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About the Book

Who is the sensationally beautiful Marissa Montclare? How did she amass a million-dollar fortune by the time she was twenty? And why was she murdered at a glittering New Year’s Eve party given by her lover, Sir Edward Wenlake, at his opulent Park Avenue apartment?

Rebecca Kendall, famous photo-journalist, was at the fatal party . . . and she captured more on film than photographs of Marissa. She took a picture of the killer as well. From then on, her life is in danger.

Jenny Wenlake is shocked to find that her father had a girlfriend younger than herself. So she and Rebecca set out to uncover the truth about Marissa’s past. Helped by Stirling Hertfelder, Rebecca’s agent and lover, they expose shattering secrets . . . and another murder is committed before Rebecca is brought face to face with the ultimate horror in a story that includes greed, vice, corruption . . . and a deep love that will not be denied.


This is for
Baba, Robbie, Buffy and Kate
with all my love


Prologue

Marissa extended her slim hands with their scarlet-painted nails and slowly undid Edward’s black bow-tie.

‘I’m early,’ she announced softly, her eyes never leaving his face.

Edward’s smile creased his tanned face into a network of deep laughter lines, and his pale blue eyes swept languidly over the contours of her body.

‘You certainly are,’ he replied.

‘I thought that . . . perhaps . . . before all your guests arrived . . .’ Marissa’s voice trailed off, leaving no doubt in his mind what she meant.

‘Oh, Marissa . . . Marissa.’ Her name was wrenched from his throat as he pulled her almost roughly against him. ‘You know I’m crazy about you, don’t you?’

She nodded, unbuttoning his white evening shirt now, her scarlet lips just a whisper away from his mouth. ‘I love you too. I’ll love you always.’

‘Will you, darling? Will you really?’ There was anxiety in his voice and fretfulness in his eyes. He couldn’t bring himself to say ‘Even though I’m so much older than you?’ Saying the words would give the thought a painful reality he wanted to deny even to himself.

‘Of course I will,’ said Marissa, clinging to him.

Grabbing her hand Edward led her into his bedroom and locked the door. The Park Avenue apartment had been swarming with people from the De Vere Catering Company for the past few hours: setting up tables, draping them with snowy damask cloths, arranging platters of exotic food, carting in vases of flowers and crates of extra glasses and crockery. There was no privacy anywhere, and in thirty minutes a hundred guests would be arriving to see in the New Year.

Swiftly Edward undressed, watching Marissa as she slipped out of something brief and black and sparkling, seeing only the creamy velvet of her skin, the fullness of her breasts, the long curve of her thighs. With a groan of desire, he pulled her down beside him on to the kingsize bed, knowing he mustn’t be selfish in his haste, knowing he must try to make it last as long as he could for her sake, but wanting her so badly it hurt.

‘My love,’ Marissa murmured into his ear, then sensing his acute longing she lowered herself on to him almost immediately, arching her body as she took him deep inside her, running her nails through the greying hair on his chest. Closing his eyes, trying to concentrate on prolonging the moment when he knew he’d be unable to hold back, Edward caressed her breasts with an experienced featherlike touch and listened to her little whimpers of delight.

Then she leaned forward, squeezing him so hard and tight inside her that a thousand tiny torturous arrows of fire shot through him. Gasping, he thrust with desperate urgency. He couldn’t wait. It had been years since a woman had made him feel like this, years since he’d enjoyed the sexual vigour of his youth . . . years since . . . In a flooding flash it was all over, and he was lying there, breathless.

‘Oh, Christ, Marissa!’ he cried out. ‘I’m sorry, darling. I’m sorry. I couldn’t wait.’

She kissed him lovingly, gently, cradling him in her slender arms. ‘It’s all right,’ she crooned, ‘I love to feel you come like that. We’ll do it again later, after the party. Then we can make it last longer.’

Edward held her close, feeling there was something very special about her. In the three months he’d known this bewitching creature he’d been swept off his feet, made to feel young again, reborn. How often did a man of his age have the chance to recapture the first flush of his sexuality? Yet Marissa, with her sweet and understanding ways, had done just that for him. Made him feel young and whole again, with his juices flowing and his batteries recharged.

Perhaps he ought to marry her. The thought struck him with all the adolescent recklessness he thought the years of responsibility had swept away. Why not? he asked himself, surrendering to the delightful fantasy. It would cause a bit of a scandal of course. Chins would wag at the Chairman of the Tollemache Trust, the most powerful British management company based in New York, marrying a girl forty years his junior; people would say Sir Edward Wenlake, the cleverest businessman of his generation, had lost his marbles. Back in England his ex-wife, the imperious Lady Wenlake, would rage that he was letting the family down, his son and daughter . . . but so what? It would be worth it.

His thoughts were interrupted by Marissa.

‘Let’s drink a toast,’ she was saying softly, handing him the glass of champagne he’d left on the bedside table. ‘Here’s to a happy New Year. I think it’s going to be the best one yet.’

‘I’ll drink to that, my darling.’


Chapter One

FLASH . . . Rebecca aimed the camera, steadied it and clicked, catching the host, Sir Edward Wenlake, as he greeted a new arrival, in that second freezing his smile on celluloid for posterity. He looked tall and elegant in a hand-made Savile Row dinner-jacket, and she admired the charm and amiability he exuded as he moved from room to room, making introductions, offering drinks and mingling with everyone; the perfect host, suave and gracious, his thick white hair groomed and gleaming under the shimmering chandeliers, his pale blue eyes languid and kindly. For a man his age he was also exceedingly attractive, and being single was on the top of every New York hostess’s guest list.

FLASH . . . Rebecca focused her Leica on a tall blonde girl with long silvery hair, wearing a black sequinned mini-dress. She was reported in all the gossip columns to be Sir Edward’s latest girlfriend although she was young enough to be his daughter. Even, at a pinch, his granddaughter. Rebecca clicked away, remembering that Marissa lived in the Trump Tower and that nothing else was really known about her. FLASH . . . FLASH . . . FLASH . . . Smiling broadly, Marissa posed for the camera and Rebecca saw a deep insecurity in the girl’s eyes. Despite the radiant smile . . . and yet Marissa Montclare was supposed to have everything any young woman could ever wish for: beauty, great personal wealth, a palatial apartment, above all a distinguished lover. Rebecca took a final shot and moved on.

FLASH . . . Brian Norris, the forty-eight-year-old Vice-Chairman of the Tollemache Trust, posed with his wife in front of one of the apartment’s marble mantelpieces, over which hung a Reynolds of a Wenlake ancestor. Of average height and build, Brian habitually looked as if he was about to pick a fight with someone. His small feet were planted aggressively wide and his chin stuck out, while his grey eyes ranged watchfully around the room. Unlike Sir Edward who, from the moment of birth, had moved continuously sideways on the social graph of life, from prep school and Eton through to Caius College, Cambridge and thence the business world where thirty-six years previously he formed the Tollemache Trust, Brian had clawed his way up via the state school system and working in a supermarket in the north of England.

Only by taking evening classes and correspondence courses had he been able to join a southern finance company as a junior clerk. Married by this time to an ambitious girl from a background similar to his own, Brian threw himself into work and in time his street-wise business acumen came to the notice of Sir Edward. Now, fifteen years later, he’d reached the top and was determined to stay there. His wealth and power gave him a heady god-like sensation at times, a feeling that he was an early product and a perfect example of the Thatcherite philosophy: ‘Seek and ye shall find. Work and ye shall be rewarded.’ By his side, Christine, her face as carefully painted as a model’s, her body tinged yellow from too many sessions under the sun lamp, Rebecca noted, seemed determined to keep up with Brian. If he could scale the dizzy heights of entrepreneurial success, so could she. Taking a look at Marissa Montclare shortly after their arrival, Christine had pronounced her to be ‘dead common’, but not without a hint of jealousy in her carefully modulated voice.

