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One

‘Jake, be careful! You’ll lose the stones!’

The panic in Julia Brookstein’s voice was unmistakable as she reached down the side of the bed, her long fingers searching blindly through the cream shag-pile carpeting for a missing pink diamond.

‘Sweetheart,’ Jake Meyer’s gravelly, infinitely sexy North London accent whispered in her ear. ‘I carried these stones across three continents. I ran checkpoints full of armed police in Chechnya, saw off bandits in the hills of Kazakhstan, and even made it through a knife fight with some particularly tricky Triads in dear old London before I got them this far. Trust me, I’m not going to lose the finest natural pinks I ever laid eyes on under a bed in Beverly Hills. Now come here.’

Pinning both her arms above her head in the soft, marshmallow mound of pillows behind them - how the fuck did she and Al sleep on so many pillows? They must get terrible neck ache - he ran his tongue slowly along the length of her collar bone, the stubble on his chin barely grazing the tops of her massive, perfectly spherical breasts. Scattered across the black satin counterpane were more glittering diamonds, each the same translucent pink of guava flesh. Scooping some up with his left hand, Jake began dropping them carelessly onto her naked body, smiling with satisfaction at the way they glowed against the smooth, bronzed skin of her belly and thighs.

‘Oh, Jake!’ she gasped, clutching wildly at his blonde hair as his tongue moved tantalisingly lower. Her legs had begun to twitch with excitement, and he could feel her toes stiffen and arch beneath him, a sure sign that she was close to a climax. ‘Put one inside me! Please. I want to feel it inside me!’

Jake Meyer had slept with a lot of rich, married women like Julia. They were his bread and butter as a diamond dealer in Beverly Hills, and seducing them sexually went hand in hand with the job of seducing them with the gems he brought back from Russia and Africa. Or in this case, from a little known facility in New Jersey that made some of the best simulants - fake diamonds - in the world. The little pink stones  that Julia had so admired were in fact man-made garnets - gadolinium gallium garnets to be precise, known in the trade as GGG - and were almost completely worthless. But they looked the part, every bit as brilliant and dispersive as the real thing, as long as you didn’t scratch them. Jake was betting that neither Julia nor her husband Al, a fearsomely powerful studio boss, would know the difference. Julia, a woman for whom size clearly mattered, would be delighted with the necklace and matching bracelet he’d have made up for her. Her old man would be convinced he’d beaten Jake down to a bargain basement price. And Jake would walk away with a very tidy profit. Everyone’s a winner!

At thirty-five, Jake and his twin brother Danny were well on their way to becoming the most successful independent diamond dealers in the US. A pair of Jewish wide boys from North London, and the third generation of Meyers in the diamond trade, they had moved to America in their late teens to set up the now hugely profitable Solomon Stones, with Danny working the East Coast market and Jake responsible for LA and the West. Their father, Rudy, had been a world-renowned cutter, as well as a part-time smuggler in his younger days, working the dangerous but lucrative market of Zaire. Ironically, their grandfather, Isaac, had spent most of his adult life working for the CSO, the De Beers cartel in London set up to limit the supply of diamonds to the market and capture illegally smuggled stones, in an attempt to keep prices both constant and high. To say diamonds ran in the Meyer blood would be an understatement. But neither Isaac nor Rudy had had the gift of the gab, that innate talent for salesmanship so powerful it becomes more of a compulsion than a skill, that the twins were both born with. By the age of ten, Jake and Danny already had a lucrative playground business at St Michael’s Primary School, Primrose Hill, selling cigarettes and liquor that they’d painstakingly decanted into sweet packets and bottles of Panda Cola respectively. Three expulsions and a smattering of O-levels later, they left school to work as full-time apprentices to their father. It soon became apparent to Rudy that neither boy had the patience or the temperament to make a master cutter. When he caught Jake trying to sell bags of worthless shavings from his workshop at Camden Market as ‘genuine diamond dust’ - not just trying but succeeding, and at quite a price too - he bowed to the inevitable. Two years later he agreed to provide his sons with the seed capital to start Solomon Stones, buying them each a one-way ticket to America.

Success was by no means instant. Diamond dealing is a tough game,  fraught with dangers at all levels, both physical and economic. The Meyer brothers were fast talkers and had an instinctive feel for a good deal and a kosher stone, but they lacked vital experience. Even professional jewellers with years in the business are often unable to tell the difference between a rough diamond and a skilfully cut and coated piece of glass. At the end of their first year, having worked like dogs to build up a nascent client base and generate some savings, Jake and Danny lost everything on a single shipment of stones from a supposedly reliable cutting centre in Israel. Like every other rookie dealer, they learned the hard way that there is no comeback with diamonds, no sale or return, no redress. It’s still a handshake business, a closed and uniquely male club. By virtue of their birth, the Meyer boys were members of that club, but that wasn’t protection enough. After all, the value of a handshake depends on whose hand it is you’re shaking. From that point on, they never wholly trusted anyone except each other. And they made a vow to stick to what they knew, never getting greedy, keeping their operation small and focused and, crucially, well below the radar of the big cartels and established, gang-funded dealerships.

As the years passed their mistakes grew fewer, their client base expanded, and they woke up one morning to find themselves small but established players in the biggest market for polished diamonds in the world. If their family name and good instincts helped them with suppliers, it was their looks and charm that made them favourites with clients. Although twins, they weren’t identical. Danny was a good inch shorter than Jake and more stockily built, and although they had the same, unnervingly intense violet-blue eyes and thick, dirty blonde hair, Jake was undoubtedly the more classically good looking of the two. With his long, straight nose, arrogantly curling upper lip and growling, bear-like voice that reduced women to quivering mounds of desire whenever he opened his mouth, he was a natural choice for the looks-obsessed Hollywood market. Danny was handsome too but in a softer, more understated way that played well with the more sophisticated and conservative New York women whom it was his job to impress. Both brothers were possessed of the sort of untiring libidos usually associated with basketball players or porn stars. The first time Jake bedded Julia Brookstein, she’d told him it felt like being ravished by a death-row prisoner on day release. He was renowned amongst the diamond-buying wives of Los Angeles for fucking every beautiful woman like she might be his last.

Sliding further down the bed till his feet touched the padded satin footboard and his head was positioned perfectly above Julia’s billiard-ball-smooth waxed pussy, he slipped the largest of the pink stones into his mouth. Grinning as her butterscotch thighs parted like the Red Sea to receive him, he gently pulled apart her glistening pink labia and, using his tongue, pushed the ‘diamond’ high up into the hot, wet tunnel of her vagina.

‘Hmmm.’ She moaned with pleasure, clamping her legs tightly around him, and he glanced up just long enough to see the lust dilating her pupils and her lips open expectantly before returning his attention to her clitoris. Flicking his tongue across it as lightly as a dying butterfly fluttering its wings, he mentally counted to three. Right on cue Julia came, stifling her cries with a pillow as her body shuddered with spasm after spasm of pure ecstasy. With each wave of orgasm, the stone slipped lower and lower, until eventually it oozed out of her body back onto the bed, dewy-wet and shining with her juices.

‘Beautiful. Like watching an oyster giving up its pearl,’ sighed Jake, easing himself back up the bed till he was lying beside her face to face. ‘I’d better clean that one up and give it a quick polish before your husband sees it.’

‘You’re terrible,’ giggled Julia. ‘You’ll do anything or anyone to make a sale, won’t you, Jake Meyer?’

She seemed to have conveniently forgotten that it was she who’d dragged him into bed this morning and not the other way around.

‘Not true,’ said Jake as he padded barefoot into the master bathroom, pulling up the jeans he hadn’t had time to take off. ‘I wouldn’t screw Antonia Jacobs if she promised to buy the Star of India from me.’

Julia giggled again. Ron Jacobs was another studio boss, her husband’s great rival, and his wife was what was politely referred to in Beverly Hills society as ‘plus-sized’. Don’t be mean,’ she scolded. ‘Toni has a glandular problem; it’s not her fault. She’s got a heart of gold.’

‘Yeah, and an arse of lead,’ said Jake, turning on the gold taps at one of the his ’n’ hers black onyx sinks in Julia’s bathroom and gently scrubbing the stone with soap and water. It never ceased to amaze him how women like Julia could show such genuine loyalty and sisterhood towards their girlfriends, but thought nothing of screwing over their poor schmuck husbands. Of course, Al Brookstein might be doing the dirty on his wife too. A guy like that must have bimbos all over him,  day and night. But he’d be hard pressed to find a better lay than the one he’d married. Jake should know.

‘What time do you think your old man might get back?’ he asked, slipping the cleaned stone into a dry felt pouch in his pocket, then scouring the carpet for the few smaller strays that had fallen off the bed before. He’s not gonna flake on me, is he? ’Cause I’ve got a lot of people interested in these pinks.’

Julia’s beautiful, miraculously surgery-free face instantly hardened. She didn’t give a damn who else Jake slept with, but she’d never forgive him if he let another woman touch those diamonds. She was, in so many ways, a woman after his own heart.

‘He’ll be here,’ she said frostily. ‘I told him three o’clock, to give us time to . . . you know.’

‘Negotiate?’ suggested Jake, stuffing the rest of the diamonds into his briefcase and pulling his black T-shirt on over his head.

