Hall, the ancestral home at the heart of the family estate in ‘God’s own county’ of Yorkshire, without the work involved in the running of that mini empire. It may have been only two weeks or so, but nevertheless it felt as if it was an eternity away from the paperwork which normally would have me weighed down under in its mediocrity. Instead, I had been true to my puerile characteristics and shared various homes with various women in variously shaped and sized beds. My body and mind needed a break from them as well as from London, and until this week the estate manager had managed admirably without me, so I decided to prolong my absence by two or three more days.

      I was not being capricious in regards to the estate. There, I had presided over its administration for as many years as Elliot had lived in London in his management of the family bank, some fifteen to twenty years it seems. No, I was far from whimsical with the estate. If you are looking for labels of one kind or another to pin on me, then perhaps mine could be similar to a wine on the verge of being declared a vintage through age, but not quite ready to be ‘laid down’, as in the culture of wine.
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        * * *

      

      Viscount Winston Philip Bottomly, or simply Bots to me, was junior in the echelons of nobility to my station as an earl, but far surpassed me in both flair and style. The least pretentious word that could be used to describe him would be ‘flamboyant’, and the most would have to be, ‘exuberant’.

      He was all of that and more, in manner, dress and speech.

      When in the army, I always outranked him, being first a Captain to his Lieutenant, but the cut of his bespoke uniform was worn with that special degree of sophistication that only those who pay constant attention to the minutest personal detail seem to carry off in a nonchalant way. Even in those far-flung learned days of Cambridge, I was more functional to his aesthetically pleasing on the eye.

      As I parked the Rolls, I caught sight of him, above and to my left, standing tall and upright in a military fashion at the top of the grey, granite, broad steps leading to the front entrance of his family home, Devonish House, the name chiselled into the arch beneath which he stood. He was clad in a red and brown striped suit, a pink shirt with an orange cravat and not a hair on his head was out of place.

      “Well, well, if it’s not the man-cub himself; Harry Paterson in the flesh and tatters! Nothing changes, does it, old boy? Which on this festive occasion I’m so pleased to see and delighted to remark upon. The world would not be the same place without your disreputable self, Harry, old man. By the look of things I’d say you’ve driven straight from the wilds of our northern provinces without a stop for a brush and tidy-up. Am I right? Is that about the score?”

      Bots was not normally one to wait for an answer when in a stream of his satirical condemnation and today was no different, as he gripped the scrolled wrought-iron railing and began the descent.

      “So impatient were you that you just couldn’t wait to get here, eh! Is that the excuse this time, old bean?”

      Stepping to one side of the railings, he adopted the military stance of standing to attention before continuing,

      “You look as bedraggled as ever, Major Paterson, sir.” He feigned a salute which resembled more of a stylish swish of the hand than anything else I’m able to interpret. I simply waited for the mocking to end. It wasn’t soon.

      “Someone on your staff still playing reveille at four in the morning, are they, Major? No batman about? Are they all on manoeuvres?”

      This brought a brief interlude from his infantile questioning for him to imitate the scornful smile I wore and take a deep breath before persisting with his sardonic exuberance.

      “By the by, ever heard of Savile Row, old chap? It’s in London.”

      He began again to descend the double curved stairway to the fine-graded gravel parking area at the side of his family home, continuing to speak as he did so.

      “Sell clothes there, you know, for the cultured, loaded gents like yourself. I can vouch for the quality of the tailors one finds who frequent the area. They really are quite good at their trade. Mind you, they do cost a few shillings. How’s the money-printing business in that family bank of the Patersons in Westminster, called Annie’s? The old family industry still churning out the cash, is it?”

      Another pause for a short while, with him gauging my demeanour, then, knowing that he had neither disturbed nor irritated me, he continued in his chiding, perhaps waiting to provoke an equally affable observation. I was simply ‘soaking it up’, as we used to say of a reprimand in the army. He had not finished with my ‘ticking-off’.

      “I’m outstandingly pleased that you have decided to honour us with your undoubted expertise this weekend, dear one. Show the rest of us what’s what when it comes to handling a shotgun without a modicum of modesty on your part, Harry. I positively insist on that.”

      Just as I imagined the long-established welcome had come to an end, he found even more to admonish me with. “I do so hope you’ve brought a dinner jacket, old boy, else it’s dinner served in the scullery for you at supper time.”

      The descent from his lofty position now complete, he gave me the usual once-over, starting with a very disapproving glance at my brown leather, scuffed, slip-on shoes, followed by the heavily creased blue linen jacket I wore with the mismatched, sombre black trousers. Trying to ignore him, which was difficult other than a cursory smile accompanied by the raising of the eyebrows in his direction, I removed my weekend bags from the rear seat of the open-topped car. Then, from the boot, the two-hundred-year-old, elegantly carved gun case. Priorities, you see; I cared about the resplendent pair of James Purdey guns, but not the workaday clothes. Finally, I replied to his goading.

      “I do believe Joseph threw a jacket in a bag somewhere for me, Bots, but if he forgot, I’ll ask someone to pull the seam of one of yours apart and let some extra width into it. You must have plenty to spare with the amount of weekend parties you throw. I seem to receive invitations to one or another for every weekend in the whole year. But to the point, if Joseph has been remiss, hopefully your man could find a clean one and not one splattered with food stains coming from all your rabbiting on about gibberish. I know for a fact your nanny told you not to speak when your mouth is full,” I declared, whilst shaking his proffered hand.