Rebecca continued to work the rooms steadily and methodically, a tall slim figure in dark silk trousers and mandarin-style jacket, her long brown hair held back by a black velvet bow at the nape of her neck, taking more pictures than were necessary to complete her photo-feature on Sir Edward which had been commissioned by the British magazine Hello!, but knowing that his New Year’s Eve party was a special landmark in Manhattan’s social calendar. Everyone who was anyone was present, from the cream of aristocratic society to the super-rich and the most famous celebrities of the moment. Sir Edward’s address book read like a mixture of the social register and Burke’s Peerage, with a healthy handful of artists, opera singers and ballet stars thrown in, and as Rebecca circuited the apartment it seemed that every name within it had been summoned tonight to celebrate the end of the old year and the start of the new.

They stood clustered in the library where leatherbound books filled the shelves from floor to ceiling and richly carved mahogany furniture gleamed in the apricot lamplight; they gathered in the drawing-room with its delicate French chairs and ornate gilt mirrors; and they assembled in the dining-room where a long buffet, piled high with delicacies, was placed down one side of the red-brocaded room, and the crystal chandelier cast rainbow reflections on the walls. Her camera hung on a silk cord from her neck, a black leather bag filled with extra lenses and films slung from her shoulder, Rebecca took dozens of shots, knowing she’d have to get Sir Edward to supply the guests’ names afterwards.

‘Good eve-ning!’ A middle-aged woman with fabulous rubies and diamonds and a tightly stretched face came up to her. It was Mrs Tom Dempsey, an avid socialite whose main aim in life was to be regularly featured in Women’s Wear Daily.

Rebecca smiled politely, knowing this gushing matron’s evening would be ruined if she wasn’t photographed. It was as if she had to see photographs of herself in magazines to be sure she existed at all. ‘Good evening.’ Might as well get it over with, Rebecca thought. ‘May I take a picture of you? Over here by the flowers?’

The relief at being asked made the older woman flush with pleasure. ‘Oh! Do you really want to take my picture, my dear?’ she asked coyly. ‘Well . . .’ She hesitated just long enough for it to look good. ‘Well . . . if you insist!’

The picture taken, Mrs Tom Dempsey moved on, no longer as friendly. Her mission had been accomplished and it wouldn’t do for her friends to see her cultivating a photographer, not even one as famous as Rebecca Kendall.

Rebecca, at twenty-five, had carved a unique niche for herself as a freelance photographer of international repute. Her rise from the obscurity of a keen amateur to the heights of professional acclaim had been meteoric. The only daughter of a New Hampshire paediatrician and his schoolteacher wife, she had been fascinated by photography ever since her parents gave her a camera for her tenth birthday. She took pictures of everything – the family dog, the cat with its kittens, and her two younger brothers whom she bribed with chocolate to sit still. Family outings and picnics were recorded in detail, and at the age of twelve she drove her whole family crazy by insisting on covering all their activities, from dawn to dusk, in order to create what she called ‘A Day in the Lives of the Kendall Family’.

In due course her pocket-money went to buy a new and better camera, and she started entering contests, and winning prizes. Rebecca possessed that rare combination, an artistic eye coupled with technical ability. In that magical split second that makes all the difference between an adequate picture and a brilliant one, her sense of timing was instinctive. She would catch a swimmer at the exact moment he entered the water from a high dive, or a tennis player precisely as he lunged forward to take a low volley; she would get a shot of a cat as it leapt into the air to catch a butterfly, or a baby as it smiled fleetingly. All everyday events, but Rebecca brought to them a quality that made them outstanding photographs.

When she persuaded her parents to let her go to New York at the age of nineteen, she got a job immediately with a fashion photographer. She wasn’t allowed to take many pictures but the general training, especially in the darkroom, proved invaluable. After two years she took the gamble of going freelance, and it paid off. Now, her photographs were in demand with leading newspapers and magazines all over the world; she’d even done a series of studies of the President’s wife ‘at home’.

At that moment Sir Edward came up to her and placed his arm around her waist.

‘Everything all right, darling?’ he asked, in his friendly fashion. Rebecca had realized some time before that he called all women ‘darling’ because he couldn’t remember their names. By the same token all men were ‘old chap’.

‘Everything’s fine,’ she replied breezily. ‘I’ve nearly finished. I’m going to take a few more “candid” shots and that’ll be it.’

‘Wonderful! And you will look after yourself, darling, won’t you? You’ve been working so hard. Do have some champagne and something to eat.’ With a smile he moved on, still oozing charm but in such a blatantly disarming manner that Rebecca forgave him. It was people like Sir Edward who added a little glamour to life. Disconnecting her flash unit, she re-loaded her 35mm Leica with faster film and set to work again.

Using only the available light that spilled from silk-shaded lamps or chandeliers, Rebecca was able to work more discreetly now, putting on record – mostly for her own benefit – the cream of New York society with its guard down. Not the type of shot she’d ever submit to Vanity Fair or Town and Country, she reflected, chuckling to herself as she captured coiffeured matrons beaming through their bridgework, and middle-aged tycoons relaxing their stomach muscles for a moment. One day she planned to compile a coffee-table book of all her candid shots, entitled Private Parties. Meanwhile she clicked away, catching those tell-tale moments when people don’t think they’re being observed: a newly engaged girl having another squint at her engagement ring and wishing it were bigger; a jealous wife watching her husband flirt with a beautiful bimbo; a hungry-looking woman trying to catch the eye of the man she’s in love with . . . while his wife is at his side!

Through the viewfinder, Rebecca saw it all, life’s little triumphs and tragedies ready to be captured on film while no one noticed what she was doing. Some time before she’d copied an idea from the world-famous photographer, Henri Cartier-Bresson, that enabled him to work discreetly and unobserved. She’d had all the shining silver parts of her camera enamelled black, so that it did not glint in the light and attract attention. Her Leica was now no more noticeable than a small, slim, black purse. For Rebecca, the great advantage was that people didn’t start posing and putting on what she called their ‘photogenic expressions’ as soon as she appeared.

At that moment Marissa came into the room and looked around. She didn’t notice Rebecca and her camera this time, and so the flashing smile was missing and the eyes were troubled as she seemed to search for a face in the crowded room. Rebecca clicked away for no better reason than the girl interested her. But then most of Manhattan was interested in Marissa. Three months ago no one had ever heard of her, and even now no one knew where she came from or who she was. But since she had become Sir Edward’s latest paramour everyone wanted to find out. The town was buzzing with talk and all the gossip columns were featuring the two of them wherever they went. The cocktail party circuit was crazy with fascination and not just because the name Marissa Montclare couldn’t be real, or because she was a delicious looking twenty year old and Sir Edward-ought-to-know-better-than-to-go-with-a-young-girl-at-his-age. The most surprising fact was that Marissa appeared to be a millionairess in her own right. Some people even thought she had as much money as Sir Edward. The question everyone was asking was: where the hell did she get it from?

Rebecca wandered into the master bedroom to freshen up and found a group of gossiping women sitting on Sir Edward’s bed, which was set in a niche of heavily festooned cigar brown velvet and silk draperies. She shuddered. It was not her style at all. Then she remembered she wasn’t here because it was her style, but because she’d been asked to do a photo-feature on a man famed for both his flamboyance and his brilliance. Shrugging, she went over to his dressing-table, noting the ivory-backed brushes inlaid with the Wenlake crest in silver, and a valuable antique dressing-case equipped with silver-topped jars and bottles, scissors, button hooks and a nail buffer, which were arranged neatly on top.