‘Exactly,’ said Julia.

Just then a door could be heard slamming downstairs and a loud, nasal voice began echoing round the house. ‘Ju-Ju? Jules? Are you there, honey?’

Julia’s face drained of as much colour as her professional fake-bake tan would allow, and she looked with wild-eyed panic at Jake. ‘Oh my God!’ she whispered. ‘It’s him; it’s Al. He’s twenty minutes early, the stupid jerk. He’s never early!’

Jake shook his head, looking remarkably unperturbed. ‘Some people are so thoughtless.’

‘This is not a joke,’ hissed Julia, her voice half-whisper, half-sob. ‘What the hell are we going to do?’

Grabbing her yellow Fred Segal sundress from the floor Jake threw it at her, then pulled her roughly up off the bed and on to her feet. ‘Get into the bathroom and get dressed,’ he said. ‘Lock the door. And take this with you.’ Reaching into his jeans pocket, he pulled out the enormous rock that moments ago had been throbbing between her legs and thrust it into her bewildered hand. ‘Go! I’ll deal with things here.’

Straightening the bed in lightning-quick time, he opened his briefcase and hurriedly emptied the remaining pinks back onto the black satin bedspread. He barely had time to slip on his handmade Italian loafers and straighten his blonde mop of hair before Al Brookstein stormed in, looking far from happy.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ he snarled at Jake. ‘Where’s my wife?’

‘She’s in the bathroom, looking at a fuck-off pink diamond I brought back from Siberia,’ said Jake breezily. ‘What do you think of these?’ He gestured to the jewels sprinkled across the bed.

Ignoring him, Al marched over to the bathroom but found the door locked. ‘Julia?’ he called. ‘You in there?’

‘Oh hi, Al. I didn’t hear you come in.’ Appearing in the doorway in her cute yellow sundress and flip flops, her long honey mane tied back in a ponytail and her skin still slightly flushed from sex, she looked both utterly desirable and a picture of innocence. Al, a short, beetle-browed man in a crumpled suit who looked every one of his fifty-two years, softened slightly.

‘Jake was showing me some diamonds,’ Julia smiled. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’

‘Hmmm,’ said Al, fingering the pink stone she handed him and calculating how much Meyer might try to charge him for it. The thing was almost the size of a fucking golf ball - never a good sign in his book. ‘He couldn’t show you downstairs?’

Julia looked worryingly blank for a moment, but Jake came to her rescue.

‘I wanted her to see the colour against a black background,’ he said casually, ‘so we came up here. Nice bedding by the way, Alan. Very P. Diddy. Come and have a look.’

Torn between annoyance at Jake, who he was sure was mocking him, and desperation to steer his young wife towards the smaller, more affordable diamonds, Al grumpily walked back over to the bed. He was a wealthy man, but Julia’s diamond obsession would have tested the bank account of the Aga Khan. Like many of Hollywood’s rich and powerful men, Al Brookstein had developed a distrust of Jake Meyer that bordered on loathing. Not only did the bastard look like Daniel Craig, with the sort of washboard abs that few fifty-something husbands could aspire to, but he was always sniffing around Julia and her friends, dangling bling in front of them like a fucking drug dealer. The mere sight of his distinctive blue and silver Maserati in the driveway just now had already brought on Al’s chest pains.

‘Pretty,’ he said grudgingly, picking up a mid-sized stone. ‘How much?’

‘Al,’ Julia chided him. ‘I’m sorry, Jake. My husband has no soul.’ She  was about to come out of the bathroom, but thought better of it when an unmistakably fishy whiff of sex drifted up from her body, retreating instead for a surreptitious wash while Al was still distracted.

‘Not at all,’ said Jake brightly. ‘I’m always happy to cut to the chase and talk business. Perhaps you and I should go downstairs, Mr B? Get down to the nitty gritty, as it were.’

‘I’m not necessarily buying anything from you today, Meyer,’ said Al, in the hopeless tone of a man who knows he is already defeated. ‘Let’s get that straight right off the bat.’

‘I want the big one!’ yelled Julia from the bathroom.

Jake smiled. Sometimes his job really was too easy.

 



An hour later, pulling out of the Brooksteins’ wrought iron gates onto North Canon Drive, Jake gave a little whoop of triumph. He’d just sold a three-carat hunk of GGG for six hundred and fifty thousand dollars, to a man famed throughout the entertainment business for being one of the toughest negotiators in Hollywood. Flicking the switch to let the top down on his beloved customised convertible, he luxuriated in the sunshine that seemed to pour out of the LA sky like an inexhaustible stream of liquid butter, even in December. He often missed London, his mates, the pub, the know-it-all taxi drivers, the women with breasts that jiggled when they moved, and faces that moved when they talked. But he had to admit that Los Angeles could be a pretty spectacular place to live too, especially on days like today.

Heading down the canyon into Beverly Hills proper, speeding past the seemingly endless rows of naff Persian mansions with their manicured lawns and vast, vulgar statues of lions in gold or marble guarding their gates, he couldn’t resist putting in a brief, gloating call to Danny. He imagined his brother freezing his arse off on a Manhattan street somewhere, soaked to the bone in icy drizzle, and began to feel even more pleased with himself as he punched out the familiar number.

‘Dan?’ The phone rang only twice before Danny picked up. ‘You’ll never guess what I’ve just done.’

‘Not now Jakey,’ came the terse reply. ‘I’ll ring you back.’

And to Jake’s astonishment, Dan hung up on him.

‘Well, that’s just bloody charming, that is,’ grumbled Jake to himself, pulling into one of the subterranean parking garages on Rodeo. He was closer to his twin brother than to anyone else on earth, and loved him unconditionally, but they had always been deeply competitive. Every  Christmas, back home in London, they compared notes on their earnings for the year. For the last three years Danny had just pipped Jake to the post, but today’s coup with Brookstein would turn the tables for sure. He’d been looking forward to rubbing his brother’s nose in it - in the nicest possible way, of course - but now he was going to have to wait. And though Jake had many good qualities, patience had never been one of them.

Stuffing the pouch containing his remaining simulants into the glove box of the car and locking it, he headed for the elevator. Late lunch on his own at Nate ’n Al’s was hardly the celebration he deserved. On the other hand, their chicken matzo ball soup put even his mother’s to shame. After the marathon fucking session he’d just had with Julia, followed by the adrenaline rush of pulling a fast one on her husband, he’d worked up quite an appetite.

 



On the other side of the country, Danny Meyer was in the midst of a deal of his own. Unfortunately for him, his client was not a rookie like Al Brookstein, but a hard-nosed Russian jeweller known simply as ‘Vlad’ who’d once worked the infamous Udachnyi mine in the frozen Siberian plains of Yakutia, and who knew an overpriced stone when he saw one.

Poring over his diamond balance, a sort of miniature old-fashioned kitchen scale, in the back room of his dingy little store in Queens, Vlad placed the second of Danny’s five stones in one pan and, with tweezers, began adding tiny weights to the other pan. It was mesmerising to watch this big oaf of a man, his hands as fat and clammy as bear paws, perform the delicate operation with such consummate skill. Danny stood back to let him work, concentrating on maintaining his poker face while the jeweller made his own assessment of the diamonds he’d brought him, judging each stone according to the ‘four Cs’ that everybody in the industry worked from - colour, cut, clarity and carat.

Danny wouldn’t have been foolish enough to try to cheat an old hand like Vlad on carats. The stones were all tens and eights (one tenth or one eighth of a carat), as the Russian would soon discover for himself. But on clarity, he had chanced his hand, claiming all five diamonds were ‘perfect’, a technical term meaning that a grader would have to magnify them at least ten times to be able to identify any blemishes, when in fact only three fully met that standard. He could only pray that  at the end of a long day, and in such dreadful light, Vlad might slip up and miss the small inclusions he’d omitted to mention.

Unlike Jake, however, this wasn’t to be Danny’s lucky day. Pulling out a standard, 10X colour-corrected loupe, Vlad lifted the stone out of the scale and examined it closely.

‘What the fuck . . .’ he mumbled, his broad giant’s brow furrowing into a frown. ‘You theenk I’m fucking blind? Perfect my ass. This is an SI one. Maybe even a two. Is worth half the price you asking.’

‘Bollocks,’ said Danny, doing his best to look affronted. There was nothing for it now but to bluff it out, and pretend that he hadn’t noticed the small inclusion, or internal scratch, himself. If Vlad believed he was being deliberately cheated - if he was sure of it - things had the potential to turn very nasty indeed. ‘There’s nothing wrong with that stone. Let me have a look.’

Vlad passed him the loupe, and Danny made a great show of looking very closely, as if unsure that what he was seeing was a blemish at all.

‘Are you talking about the feather, top right? Come on. I can barely even make it out.’

‘Barely?’ The Russian looked at him witheringly. ‘You said “perfect”.’ Carefully rewrapping each of the stones in diamond paper, he handed them back to Danny. Then, very ominously, he clapped his hands. Seconds later, two even burlier figures emerged from the shadows behind him.