      “How did the saying go in the academy, Bots? Ah, yes, I recall—once a subaltern, then always a subaltern. An age-old tradition of the Guards, was it not? Who’s here then?” I enquired, as I thrust both of my bags into his empty hands and without further ado made my way up the steps and through the open English oak double doors carrying the gun-case.
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        * * *

      

      It was a sumptuous buffet luncheon laid across several white-lace-covered tables placed parallel to the four walls, with enough room behind them to be able to walk on both sides. I was in an ornately decorated, baroque-styled dining room. Surprisingly, this was my first visit to Devonish House and, from the little I’d seen until now, it struck me as a place that lacked substance, and needed the warmth furniture and paintings can add. In the wide, substantial hall for example, were two rather fine Regency side tables with black and white marble tops, but only one ornate ormolu lamp. Apart from the tables there was no other furniture, and only three family portraits. I didn’t take much time to decide I’d not feel comfortable staying for any longer period of time than the weekend.
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        * * *

      

      Bots had left my bags with one of his footmen, with another taking the Purdeys. They then escorted me through a spacious, cold, white-painted, minimalistic hallway from where a wide red-carpeted flight of stairs rose to what I guessed would be the bedrooms. On the walls of the hall and stairway were a few surreal paintings. I wasn’t sure about them all, but one, a Salvador Dali—Swans Reflecting Elephants on canvas—was a copy. I knew who owned the original. I said nothing of this to Winston, however I found it odd that an old family such as his would hang copies of famous paintings. Despite my confusion over the Dali copy on the wall, I was far from confused with the practicality of a buffet lunch, which, in the circumstances of a varied arrival, was the only viable arrangement.

      Positioned in the centre of this pragmatism was the quixotic scene of a grand piano, seated at which was a very pretty, dark-haired young girl in a bright, colourful floral dress, playing Alessandro Scarlatti’s, Già il sole dal Gange. None of the feeding herd were paying much attention to her. I, too, had other things on my mind, one of which was my ravenous hunger.
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        * * *

      

      Easily forsaking the various salads of unappealing decorative lettuce and the like, I made straight for the heart of the matter; the meat. I was about to help myself to some cold, minted new potatoes, in different coloured glass bowls beside the rib of beef, when I saw her. She was on her own, just past where the shining cutlery was neatly folded in table napkins. She was about to pour herself a glass of champagne.

      I did try to look away and apply some sort of self-control, but I had none, even allowing for the common sense approach of she must be here with someone. But no! My fascination and surprise overcame the intrinsic deficiency in me. As much as I enjoy beef and potatoes, attractive women would always take precedence, with mysterious ones having an even higher priority. The cold beef was already cold so it could certainly wait.

      Having made several decisions, such as that since I set foot inside this house it seemed as though one more would not make much difference, I decided I would not hang around for any formal introduction.

      Those who hesitate in the pursuit of beauty will be trampled on, Harry.

      This was an epigram favoured by my late great-grandfather who knew a thing or two about attractive women. As I’ve already explained, the respect for and love of women seemed to run in the family of Patersons.

      One of the remarks passed on to the local police when they attended the scene of my murdered father in the Eaton Square house that George and Sophie now occupy, was that Elliot was alone. The actual words were ‘he had no company’.

      By that benign remark, George, Elliot’s butler-cum-personal assistant at the time, implied that my father was not entertaining a woman.

      Unfortunately, the duties of a butler-stroke-personal assistant did not end with my father’s death. Amongst the many things he had to deal with was to inform the investigating police of the address of my father’s latest flame, as not unnaturally she was a suspect, having a key!

      I loudly disapproved of his philandering whilst married to my mother, but I never carried that disapproval into my own life with Serena. I have never suffered from a lack of audacity, either, ‘impudent’ being a word often used whenever my name was brought up, as well as being a purist, by some who knew me far too well.
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        * * *

      

      “Good afternoon to you. It would be an honour if you were to allow me to do that. Please. I’m Harry Paterson,” I said as I drew alongside my quarry, taking the bottle from her fine, delicate hand and briefly placing my own hand on hers. Her tanned skin was cool, soft and smooth to my touch. There was no ring on the hand where a wedding or engagement ring would usually be. Not put off, I continued.

      “You seem so familiar, but I’m sure we couldn’t have met otherwise I would never have forgotten your name. It’s as if you’ve graced every magazine cover, every newspaper page and every fashion event I’ve ever looked at or been to.” As well as speaking, I was fashioning the most beguiling smile I could manage.

      Continuing, I said, “Please tell me our meeting is not the beginning of a Grecian love tragedy with you being the incarnation of the Goddess Aphrodite and me a mere slave.” The glass was full and we were looking directly into each other’s eyes. I never stopped my mode of attack. I changed the smile to a frown—

      “If you are her, then I must take my chance of seeing you smile, as you’re far too beautiful to pass by without at least saying hello and offering my services in any manner you may find satisfying.”

      I’m ashamed to admit I mustered up the most lecherous, seductive look that was possible before delivering my normal final, flirtatious line.

      “Allow me to say just how exquisite you look wearing that stunning dress. You caught my eye the moment you walked in. The colours and the cut, are staggeringly beautiful. Almost as perfectly gorgeous as yourself, but…”

      I was not allowed to finish my hackneyed invitation, as the centre of my attention cut me short, taking a firm hold of my arm.

      “No doubt you are impatient to add that you think I would look so much better without the dress on, aren’t you, Harry?”

      Her twinkling blue, vibrant eyes held a magnetism that matched the rest of the attraction I imagined she had over all men. They were now sparkling within the wide, condescending, coquettish smile that filled her face. She was tall, elegant and extremely feminine in every way imaginable.

      “Ah, you have me. Yes, that is exactly what I was about to say. There I was, believing myself to be original. I must assume it has been said to you before, and if so, am I about to have my impish face gently tickled by a make-believe slap of annoyance?” I asked, trying my best to be as playfully appealing as I could.