Staring into the mirror, she regarded herself solemnly for a moment. Her pale skin was clear and had a luminous glow; her perfectly symmetrical bone structure, inherited from her handsome father, was enhanced by large hazel eyes fringed with long lashes. But Rebecca disregarded her own beauty. She’d always been more interested in what was going on than in how she looked, and so she nonchalantly flicked back her hair and returned to the party.

It was nearly midnight. In Times Square the giant multi-faceted steel ball would soon be lowered to signify the end of the year, and the crowds would be singing and kissing and cheering and hugging. For a moment she wished she could be out there as she’d been in previous years, taking pictures of all the happy faces and being part of the scene.

After taking some more photographs in the dining-room and library, she made her way back to the drawing-room where Sir Edward was urging everyone to fill their glasses ready for the toast. There was a forced excitement in the atmosphere now, as if all the guests were bad actors who had been asked to take part in the crowd scene of a lavish Italian movie.

‘Come along everyone!’ Sir Edward called out jovially. He’d been drinking throughout the evening and wasn’t too steady on his feet. ‘Only two minutes to go! Fill up your glasses.’

Afterwards, Rebecca was to remember that it was at this moment that Marissa came hurrying across the room, pushing past people, her face a ghastly white and her eyes shocked. She rushed up to Sir Edward and tugged at his arm saying something, to which he paid no attention. He was full of jocularity, his charged glass raised and his face flushed with merriment. Rebecca couldn’t hear what Marissa was saying above the conversation, but as she spoke to Sir Edward she seemed to be pleading, and there was no mistaking the fear in her eyes as she tried to make herself understood. Then he turned away to throw his arms around a friend in a bear-hug, laughing loudly as he did so, and Marissa ran out of the room, her hand up to her mouth as if to stifle a sob.

As she disappeared into the adjoining library, the antique grandfather clock in the hall started striking twelve, its pure sharp chimes cutting across the babble. Sir Edward raised his glass and shouted: ‘Happy New Year!’

Like a chorus everyone took up the words. ‘Happy New Year! Happy . . . Happy . . . New . . . New . . . Year . . . Year!’

With a clink of glasses and a chatter of voices they all kissed and hugged and drank champagne and wished each other well, and above all, louder than the rest, Sir Edward’s voice repeatedly boomed: ‘Happy New Year! Happy New Year!’

And then Rebecca heard it. A woman’s scream, so piercingly agonized that she froze. It seemed to echo in her head, resounding in its awfulness. She found she couldn’t move. Her feet seemed stuck to the carpet, her throat had seized up, and something deep inside her seemed to be quivering on the brink of terror. Her camera, always so busy recording everything she saw that it was like an extension of herself, hung immobile from her neck, its shutter closed. People were looking at each other with stricken faces and a pall of silence hung over them all as if the very rooms were holding their breath. Then, across Rebecca’s line of vision, Sir Edward seemed to float, waxen white, his eyes pools of agony.

‘What’s happened?’ she heard him roar. Suddenly the room erupted in a garbled cacophony of cries.

‘Oh, Jesus!’

‘Marissa’s fallen!’

‘My God!’

‘Christ, how did it happen?’

‘She must have died instantly.’

‘She was drunk.’

‘She slipped.’

‘She fell.’

‘She was pushed!’

‘It was an accident!’

‘Call an ambulance!’

‘Call the police!’

Rebecca struggled through the jostling crowd of instantly sobered guests and entered the library where the icy night air flowed in through an open window and people stood, dazed with disbelief, staring out into the darkness as if expecting Marissa to reappear. Distantly the faint sound of revellers, singing in the New Year, floated up from the street. The lights of Manhattan blazed frostily, and fourteen floors below Marissa Montclare lay sprawled on the sidewalk, her sequinned mini-dress glinting in the darkness.

A shining bright New Year, full of hope, had stolen across the roof-tops of the city, leaving a trail of hangovers not yet realized and good resolutions not yet broken; and a mysterious young woman had died at one of the smartest parties of the season.

Automatically, Rebecca raised her camera and started taking pictures of everyone and everything in sight. Already there were too many questions about a girl who had called herself Marissa Montclare, to go unanswered.

‘Is this it? Are you sure you’ll be OK?’ Jerry Ribis, a young man Rebecca had met at the party, drew his car up to the kerb outside a converted warehouse where she had her apartment. It was nearly four o’clock in the morning.

‘Sure. It was very kind of you to bring me home,’ she replied gratefully. ‘Cabs are scarce on New Year’s Eve. I was going to take the subway.’

‘The subway!’ he exclaimed. ‘You shouldn’t go on the subway . . . ever. It’s much too dangerous.’ He looked through the car window at the picturesque old buildings of the street in which they were parked. ‘I don’t know this area. What’s it like? This is TriBeCa, isn’t it?’

Rebecca smiled in spite of the crushing tiredness that was’rapidly enveloping her. This sweet young man, who’d told her he was a lawyer, obviously confined his activities to the Upper East Side of Manhattan, to clients who lived in areas like Sutton Place and Beekman Place, and to the crème de la crème of society.

‘Yes,’ she said patiently. ‘It’s called TriBeCa because this is the triangle below Canal Street. It’s become very fashionable . . . see all those boutiques and restaurants? And there are a lot of art galleries too. It’s all very trendy around here.’

‘And you have an apartment in this old warehouse?’ Jerry’s voice sounded wondering. She could sense what he was thinking: What a strange place for a girl to live.

‘That’s right. I moved here two years ago. What I like about the area is that there are no skyscrapers. I think the highest building is only six floors.’ She opened the car door and eased herself out, her camera bag clutched in her arms. ‘Thanks again for the lift.’

‘It’s been a strange and dreadful night, hasn’t it?’ Jerry said as he got out of the car and walked her to her door. ‘I feel as if yesterday was ten years ago.’

Rebecca nodded. ‘I know exactly what you mean. I feel as if I haven’t been to bed for ten years either. I don’t think I’ll ever forget tonight.’

‘I don’t think any of us will.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘She was very young to die.’

‘Too young,’ Rebecca replied succinctly.

The stairs creaked as she climbed to the third floor and opened the front door as silently as she could so as not to disturb her roommate, Karen Rossini. Sleep would be impossible; the events of the past few hours were so deeply etched on her mind that she still felt in shock, going over those terrible moments again and again, as if she were replaying them on a VCR: Marissa’s fearful scream; the frozen silence that followed before all hell broke loose; Sir Edward’s panic-stricken eyes; and then Brian Norris’s strange behaviour . . . as if he saw the situation only as a potential scandal, not the tragic loss of a young life.

Going quietly into the kitchen, Rebecca put on some coffee. She decided that as she couldn’t sleep she’d develop the films she’d taken at the party – although, as she’d told the police, she was unlikely to have anything pertinent to show them because she’d been in the drawing-room when it had happened. ‘It’, was what they all said, or ‘the incident’. Nobody said ‘when Marissa fell’ or ‘when Marissa died’.

As the percolator bubbled, her mind went back to Brian Norris and the way he’d taken charge of everything. ‘Sir Edward’s retired to his bedroom . . . shock, you know,’ he’d murmured in an almost conspiratorial tone. ‘It was a terrible accident . . . a terrible thing to happen.’ He moved from group to group, soothing the horrified guests, squeezing hands, patting shoulders. ‘I don’t think any of us saw anything, did we? Unless we’re careful this could turn into a lengthy investigation . . . and we’re all busy people, aren’t we? I think the less we say . . . don’t you agree? None of us want to be more involved than necessary, do we?’ Coaxing and persuasive, Brian repeated the phrases like a mantra, subtly briefing the guests on the line he expected them to take. When he came up to Rebecca, she looked at him stonily.