‘All right, mate, calm down,’ said Danny, swallowing nervously, his eyes swivelling around the room scoping out the nearest means of escape. He’d been in many a sticky situation during his years in the business and knew how to handle himself in a fight, but these odds weren’t good and he knew it. ‘How long’ve we been doing business together, eh, Vlad? It was an honest mistake.’

He could see the Russian thinking about it for a moment. Clearly, everybody in the room knew what had really happened. Honest mistakes from diamond dealers were rarer than a flawless four-carat rock, and Vlad was nobody’s fool. But if he was two parts thug, he was three parts opportunist. Suddenly the power dynamics of the transaction had shifted in his favour. He might as well make use of that.

‘Thirty grand, all five,’ he barked.

Danny started to protest. ‘Are you smoking fucking dope? The other stones are perfect, and that feather’s a VS one at most.’

‘Very small,’ Vlad laughed mirthlessly. ‘You calling that inclusion very  slight? I see Manhattan apartments smaller than that feather. You treeck me, you a-hole.’

‘They’re worth three times what you’re offering, and you know it,’ said Danny truthfully.

‘Thirty thousand,’ repeated Vlad. ‘Or twenty-five and I break your fucking fingers.’

The heavies behind him cracked their enormous knuckles with relish. What the hell did Russian mothers feed their kids, wondered Danny. Miracle-gro?

‘All right, you bastard,’ he said bitterly. ‘Deal. But that’s the last trade we ever do, my friend.’

‘You damn right it is,’ wheezed Vlad, pulling out wads of filthy bank-notes from a drawer in his desk. ‘I see you in my store one more time, Danny Meyer, I fucking kill you.’

 



Danny’s first stop was the nearest Bank of America.

After fifteen years in the business, he was used to carrying hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of stones hidden about his person, in chewing gum, fountain pens, even sewn into the fly flap of his trousers, but he’d never got comfortable wandering around with cash, especially not in New York. It was almost closing time and the branch was full of commuters running end-of-the-day errands. Everyone seemed happy, glad to be out of their offices or off the bitterly cold streets. A few people ahead of him in the line were even exchanging pleasantries with one another, a rare sight indeed in this city. Just as he reached the cashier’s window, the witching hour of six p.m. struck, and the girl at the counter firmly waved a ‘position closed’ sign in his face. It was turning out to be that kind of a day.

‘Come on, darling, give a guy a break,’ he pleaded, shooting his hand under the clear plastic so she couldn’t fully close the shutter between them. ‘It’s Christmas.’

‘I’m an atheist,’ she shot back wryly. But something about Danny’s face made her hesitate. He was handsome in a brutish, gangster sort of a way, and his broken nose and sexy British accent reminded her of one of those guys from Lock, Stock. He also had the most exquisite eyes she’d ever seen, the same liquid purple as grape-juice.

‘So? I’m Jewish,’ he smiled, sensing her weakening, and realising belatedly that she was actually very pretty in a young Demi Moore sort of a way. ‘But that doesn’t mean I can’t spread a bit of festive cheer.  Look, I’ll make you a deal. If you let me deposit this wodge burning a hole in my pocket, I’ll take you out for the biggest cocktail we can find; how’s that?’

‘Make it dinner and it’s a deal,’ said the girl, suddenly deciding that she’d like nothing more than to be the recipient of this divine man’s festive cheer for the evening. Removing the position closed sign, she reopened her window, her eyes widening as Danny shoved the filthy bundle of hundreds tied with twine through to her side of the plastic glass wall.

‘Early Christmas present,’ he grinned. ‘From my Aunt Fanny in Maryland.’

The girl rolled her eyes. ‘Hey, don’t know and don’t wanna know, OK? But dinner’d better be somewhere good.’

 



It was four hours later before Danny finally remembered to call his brother back.

‘Oh, cheers,’ said Jake grumpily. ‘Nice of you to remember my existence. ’ Danny could hear the noise of a raucous bar behind him, with a lot of over-excited female voices. ‘Why d’you hang up on me before?’

‘Sorry,’ said Danny, turning the sound down on the TV. Having reluctantly dropped the bank girl back at her apartment earlier - Chiara; lovely, melodious name - he was now back home himself, at his loft pad on Broadway and Bleeker, drinking a hot whisky toddy in bed in front of the latest Tivo-ed episode of EastEnders. ‘I was in the middle of something.’

‘Woman?’ asked Jake.

‘Sadly, no. A deal. But after you called the whole thing went seriously shape-au-poire.’ He told Jake about his little miscalculation with Vlad, and how he’d narrowly escaped a serious going-over from the jeweller’s heavies. ‘I tell you, all that back and forth we had about staying out of Africa ’cause it was too dangerous . . . Russia’s getting just as bad. He made me sell him the whole bloody lot for thirty grand. I’m at least sixty out of pocket now.’

‘Don’t worry, bruv,’ said Jake, unable to keep the smile of triumph out of his voice. ‘I’ll be happy to lend you a quid or two till you get back on your feet.’

Danny sighed good-naturedly. ‘All right then, come on, you’re obviously dying to tell me. What masterpiece of salesmanship have you pulled off now, you jammy little sod?’

Jake, who’d been waiting all day to share his good news with somebody, gleefully lingered over every detail of this morning’s events, from Julia Brookstein’s fabulously responsive, gym-toned body to the gleam of genuine satisfaction in Al Brookstein’s eyes when he clinched the deal, convinced he’d just struck himself a hard bargain.

Danny’s reaction, however, was less admiring than he’d hoped.

‘GGG?’ he said incredulously. ‘Have you totally lost it? What if he has the thing independently appraised?’

‘He won’t,’ said Jake confidently. ‘He’s already asked me to set it for him as a pendant. Insisted I “throw that in” in fact, as part of the deal. If he was gonna get it checked out, he’d do it now, before I set it.’

‘But anyone who sees a pink that size is gonna know instantly it can’t be real. Did you say three carats?’

‘Yeah,’ Jake laughed. ‘Trust me, if this were London or New York, I’d agree with you, but things don’t work like that out here. People in LA assume you can get anything you want for the right price. Striped blue bananas, snow in August, diamonds the size of a plum. This is Al King-of-Hollywood Brookstein we’re talking about. Everyone’ll think he paid ten million, and hey presto, he “found a way” to get a super-sized pink. The word impossible doesn’t mean much in this town.’

‘Oh yeah? What about the word “prison”? Have they heard of that one in Governator-ville?’

‘Give me a break,’ said Jake. ‘We make a living selling contraband; we’re not fucking Tiffany’s. Brookstein doesn’t want to explain to the judge how he came to pay six hundred grand cash to a dealer, with no receipt, any more than I do.’

‘All right, well how about “bankrupt” then,’ said Danny. ‘Does that ring any bells?’ His earlier festive spirit seemed to have waned. ‘You can’t keep doing this, Jake. It only takes one punter to catch you out flogging a fake and our reputation is shot. Everything we’ve worked for could be wiped out overnight. This affects both of us, you know.’

‘Whatever,’ grumbled Jake. ‘You’re just jealous ’cause I made six hundred in a day and had sex with one of the most beautiful women in America, while you got taken up the arse by a fat Ruski and blew three hundred bucks on dinner with a tart from the bloody bank.’

Despite himself, Danny laughed. He was furious with Jake for taking such a stupid risk - in their business partnership as in life, Danny had always been the more sensible, practical one, struggling to rein in his  brother’s daredevil temperament - but maybe Jake did have a bit of a point. His encounter with Vlad had left him feeling more than a little bitter.

‘She wasn’t a tart, unfortunately for me,’ he said, smiling as a furious Pam St Clement, all caked blue eyeshadow and dangly plastic earrings, loomed up as Pat Butcher on the plasma screen in front of him. ‘I tried to get her back here for a coffee but it was nothing doing. Great pair of knockers she had, and lovely dark hair. Funny too. Italian.’

‘Oh dear, oh dear. You’re not falling for her already, are you?’ Jake teased him. Danny had a romantic side, a quiet hankering for stability and perhaps even some real love in his life that Jake had always found baffling and amusing in equal measure. Who needed true love in their business, when there was a steady stream of no-strings-attached hot sex on tap? ‘Mum won’t like that. If she’s an Iti she’s bound to be Catholic, which’ll go down about as well as a fart in a space-suit back home.’

‘God, Mum,’ Danny groaned. ‘Have you got her Christmas present yet?’

It was already early December. In a little over a week both brothers would be heading home to London for Hanukkah and then Christmas. Culturally the Meyers were Jewish to the core, but they weren’t big synagogue-goers, and had never seen the point in boycotting Christmas, which they looked on as a perfectly good opportunity for more eating and drinking, not to mention a great excuse for the giving and receiving of yet more diamonds. Both Jake and Danny looked forward to their winter trip home all year, as a chance to catch up with old friends in St John’s Wood and to soak up the atmosphere of the grimy, cold, ridiculously expensive city of their birth. After fifteen years in America, the twins remained British to the core, and had never fully conquered their homesickness for London.

‘You’d better not try to pass off any of your GGG rubbish on her.’

‘On Mum?’ said Jake. ‘Christ, I’m not that stupid. She’d have my bollocks off with the electric carving knife before she’d even unwrapped it. I was thinking of using the last of those marquises we picked up in Amsterdam this summer. Make her up a nice ring.’