      As I was wondering who could have possibly used that ‘pick-up’ line of mine, her left hand moved, but she was not concerned with admonishing me. Instead, she swept a lock of luscious, unpolished, copper-coloured hair away from her high forehead to nestle behind an ear, thereby exposing the full curvature and line of the delicately defined, shapely face with perfectly formed, artistically high cheekbones, that those who paint can only dream of.

      “Not said to me, no.” The provocative smile remained as if it was painted onto her face as she continued, “But I’m afraid Winston warned me of your imminent arrival. As a forewarning, he told me some tales of your—what shall I call it?” A lengthy pause whilst she sipped the champagne, her eyes locked on mine, before delivering her assessment.

      “Promiscuity,” she announced, concentrating her gaze on me more intensely as her eyes narrowed, adding a titillating infliction to her voice.

      “He was far from complimentary. I’m only too sorry to say that he didn’t stop there. He compared you, somewhat disparagingly I thought, to a rabbit caught in some imaginary headlights whenever you’re near what he called an attractive woman.

      “I think he was trying to defend you when he said you couldn’t help yourself. However, speaking for myself, I do appreciate your flattery in respect of how I’m dressed. It’s normally difficult to find the right balance between being sexually attractive, and the more stringent style of what could be referred to as a conventional woman at home.”

      She was using her right hand to twirl the glass backwards and forwards, whilst balancing it in the palm of her left. ‘A woman at home,’ she’d said— what did she mean by that? Bots had been right, of course, in his concise summary of me, but her undoubted beauty was not the only attraction in this case.

      “Are you at home?” I asked, somewhat confused.

      “Not yet, no, I’m not. So there’s no point in you asking to inspect the bedrooms—another thing Winston said you may ask to see, that’s if I was at home, of course.”

      “‘Infamy, infamy! They all have it in for me’,” I laughed. “Got that line from a Carry On film. Way before your time, though. I didn’t know I’d told Bots I would use that line. Anyway, I’m not sure that’s one of mine. Nor am I sure I caught the name. Yours, I mean, not the film actor who spoke those ‘infamy’ words.” Was there more than one Winston here, I wondered?

      “I’m Samantha Burns, but I’m called Tammy for short. Before you ask, it’s a complicated story about the alias, and I’m not entirely sure how it came about but I think it started when I was very young, having a fondness for cats.

      “Somehow or other ‘Tabby’, for a cat, became adulterated into Tammy for me. Another reason could have been my name being shortened to Sammy by any one of a number of nannies who, with a speech defect, confused it as Tammy.

      “It doesn’t matter as I liked it, so I kept it. I do recognise you from somewhere though, Harry Paterson, just can’t place from where at the moment. It might come to me later.”
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        * * *

      

      From somewhere within the lilt of her voice came a French accent.

      Perhaps it had been forgotten, or perhaps it was deliberately disguised; whatever was the answer, it was there and it was enchanting. Her petite nose curled slightly at the tip, allowing her thick, sculptured lips to form a wry grin as she kept peering deep into my eyes as if they would give me away. Or tell her where she had seen me.

      Her deep, sun-induced tan was natural, not the blotched, painted version acquired from a bottle that looks so false. I guessed she was aged around late twenties, perhaps early thirties, certainly statuesque and extremely sexy. My knowledge of her had returned, leaving me knowing exactly where I had seen her before, but I kept quiet for the moment.
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        * * *

      

      “Tammy, mmm! What a thoroughly delicious and evocative name. Almost edible, I’d say. You suit it so well. You’re sleek, feline and, as I’ve found out, obviously dangerous. Perhaps there’s a law against all that somewhere. Inside my wicked head, your pseudonym conjures up the silky vision of a prowling lioness stalking its prey.” I was topping up her glass with more champagne at this stage.

      “Perhaps you’re as striking in character as you are in the flesh. Oops, I’m getting ahead of myself again, aren’t I? Salacious talk will never do.”

      I smiled and was pleasantly surprised to see a matching smile returned from this Samantha-cum-Tammy. I sensed a victory, albeit a hollow one.

      “But are you one of those who go in for an early kill, or are you more the stalking tiger type, taking time over your prey before you devour them? I’m sorry, my mind was miles away, drifting onto many pleasurable things. I should apologise,” I laughed, but didn’t wait for a reply as I replaced the bottle of champagne into the bucket.

      “How do you know Bots then, Tammy?”

      “Bots?” she asked quizzically, with her sea-blue eyes squinting into the sun.

      “The Viscount, our host. It’s what I call him. Everyone I know does the same,” I exclaimed.

      “Ah, he has a nickname which I knew nothing about. How lovely and quaint. Is it from his schooldays, or his army life?”

      She did know him. My imagination went into overdrive and I had to take a second before I could reply.

      “Never given any thought to that one. With a surname like Bottomly, he sort of got lumbered with it at birth, I guess. He never mentioned it to you at all?” I asked, with a degree of indecision in my voice.

      “I really haven’t known him that long. Ours has been one of those old-fashioned, whirlwind types of romance. We met at a nightclub in Mayfair a little while ago. No time at all, really. We then announced our engagement at a party given by one of his friends. You may know him, he’s here somewhere.”

      Moving her head side to side, she looked over my shoulder to rediscover the whereabouts of the person in question. As she leant nearer to me, I caught a drift of her heavenly perfume. I asked its name.

      Allure,” she told me, adding immediately, with a higher pitch to her sultry voice, as the pianist reached the cords of her chorus,

      “That’s the man, over there behind you, standing next to that huge seascape painting. The one with a woman in a skin-coloured bikini in the foreground. Bald chap, bit on the tubby side.”

      The sparkle in her eyes had left when I turned back from seeing Hugh Pickering, a City financier, amongst other things. I nodded, adding,

      “Yes, I know Hugh.” There was no smile that met my recognition and just a dispassionate recount of a previous meeting.