‘I’m sure we can count on your discretion,’ he said pointedly. ‘This is going to be tough enough on Sir Edward as it is. He was very fond of Marissa. I think, for his sake, the sooner this business is wrapped up the better, don’t you? I mean, nothing’s going to bring her back . . . we’ll probably never know what made her fall . . . but the polished floor, of course . . . a lot of champagne . . . it was very hot in the room . . .’ His voice drifted off, hinting at all the possible causes of the tragic accident.

Rebecca didn’t reply but she noticed there was much nodding of heads and several people looked at each other, muttering. Then it seemed that while they waited for the police to arrive, many of the guests slipped out the back door of the apartment, several leaving their fur coats behind. Rats deserting the sinking ship, she thought. The crunch had come. Sir Edward would soon know who his real friends were.

While Rebecca waited for the coffee to brew, she went into the spare bedroom she’d had turned into a darkroom. Most of the time she sent her films to a nearby laboratory to be developed and printed – they processed all her colour work, for instance – but in emergencies or when she wanted to do some experimental black and white printing, she liked to do it herself. She’d taken eight black and white films at the party; each 35mm film had thirty-two frames which meant she’d end up with two hundred and sixty shots in all. Surely one of them would hold a clue as to what had really happened that night.

‘Is that you, Rebecca?’ a small voice asked in the passage behind her.

‘God, Karen, you scared me half to death!’ Rebecca spun round and saw her roommate standing sleepily in the doorway. Karen wore a knee-length blue T-shirt with a picture of Mickey Mouse on the front. Her blonde-streaked hair hung in a tousled cloud round her face. ‘I’m sorry, did I wake you?’ Rebecca said contritely.

Karen yawned widely and leaned against the wall. ‘It’s OK. I haven’t been in long myself. What are you doing in the darkroom at this hour?’

Rebecca lined up the films she’d taken in a neat row on the workbench. ‘I’m going to put these through in a minute, but I’m having some coffee first. Want some?’

Karen considered for a moment, her head on one side, and then replied: ‘Yeah, why not? I probably won’t get back to sleep anyway.’

In the bright little kitchen, they climbed on to two high stools with red seats on either side of the narrow bar top where they ate all their meals. The fragrant aroma of coffee permeated the room as Rebecca filled two big mugs patterned with scarlet poppies.

Karen took a sip and then let out a sigh of contentment. ‘Ah, that’s good. I needed that. I had a fight with Tony at the party, told him I wasn’t going to see him again, and it’s left me all strung out.’

‘Oh?’ Absently, Rebecca toyed with the sugar bowl.

‘D’you know what he did?’ Karen was wide awake now, her grey eyes sparking with remembered anger.

‘What did he do?’ There was a touch of resignation in Rebecca’s voice. Karen and her string of boyfriends could be a bit tedious at times. Sooner or later her relationships ended in a flurry of fights and acrimony, and Rebecca always seemed to be the one who had to intercept persistent phone calls and make excuses.

‘Well, you know we were going to a party given by a girl called Caro? So we arrive and we meet a girl called Zoe, and d’you know what Tony did? He screwed her! Right at the party! IN THE NEXT ROOM! So we could hear everything! Can you beat it?’ Karen wriggled indignantly and took another swig of coffee. ‘I know I’ve only had a couple of dates with him but have you ever heard of such gross behaviour? Right there at the party! What a son-of-a-bitch!’

Rebecca’s face registered the right amount of shock-horror to mollify Karen’s wounded pride. ‘What was this Zoe like?’

‘I should have known what would happen as soon as I saw her,’ replied Karen in disgust. ‘She had that sort of look, you know? Bedroom eyes, and her clothes a sort of contrived mess. We were all sitting on the floor drinking and talking, and Zoe goes and sits in front of Tony. But I mean right in front! Between his knees! And then what does she do? She leans back against his crotch and starts rubbing her back against him! Have you ever heard of anything so crass?’

Rebecca agreed she hadn’t. ‘Maybe she did you a favour, though.’

Karen glared. ‘What do you mean?’

‘If Tony can be seduced as easily as all that, do you really want to hang out with him?’

Karen considered the question, and then said reluctantly: ‘I suppose you could be right, but he was sort of sweet and he had the most gorgeous wavy hair.’

‘Oh, Karen, really!’ Rebecca scolded, although she was laughing.

‘Anyway, how was your party? Anything exciting happen?’

‘You could say that,’ Rebecca replied, serious again. ‘A girl called Marissa Montclare . . .’

‘Who?’

Rebecca continued . . . ‘She was Sir Edward Wenlake’s latest girlfriend and she fell from a window of his apartment on the fourteenth floor, and in my opinion she was pushed.’ Saying it, coming right out with it like that, convinced her she was right. Marissa hadn’t ‘fallen’ or ‘slipped’ and it hadn’t been an accident, as Brian Norris had insisted. If Rebecca was sure of anything at that moment it was that Marissa had been murdered and she’d known minutes before that it was going to happen. That’s what she’d been trying to tell Sir Edward. That’s why she’d run out of the room, sobbing with terror.

‘What?’ Karen stared at Rebecca, appalled. ‘You mean, someone actually pushed her out of the window? Who?’

‘I don’t know. It’s only a feeling I have. The police were treating it as an accident when they came to the apartment, but I think they were led to believe that by the Vice-Chairman of Sir Edward’s company. He took charge of everything after it happened, obviously desperate to avoid a scandal. Perhaps for Sir Edward’s sake or the company’s . . . perhaps for his own.’

Karen drew in a deep breath. ‘My God, how awful! Did the police question you?’

‘Yes, but I couldn’t help much. I’m hoping something relevant might show up on one of my films but I’m not sure what.’

‘It’s a terrible thing to say, but what a scoop for you! You’ve got real luck, d’you know that, Becky? Things seem to happen when you’re around with your camera. Did you get any pictures of this girl tonight?’

‘Yup.’

‘There you go! You’ve taken the last pictures ever of her, before she died. All the papers will want them.’

Rebecca knew what Karen said was true, but she did not relish the fact that her luck tonight had been because of someone else’s death. She was lucky, though she was sure a lot of her ‘luck’ was of her own making. It was she who’d convinced her parents to let her live and work in New York. It was she who’d decided that photo-journalism was what she wanted to do. Then she smiled to herself, knowing the best bit of luck had been when she’d met Stirling Hertfelder, her agent, her friend and her lover. Stirling had helped to make her successful and in time he’d make her rich as well. He owned the Hertfelder Agency, handling the work of a couple of dozen top photographers, some in fashion, some in advertising, and a few photo-journalists like herself.

‘Becky, you’ve got it all!’ Karen was saying. ‘Nice family, a gorgeous boyfriend, and a brilliant career! What more does a girl want?’

Rebecca laughed. ‘Right now, a good night’s sleep.’

‘Ha!’ mocked Karen. ‘Some people don’t know when they’re fortunate. Stirling has the looks of Tom Cruise and the personality of Dustin Hoffman – and what do I get? A jerk who screws another girl at the party I take him to! Right under my nose! There ain’t no justice in this world.’ She ran her hands through the tangle of honey-coloured curls that fell to her shoulders and gave a big sigh.

‘You’re right,’ said Rebecca. ‘Well, I’m off to the darkroom. Why don’t you go back to bed?’

‘I suppose I might as well.’ Karen climbed off the stool, yawning again. ‘Let me know if you find anything interesting.’

‘You bet I will. See you for breakfast.’