‘If you do, let me know and I’ll do the earrings,’ said Danny. ‘Listen bruv, I ought to go. It’s past my bedtime here you know.’

‘Crap,’ said Jake. ‘You just want me off the phone so you can get back to your EastEnders fix on BBC America, you sad git.’

‘Oh, piss off,’ grinned Danny, hanging up. That was the problem with having a twin. You could never put anything past them. Sometimes he felt like Jake knew him better than he knew himself.




Two

Peering out into the wet darkness of the late London afternoon, Scarlett Drummond Murray looked at her watch, an antique Franck Muller her father had given her for her twenty-first, and tried to decide whether it made sense to close up for the day early.

On the one hand it was almost Christmas, and she didn’t want to miss any shoppers looking for a last-minute brooch or eternity ring for the women in their lives. This being Notting Hill, one of the most expensive enclaves of the city where even a poky little dolls-house mews could set you back two million, there were plenty of local investment bankers, long on money and short on time, who’d think nothing of running into a store like Bijoux and dropping tens of thousands on jewellery for their wives or mistresses in a matter of minutes.

On the other hand, it was almost six, she wanted to get to Fresh & Wild before it closed and buy some supper and a can of dog food for Boxford, her adorably stupid springer spaniel, and the weather outside was so truly foul, it was hard to imagine anyone braving Westbourne Grove tonight on their way home from work.

‘What do you think, Boxie?’ she asked, flinching at the violence of the rain-cum-sleet as it pounded the empty pavement. ‘Shall we make a break for freedom?’

The dog thumped his tail enthusiastically on the floor, his stock response whenever he heard his name mentioned, and returned to the serious business of mauling his mistress’s discarded Ugg boot. Scarlett, who knew full well that he would have thumped his tail just as hard if she’d said ‘Come on Boxford, what about a nice trip to the vivisectionist? ’ decided she would take this as a yes, and switched the ‘open’ sign in the doorway to ‘closed’.

Gosh, she was tired. Pulling down the blinds, her back and shoulders ached like an old woman’s. It was an effort to lift the heavy trays of jewellery, all her own designs, out from the glass display cases and into the safe at the back of the shop. She really must try to make it to yoga at the Life Centre this week, for her mental health as much as her poor  muscles. Heaven knew she’d have precious little time to channel her inner calm once she got home to Scotland for Christmas.

At almost six foot, with long molasses-brown hair and a perfect, willowy figure, Scarlett Drummond Murray had originally come to London to work as a model, one of the first ‘aristo girls’ as they were known - Jasmine Guinness, Honor Frazer, Stella Tennant - to be snapped up by a big London agency. But despite her striking beauty: porcelain pale skin, lightly freckled across the bridge of the nose, wide-set amber eyes, cheek bones so sharply prominent you could have served sushi on them, she wasn’t a natural model. Having grown up in a family that set little store by looks, especially hers (her father’s pet name for her growing up was ‘giraffe’), Scarlett had never developed the confidence to go with her ethereal good looks, and was clumsy when she moved. She was also hopelessly dreamy, and found it impossible to concentrate on shoots, which often involved standing in front of a camera for hours on end with nothing to do but keep turning one’s head this way or that. Inevitably her mind would wander to more interesting things - the latest Oxfam report on famine in Congo, her girlfriends’ love-life problems, whether or not she’d remembered to leave fresh water in Boxford’s bowl before she left the flat that morning - and take her eye off the ball just at the crucial moment, to the frustration of the photographer and crew. Catwalk work was even worse. Scarlett was forever missing cues because she was too busy backstage, trying to comfort the make-up girl whose boyfriend had just announced he was gay, or missing flights to important shows because she somehow managed to get her days muddled up.

It was a relief to her agency as much as to her when she finally decided to quit modelling and go into business for herself, as a jewellery designer. With no formal design training, never mind business experience, even her friends privately thought her latest career change offered little prospect of success. But Scarlett had proved them all wrong. With the modest nest-egg she’d saved from modelling, she put down a deposit on the tiny premises in Westbourne Grove just before the area exploded as a property ‘hot-spot’ and watched it treble in value in the space of five years. During this period, as well as learning on the job and from the veritable library of self-help books she’d picked up from Waterstone’s - Small Business for Dummies, Make Jewellery Design Work for You, Be your own Book Keeper - she diligently attended night classes at the London Business School. Armed with her newly acquired business  acumen, and a natural flair for design and eye for beauty that no course in the world could have taught her, she launched Bijoux with a small party the day after her twenty-second birthday. By the end of the first year she had established suppliers and a steadily growing customer base, with a good smattering of repeat business. Eighteen months in, she was turning a consistent profit, and it wasn’t long before her store became synonymous with all that was hip and vibrant about Notting Hill, a bastion of boho, young London style.

Now, at twenty-seven, Scarlett was a reluctant regular on the pages of Tatler and Harpers & Queen, and rarely did a month go by without one of her pieces being featured in Vogue or In Style. Now that they no longer had to deal with her scattiness professionally, her old colleagues from modelling days were more than happy to support Scarlett as a designer, and she often found model friends and photographers willing to work for her for knock-down rates, or even sometimes for free. Once she started her Trade Fair campaign, raising awareness about corruption in the jewellery industry and the widespread use of ‘blood’ diamonds - diamonds originating from war zones, usually in Africa, and smuggled onto the market illegally - the goodwill towards both her and Bijoux had snowballed still further. These days, Trade Fair was almost on a par with PETA, the anti-fur animal rights group, as the London fashion crowd’s cause of choice.

Picking up a diamond and emerald brooch in the shape of an apple with a single bite taken out of it - she’d christened the piece ‘Eve’s Temptation’ - Scarlett lovingly ran a finger over the shimmering stones. To her, each of her creations was like a child, unique and beautiful in their own way. She poured so much love and care into her work, that she still found it hard to sell a much-loved piece to a buyer who seemed unworthy of it - a spoiled housewife, or a rich man buying thoughtlessly for a girlfriend who’d be more impressed by the Bijoux box than the work of art inside it.

The polished diamond beneath her fingertip felt cold and smooth. Closing her eyes, she tried to imagine what it had felt like to the hands, almost certainly black and impoverished, who had first plucked it from the earth, ending its fifty or perhaps even a hundred million years of subterranean existence. Very different, that was for sure. It would have felt warm. Rough. To all outward appearances, worthless. The long journey each stone made before becoming part of a brooch or ring somewhere on the other side of the earth had always seemed  impossibly romantic to Scarlett. She knew she represented the safe, sanitised, wealthy end of the diamond food-chain, but she still felt a close emotional connection to everyone who had helped each stone along the different legs of its journey - the miners, drivers, cutters, polishers and appraisers - before it arrived at her workshop.

Her over-developed social conscience, already an irritating thorn in the side of the diamond cartels and multinational retail chains, was part nature, part nurture. Always a sensitive and loving little girl, she grew up in a uniquely sheltered and privileged world in her family’s ancestral stately home in Scotland, Drumfernly Castle. Had it not been for the many long childhood summers spent in South Africa, at her Aunt Agnes’s game reserve near Franschhoek, she might never have seen a black face until the day she left St Clement’s Girl’s Boarding School in Inverness to make her own way in London. As it was, by the time she began modelling she had long since developed a passionate interest in African affairs and the injustices of globalisation. Never, ever would she forget her first trip to Cape Town, driving past the corrugated iron shacks of the shanty towns, where thousands of Aids-stricken people sweltered in the hundred-degree heat, whilst less than two miles away their white neighbours lounged by swimming pools, plainly visible from the shacks, congratulating themselves on how cheaply they’d bought their property, and wondering aloud where else in the world you could enjoy a full lobster supper with a decent bottle of Pinot Grigio for the equivalent of five US dollars.

Loading the last of the jewellery trays into the safe, she closed and locked it with a satisfying ‘cl-clunk’ and reached up to the peg by the door for Boxford’s lead.

‘Come on, you big lug,’ she said, ruffling his tangled fur and clipping the lead onto his collar, whilst simultaneously removing her tattered left Ugg boot from his slobbery jaw and slipping it onto her foot. ‘We’d better get a move on if you want to eat.’

Outside the rain was even colder than it looked. Stepping into it from the warm cocoon of the shop felt like getting out of a sauna into one of the showers at St Clement’s, so freezing it made you gasp for breath. Dressed for the cold but not the wet - the sky had been as crisp and blue as a butterfly’s wing when she set out for work this morning - it wasn’t long before Scarlett was soaked to the bone. Her Ugg boots squelched audibly with each step, and icy water ran off the sleeves and back of her sodden suede coat like hundreds of miniature mountain  streams, joining forces with the torrents running in the gutters as she crossed Portobello Road.

‘You need an umbrella, love!’ shouted the fish ’n’ chip man from across the road. ‘Wanna borrow mine?’

‘Thanks,’ Scarlett yelled back. There was very little traffic but the noise of the rain was deafening. ‘But I think it’s a bit late for that now. We’re almost home anyway.’