      “He hired the whole ballroom at the Dorchester for his birthday bash a month or six weeks back. That’s where Winston and I announced our engagement. Were you there, at the party? Is it possible that’s where I know you from, Harry?”

      Her manner had changed. Gone was the mischievous look, the sensuous poise and the confidence she was previously enveloped by. A nervousness had descended upon her, for no reason I could fathom. I didn’t answer her question, although that was not where I had first seen her, and she had no need to confirm her acceptance of the proposal. I would have expected nothing less, but the alteration to her composure bothered me.

      Abandoning my much anticipated lunch in favour of her arm, I guided her away from the sterile distraction of piano music and my rib of beef onto the crowded, buzzing terrace, with the warm August sun beating down upon all who gathered there. What was left of my mind had slowed to a walking pace. It needed a jolt to engage.

      “Sneaky old Bots! Never said a word on the phone when he called me with the invitation to come down here for the weekend. Must have a word with the blighter. I’m somewhat embarrassed now. Hitting on a pal’s loved one, as it were. I’m terribly sorry about that, Tammy, but I have no intention of withdrawing the deserved accolades.”

      Mustering up the most tactful response that I could, I attempted to buy some time for my sickened brain. But she would have none of it.

      “I won’t have you embarrassed, not in the slightest,” she replied, with the most charming smile on her face.

      “You were a gentleman doing no more than complimenting a lady. I suspect Winston was being over-protective of me with his whisperings about you. Obviously none of it can be true.”

      With the edginess now vanished from her voice, she gently pulled away from my arm. That gave me the excuse I was looking for.

      “Would you please excuse me, Samantha, I really must go and speak to someone I noticed inside as we came out onto the terrace. I’ll look forward to the time we can catch up on our conversation. For now, I’ll have to make do with unpacking my things, then finding Bots. I shall give him an ear-bashing about keeping such elegance and charm as you hidden from me.”

      I pushed forward into the middle of the riotous crowd, making room for us both.

      “You’ll be safe with this lot, believe me,” I stated, with my hand on the small of her back. Her cool skin immediately drew me closer. Curbing my enthusiasm for an appealing woman was something I’d never had the need to practise. I was dumbstruck for a while. After what seemed an age, I found the willpower to say something.

      “They are noisy, I’ll grant you, but harmless as lambs, the lot of them, although probably the men would rather think not.”

      With a slight bow of my head, I acknowledged the old friends and enemies alike who were in a collective animated conversation about the wrongs of the world, trying no doubt to put them to rights.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” I looked as many as I could squarely in the eye. “I must leave you all for the present, but I warn you to be careful with any slanderous words you may accidentally use. I may sue the lot of you,” I threatened them, with a smile on my face.

      “Say hello to our host’s engaging companion, but be wary. There’s to be absolutely no laying on of hands, otherwise it’s to His Highness she’ll run.”

      Drawing away from her, I made a theatrical bowing and waving movement of an arm as a way of introduction.

      “May I present the divine and most beautiful Samantha Burns, known as Tammy to her friends. Look after her, or you may see her tigerish claws. That’s a long story and one am I’m sure Tammy will be pleased to tell you all.”

      I was under no illusion about those who made up the gathering that day on the balcony, gulping down the free champagne as though it was about to be exhausted. I should have explained there were few people I’d met that felt any form of indifference towards me. At that moment in my life, I found people either loved me or hated me.

      “Make sure you keep some of the bubbly to refill Samantha’s glass for her. Can’t have her searching her future residence to find the cellar, now can we?”

      As I left the scene, she was still smiling and made light of my flirting, mumbling something about forgiveness can only come from God, before I lost sight of her as she was swallowed up into the mix. I was utterly confused, but I think I managed to hide it. Thankfully, the room with the buffet and pianist had more people in it now than when we had left, and they gave me a chance to get away and collect my thoughts about Viscount Winston Bottomly and the impending marriage she had spoken of.
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        * * *

      

      Most of what remained of Friday afternoon was spent in my room on the telephone, speaking to as many friends as I could think of who were absent from the gathering downstairs and who might be able to help. There were not many I felt I could trust with what little I knew, without them building it into something far larger than I could be confident it was.

      My bags had been unpacked, with day clothes separated from my shooting attire and hung in the dark wooden wardrobe, which was taking up the wall space opposite the single bed under the one window in a clean, modestly furnished but adequate bedroom. The dinner jacket that Joseph, my butler, had remembered, was already pressed, along with a pair of matching trousers, shirt, and waistcoat and readied for that evening at one end of the wardrobe.

      I had not sought out Bots after leaving Samantha as I’d implied I would, nor had I spoken to him since our greeting. Had we bumped into one another, I would not have told him what I suspected about his fiancée; it was, after all, only a supposition on my part.

      Afterwards, I spent an hour or so of fruitless telephone calls, accompanied by the large glass of whisky I had poured from the bottle of Jura that Bottomly had remembered was my tipple and graciously deposited in the room next to a glass ice bucket in which, to my surprise there was still ice.

      When I had finally finished with the names I could remember, and the whisky, the name of which I could never forget, I laid my head on the pillow and drifted into a dreamy sleep on the comfortable bed. I was woken at about six-thirty by a loud knocking on the door. A male voice announced that dinner was to be served at eight.
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        * * *

      

      Come the time of my obeying the proclamation, Bots was in a corner of a drawing room that was being used for the quenching of thirsts by a predominantly male congregation of thirsty guests. Waiters carrying more champagne flutes were servicing the requirements of the ladies seated around the spacious lounge. By the expression on Winston’s face, he was in a purposeful conversation on his mobile phone requiring some hectic gesticulation.