Rebecca shut herself in the darkroom and automatically threw the ‘No Entry’ switch that turned on an amber warning light outside the door. Then she checked the mixture of hydroquinine, sodium hydroxide and sodium sulphite in which she developed the films, making sure it was at 68°F. Seating herself on a high stool, similar to the ones in the kitchen, she arranged the equipment on the bench before her. Then she turned off the ruby red safe-light, plunging the room into pitch blackness. From now on, and until the films were in the developer, she’d have to use all the skills required of a blind person. Each roll of film had to be carefully removed from its cartridge and loaded on to a steel reel, without buckling or kinking the sensitive emulsion. Feeling her way, she loaded all eight and then placed the reels into a metal rack before lowering them into the tank of chemicals. Then, with a sigh of relief because the trickiest part was over, she set the luminous timer to go off in seven and a half minutes and fixed the bakelite lid over the tank.

She worked quickly and skilfully, familiar with the layout of the darkroom she’d designed herself, with its ‘wet’ bench with tanks and a sink down one side, and its ‘dry’ bench with enlarger and printing materials down the other. She knew exactly where everything was. No one else was ever allowed to touch anything.

When the timer pinged loudly she lifted the rack out of the developer and plunged it into an adjoining tank containing an acid stop bath, before finally putting the films in fixer. She had run through this routine so many hundreds of times she could almost do it in her sleep; the next step would be to submerge the rack under running water for half an hour and then the films would be ready to hang, like a line of washing, in the drying cabinet. Finally, the moment came when she would cut the strips into eight negative lengths, before printing them.

Two hours later Rebecca was looking at a sheet of contacts through a magnifying glass, realizing at that moment that she might have discovered how Marissa Montclare had died.


Chapter Two

Lady Wenlake awoke late on New Year’s Day to the sounds of angry shouting beneath the bedroom window of her house in Wiltshire.

‘It’s a fucking disgrace!’

‘You’re nothing more than murderers!’

‘We’ll put a stop to it . . .’

‘GET OFF OUR LAND!’

The last voice belonged to her son, Simon. Startled, she jumped out of bed and pulled back the rose-patterned chintz curtains. Peering through the window, anxious to keep out of sight, she drew a sharp intake of breath as a wave of anger and disbelief flowed over her. Her hands started to shake. How dare they? How dare those people come on to her property. Right up to her front door.

Brandishing sticks and placards with the words ‘Animal Rights Activists’ emblazoned on them, was a motley collection of youngish men and women. They had gathered in the front drive of Pinkney House, where Lady Wenlake’s family had lived since 1745. They were yelling abuse at her twenty-six-year-old son, Simon, who stood on the doorstep, a vivid figure in his Pink Hunting coat, which contrasted vividly with the protestors’ green and brown anoraks.

‘Get off our land,’ Angela Wenlake heard him shout again, but nobody seemed to be paying any attention.

The Howich Hunt always held its Meet at Pinkney on New Year’s Day, and she wasn’t going to have this tradition spoiled by a lot of stupid townspeople who felt sorry for a fox! The fox enjoyed the chase; everyone knew that. Hunting was part of England’s heritage and there was no finer sight in the world than a meeting of magnificent horseflesh, mounted by people wearing proper hunting clothes, the men in their Pink coats and the women riding side-saddle, in black habits, with hounds primed to charge across fields and over fences in pursuit of their quarry.

Lady Wenlake snorted, enraged by the audacity of those whom she considered to be dangerous fanatics. The countryside, even the suburbs, was swarming with foxes these days, and, she thought darkly, it would soon be swarming with mink as well because these activists were always creeping into places at night and releasing captive animals. They broke into laboratories too, releasing rabbits and rats and mice which were probably carriers of all sorts of dreadful diseases.

Dressing hurriedly in her usual impeccable tweeds, she ran a brush through her greying curls, permed tightly because that was how ladies, such as the Queen, had their hair done, and put on a quick dab of red lipstick. At that moment there was a knock on her bedroom door.

‘Who is it?’ she called.

‘It’s me, Mummy.’

‘Come in, child. Have you seen what’s going on?’

Jenny entered the room, a softer plumper version of her mother, but with her father’s lazy blue eyes. Her fair hair hung without style or shape to her shoulders and she wore a skirt that was much too long and a sweater in a drab shade of green.

‘What shall we do?’ she asked uncertainly.

‘I’ll tell you what we’ll do,’ Angela retorted crossly, ‘we’ll teach these Animal Rights Activists, or whatever they call themselves, a lesson! The Howich Hunt has had its Meet here on New Year’s Day for the past fifty years. I’m not going to let a bunch of dangerous lunatics stop us now.’ With that she strode back to the window, and leaning far out, shouted to the people on the drive below: ‘Hey! You there!’

Startled, the throng fell silent, gaping up in amazement at the autocratic face of Lady Wenlake. Her features were flushed with anger and her mouth was tight and grim.

‘This is private property. Kindly leave at once or I shall call the police. You are trespassing!’

A moment’s stunned silence was followed by angry jeering, and a man tried to imitate the way she talked.

‘Oh, we’re trespassing, are we?’ he mimicked. ‘Well, fancy that. Beg pardon, Your Ladyship, I’m sure!’ Some of the others sniggered and moved nearer the house, but a thin pale young man with a lot of hair shook his fist and yelled: ‘Murderess!’

‘Call the police now,’ Angela commanded Jenny, over her shoulder but loud enough to be heard by those down below. ‘I will not tolerate this behaviour on my land.’

Simon, who had himself been rather stunned by his mother’s outburst, felt he ought to do something dramatic to back her up. These ghastly people, who all looked as if they came from towns rather than the country, hadn’t listened when he’d shouted before so he decided to try other tactics. Going back through the portico of Pinkney House, he re-emerged a moment later with his riding crop clenched in his hand.

‘Be off with you!’ he thundered, his fine blond hair ruffled by the strong breeze. ‘Go away! The police will be here in a minute!’

His antics had about as much effect as a dripping tap on a forest fire. The sight of him brandishing a riding crop made some of the activists angrier than ever, and for a moment Simon thought they were going to charge him with their placards.

‘Get back!’ he yelled, a touch of hysteria making his voice rise. ‘You’ve no right to be here.’

At that moment about twenty mounted members of the Hunt, on a variety of valuable mounts, came trotting briskly up the long drive to the house. They were led by the Master, accompanied by the whipper-in and hounds who scurried about excitedly, sniffing the ground. Last came fifty or sixty followers on foot; people who hadn’t missed a New Year’s Day Meet in twenty years. They would bring their children with them, gazing in admiration at the sight of the Hunt gathering in the drive, to drink the stirrup-cup which the butler and his staff would serve in small glasses from their silver trays.

Pinkney House had originally been built in the Elizabethan era and then added on to during the reign of William and Mary. Against the elegant facade of chequered brick in shades of mellow rose and beige, the horses and riders looked as if they belonged to another age, a time when elegance predominated and the privileged classes ruled the land. The dazzling scarlet of the huntsmen’s coats, always referred to as ‘Pink’ in deference to Mr Pink, the original tailor to have made riding habits for the élite, stood out in brilliant contrast to the white breeches and shining leather boots worn by the majority of men. Some of the older women still rode side-saddle, with cleverly draped black skirts covering their legs, their features softened by a veiled black silk top hat.

Now, as they grouped and re-grouped in the drive, the men doffing their hats to the ladies in greeting, the ladies adjusting their white string gloves as they held their reins, the horses pawing the ground impatiently, all eagerly waited for the Master’s signal that the Hunt could begin. Any minute now he would blow his horn.