Cheered by this exchange, she stepped up her pace, dragging poor Boxford from puddle to puddle on their way to the local organic supermarket. Even on a horrid, grey day like today, Scarlett adored Notting Hill. The friendliness, the sense of community, the quirky, boutiquey shops of Portobello competing for space and custom with super chichi stores like Matches and Anya Hindmarch. In the eight years since she’d moved here, she’d seen the area go from genuinely bohemian, a home to artists and artisans from all walks of life, to its current status of ‘Belgravia of the North’, a stomping ground for hedge fund millionaires and their tacky Russian wives, with their furs and Bentleys and round-the-clock nannies for their baby-Dior-clad offspring.

But she could never bring herself to join the new breed of Notting Hill-haters. Yes, there was a lot of new money coming in, an inevitable result of the crazy property hike. But there was still a mix of rich and poor, alternative and mainstream, arty and financial, that couldn’t be found anywhere else in London. Ten-million-dollar mansions still stood cheek by jowl with council blocks, and the pound shop on Kensington Park Road did every bit as brisk a business as the Paul Smith on the corner. People talked to each other here, on the street, in shops and cafes. There was a palpable sense of belonging, so much so that as a single girl Scarlett never felt uneasy walking home alone late at night, as she would have done elsewhere in the city.

Fresh & Wild was closing up as she arrived, but Will the manager took pity on her bedraggled state and let her in anyway. ‘As long as you’re quick,’ he added, holding Boxford’s lead for her while she darted inside, slipping through the empty aisles, all beautifully hung with holly and mistletoe for Christmas. ‘The football starts in an hour and I’m not missing kick-off for anyone.’

Five minutes later, armed with some smoked tofu, leeks, expensive organic chocolate and a quarter of a pound of lean minced beef for Boxie - a terrible extravagance, especially at these prices, but he’d been such a patient boy today she decided he deserved it - she was off again,  head down against the wind, walking back towards Ladbroke Grove and the beckoning warmth and comfort of her flat.

Having ploughed almost all of her savings into the business, Scarlett’s two-bedroom conversion in a dilapidated Victorian villa was at the distinctly cheap and cheerful end of the market. But with her flair for colour and innate sense of style, she’d transformed it into a haven of warmth and homeliness, her refuge from the cut and thrust of the jewellery business and from life in general. A passionate hater of minimalism, in jewellery as well as interior decor, she’d crammed the flat with colourful treasures from her travels. African masks and brightly woven textiles from Mexico and Bolivia were thrown together with a carefully selected handful of inherited antiques: an inlaid mahogany and walnut desk of her grandmother’s, Victorian and over-the top ornate; a library full of ancient atlases and bound maps that she loved chiefly for their dusty, leathery smell; and in the so-called ‘master bedroom’, her pride and joy, a Jacobean four-poster hung with vintage lace and linen curtains, so big that she couldn’t fit so much as a bedside table next to it and had to climb out of the foot of the bed every morning.

As soon as she’d squeezed through the door, dumping her shopping bags unceremoniously on the hall floor, she ran to fetch two towels from the bathroom, one for Boxford and another for herself. It was a further five minutes before either one of them was dry enough to progress through to the sitting room, Scarlett having shed her boots, coat, sweater, socks and sodden jeans and wearing nothing but a red vest-top, matching bra and pair of M&S white cotton knickers. Happily, the flat was already toasty-warm. Having grown up in a draughty castle in Scotland, central heating was one of the few ecologically unsound luxuries in which Scarlett indulged to the full, and she didn’t hesitate to turn on the gas fire full blast so that Boxford could settle down comfortably in front of it on his favourite, tatty armchair.

‘Bloody bills. Honestly, don’t they know it’s Christmas?’ she grumbled, going back into the hall and scooping up a huge pile of brown envelopes along with a smattering of white ones - Christmas cards, probably - and carrying them into the kitchen along with the groceries. Flicking the radio on to Classic FM for the carols and lighting a Diptyque Myrrh candle, the ultimate smell of Christmas, she set about warming Boxford’s mince and chopping leeks for herself, intermittently opening post as she went.

Making the cardinal sin of opening the white envelopes first, she was punished when the first one turned out not to be a Christmas card, but a letter from her mother, Caroline.


Looking forward to seeing you, darling, it began, unconvincingly. I’m writing to remind you to pick up my food order from Harrods before you drive up, and all the decorations from Peter Jones. You can help me with those when you get here. Pa’s been complaining that the parlour looks awfully drab.

Scarlett felt the first stirrings of annoyance prickle across her skin. ‘Help you, my arse,’ she mumbled crossly. ‘I’ll be doing the whole darned thing, just like every other year.’ And why on earth couldn’t her mother get the Harrods hamper delivered like everybody else? Last year the stench of the Stilton sweating on the back seat for fourteen hours had made the drive almost unbearable, and she kept having to reach into the back to prise Boxford away from the apple and clove spiced sausages. Not to mention the fact that a trip into Harrods tomorrow on the busiest weekend of the year, followed by a second detour to her brother Cameron’s house in Chelsea, would mean they wouldn’t be able to set off until close to lunchtime, slap bang in the middle of the worst of the holiday exodus traffic. Next year she was definitely taking a plane home for the holidays, carbon footprint or no carbon footprint. She’d rather plant a rainforest with her bare hands than go through that nightmare drive one more time.


Also darling, I know Cameron will want to share the driving, Caroline went on, but I do think it’s important you let him rest as much as possible. He’s been terribly busy at the office lately and he desperately needs a break.


And I don’t? thought Scarlett furiously. Cameron, her older brother, sole heir to Drumfernly and the rest of the Drummond Murray family fortune, had always been the apple of their mother’s eye. Now an investment banker, clawing his way up the ladder at Goldman Sachs and already earning a second small fortune, he’d become even more insufferably self-important recently, glued to his Blackberry as though the world would stop if it lost contact with him for even a minute. Scarlett wouldn’t have minded so much if he, or any of her family, had taken her own career a bit more seriously. But none of them had given her the slightest praise or encouragement for her achievement with Bijoux, or for the huge strides she’d made in her Trade Fair campaign. The only thing Caroline Drummond Murray was interested in for her daughter was a successful marriage, which in her book meant marriage to the eldest son of one of a select group of Scottish families, no matter  how dull or uninspiring he might be. And on this front Scarlett was determined to remain an abject failure.

Too pissed off to read any more, she ripped open another white envelope and pulled out a glossy, stiff-backed card with a picture of the Rockefeller Center ice rink and Christmas tree on the front. Inside, to her joy and relief, was a letter from Nancy, her oldest and closest girlfriend, crammed with gossip and plans for Scarlett’s New Year shopping trip to New York. Nancy was based in LA, trying to make it as a scriptwriter, but her family were dyed-in-the-wool New Yorkers and she always spent the holidays there. The thought of her five-day mini-break with Nancy was the only thing keeping Scarlett even faintly sane as another Christmas at Drumfernly loomed.

‘Oh, shit! Bugger, bugger, bugger!’

Leaping to her feet she turned off the gas and pulled Boxford’s charred mince in its smoking pan off the hob. Climbing up on to the table, still in her knickers and vest and with her long damp hair stuck to her back like seaweed, she hurriedly disabled the smoke alarm before it could go off and annoy the neighbours. ‘Sorry, Boxie darling,’ she said, opening the tiny barred window a crack to let out the fumes and salvaging what was left of the good meat with a wooden spoon as the dog padded through into the kitchen, tail wagging. ‘I’m afraid it’s half rations. I got a bit distracted.’

Deciding that the rest of the post could wait, she gave him his meal, padded out with a bit of Pedigree Chum mixer, and set about preparing her own food. When focused, Scarlett was actually a decent cook, and had been an ardent fan of fresh organic ingredients long before it became fashionable. Not usually a big drinker, the prospect of tomorrow’s drive and all the wrapping and packing she still had to do tonight was so depressing that she ended up opening a bottle of Jacob’s Creek and finishing almost all of it while she ate, flicking idly through the latest copy of Forever, the diamond industry’s quarterly trade magazine.

‘Oh, look, Boxie, look!’ she slurred excitedly, stumbling upon a feature about her Trade Fair fundraiser last month at the Dorchester. ‘They’re actually writing nice things about us for once. Can you believe it?’

The event, an auction hosted by two of Scarlett’s more successful model girlfriends, had been attended by the usual do-gooder crowd of charity junkies - bored, wealthy wives mostly, who liked to soothe their consciences after a hard day exercising their husband’s credit  cards at Boodles by ‘giving something back’ the only way they knew how: getting their hair and Botox done, slipping on a couture dress and dropping five hundred pounds a head on a ticket for a glamorous charity dinner at one of London’s top hotels.

‘You must stop it,’ Scarlett told herself firmly, skimming through the gushing review and accompanying pictures of Jemima Khan looking as horse-faced and inbred as ever. ‘Don’t be so judgemental.’ As much as she might disapprove of her patrons’ lifestyles, she needed both their money and their high-profile support if her campaign was to have any chance of success. Thanks to the hostility of the cartels, Trade Fair got precious little good PR. She should be grateful for this article, however creepily sycophantic it might be, and for the socialite supporters who made it possible. Scribbling down the name of the journalist on the back of an envelope, she made a mental note to call and thank him in the morning.

Skipping past a piece on the two-million-pound revamp of Cartier’s flagship on Bond Street, her attention was caught by a picture of the Meyer twins, Jake and Danny, arm in arm and grinning at some trendy new jeweller’s in New York.


