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… from all the deceits of the world, the flesh, and the devil, spare us …


The Book of Common Prayer


I have endeavoured to treat my subject as a dramatic writer; my picture is my stage.


William Hogarth on his work


I remember the time when I have gone moping into the city, with scarce a shilling in my pocket … but as soon as I had received ten guineas … sallied out again with all the confidence of a man with ten thousand pounds …


William Hogarth





PROLOGUE



London, 1732


Under the whorehouses and the taverns lie London’s dead. Beneath cobbles and alleyways, within the hearing of the molly houses and the sodomisers, cheek by jowl with the shadow of St Paul’s, and within the summer stink of the Thames. Under flagstones and feet, under weather and sewage, lay the passageway I hurried towards. Shaken, I looked back many times to see if I was being followed – but there was only the creak of a dozen inn signs and the sound of a startled horse, whinnying in Drury Lane.


Mischief made mumbles in the night and my hands were sweating as I reached the entrance of the narrow alleyway. Expecting me, a guard, silent and surly, stood back to let me enter, handing me a rush light, and then moved into the street above. As the iron gate slammed shut, I stared into the dank open womb of the chamber below. I could see shadows of two other men, distorted into ghouls, and placed my foot gingerly on the next step. God! My mouth was thick with panic, my pulse speeding up, blood yammering like a lunatic in my veins. Turning at a bend I stumbled, and the buckle of my shoe struck the stone wall, gouging a white scar into the brickwork.


* * *


Hearing my approach, the men turned. One, a priest, a handkerchief held over his nose, a sprig of rosemary pinned to his vestments, regarded me with indifference. Obviously, he had been to an earlier funeral where the mourners would have handed out the nosegays – rosemary for remembrance. The other man, a doctor, stood in his brocade coat, blood stiffening his waistcoat; ladybird splashes on the gilded buttons. Corpulent, he made an awkward gesture towards the back of the room as I passed under an arch into a shadowed area beyond. For an instant I could see nothing, then raised the light I was holding and watched the shallow underground room shudder in the smoking flame …


I had known her living. Polly Gunnell, one of Mrs Needham’s whores, from the best brothel in London. Pretty, and plump enough for the bankers, the businessmen, the theatregoers; fresh enough not to have to work out of a room in Drury Lane; sweet enough to avoid the streets. And quick and clever enough for royalty – or so she had bragged to me as she coiled a sliver of dark hair around her index finger and bit her bottom lip into a bud with her teeth.


Sit for me, I had said a while ago, and I had drawn an engraving of her – Courtesan at Her Toilette – which had proved popular enough to earn me money, and Polly Gunnell fame. Encouraged, my imagination had found much room for Polly Gunnell, willing board and lodging for her knowing appeal. Inspired, I had constructed a morality tale, using her as the model, and called it The Harlot’s Progress.


But Polly Gunnell was no longer sleeping or breathing or biting her lip. She was lying on a stone table, next to a pile of beer barrels stacked up against the wall like a dunghill. Apart from her shoes, laced with two ivory ribbons, the heels sullied with London mud, she was naked. Slowly my gaze travelled upwards. Both thighs had been slashed from the knees to the groin, and around her vagina were numerous tiny mutilations, much blood bearing witness to the ferocity of the attack. Dry-mouthed, I attempted to swallow and tried to look away, but instead I looked at the rest of her body: Polly Gunnell’s nipples had been cut off, and a knife slash ran from her throat down to her pubic bone.


And within her corpse a terrible emptiness where once her womb, now torn out of her, had lain.


Unnerved, I turned to look at the others. The doctor was winding his fob watch, the priest’s straight dark hair framed an expression of dissolute indifference. Nothing was said to me as I turned back to the body. Overhead, I could hear someone rolling barrels on the floor, a door slamming closed. My lamp spluttered as I turned back to the corpse. Polly Gunnell’s face – once pert with cleverness, soft with eroticism, a perfect countenance for longing – had been disfigured by a blatantly vicious criss-crossing of cuts, laced like the pastry topping of a pie. The muscles were exposed, the eyelids cut away, the nose severed. Blood, drying thick and dark, crusted the open wounds. Not an inch of Polly Gunnell’s pretty face remained. Not a scrap of the countenance which had smiled out from the canvas and the printed page.