‘A proper picture they make, don’t they?’ remarked a woman from the village to her friend.

‘Yes, just like them table-mats,’ said the other, with deep appreciation.

But many of the followers were angry today as they hurried up the drive, scowling at the invaders who had dared to come into their community to try and wreck something as traditional as the Meet. Some carried walking-sticks which they held purposefully before them; others spiky-looking umbrellas.

Soon the drive was packed with people on horseback, people on foot, and hounds, which the whipper-in was trying to keep away from the protestors lest they be fed with poisoned morsels. The Animal Rights Activists tried to spread out in an effort to encircle those on horseback. They waved their banners and shouted, making the horses nervous. Someone yelled something and a grey horse reared, nearly unseating the young lady on his back. A scuffle broke out between protestors and followers, and someone took one of the placards and smashed it. The mood was getting ugly. Watching from her window, Lady Wenlake felt apprehensive. Suppose one of the horses was hurt?

‘The police are on their way,’ said Jenny, coming back into the room.

‘Why on earth didn’t anyone wake me this morning?’ her mother demanded irritably. ‘You knew the Meet was today. I should have been down hours ago and then none of this would have happened.’

Jenny pointed to the antique table that stood by the large Empire bed, with its yellow brocade draperies and antique lace-edged sheets and pillow cases. ‘There’s your early morning tea. You haven’t drunk it. Didn’t you hear when it was brought in?’

‘Obviously not.’ Angela Wenlake knew the reason she’d overslept was because she’d given a big dinner-party for New Year’s Eve, and had drunk a lot of champagne followed by several brandies. She looked out of the window again. The Master, an elderly titled landowner who was even more autocratic by nature than Angela, was ordering the activists to get away from the horses. They in turn were shouting abuse and throwing a few missiles. It seemed as if a skirmish would break out any minute.

‘I’m going down,’ said Angela. ‘This thing’s getting out of hand.’

‘Mummy, you can’t!’ It was only family loyalty that prevented Jenny herself from protesting with the Animal Rights Activists. She thought hunting, and shooting and fishing for that matter, cruel and unnecessary.

At that moment they heard the sound of police sirens, and up the drive came a convoy of white cars, their blue roof-lights flashing.

The effect on the activists was startling. Some stood their ground defiantly, but the majority dropped their placards and fled, lolloping away over fences and fields.

As Lady Wenlake emerged from the house, her head held imperiously high, her son smirking bravely now the enemy was in retreat, all that could be seen of their uninvited guests was green and beige backviews, bobbing away over field and fence into the distance. The remaining few had been quietly and efficiently arrested by the police.

‘Well done, m’dear!’ said the Master, his white moustache bristling. He’d known Angela Wenlake since she’d been a young girl and she was a woman after his own heart: strong, capable, and unafraid. ‘Give the blighters a run for their money. Damned cheek, coming on to your land like that.’

Angela nodded vigorously. ‘A bunch of layabouts. I bet they’re all living on social security. That type don’t know what it is to do a proper day’s work!’

The hunt was about to set off, and she watched them go with a pang of regret. If it hadn’t been for a bad riding accident many years ago in which she had injured her back, she’d have been out with the Meet every week during the season.

She waved goodbye to Simon as he trotted off on Clover, the roan mare she’d given him for Christmas, and her heart swelled with pride at the sight. Vicariously, she was able to live a part of her life through her beloved son. They shared the thirty-room mansion she’d inherited from her father and she was determined they always would, even if he married. They also had the same interests and love of the countryside. More like a surrogate husband and less like a son, Simon was Angela’s constant companion. In her opinion he was everything that Edward wasn’t. But then, she reasoned, you moulded your children the way you wanted them to be. Husbands came as they were, for better or worse – in her case certainly for worse; sons could be shaped as they grew into perfect men.

Jenny broke in on her thoughts. ‘Do you want some breakfast, Mummy?’

Angela glanced at her daughter, taking in the fair colouring and the English peaches and cream skin, noting with an unpleasant, almost painful stab, Edward’s eyes, languid and torpid, looking at her.

‘I’ll have some coffee,’ she said briskly, turning to go indoors. ‘I think it’s a great pity you didn’t go with the hunt, it would have done you good.’

Jenny sighed softly. ‘Mummy, we’ve been through this a thousand times. I don’t like hunting. I don’t even like horses very much, so what’s the point of my traipsing all over the countryside for hours on end being miserable? I’ve a lot of reading I want to catch up with before I return to London. The Christmas holidays are short enough as it is without my doing things I don’t want to do.’ Jenny taught six to eight year olds at a smart private kindergarten in London, where she shared a flat with two girlfriends. She seldom stayed at Pinkney House choosing instead to visit her father in New York as often as possible during the school holidays, much to her mother’s annoyance.

‘Well, it’s your life, I suppose,’ Angela Wenlake said grudgingly. ‘I still think it’s a great pity. You meet some very nice young men on the hunting field.’

In silence they entered the house again and crossed the large square baronial hall, its panelled walls embellished with priceless Grinling Gibbons carving, the stone-flagged floor strewn with Persian rugs, and in the centre stood a large round oak table bearing an arrangement of flowers from the greenhouse, the morning newspapers and the post on a silver tray.

Gathering up her letters and copies of The Times, Daily Mail and Telegraph, Angela strode ahead into the dining-room. Jenny followed, and having helped herself to grilled kidneys and bacon from a silver dish on the sideboard, seated herself at the long table, which Peters the butler had laid for breakfast immediately after last night’s dinner-party.

In continued silence, Jenny and her mother read the newspapers. There was a mention in The Times of the Tollemache Trust’s acquisition of a famous brewery company. Jenny read it with avid interest.

‘Have you seen this?’ she asked, handing the paper to her mother. ‘Daddy seems to have pulled off quite a coup.’

Angela glanced at it dispassionately. Since their divorce eleven years ago, on the grounds of his adultery with Simon’s and Jenny’s nanny, she’d taken only a passing interest in Edward’s activities. He might be a business genius, but as far as she was concerned he was a lecherous roué who had brought disgrace on her noble family by forcing her to be its first member to seek a divorce. Adding insult to injury he was also only the son of a second baronet, whilst her family, the Ponsonby– Hadleigh-Edmunds, could trace their lineage back to 1640 when one of her ancestors had been a Lord-in-Waiting to Queen Elizabeth.

‘Hmm,’ she said dismissively, pouring herself another cup of coffee.

After breakfast, Angela always went to her desk in the study to attend to household matters. Running Pinkney House, with its eighteen bedrooms, library, and billiard room where Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert, was reported to have played whilst visiting Angela’s great-great-grandparents; its dining-room, drawing-room, study, and a whole collection of smaller rooms behind the green baize door which separated the gentry’s quarters from the servants’, required a certain organizational ability. In a house this size something was always needing attention, whether it was a sash cord that needed replacing or a hinge that needed oiling. Then there were the gardens and surrounding thirty acres where oaks and elders, birch, lime and copper beech grew in profusion, dominated by a cedar of Lebanon that rose from the centre of the west lawn in towering majesty.

Angela gazed out of the window now, wishing it was summer. The garden looked bleak as it slumbered through the months from November to April, but in high summer it was a dazzling mass of lilies and lavender, begonias and buddleia, and creamy roses which tumbled over the low stone walls surrounding the sunken garden. In season one side of the house became shrouded by a two hundred-year-old wistaria hung thickly with amethyst blooms. Thankfully, she thought, as she made lists of things that required attention, she had a very good indoor and outdoor staff, including Fred, who looked after the horses.