Flying the flag for British bespoke expertise in the diamond trade, read the accompanying blurb, Solomon Stones’ founders Jacob and Daniel Meyer enjoy some Stateside hospitality at the new Max Peterson store on Park Avenue.


‘Wankers!’ Scarlett heard herself yelling at the page. She’d definitely overdone it on the old Pinot. ‘Flying the flag for grasping, unprincipled womanisers more like it.’

She’d met the Meyers only once, last year at an industry function in Amsterdam, but already knew them well by reputation and had disliked both of them on sight. Arrogant, vain and immensely impressed by their own perceived ‘charm’, she’d watched them oil their way around the great and the good at the party like a pair of Cockney jellied eels. With their cosmetically white smiles, year-round tans and loud, wide-boy suits, they radiated insincerity and self-interest like a pair of politicians running for office. Well known for their shady business practices and, far more unforgivably in Scarlett’s eyes, for their continued willingness to buy stones from tainted sources like Congo and Angola, they were nevertheless welcomed by high society in London and America, feted as much for their good looks and reputed prowess in bed as for their beautiful, cut-price diamonds.

Jake, the cockier of the two, had been foolish enough to make a half-hearted pass at her in Amsterdam, so she’d had an opportunity to examine the fabled ‘Meyer magic’ at close quarters. Personally, she couldn’t see what all the fuss was about. Fine, so he was regular-featured, but then so was Ted Bundy, and he wore enough Gucci Envy to fell an elephant at fifty yards. Was she really the only woman in London immune to his charms? The only woman who cared about the appalling conditions in Africa that Jake and his ilk were helping to perpetuate?

At least spending the holiday immured at Drumfernly with her parents would mean she was in no danger of running into the Jake-and-Danny show. When the Meyers came back to London at Christmas, the It-girls, models and wives that made up the core local diamond-buying market - not to mention Bijoux’s own customer base - seemed to degenerate into an embarrassing flurry of excitement, like giddy schoolgirls. Always listed in Tatler’s top five ‘Most Eligible Bachelor’ rankings, despite the fact that neither of them had lived in London for aeons, both Jake and Danny were considered big society draws. It made Scarlett’s blood boil.

Still, this was no time to be wasting mental energy on Jake stupid Meyer. She still had everything to do before tomorrow, and a mountain of wrapping paper, Sellotape and ribbon waiting in a reproachful pile on her bed. She’d better get stuck in before the wine really got the better of her, and she forgot which present was for whom.




Three

‘So I told him,’ said Cameron, drawing breath for the first time in at least a minute, ‘I said, “Listen Muhammad,” I said, “I don’t care how rich you are, or how your grandfather’s grandfather used to do business. We are Goldman Sachs. We are the premier investment banking organisation on this planet. And we do our deals, our way. Now are you in or are you out?” And of course, the poor little guy’s balloon was well and truly popped after that,’ he laughed. ‘It’s always the same with the bloody A-rabs. All they need is a firm hand, and next thing you know they’re eating out of it.’

‘Hmm,’ said Scarlett, who’d tuned out of her brother’s self-aggrandising monologue well over two junctions back on their torturously slow slog up the M1. ‘Well, never mind. It sounds like you did the best you could.’

‘What do you mean?’ snapped Cameron. ‘I just told you, I nailed that little dweeb. Sheikh bloody Muhammad might be a big noise in Kuwait, but he’s a pretty small fish in the sort of waters Goldman swim in, I can tell you.’

‘But didn’t you say earlier that his net worth was somewhere north of ten billion?’ said Scarlett, casting around for any scrap of information from his tedious, long-winded speech that she could remember.

Cameron gave an unimpressed shrug of his thirty-year-old, associate shoulders. ‘So?’

‘Well, nothing. It’s just I’m sure I saw in the paper the other day that Goldman’s market cap is around thirty billion. So doesn’t that mean that this chap, this one “little” man, could buy up a third of your entire company if he wanted to?’

‘I’m afraid it’s not that simple,’ Cameron snorted, adding patronisingly, ‘I wouldn’t give up the day job if I were you, Scar. You wouldn’t make much of an i-banker.’

He didn’t appreciate being caught out on the facts by his dippy little sister. Since when did Scarlett know what a market cap was, anyway?

Scarlett, in fact, couldn’t have been less interested in her brother’s  latest professional ‘triumph’ if he’d been recounting it to her in Urdu. On previous journeys with Cameron, she’d passed the time by playing an adapted mental version of ‘pub cricket’ whereby she scored a run every time he said the words ‘Goldman Sachs’, a four for any regurgitated American business-school phrases like ‘think outside the box’ or ‘step up to the plate’, and a six for real clangers such as ‘I’m gonna blue-sky this with my boss’. But after last Christmas, when she’d racked up a century before they’d even got past Luton airport, she decided the game was no longer enough of a challenge.

Besides, her head was throbbing so badly, it was all she could do to concentrate on the road, never mind listen to the constant stream of drivel emanating from the passenger seat. Having collapsed into bed at three o’clock that morning with bits of Sellotape still stuck to her hair, she’d been woken up at six with a pounding hangover to the sound of workmen drilling up the road outside her window. From there the morning had gone from bad to worse, starting with cleaning up a big pile of dog-shit in the kitchen (poor Boxford’s beef hadn’t agreed with him) and progressing to the hell-on-earth that is Harrods’ food hall on the Saturday before Christmas. After an hour and a half of queuing, smiling politely while tourists pushed in front of her, trod on her foot, and engaged in piercingly loud conversations in their own various languages within millimetres of her battered eardrums, she finally emerged onto Walton Street weighed down with overpriced cheese, meats and chocolate like a packhorse, only to find that her car had been ticketed and was in the process of being clamped - with poor Boxford howling in the back!

Much screaming and a fifty-pound bribe later, she was on her way again, but on arrival at Cameron’s gorgeous townhouse by the river in Chelsea, she found him still asleep and not yet packed, curled up in bed at noon in his Conran silk pyjamas like the Sultan of bloody Brunei.

She’d been furious at the time, of course. But now, five hours into their (at least) ten hour journey, she rather thought she preferred him asleep.

Desperate to take advantage of the lull in conversation, she switched on the radio. Her head hurt too much for music, so she plumped for Radio 4, hoping that the soothing tones of Jenni Murray on Woman’s Hour might calm her battered spirits. They listened in silence to a repeat of last Sunday’s Thought for the Day - some sweet rabbi from Leeds talking about the importance of tolerance at Christmas, and the  close bond between Judaism and Christianity - and through a series of light-hearted, festive news items about drunk and disorderly carol singers and a parrot who could apparently recite ‘’Twas the night before Christmas’. But the mood in the over-stuffed grey Volvo changed dramatically when a report came on about the American mine-owner Brogan O’Donnell, and the mysterious lung and throat cancers affecting workers in his Russian diamond mines.

‘It’s hard to describe the bleakness of Yakutia,’ the Scottish reporter was saying, his feet crunching audibly across the Siberian ice. ‘This remote region of Russia produces over ninety-eight per cent of all the country’s diamonds - that’s twenty per cent of the world supply of gemstones. Everything here - the entire landscape - is white-grey, and the cold is absolutely . . . paralysing.’ You could hear the biting wind whistle in the background and the poor man struggling to get his breath. ‘A lot of people are making fortunes here, many of them foreigners, like the American billionaire Brogan O’Donnell, chairman of O’Donnell Mining Corp. But for the miners, working in these utterly appalling conditions day after day . . . it’s a very different story. When you’re struck down with a serious illness in Yakutia, there’s precious little help on offer.’

For the next several minutes, a series of O’Donnell workers, most of whom had asked to be allowed to remain anonymous, told their stories via an interpreter. In flat, dispassionate voices, they recounted their symptoms - all hauntingly similar - the shortness of breath, coughing spells, chest pains so acute they found themselves suddenly unable to stand, never mind work. They described a world in which lung cancer was merely a final insult, set against a lifetime of subsistence-level pay - miners in the former Soviet Union were some of the worst paid in an industry notorious for exploiting its workers, far worse off in real terms than their South African counterparts - abysmal mine safety records, a total lack of healthcare, education, even basic sanitation facilities in their living quarters. It was heartbreaking.

‘How can they be so bloody stoic about it?’ said Scarlett furiously, swerving into the fast lane in her fury and only narrowly missing an HGV, whose driver beeped loudly and shook his fist as she passed.

‘They’re used to it,’ said Cameron blithely. ‘I daresay it’s a lot better than it used to be under the commies, and what’s their alternative? Planting turnips in the permafrost?’

‘Their alternative is to have greedy bloody employers like O’Donnell  forced to comply with basic pay and safety regulations,’ spluttered Scarlett, ‘as they would have to in any other industry. It’s a bloody disgrace! People wouldn’t buy those diamonds if they knew what was going on.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Cameron laughed. He looked smugger than ever in his bespoke tweed jacket, an incipient double chin quivering beneath his silk Turnbull & Asser cravat. ‘Even you can’t be so naive as to believe that.’

‘Those mines are causing cancer,’ said Scarlett, ignoring him. ‘It’s O’Donnell Mining Corp’s fault those men are dying.’