      Before I had made way through to him, he had scratched his head twice and made several, what I interpreted as questioning gestures. At least, that’s what I thought them to be. Whatever was going on seemed to make him quite agitated, but he managed a friendly nod in my direction when he caught sight of me. Tammy was engrossed in conversation with other guests whilst standing at his side. She, too, noticed my arrival, managing a delectable smile aimed directly at me.

      I decided that a thinking man’s discretion was my best course of action, rather than diving into the ruck to find a mythical ball, with what were, after all, unfounded accusations on my part.

      Doing what I do least best, I mingled, making trite small talk, until the summons to eat was announced. My stomach felt as though it might cave in at any moment through ravenous hunger, which, when put alongside the unresolved mystery surrounding my good friend, did nothing to stifle my interest in one Samantha Burns.
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        * * *

      

      At dinner, I was thankful to be positioned away from the engaged couple, being seated next to an old family friend, but a few times I caught one or other of the pair looking straight at me, once having to feign a smile back at Bots as he called out how much of a ‘cad’ he thought I was.

      Fortunately, he never elaborated on the remark, nor did she, leaving it for the assembled party to simply giggle smugly, or childishly comment, then quickly forget. I was neither in an explaining frame of mind, nor feeling particularly comfortable amongst the accelerating revelry on show as the night wore on.

      As I suspected, the proceedings inevitably descended into the customary bread-throwing affair, as the fine wines took a toll of the gathered collective insanity, and youthful exuberance exceeded intellect.

      It may uncomfortably surprise you, the way the rich and famous, alongside those who make the decisions which impact on our everyday lives, quickly deteriorate into fools when surrounded by their own breed, with unlimited wine and without the distraction of having to appear superior, or, perish the thought, wise.

      Unfortunately, it was no different that night. With waiters losing their disturbed attempt to gather bread plates and rolls, the silliness lasted until the last of the leftover bread was distributed anywhere other than its original serving plate and it stopped as suddenly as it began. I was aware, however, of how it could start again at any moment.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you coming to wager money at the roulette table, Harry?” Lady Rosemary Ellison, my companion at dinner asked, as her husband, the Member of Parliament for Windsor East, was at the head of the rest, leading them away towards another room. She accepted my refusal, as the Foreign Secretary appeared without his partner, taking his arm instead of mine.

      In the other rooms there were various card games arranged for the partially sober, to satiate any remaining appetite as a final course of entertainment to participate in after the sumptuous meal. I declined the invitation to take part, preferring to remain where I was, enjoying the port. I am many things, but I am not a gambler, nor am I one inclined to socialise with the heavily intoxicated.

      The one thing that Bots and I had as a common leveller, was that neither of us were gamblers. However, the mention of blackjack served to reinforce my concerns about Tammy, whose attention was deflected in the opposite direction to me. Her demeanour left me with the impression that neither she nor Winston, the far from passive object of her attention, would remain away from the bedroom for long.
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        * * *

      

      With the raucous enjoyment about to overflow from the gambling tables and snooker room back into the dining room, I excused myself from my company and went to indulge in the solitude of the library, choosing the quiet where I could exorcise the demons flying around in my head and hopefully reach a decision.

      That possibility was taken from me within minutes of settling down in an agreeable chair, as the door clicked open like the bolt-action on the old standard issue Lee-Enfield British Army rifle. It then slammed shut like the noise from a military Howitzer fired at close range.

      My only defence to what then occurred is that I have never been blessed with foresight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          GAMBLE

        

      

    

    
      “Bless my cotton socks, if it isn’t his honour the Earl Harry Paterson of grand old Yorkshire Moors himself. Hopefully you’re not an apparition, old fruit, but you are in good spirits. How’s life with you then, sport? Still floating the good ship Isle of Jura, are we?”

      He nodded at the decanter on the table, beside which I sat with a glass of my favourite golden nectar beside it.

      “How the bloody hell are you? Seems a lifetime ago that we last met.” He hadn’t stopped.

      It would appear I had drawn the short straw in the company I kept. My uninvited guest was Gerald Neil, owner of Crocketts, the famous London Mayfair gaming club, with many more attractions inside than gaming tables. Even though he had just arrived, he was showing the effects of some already consumed alcohol. I mentioned it to him.

      “You seem to be on the wrong side of drink already, Gerald. I thought you said you had only just arrived.”

      “I have just got here. I was entertaining at Crocketts with some of the club’s high-fliers. Mike drove me. Mike’s my driver. I prefer the word ‘driver’ to ‘chauffeur’. I bet you use the word ‘chauffeur’ for yours, but so what, none of us are the same.

      “As far as I’m concerned, I can’t afford to forget where my income derives from. Must keep the wheels greased, and all that. Ah, that’s funny—wheels greased and driver in the same conversation and nothing to do with nothing. Mind if I join you, Harry?” he asked, rather too loudly for my taste and certainly for the room, as I’m sure I heard it echoing for an appreciable amount of time after it was said.

      Gerald was a heavily-built man, tall and menacing, with a deep, resonant voice as it bounced from the shelves laden with books. He had a full head of grey hair, swept high, then backwards. It was always well-groomed, but was now disobedient in the places that bobbed up and down with his steps as he closed the short distance to where I sat.

      The euphoric aura surrounding this man did not match his face, which was a rounded, cherubic affair with small, brown, weasel eyes that seldom engaged your own, preferring to dart from one point to another as though he was looking for something untoward to occur at any moment.

      All in all, he was an imposing, well-heeled man with a gushing personality which went well with the proprietorship of one of London’s oldest and most prestigious gambling clubs. The club was strictly members only, with the collective distinction of having to be mightily prosperous as the principal qualifying factor for membership.

      I had seen many minor and some senior members of the royal family frequent his club, although that would not be for wider public knowledge.