At four o’clock, Simon returned from the hunting-field, splattered with mud but triumphant. ‘We ran a big fellow to his lair!’ he said gleefully as he struggled out of his fine leather boots in the hall. ‘We had a long chase . . . right across Highclere meadow, through Ditchling Farm, round the edge of Sutton Wood and then just as we thought we’d lost him, he was cornered by hounds in that field beyond . . . y’know, that bit of land that belongs to the Chislehursts. Then the blighter doubled back to the wood and we got him just before he vanished down his lair!’

Angela beamed. ‘Well done, darling! I’m glad you had a good run.’

‘I don’t suppose the fox would agree,’ remarked Jenny drily.

‘Oh, do shut up,’ snapped Simon. ‘You’re as bad as those morons who were here this morning. It was a great kill.’ He preened himself before the long mirror, well pleased with the day’s activity.

‘Why don’t you have a nice hot bath and then we’ll have tea?’ Angela suggested.

‘Good idea!’ He sauntered off, tapping his thigh lightly with his riding crop.

Jenny glanced at her watch. ‘I think I’ll give Daddy a ring and wish him a Happy New Year. He’ll be having breakfast, so it’s a good time.’

The rigid set of Angela Wenlake’s back expressed her disapproval. Not that she’d ever prevented the children contacting Edward, but she’d much rather they didn’t. Her one fear was that Jenny would want to go and live in New York permanently, and then, as Angela told her friends, ‘She’ll never find a decent husband.’

‘Shall I give him your love, Mummy?’ Jenny was asking ingenuously.

Angela shot her a look that spoke volumes. ‘You can wish him well for the New Year,’ she said drily. ‘As to love . . . no doubt he’s suffering from a surfeit of that already.’

Jenny ignored the barb. In her opinion her father was entitled to girlfriends; he’d never remarried, and so he could do as he liked.

A voice she didn’t recognize answered the phone.

‘May I speak to Sir Edward Wenlake, please?’ she said.

‘Who wants him?’

The voice was brusque and English. Jenny supposed her father had employed a new manservant. Not a very polite one, it seemed.

‘Oh, are you the butler? This is Miss Wenlake speaking.’

There was a lengthy pause, during which she heard an irritated exclamation.

‘This is not the butler!’ the voice said stiffly. ‘I happen to be Brian Norris, Vice-Chairman of the Tollemache Trust. I presume you are Jenny?’

‘Yes.’ She hesitated, waiting for him to offer some explanation. When none was forthcoming she asked: ‘May I speak to Daddy?’

‘I’m afraid he’s out.’

‘Oh!’ Jenny was taken aback by his curtness, and the fact that this man whom she’d never liked, seemed to be installed in the Park Avenue apartment. ‘Would you ask him to give me a ring? Do you know how long he’ll be?’

‘Er . . . well, the thing is . . .’ Brian seemed to be hedging. ‘. . . It’s like this. . .’

‘He’s not ill, is he?’ Jenny asked, alarmed.

‘No-o-o-o.’ He drew the word out, as if trying to make up his mind about something. ‘He’s not ill,’ he said at last, ‘but I suppose you’re going to hear about it sooner or later, so I might as well tell you now.’

‘What is it?’

‘There was an accident at a party he gave last night . . . no, don’t get in a panic! He’s all right, but one of his guests died. He’s down at the local precinct, making a statement.’

‘Poor Daddy! How dreadful. What happened?’ Her mind was filled with visions of elderly people collapsing from heart attacks.

There was a harsh edge to Brian’s voice. ‘Nothing for you to worry about. Just one of those unfortunate things. Naturally, we’re trying to play it down because anything like this is bad PR, so I’d be grateful if you didn’t mention it to anyone.’

Jenny thought to remind him that she was on the other side of the Atlantic, and that she didn’t know anyone who would be particularly interested anyway, but instead she said: ‘Will you ask Daddy to get in touch with me, please? I’ll be at home, at Pinkney all evening.’

‘OK.’ The phone crashed down and the line went dead.

‘And thank you, too!’ Jenny muttered angrily as she replaced the receiver. Of all the rude boorish men! What on earth was her father doing with a vice-chairman like Brian Norris, for God’s sake?

Angela Wenlake came out of the drawing-room at that moment, passing Jenny where she sat by the phone in the hall. She raised her finely arched eyebrows.

‘What’s wrong?’

Jenny shook her head. ‘Nothing. Daddy’s out.’ She paused for a moment then added: ‘He’ll ring me back later.’

Angela shrugged. What Edward did was of no concern to her.

Sir Edward Wenlake clambered wearily out of the chauffeur-driven Lincoln Continental which had picked him up from the local police headquarters, and was immediately surrounded by a jostling mob of television reporters, all shouting and pointing their cameras in his direction. Ducking and dodging around them were newspaper reporters and photographers, their flashlights blinding and dazzling him, their microphones thrust into his face as he tried to make the ten yards from the kerb to the entrance of his apartment building.

‘How long had you known Marissa Montclare?’

‘Were you planning to marry her?’

‘How do you feel about her death?’

‘How do you think it happened?’

‘Please!’ Sir Edward raised his hand, his gold crested signet ring flashing in the morning sun, as if to shield himself from the onslaught, as if to ward off this screeching bunch of media animals who were buzzing round him in a predatory way.

‘Please . . . I have nothing to say.’

They were undaunted by his curt reply. If anything it galvanized them to renew their efforts to extract every ounce of information they could from this distinguished man whose face had suddenly grown old, and whose slim elegant body seemed on the verge of collapse. Stepping on each other’s feet, elbowing each other out of the way, the media returned to the attack.

‘Where did you meet Marissa?’

‘What are you going to do now?’

‘Where were you when she died?’

‘Were you planning to marry her?’

FLASH – FLASH – FLASH – clicked the cameras; BLABBER – BLABBER – BLABBER – clamoured the voices, as jabbing microphones closed in around him, imprisoning him and binding him in a tangle of wire-linked equipment. It was a zealous inquisition by an angry rabble he felt was about to devour him.

Blindly, almost savagely, Sir Edward hit out at whatever was in front of him as he struggled to move forward, his chauffeur helping on one side, the doorman from the building on the other.

‘It’s a disgrace,’ he roared, ‘that I should be hounded in this way! Who the hell d’you think you are? Let . . . me . . . go . . . you . . . bastards!’ His face was scarlet now, his teeth clenched. He felt as if something was going to explode in his head. I’m an innocent person, he thought, enraged. Why should I have to endure this outrageous intrusion into my privacy? Haven’t I suffered enough already, losing the woman I loved . . . having to submit to police questioning?

At last he got to the entrance, and with a final shove pushed aside the last of his tormentors.

‘Are you all right, sir?’ the doorman enquired solicitously.

‘I’m fine,’ Sir Edward assured him.

‘Anything I can get you, sir?’ Harvey, his chauffeur, looked pale.

‘Not a thing, thank you, Harvey. I won’t be going out again today, so go home and enjoy what was meant to be a day off.’ Some day off! thought Sir Edward. It might be a day off for the rest of New York, at least for those who weren’t swarming all over the sidewalk outside his house; but it didn’t feel like a holiday to him. He hurried into the elevator and pressed the button for the fourteenth floor. If he’d been hounded by a pack of baying wolves he couldn’t have felt more unnerved.

‘Brian?’ he called out as soon as he entered the familiar comfort of lush panelling, rich hangings, family paintings and flower-filled rooms. He’d asked his vice-chairman to wait at the apartment until he got back from making his statement, as they had much to discuss.

‘I’m in the lounge,’ Brian called back. Edward was so pleased to hear his voice that he didn’t even wince, as he usually did, at hearing his antique-filled drawing-room referred to as ‘the lounge’.