‘That’s pure supposition,’ said Cameron firmly. ‘I’ll bet you they all smoke, every last one of them.’

But Scarlett shushed him and turned up the volume. Amazingly, Brogan O’Donnell himself was giving an interview. Famed for his hostility towards the media he almost never spoke to the press. But suddenly the car was filled with his voice, a surprisingly gentle, measured baritone and not at all the strident, belligerent American drawl Scarlett had expected.

‘I’m not saying life in those mines isn’t tough,’ he was telling the BBC reporter calmly. ‘Life in former soviet Russia is tough for most people, and Yakutia is a place of incredible physical and environmental extremes. What I am saying is that O’Donnell Mining Corp provides far better working conditions than existed there previously. And that we are continuing to improve those conditions as best we can, introducing social programmes, and yes, education and health provision are both areas we need to focus on. But you’re talking about a region with almost no existing infrastructure. It isn’t simply a case of throwing money at the problem.’

‘Bullshit!’ Scarlett exploded, so loudly that poor Boxford woke with a start from a very pleasant dream he was having about chasing pheasants and started barking plaintively, unsure where he was or what on earth was going on. ‘Don’t make it sound complicated, you arsehole. Pay those poor men enough to feed their families!’

But even she had to admit Brogan sounded worryingly plausible, the fair-minded capitalist doing his best for his workers under extraordinary and challenging conditions.

‘The diamond business is good for Russia, and for this part of the country it’s a genuine lifeline. There is no evidence whatsoever to link  isolated lung cancer cases to our mines. It’s not as if we’re digging for asbestos.’

‘Exactly,’ nodded Cameron.

‘Most of the campaigners trying to shut us down have never even been to Yakutia,’ continued Brogan. ‘They have no idea what a vacuum would be left if businesses like mine pulled out, or were priced out of the market here by the unworkable labour laws and health insurance premiums they’re proposing.’

‘The guy sounds like a smart cookie,’ said Cameron, knowing how much it would annoy his sister. ‘It’s easier to get all holier-than-thou about it, but the fact is these Ruskies need him.’

‘Yes, they do,’ Scarlett shot back, livid. ‘And Brogan O’Donnell exploits that need. Criminally, in my opinion. Those poor men are dying like flies, and listen to him. He doesn’t give a damn.’

‘Yes, well, that makes two of us,’ yawned Cameron. Turning up the heating on Scarlett’s horrible Scandinavian car, he tipped his seat back and soon fell into a contented, dreamless sleep.

 



Rising from the surrounding pine forest and sea mist like a vast, grey ship breaching a wave, Drumfernly was widely considered to be one of the most beautiful estates in north-east Scotland. Ten miles inland south of Inverness, the castle was a turreted granite masterpiece. Once used as a hiding place for Bonnie Prince Charlie, it had been in Drummond Murray hands since it was built in 1520, and a watertight entailment ensured that it would remain so for many generations to come. If Cameron had no sons, the estate would pass to his nearest male relative, however distant such a person proved to be. Once identified, they would have to agree to revert to the surname Drummond Murray, and to have their children do the same. They would also be obliged to spend a minimum of six months of the year ‘in residence’ at Drumfernly. If they baulked at either of these conditions, the inheritance would pass to the next male in line, and so on and so on until a willing ‘taker’ was found.

So far, no one had baulked, and it wasn’t hard to see why. With its long, winding drive lined with fir trees, interspersed with crumbling bridges spanning the crystal-clear waters of its salmon stream, its Rapunzel towers and three-foot-thick medieval wooden doors, Drumfernly was like the fairytale castle from a Grimm Brothers’ story. Every time she came home, Scarlett was struck again by its beauty, and  for a moment would wonder how on earth she could have so dreaded coming back here.

But only for a moment.

‘Darlings!’ Caroline Drummond Murray, dressed in a nightie, dressing gown, parka and Wellington boots, crunched her way across the gravel to greet her children. It was nearly midnight, but the moon was full and bright and the stars out in full, so she had no need of the torch wedged like a baton in her coat pocket. ‘At last!’

Ignoring Scarlett, she opened the passenger door and helped Cameron, who moments ago had been slumped back against the headrest, snoring loudly, out into the chill night air. ‘Poor thing, you must be shattered,’ she said solicitously.

‘I am actually,’ he yawned, kissing her on both cheeks and allowing her to lead him into the warmth of the house. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance of some late supper, is there?’

‘Er, excuse me?’ Having opened the back door for Boxford, who was now running around the lawn ecstatically, peeing like a garden sprinkler, Scarlett was busy heaving presents and suitcases out of the boot. ‘Some help would be nice.’

‘Don’t be silly, darling,’ said Caroline brusquely. ‘Cameron’s exhausted. Bring in what you need for tonight and I’ll send Duncan out to help with the rest first thing in the morning.’

Too tired to argue, Scarlett did as she was told, and after a brief but delicious kitchen supper of kedgeree - good old Mrs Cullen had excelled herself again - collapsed on to her childhood bed. Her bedroom was just as it had always been, as unchanging in reality as in her memory: a small turreted octagon at the top of the east wing of the castle, with thick stone walls that felt cold to the touch even in hot summer, and a high wooden bed piled even higher with linen sheets and ancient, rough woollen blankets against the winter chill. A few dog-eared photographs of former family pets, or long-since sold ponies, remained stubbornly Blu-tacked around the mullioned window, next to the smattering of Pony Club rosettes that had once been Scarlett’s greatest source of pride.


What a long time ago that was, thought Scarlett. Before she knew it, she was deeply asleep.

By the time she woke the next morning, bright winter sun was burning its way through the cracks in the shutters. Getting woozily to her feet, still wrapped in the scratchy woollen blanket - Christ, it was  cold in here - she hopped gingerly across the floor and opened them fully, flooding the room with sunshine so dazzling it made her sneeze. Pulling on her discarded clothes from last night - faded blue jeans, Ugg boots and a Gap wool sweater with a giant snowflake on the front - she headed straight downstairs for breakfast.

‘Hello poppet.’ Her father, Hugo, absorbed in the Sunday Telegraph  sport section and a plate of congealing fried egg, kissed her absently on the cheek as she sat down. Short, fat and bald, with a kindly, ruddy-cheeked face and a permanently bewildered expression, Hugo Drummond Murray looked absolutely nothing like his beautiful daughter - although he was responsible for both Scarlett and Cameron’s unique hazel eyes. Dressed permanently in an old pair of corduroy trousers and a hunting jacket so threadbare that it was now more darn than tweed, he looked to Scarlett like a cross between Tweedledum and Friar Tuck, with perhaps a hint of Prince Charles thrown in for good measure. How he had ever come to marry a pushy socialite like her mother was a mystery not just to her but to most of Scotland.

‘Hello Pa,’ she smiled. ‘Any bacon still on the go?’

‘Not sure,’ said Hugo vaguely. He was immersed in a double-page spread on fly fishing in Slovenia. ‘I think your brother may have finished it earlier. There are plenty of eggs though. Shall I ring for Mrs Cullen?’

‘No, don’t be silly,’ said Scarlett. ‘I think I can manage to scramble myself a few eggs.’

After a satisfying breakfast of egg on toast, washed down with two pint-sized mugs of hot, fresh coffee, she was starting to feel a bit more human. But the peace wasn’t destined to last long.

‘Ah, Scarlett dear, you’re up at last.’ Caroline, looking immaculate and whip-thin as ever in a navy-blue Country Casuals twin-set to match her eyes, swept regally into the kitchen. Once a beautiful woman, she was now what would most easily be described as ‘handsome’. Blessed with the same high cheekbones and clear complexion she had passed on to her daughter, she would have looked younger than her fifty-two years if it weren’t for her permanently erect posture and penchant for formal, tailored clothes, even when relaxing at home. Noticing Scarlett’s dirty jeans and unwashed hair, she wrinkled her perfect little snub nose disapprovingly. ‘Really, darling, you might have changed. You look like something the cat’s dragged in. Have you even washed?’

‘No,’ said Scarlett patiently. ‘The water was arctic in my room, as  usual, and there were no towels. As for changing, all my stuff’s still in the car. Cameron was too “shattered” to help me unpack last night, remember?’

‘Do stop frowning like that, darling, it’s terribly aging,’ said Caroline. She loved her daughter, contrary to what Scarlett might believe, but had never understood her, even as a toddler, which had inevitably made for a distant, combative relationship. Cameron was more like her: uncomplicatedly ambitious, and a natural social snob. She favoured him because he made it so easy for her to do so, while Scarlett . . . well, Scarlett had always been the cuckoo in the nest at Drumfernly. Her childhood compassion for injured birds or animals had morphed, during her teenage years, into a worldview that seemed positively communist to Caroline: not wanting to marry appropriately, if at all, fraternising constantly with blacks and mine-workers and God knew who else, running off to London, dressing like an impoverished hippie.

‘Duncan’s bringing your cases in now,’ she said brightly. ‘You can help me look at these place settings for tonight’s dinner, then pop up and wash your hair before we go into Buckie. All right?’

‘Buckie?’ Scarlett groaned. ‘What for? I don’t want to go into Buckie, Mummy. I want to stay here and relax.’