      Personally, I had never held the man in high regard, but I’d never had any reason to tell him that. The very last thing I wanted that evening was some monotonous address about the intricacies of the roulette table by a very talkative drunkard.

      I have, as by now you will have gathered, a multitudinous mixture of habits, but one thing I certainly do not have, is any foible of being ungracious, and gratuitously rude. Give me reason to be so, and I will, and depending on the severity of the rudeness levelled at me, or someone in my close company, will dictate the ferocity of my reply.

      But it was not Gerald’s impoliteness I resented. It was his actual physical presence in the room. Despite all of that, his innate characteristics had yet to sufficiently rile me.

      “Not at all, Gerald. Help yourself,” I replied. “One thing about the Viscount one can rely on is his generosity with supplies. There’s enough to be shared. Also, I noticed plenty of glasses in the cabinet. You’re in luck on another thing, I’ve not yet got round to drinking all the Jura. Nuts and bites over there as well, in quaint little bowls with frilly doilies. Have you eaten yet?” I asked, hoping he hadn’t and would go to find sustenance.

      “I expect there’s lashings of food in the kitchen,” I counselled, as he was still near me and making no obvious movement towards the slammed door.

      “Yes, thank you, I have. I ate at the club before leaving.” I was out of luck.

      He grabbed a glass from the bow-fronted, polished walnut drinks cabinet, a crystal affair with the Bottomly coat of arms, an impressive pair of golden peacocks, inscribed into it, and then, much to my annoyance, took the decanter and placed it on another side table, nearer to him, beyond my reach. It seemed not only was he staying, he wanted custody of the whisky with the right of ownership alongside its residence.

      “Have you met up with the rest of the crowd?” I asked, standing and making a point of retrieving what I considered to be more mine than his. I replaced the decanter on its previously occupied square silver coaster, with as much noise as I thought reasonable without damaging glass or metal, then carried on speaking.

      “There’s some blackjack and what have you, going on elsewhere that should interest you, old chap.” I tried once more, hoping that he would take my point and go.

      “Last thing I need is to watch a collection of inebriates throwing money at each other. If it was coming my way, it would be a different matter, of course.”

      He laughed in a pretentious way, the kind that means, ‘I know more of what you’re speaking about than you know, nevertheless I’ll indulge you a little’. I smiled smugly, not seeking to conceal my irritation.

      “In any case, nowadays this library has become a sort of second home for me.” He had obviously decided he was in for the long haul, but he had aroused my interest by the ‘second home’ remark.

      Managing to ignore my far from gracious nod of the head, he expanded without considering being asked, making a beeline to one of the shelves lining the entire room.

      “My book is here, look. Have a thumb through the thing while you’re deliberating on whatever it is that’s keeping you in solitude.”

      Knowing exactly where to find his book, it didn’t take him long before he was handing me a two-inch thick, beige-coloured hardback with the title embossed in blue lettering: From Dulwich To Fastnet Rock And Return, by Gerald Neil. The cover had the image of a racing yacht sailing quickly through a heavy sea. It didn’t take much intelligence on my part to deduce he was a frequent visitor, if not a frequent guest.

      “I’m President of the Royal Ocean Racing Club and I’m off down to Cowes on Sunday. I’m blowing the start horn for this year’s ‘Half Ton Classic’ race. It’s a week-long regatta race windward and leeward around the Isle of Wight. It comes with a full week of social engagements in the RORC clubhouse.”

      I felt his eyes boring holes into my face but I didn’t look his way, I kept my gaze forward, successfully ignoring him. Even so, it didn’t take him long to start again.

      “I’ve taken part in the race itself on six occasions. Twice as crew and then skippered my own yacht on the other four. Came home runner-up twice.”

      He frowned in disappointment, a sentiment which I must say I felt as well, having tasted defeat a few times myself.

      “Never did win the blighter,” he added slowly.

      He paused and took a drink, as if to wash away the blunting memory.

      “I’m only here for tomorrow’s drive, then I’m off for the important stuff at Cowes. Unfortunately, I have some business to discuss with His Highness, our friend Winston. Then I’ll be gone. I take it you’re staying for both days, Paterson?” Blast, I thought, he wants to stay and natter.

      “Yes, I am. We hung on to the last minute at home, but had to postpone our own shoot, due mainly to the atrocious wet winter we had in Yorkshire. All in all, it reduced the stock far below acceptable culling levels. Unfortunately, my estate manager was hanging on for a better spring and to acquire outside birds, but alas, that plan didn’t work. He has put the estate shoot back for at least a week or, more likely, two. We might have to cancel this year’s completely. However, he and I are scheduled to speak on Monday to determine if it’s at all possible to hold one and if so, when to send out invitations.” I didn’t offer Gerald a place on the mailing list.

      “Knowing how Winston throws such a good bash at everything, I thought I’d spend the weekend down here.” I never referred to my friend as ‘Bots’ to unwelcome acquaintances.
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        * * *

      

      I use Crocketts on my visits to the devil’s lair of London, as it has one of the finest private eating venues in town, far better than Boodles, which I only use for meetings and things I can’t get out of. I don’t usually take rooms, preferring Chester Square, but I couldn’t be bothered to open it up for such a short period of occupation. The times I do use the club are for nights like last night, when it’s unexpected and I’m dog-tired.

      A great attraction of Gerald’s club is the sights to behold inside the plush and comfortable premises. Not necessarily do I mean the winning and losing aspects of the clientele. The women frequenting the place are normally extremely elegant, beautiful and captivating, worth every penny of the exorbitant annual membership to mingle amongst.

      I have, on more than one occasion, met and enjoyed the special company of a few. None of which I shall tell you about here.

      By that description, I don’t want you to think it was a place frequented by professional escorts or the like. It is not, and nor would Gerald allow it to be so.