‘How did it go?’ asked Brian. He was sitting in front of the telephone at a table by the window. Before him were spread copious notes written on Sir Edward’s private crested writing-paper. ‘You’re back sooner than I expected.’

Edward went to the Adam-style marble fireplace and pressed the small brass bell in the wall beside it.

‘It was pretty hellish . . . but not as hellish as that bunch of bloody reporters down by the front door,’ he replied. At that moment Scott, the manservant whom he’d brought with him from England, came quietly into the room.

‘You rang, sir?’

‘Yes, Scott. Bring me a very large whisky and soda please. D’you want anything, Brian?’

The Vice-Chairman hesitated. Under normal circumstances, and if he’d still been working in a supermarket in the north of England, he’d have asked for a beer, or maybe a port and lemon or a rum and coke. Now, as a representative of the Tollemache Trust, he knew something else was expected of him.

‘I’ll have whatever you’re having.’

Sir Edward turned to Scott. ‘Two large whiskies, and have there been any messages for me?’

‘I’ve been looking after the phone,’ Brian interjected. ‘Your daughter rang. She wants you to ring her back.’

Sir Edward looked up sharply. ‘Jenny? My God, has she heard already?’ The languid blue eyes registered anxiety.

Brian shook his head. ‘She wanted to wish you a Happy New Year.’

‘What? Oh, my God!’ Edward sank on to one of the pretty brocade sofas, crushing the pale blue silk cushions as he did so. What a bloody awful way to start the New Year! He put his hands up to his face, rubbing his forehead and eyes as if to assuage the wretchedness he felt. Here he was, a man of sixty-two, five thousand miles away from the country of his birth, being questioned by the police and hounded by the media because the young girl he’d been so fatally in love with had fallen to her death from his apartment window. The fact that he was a powerful businessman who had reached the heights of success in a career many envied did not console him at this moment; nor did the fortune he had made, nor the beautiful possessions he had acquired, nor the fact that he could count among his friends the most famous and influential people on both sides of the Atlantic – and that included royalty.

At this moment he felt no different from the ordinary man with no special privileges, as he realized that grief is the great leveller. For a terrible moment hot tears pricked the back of his eyes and a sob rose in his chest, but he quickly controlled his emotions. Crying was a weakness that had been knocked out of him at the age of seven when he’d been sent away to boarding-school, and he wasn’t going to give way now. For one thing, it would never do to show grief in front of Brian. Their relationship was strictly professional and must remain so. Brian was useful to the company, with his acute business sense and ability to do all the distasteful jobs that others might have shirked. He must never be allowed to see a chink in Sir Edward’s dazzling armour for it might give him ideas . . .

‘Where the hell’s that whisky?’ Sir Edward growled angrily. ‘What’s Scott doing? Growing the damned barley first?’

Brian ignored the little outburst. It was only natural Edward should be upset; what had happened was a serious embarrassment to the Tollemache Trust. The stockholders were not going to like it at all, and in his opinion there was everything to be gained by hushing up as many of the details as possible. Christine and he had always disapproved of Edward’s womanizing. Neither of them could understand why the English upper classes thought it so dashing and amusing for a man to have a lot of mistresses. Christine had been very critical of Marissa, he remembered, and she’d referred to Edward as ‘a dirty old man’ and predicted darkly that he’d give them all a bad reputation by going with a girl over forty years his junior. But then she was also of the opinion that Brian should be the chairman of the company . . .

‘Edward’s only there because of his title,’ she told her husband one day. Bitchily she added: ‘You could do his job standing on your head with a kipper up your arse!’

‘Language, language,’ Brian had cautioned her. In his opinion women shouldn’t swear. Christine was apt to come out with rather coarse and common phrases. It made him nervous that she might forget herself in public. Meanwhile, the present situation had to be dealt with and, as usual, he knew the burden of coping would fall on him.

‘I think I’ve succeeded in preventing this becoming too big a scandal,’ he said. ‘The important thing is to play it down.’

At that moment Scott came back into the room, carrying a silver tray with two large Waterford glass tumblers of Johnny Walker Black Label and soda.

Sir Edward took his and drank deeply. Then he cocked an eye in Scott’s direction, signalling he’d want a refill very shortly.

‘It’s a big enough scandal already,’ he observed when they were alone again. ‘You should have run the gauntlet of the media downstairs. I don’t know how I’m going to play it down. What do you think? Any suggestions?’

Brian looked down at his small feet in their highly polished shoes, and his mouth tightened with annoyance. How bloody typical, he thought. How bloody typical of the aristocracy to get themselves into a mess because of their own decadence, and then expect others to get them out of it again. However, he’d foreseen what would happen and he knew instantly that it would be up to him to dig Edward’s path back to respectability, if only for the sake of the company and, in the long run, for his own sake as well. He didn’t intend to be dragged down by a salacious scandal.

Rising from the table by the window, he came over to Edward. ‘I told the police last night that Marissa slipped on the polished floor and fell out of the window which had been opened because the room was stuffy. I emphasized it was a terrible accident.’

Edward frowned. ‘So you told me. I suppose that is what happened, but I still find it hard to believe.’

Brian sat down on the edge of a little Louis XIV chair and leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands cradling his whisky and soda, which suddenly tasted rather sour.

‘You didn’t say that to the police, I hope?’

Edward shook his head. ‘They didn’t ask me what I thought, only what I’d seen and heard. But I saw nothing . . . I was in this room when . . . when . . .’ His voice faltered, hearing again the terrible scream in his head.

Brian pounced, relieved. ‘Exactly! You saw nothing! I, on the other hand, was able to give an account of what happened because when it happened I was in the library talking to the president of Topic Oil and his wife. They can substantiate that. Marissa went over to the window . . . slipped . . . and it was a case of Good Night, Vienna!. . . and she was gone!’

Edward’s eyes opened wide, staring at Brian’s pudgy face with distaste. His second-in-command’s phraseology, he thought, left a lot to be desired.

‘You actually saw her fall?’ he asked slowly.

Brian looked startled. ‘No, of course not! I think I had my back to the window at the time.’

‘Then how . . .?’

‘For fuck’s sake, Edward!’ he exploded. ‘Do you want everyone to go around saying the girl you were sleeping with was murdered in your apartment? Or so bloody miserable she topped herself? Is that what you want? Months of police enquiries? Murder suspects? A lengthy court case? And if you think the media are after you now it’s nothing to what will happen if there’s any suggestion that something sinister took place. The case could even be covered live on TV, from the courthouse, every morning for weeks! For Christ’s sake, Edward, you’re sitting on your head and thinking with your ass! Think what it would do to the company. It has to be an accident! Those slippery Persian rugs you insist on having . . . the window open because the room was stuffy . . . that sort of thing! If we keep our heads, it’ll be OK.’ There was a pause and the two men sat in silence. Then Brian continued, as if to convince himself: ‘After all, Marissa may have fallen accidentally. Who’s to know? It is the most likely explanation when you come to think of it. Who would want to kill her anyway, and why would she want to jump?’

OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472224712_FC.jpg
13

1 i AN WA £

\,, & B G 4A& Y a G ‘_ i . A G &

B 3 & Y $ Yy = Y
,‘ V4 v\ il P ¢ 15 -
f \% i 13 - : N
- G = AN G IE B, ool A2

The scandalously sinful new bestseller
from the auther of Temptations

¥ 2 W T T N T o

4 ¥ b ¥ 4
B 88 B A H B i 4
5 ; L M \ b,
! = i - 4 o L IR

: a ¥ L t]

; ! a

i i

i i i i3 0 §
Y — _ e o o B A St <






OEBPS/images/headline_logo.jpg
hea