‘I dare say you do.’ Caroline looked suitably disapproving. ‘But you can’t leave me and Cameron to do all the work. It’s the pre-Christmas raffle at the church this afternoon. I’ve put you down to do the teas.’

Scarlett sighed. It was terribly strange, coming from London where she ran her own successful business and was respected as a leader and decision-maker, to Drumfernly where everybody treated her as though she were still a wilful six-year-old.

‘What’s Cameron going to be doing?’ she asked suspiciously, unable to keep the resentment entirely out of her voice, ‘apart from drinking Reverend Timothy’s sherry?’

‘Your brother will be mingling,’ said Caroline stiffly. ‘As the future laird, that’s what’s expected of him. It might look easy to you, but it’s a very heavy responsibility on his shoulders,’ she added crossly. ‘Sometimes I think you forget that.’

‘Are you going, Pa?’ Scarlett turned to her father, once her mother had disappeared in search of the place cards. Evidently dinner tonight was going to be another social hoopla, not the quiet night in with shepherds’ pie and telly that Scarlett desperately longed for.

‘Going? To Buckie?’ Still glued to his newspaper, Hugo gave a little shudder. ‘Good God no. Not my cup of tea at all.’

 



‘Cup of tea, Mrs McIntyre?’

Scarlett smiled sweetly at the crotchety old woman who’d made her life such a misery as her primary-school teacher. She was older and leatherier than Scarlett remembered her, but beyond that wasn’t much changed. Then again, nothing in Buckie ever changed much.

The pre-Christmas raffle was being held in the same, draughty old church hall that had housed every village event since before Scarlett was born, and that still smelled of the pungent combination of disinfectant and incense that she remembered so well from her childhood. Standing here, pouring tea for Mrs McIntyre and all the other old bid-dies, her life in London felt like a dream. It was hard to believe that this time two days ago, she’d been sipping a soy latte behind the counter at Bijoux, negotiating the sale of a thirty-thousand-pound diamond bracelet.

‘Is it free?’

The old woman’s whiny, nails-on-blackboard voice brought her back to earth with a jolt.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘The tea, Scarlett, the tea.’ She pronounced it ‘tay’. ‘Are you selling, or giving it away?’

‘Oh, sorry, yes, it’s free,’ blushed Scarlett, feeling like a naughty ten-year-old again. ‘But if you’d like to make a donation, there’s a box at the end of the counter there.’

Taking a steaming cup and a hefty handful of custard cream biscuits, Mrs McIntyre shuffled off, shamelessly ignoring the donation box. Mean old cow, thought Scarlett.

Just then Caroline wandered over, arm in arm with a paunchy middle-aged man Scarlett vaguely thought she recognised.

‘Darling, you remember Hamish Sainsbury? You used to ride together on the beach at Elgin all those years ago.’

Hamish Sainsbury! Good God! They’d never been great friends, but she did remember him and his brother leading the pack on those long, dreary riding-school hacks. He could only be three or four years older than her, but he’d aged dreadfully. With his pasty, puffy face and red, watery eyes, he looked to be in his mid forties at least, and couldn’t have taken a shred of exercise in the last decade. She supposed that was  what staying in Banffshire did for you, and thanked her lucky stars once again that she’d escaped.

‘Well, you weren’t exaggerating, Caroline,’ said Hamish, staring with gummy admiration at Scarlett’s tight green cashmere polo neck where it clung to her breasts. His voice was even more ludicrously plummy than she remembered it. ‘She’s even more beautiful than I remembered. I’d never have thought it possible.’ To Scarlett’s horror, he picked up her hand and planted a wet-lipped kiss on the inside of her wrist.

‘Hello, Hamish,’ she said as politely as she could, snatching back her hand and wiping off the revolting snail’s trail of saliva on the back of her jeans. Cliff Richard’s ‘Mistletoe and Wine’ began blaring out over the ancient speaker system, and she said a little prayer that Reverend Tim might call the raffle soon so they could all go home. ‘Can I get you some tea and biscuits?’

‘Not for me thanks,’ he said, patting his spreading tummy fondly. ‘Got to watch the old figure.’

‘Oh Hamish, what nonsense. You’ve got a fine, trim figure,’ lied Caroline.

‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ he mumbled, turning back to Scarlett. ‘But in any case, your mother’s been kind enough to invite me over for dinner at Drumfernly this evening. I wouldn’t want to ruin my appetite.’

Scarlett’s heart sank. Her mother inviting single local landowners over for dinner could only mean one thing: she was match-making again. Just when she’d thought her first day home couldn’t possibly get any worse.

 



Her only consolation at dinner was that, for once, Cameron had also had a local ‘prospect’ foisted on him, a deathly shy pudding of a girl called Fiona, whose father just happened to own the finest grouse moor in Scotland.

‘Your m-m-mother tells me you’re a banker,’ Scarlett overheard the girl stammering timidly at the other end of the table. The Great Hall at Drumfernly was a huge, high-ceilinged room with stone walls and floors that tended to amplify people’s voices, the worst possible place for a stammerer. ‘Is that terribly d-d-difficult?’

‘No,’ said Cameron rudely, turning away. Unlike Scarlett, he was all for finding a rich, titled wife whose wealth and position could complement his own. But he didn’t do fat girls, and that was that.

Seeing Fiona blush red as a beetroot, Scarlett longed to go over and rescue her. But she was too far away to make conversation without shouting over all the other guests, and besides, Hamish clearly had no intention of letting her out of his clutches. Wedged like an unhappy sardine between him and her totally deaf uncle William, she was trapped both physically and conversationally.

‘I always say it’s closer to ballet than to sport,’ wittered Hamish, now fifteen minutes in to his specialist topic of salmon fishing, a subject that held about as much interest for Scarlett as fossilised dinosaur turds. ‘And of course, even the tying of the flies is an art, a dying art. If you’ve ever seen a dozen bead head nymphs being properly tied, and I mean  properly tied, it’s a thing of beauty, I can tell you.’

Unable to bear it a moment longer, Scarlett bravely tried to change the subject.

‘Jewellery design, the personal, hand-crafted sort of work that I do, is a dying art too,’ she said. ‘So much of what people buy nowadays is mass produced, even at the top end of the market, the Tiffanys and Aspreys and what have you. There’s either cheap handmade jewellery in silver and glass, or factory-finished diamond and gemstone pieces. Very little in between.’

‘Scarlett’s got a little shop,’ Caroline interjected patronisingly from Hamish’s right. ‘It’s become quite a hobby for you, hasn’t it darling?’ She’d hate for a catch like Hamish to write her daughter off as a committed career girl, unsuitable for marriage.

‘How splendid!’ he replied, surreptitiously pressing his kilted thigh against Scarlett’s woollen tights - hardly the greatest fashion statement, but her parents’ steadfast refusal to pay for heating in the castle’s public rooms left her little choice. ‘So important to have interests, I always say, especially living up here. Girls do need something beyond the children and the home, especially once the hunting season’s over.’

Scarlett almost choked on her beef fillet.

‘Bijoux is not a hobby, Mother, as you well know,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s a business, and a thriving business at that. And happily,’ she turned to Hamish, ‘I don’t live up here. I live in London, where we “girls” have all sorts of interests outside children and the home, and where I’m delighted to report there is no hunting season.’

‘Ha, ha, jolly good!’ Hamish laughed loudly, as if she’d made some great joke. ‘Well London’s marvellous for a time too, before one marries. I sometimes regret not spending a year or so there myself,  seeing the world a bit and all that. But these estates don’t run themselves you know.’

‘Indeed not,’ murmured Scarlett’s father from the head of the table, apparently forgetting that he himself relied wholly on a team of professional estate managers to run Drumfernly and couldn’t name the various crops in his fields to save his life.

Scarlett sighed. She should know better by now than to try to get into a debate with the likes of Hamish, men who considered a year in London to be ‘seeing the world’. What on earth would he make of Africa? she wondered. His life, like her parents’, was so sheltered and parochial, she couldn’t possibly expect him to understand hers.

But Hamish, it seemed, was made of sterner stuff than she gave him credit for. Undeterred by her complete lack of interest so far, he decided to make another ill-fated sally into the conversational fray.

‘You’ve heard about our Hogmanay celebrations over at Kinlochry this year?’ he said brightly to the table at large. ‘The reels’ll be spectacular. I do hope you’ll all be there.’

‘Of course we’ll be there,’ said Caroline, returning his enthusiastic smile with a beamer of her own. Really, it wouldn’t kill Scarlett to show a little more interest. ‘The whole county’s in a spin about it.’

‘In that case, I wonder if I might make so bold,’ Hamish turned back to Scarlett, ‘as to reserve the first dance of the Dashing White Sergeant for you, Miss Drummond Murray?’

‘Oh, that’s very kind,’ said Scarlet, crossing her legs as the only means of removing them from his insistently pressing thigh, ‘but I’m afraid I won’t be in Scotland for New Year. I’m going to New York with a girlfriend.’

‘You never mentioned New York to me,’ said Cameron, sounding put out. ‘We spent twenty minutes talking about our New Year plans on the drive up yesterday, and you never said a thing.’

‘You spent twenty minutes talking about your plans,’ said Scarlett pointedly. ‘I never got a word in edgeways.’
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