      However, I am prepared to say that most men, along with some of the women, use the place for what professional escorts would tell you it would be— not unnatural to expect a financial settlement.

      It was in Gerald’s club where I had first seen Samantha Burns and, I hasten to add, I had seen her there more than once. That was the worry engulfing my every thought since seeing her in the dining room and hearing of my friend’s proposal of marriage.
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        * * *

      

      “You say you have business to speak of with Winston, Gerald? It must be important to drag you all the way from town at this time of night. You didn’t drive yourself, surely?” I asked, because of the smell of alcohol on his breath, and I couldn’t remember him say he hadn’t.

      “Do you need hearing aids, Paterson, or are you not paying attention? I think the latter, but never mind. I’ve already told you I was driven here! I know I’m foolish, but not foolish enough to drive. I have a driver nowadays because stupid me is banned from driving. Got a four-year ban at Horseferry Road Magistrates Court for exactly what you’re implying. That was two years ago and, as I’ve said, I’ve grown up in certain ways since then.”

      I thought about his reply for a while, trying to think of some witty rejoinder, but none came immediately to mind and, as it seemed rude to stop him from speaking, I carried on, deliberately avoiding any mention of driving.

      “Bit of a wide diversion to the Isle of Wight, coming all the way here though, isn’t it? Couldn’t you have put the matter of business off to a more opportune time?” I lit another cigarette. I always smoke too much when bored, or trying to be careful what I say when absorbed in a conversation I’d rather not be in.

      “No, I couldn’t shelve it anymore, I’m afraid. A mite delicate, old chap.” He swallowed hard and then, for a moment, turned to face me with his eyes pointed in my direction.

      “I’m sorry to say it’s a question of money,” he announced. “Partially, I guess, due to you and your introduction of him to the club.”

      He walked around me to refill his glass, this time replacing the decanter to where it was. I was grateful for the gesture, mumbling a weary ‘thanks’ as he turned away to regain his chair.

      “How’s that then?” I asked, following suit with the whisky, but adding more to my glass as if to emphasis my co-opted ownership.

      “He intends to call on you, Paterson, for the financial assistance he needs. He’s left it up to me to first broach the subject. He was embarrassed apparently, or at least that was his excuse. Did it not cross your mind how fortuitous it was for you to be invited at such a late date? His Highness was diligent in finding out how treacherous your weather was. Was he not? He had good reason to be. The follow-up invitation on the phone didn’t come about through simple friendly benevolence, or past associated Guards allegiances, you understand. He called you as he’s a user of people as well as a loser, your friend Harry. He’s an incorrigible and unlucky gambler, is our Winston Bots.”

      “He is what?” I demanded of him in a raised voice, utterly thrown off balance by his accusation.

      Gerald Neil’s disrespectful use of the name Bots instead of Bottomly had irritated me intensely, but it was news of financial worries that shook me so dramatically. I rose from the chair with the ease of the predator I’d earlier suggested Samantha Burns might be. His attitude, allegation and lack of good manners had catapulted me into a raging temper, causing me to end up standing directly in front of him with hands forming fists hanging at my sides. The veil covering Bots’s involvement with Samantha Burns was beginning to lift and I wasn’t liking what was hiding behind it.

      “Sit down, Harry. Would you rather I hide the truth from you? That would do none of us any good whatsoever. Least of all him!” As cool as a cucumber, he stated this emphatically, remaining seated, legs crossed.

      “It’s not my fault our mutual friend cannot keep his hands inside his pockets for long, now is it? I’m sorry about this, but he’s mortgaged up to the hilt and then some. I have managed to sell his boat. He asked me to do that, said he didn’t have the time, as though he was rushed off his feet doing something productive.” He stopped for enough time to sample the whisky, as if it might have deteriorated since his last taste. Unfortunately for me, it hadn’t.

      “Nice little thing, the boat. But I already have two boats, I certainly don’t need a third. A shame, really.”

      For a moment I thought he was genuinely concerned, but if he was, it was only for the boat being sold. It wasn’t long before his succinct recollection of events was repeated.

      “But you were set up for this meeting, I’m afraid. The weather was a bonus, of course, and when you said that you were coming, well, he was thinking it would save his day.”

      The concern was gone, replaced by a huge, supercilious grin following on from the 'save the day’ remark that lingered whilst he continued.

      “Otherwise, he would have to have thought of another way of—how can I say?—enlisting your help. Winston suggested the ‘twelfth’ to be a genial time in your calendar and I was not going to miss my appointment at the Royal Squadron. Prince Philip will be there on Sunday, you know. I’m hosting the lunch for him. It’s a really big day for me. I understand you and he have met more than once. Anyway, I’m off the subject. Bottomly phoned me as soon as you arrived. He told me about the card games he’d arranged. He added that you would hide yourself away from any of the superficial friendliness those sort of amusements create. You’re a creature of habit, old boy. He and I knew where I would find you. To give him his due, he is genuinely worried about asking. He’s hoping you could open up the vaults of that bank of yours in town and lend him some cash on favourable terms. That’s what he’s after. Personally, I don’t give a stuff where the money comes from, just as long as I get paid.”

      “Good grief, man, what on earth are you saying?” I had regained my composure, returning to my chair before posing the one question that possibly changed my life.

      “How much does he owe you, for goodness sake?”
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        * * *

      

      He emptied the contents of his glass whilst looking straight in front, avoiding my gaze. This time, I was determined to hold on to the decanter, offering to refill his glass for him rather than him taking it. After that ritual was completed, he waited for me to add some whisky to my own glass before adding his reply.

      “I managed to get just shy of nine hundred for his boat. As I said, it was a nice little thing. I was hoping to get more for it than that, but I was told the market is swamped at the moment, added to which his instructions were quite limited.”