I had known Polly Gunnell’s face as well as I knew my own: had drawn it, painted it, engraved it. I had chosen her as the heroine of my morality tale, out to tender for the populace, plying her trade from the canvas and the metal plate, willingly whoring for me – the painter – William Hogarth. Whoring for me as she had done for the pimp and the procuress, clicking her fingers at the world as she swung her leg at the stupidity of men. She had laughed at the fate of the girl in the picture without ever realising it was her own future, a prophecy she could never deflect.


Turning away at last, I tasted the vomit in my throat and swallowed hard. The rush light I held momentarily illuminated a bunch of rags in a corner. Curious, I moved over and bent down, lifting a corner to reveal a dead, newborn infant, its limbs white, its lips dark.


Shaken, my voice faltered. “Was this her child? Did they cut the baby from her whilst she was still alive?” I asked of the doctor and the priest, who were now moving towards the stone steps, towards the street. “Sweet Christ, what did they do to her?”


The doctor shrugged.


I knew what he was thinking as he looked at me, a small, stocky man, standing in front of him. William Hogarth, satirist, vicious and sentimental by turns, and now obviously sickened and trying not to vomit.


“Look,” the doctor said curtly, “The priest’s a witness. I’m following orders, that’s all. I was told to fetch you here and to pay you for your trouble. You’re to see to this.” He jerked his head to where the monstrously mutilated body lay. “I don’t why they killed the woman, I don’t want to know.”


“But I do,” I countered, persistently. “Who did this?”


“I’ve told you, I don’t know!” The doctor answered vehemently, straightening his wig, his fleshy hands shaking. “I was only ordered to bring you here.”


“By whom?”


The doctor shrugged again, feigning ignorance.


“I was sent a message, that was all.” Rattled, he reached into his waistcoat pocket, feeling around urgently, then took a snort of tobacco. When he sneezed, he wiped the snot off his nose with the sleeve of his jacket. “When I got here I was too late. I couldn’t do anything for either of them.”


I nodded. “Very well … I’ll see to it.”


“You made her famous.” The doctor assumed a mock sympathetic expression. “Everyone in London fell in love with Polly Gunnell, but no one would know her now. Just another dead hack.” Straightening up, he looked back at me. “Mind you don’t end up the same way, Master Hogarth.”


Sighing, he pulled on his hat and followed the priest up the steps into the alley beyond. I heard the dull iron thud of the gate echoing behind them as they left. I was now alone, with the dead body of Polly Gunnell and her child … I took off my coat and laid it over her face, then touched the top of her head and felt the spring of hair under my fingers. I knew why she had been killed. Hadn’t my own safety been threatened when The Harlot’s Progress was published?


I had known at the time that the potency of the series would be given an added frisson if the public could identify some of the models in the paintings. How scandalous to depict Mrs Needham, the infamous procuress; and how titillating to recognise Colonel Charteris, a rake so dissolute that England had nicknamed him the Rape-Master General … I flinched at the recollection. If only I had stopped there, but unable to resist another jibe, I had gone too far, satirised the wrong person, depicted with Polly Gunnell a man as her lover. An important, familiar man, a man known to everyone in Europe – Frederick, Prince of Wales.


When the painting was viewed I realised my mistake, but it was too late. Manhandled and threatened in my own home, I was ordered to alter the features of the courtesan’s lover. And so the man in the picture was emasculated by paint; turned from a hero into a vacant fool with a few deft brushstrokes.


But of course I could not vandalise my masterpiece. I had simply made a copy and hidden the original. The famous image still existed, the wicked satire hidden but not destroyed. I relied on the fact that a painter admired by King George II and feted across Europe had redoubtable allies. Polly Gunnell might have had no power to protect herself, but the fame of William Hogarth sheltered me.


But only so far.


Of course they would summon me to see to the body of Polly Gunnell and her dead child. What better way to send me a warning? Secure my silence? To make me realise that any threat to the throne would be ruthlessly obliterated. My arrogance had blinded me, but from that moment on fear would ensure my compliance.