      From what I’d seen at his club, he had a capacity for drink and the fact he had been drinking before he arrived showed strongly in his mumbled speech which, by now, had not changed for the better, but as I was no angel when it came to drinking, all I could do was trust he would stop, and go away soon.

      “I almost talked myself into taking the darn thing, but business is business, besides which both of my boats are larger. One of them sleeps eight comfortably, plus anywhere between five and eight crew. That one cost me over twelve million two years ago.

      “The other one wasn’t cheap, either. The smaller one sleeps six and the same number for a fully crewed boat. I’ve had her for a good number of years.” His eyes narrowed as he went into in deep thought.

      “I forget how many years now.” No matter how deep he thought, he couldn’t decide.

      “Whenever it was, I think the boat cost me about five million. So neither boat is a tiny four-berth with a teddy bear squeezed in for luck. The smaller boat of mine is at Cowes. That’s the one I’ll be sailing when I get down there. It makes more sense, you see, to keep two boats.

      “The larger one I have moored off an island in the Thracian Sea. The island’s called Samothrace. Heard of the place, Paterson? No, not many people have. It’s not far from mainland Greece.”

      He hadn’t given me a chance to answer, nevertheless I did not know where it was.

      “There’s a very efficient marina in Samothrace, very safe and secure. It’s managed well by people who know how to look after the big spenders, getting shot of all those around the Mediterranean without a pot to piss in. I have a small, but well cared for, estate on the island. It’s in the hills, away from the heat by the sea. Near a village called Alonia.

      “Grow my own wine up there, it’s good for the vines on the slopes, you know. Bottle and label it, before selling it locally. I’ve been having talks with a neighbouring land owner, an English chap, to buy him up and expand my winery operation.

      “But back to the here and now. I sold Bottomly’s boat for just over what I’d priced it up for. I did what he asked and sold it on the Continent, not here in the British Isles where I think I would have got more for it. He’s vain, that was the truth behind it.

      “There’s no accounting for people’s vanity. He didn’t want to lose face, you see. Yes, it’s all about image with him. Mind you, there’s a lot of people I run into like that. I guess you must come across quite a few.

      “His boat went to a German from somewhere near Hamburg. Your friend Bottomly’s remaining debt is just over eight. Eight hundred and forty-three, to be precise, but that figure is without the interest. I won’t set tle that on him now. The total shouldn’t have gone beyond five.

      “I had a marker down at the club for that amount, but he got himself involved in a poker game with some serious players when I was absent. My chargé d’affaires was too soft on him.

      “But I simply raised his debt when I settled what he owed to them. Saving that precious face of his. It could have been more than his pretty face they would have damaged, had I not. Anyhow, I’m not looking for a medal. I want it all settled, out of the way.”

      His slit-like eyes darted along the bookshelves as though he was looking for a particular book, until he spoke again in a softer voice.

      “Overall, I thought he was good for it, you see. He gave me no reason to think differently until he came clean about his debts. It seems as though he’s in hock to all and sundry. I don’t know if you noticed when you came in, but I understand most of the family’s valuables have been sold off.” His sombre, disheartening address knew no end.

      “Three weeks ago, there was an auction at Christie’s of fine art where he had some of the family’s portraits auctioned off. I was told he got a fair sum, but nothing came my way to pay towards his debt. That’s what tipped the balance for me, Paterson. I’d had enough when I heard that.”

      “Eight hundred and forty-three pounds? Surely he has that?” I asked, in total disbelief.

      “What? Where does that brain of yours live? Is that estate you have in Yorkshire in cloud cuckoo land along with the rest of the aristocracy? Eight hundred and forty-three thousand, man. Nearly a million! Are you serious? Before I sold that yacht of his, the financial obligation stood at almost two million. I incurred various expenses for that sale and I’m keeping what I got for the boat to go towards paying those expenses. But for Heaven’s sake, Paterson, be real, please. What do you think of me? I wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble for a mere eight hundred and forty-three pounds. Can it be I look so poor to you?”

      I didn’t answer, of course, I was still trying to get my mind around those astronomical numbers. How could anyone owe such a huge sum of money as that?

      Ponderously I leaned back into that red, winged, leather armchair, allowing the softness to swallow me up. Maybe it was the comfort I found that caused an overwhelming feeling of claustrophobia to slowly intermingle with the realisation that my belief in a friend’s integrity had been wrong. I was bitterly distraught and angry, not sure where to target my anger.

      “Is this house part of the security you hold for his debt?” I managed to ask, not at ease with any answer, yet not at ease in silence.

      “Not at this time, no, but it damn well might be. He was in the club last weekend with his usual obsequious mob. Most, if not all, I expect are here, soaking up his booze. I call him, and them, rent a mount mob. If the battle of Waterloo was being fought this Sunday, poor old Wellington could not count on Bottomly and his rent a mount mob, they would be laid out on the floor here.”

      His drinking had slowed but his unwelcome attempts at being funny had not.

      “Bottomly came to me last week and asked if I would lend him two million pounds against a part of his family’s landholdings in South Africa. I made a few enquiries and apparently he is worth a mint of money out there, but I told him no. ‘Repay what you owe me first,’ I said, and he got a bit loud about it. He can be a bit cocky when he’s with that noisy crowd of his.”

      “Did you know he’s engaged?” I just spurted it out without thinking.

      He laughed quietly then added, as if it was an afterthought, “No, I didn’t. Has she got money, perchance? Now, that would be a bonus for all three of us, wouldn’t it? That could be why he’s marrying her? Or is it she’s delusional in believing him to be a wealthy, titled landowner, poor girl? If she does, you had better put her straight, Paterson, before the I do’s on the big day and the tearful disappointment following on from the nuptials. Now that would be a scene worth viewing.”
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