I bent down again to the dead infant. Not wanting to leave its corpse for the rats to rip apart, I gently lifted it from the floor. I would lay it by its mother, have them buried together. But as I held the little body, I noticed a muted flutter and touched the child’s neck, where I felt the faint beating of a thready pulse.


“Jesus,” I exclaimed, panicking and looking round. “Holy God.”


I was almost insensible with fear. I had to get away – and I had to take the baby – a boy, as I now saw – with me. Now! Before anyone came back. Perhaps the doctor had already sent for the undertaker, perhaps even now he was walking down the alley. Maybe someone from the public house above would come down for more beer and find me – and the child.


Wrapping the rags around the infant, I hurried towards the steps with my bundle. Tentatively I stepped into the street. As I moved further into the alleyway, I looked around me, but the priest and the doctor were long gone. Overhead, a swollen white belly of moon followed my progress as I skittered through the ginnels and crossed Drury Lane. I kept the child pressed close as I passed drunks and road sweepers, lurking around the short cuts I had known from childhood.


Unnerved and scared, I expected to be challenged, expected to be stopped. And then what fate would befall me? If they caught me, if they realised what I’d done, my life would be forfeit. They had thought that Polly Gunnell’s child was dead, but he was still alive: the bastard son of the Prince of Wales. The child who had survived against all the odds; whose existence was a threat to the most powerful figures in the land.


And I had that child. The child who desperate, ambitious and ruthless men would seek to find and kill.


But only if they knew he had survived.


Only weeks earlier I had had an unexpected late-night visitor: Frederick, Prince of Wales, was ushered in by my startled servant. His manner was exceedingly courteous, almost as though I had been the royal and he the commoner.


“Master Hogarth,” he had begun. “I have something to ask of you, a favour, if you will, and, of course, your absolute confidence …”


I had immediately nodded agreement. Who refused the Prince of Wales?


“This concerns Polly Gunnell,” he continued, producing her name like a face card, sure to win the hand. “Dear Polly, your model, is carrying my child …”


There had always been royal bastards, but seldom had their fathers admitted parentage.


“… I think you know of our liaison?”


“Polly has not referred to it directly.”


“But you guessed, of course – otherwise there would have been no painting.”


His Royal Highness had seemed to bear me no ill will, had even been – dare I think it? – amused by my audacity.


“I need to give you something,” he said, whereupon a substantial gold signet ring was dropped into my hand. It bore the inscription,


To my secret child, from his father, Frederick, Prince of Wales.


Stunned, I gazed at him. “This is not wise, Sir. This is proof that—”


“As was the painting.” He held my look. “I ask you to watch over Polly. She has no family and she trusts you, Master Hogarth. If the child is a boy, you understand what that could mean?”


I nodded mutely.


“Polly was under my protection, but yesterday she disappeared,” he said, then gripped my sleeve, imploring me – me, William Hogarth – for help. “If she comes to you, assist her. Protect her. And keep this ring for the child. It is a testimony, proof of its lineage. Promise me, sir, you will do this?”


“I swear it.”


Satisfied, he had then nodded and left.


But I hadn’t kept my word, because she had not come to me, I had not seen Polly again. Until tonight, when what I saw was only her bloody corpse …


* * *


Afraid, I kept moving, increasing my speed, threading my way through the night crowds, passing a gin seller and ducking out of the way of a hackney coming quick from St James’s Street. I knew that at any moment someone could step out from an alley or a tavern doorway. Any man, every man. Some thug, some priest, some serjeant-at-arms, and ask, “What’s that, Master Hogarth? What’s that you’re carrying? What’s that, Master Hogarth?”


It’s flesh and blood. It’s breathing, it’s alive. It’s why Polly Gunnell is dead and my life is threatened. It’s the reason I’m running and have to keep running …


Out of breath, I paused momentarily and leaned against a wall, looking around me. I had to get home, get help. I had to get the child to safety … Although near exhaustion, I pushed myself on, and then began to run again, dipping out of the beam of an idiot moon, and the scrutiny of lighted doorways.


But no one saw me. No one saw William Hogarth that night. No one saw me panting as I finally made my way to my house. Scrabbling for my keys, the man known to have the wickedest brush in Europe unlocked the door and slammed it closed. Expecting at any moment for it to be breached, I slid the bolts and, shaking, clung to the infant in my arms.


The child was warming up against me. I could feel its heartbeat, feel the slow return of life – and I knew that the murderers must never know they had failed. All that must be reported back was that William Hogarth, painter and engraver, had organised and paid for the burial of his one-time model, Polly Gunnell. And her dead bastard.


No one must know the child survived, and certainly not know who its father was: such a revelation would bring only tragedy, the reverberations of which could undermine history.


Remembering the hidden picture, I determined to hide the signet ring with it. For a fleeting moment I was shamed by my own conceit, considered destroying the damned work. What had been merely a satire, an ill-aimed joke, had found a target so dangerous and volatile it had already resulted in murder.


Only I had caused it. Only I could make amends.


It was the year of Our Lord, 1732.
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Stumbling in the aisle of the private plane, Sir Oliver Peters grabbed the back of the nearest seat and righted himself. He wondered for a moment if his medication was making him unsteady as he concentrated on making his way along the narrow aisle to the lavatory. Entering, he leaned against the hand basin gratefully, catching his breath.


Over the last few months he had hidden his illness so adeptly that no one – not even his wife, Sonia – knew about it. His weight loss he had attributed to his new gym membership; his shortened hours at the gallery to a lull in sales that nobody had anticipated. His tailor, in his confidence, had discreetly altered his clothes to conceal any tell-tale slackness, while a smaller shirt-collar size prevented the giveaway gape at the neck.


But, in truth, cancer had infiltrated Sir Oliver Peters’s plush life with all the viciousness of an arsonist setting fire to a child’s nursery. The disease had attacked suddenly, hijacking the confines of his good luck with squatter’s rights and aiming to take over each organ consecutively as it worked its way through the rotting majesty of his body.


Hearing a noise from beyond the door, Oliver stared into the mirror and winced: the noise was faint, but it was the unmistakable sound of sex, coming from the back of the plane and just audible through the lavatory wall. There was female laughter too, then a man moaning. Oliver turned on the tap in an effort to drown out the sound. He had never liked Bernie Freeland, finding his Australian camaraderie at odds with his own British reserve, and suspected that Freeland’s friendliness covered a brittle, unstable personality. Admired as a hedonist and determined collector, Freeland had bludgeoned his way into the art world, using connections bought by his wealth. Bullish and affectionate at the same time, he had sucked the life out of lesser personalities and intimidated many dealers.


The Australian’s sexual greed was legendary. His private plane was a personalised knocking shop, servicing him as he travelled the world. From London to New York, the Far East to Dubai, and back to his home in Sydney, Bernie Freeland conducted his business with frequent interruptions for sexual gratification, using Viagra for longer trips and phials of amyl nitrate for a shorter hit – even, on occasion, crystal meth. Although he didn’t often use drugs himself, Freeland allowed the call girls to use them if it loosened them up and sharpened their performance.


All this Oliver Peters knew from the gossip over the last decade. And all this was the reason he would never normally have accepted a journey in Bernie Freeland’s plane. But the cancellation of the flight home from Hong Kong and the prospect of waiting over twenty-four hours for another, had persuaded Oliver – feeling weak and desperate to keep his illness a secret – to accept the proffered invitation.


Once on board, he had found two other art dealers availing themselves of Freeland’s generosity. Both men were known to him. Kit Wilkes was the illegitimate son of James Holden, MP, and Lim Chang, a Chinese dealer in ceramics, was an enthusiastic buyer of British art. Oliver had suspected that Lim Chang was as keen as he to get back to London, and as uncomfortable with his surroundings. But Kit Wilkes had been another matter. Sleek as a water vole, with pale green eyes and a full cupid’s bow of a mouth, Wilkes was a languid bisexual, whose constant travels and hops over the equator made short work of the world. Often accompanied, Wilkes paraded his boys in their Ralph Lauren uniforms, or his nymphets in all their prim pubescence, often a voyeur as well as an active participant. Wilkes had an obsession with hygiene and was known to demand a full examination of every male or female he hired, a certain Texan, Dr Eli Fountain, providing the service from his offices in Wimpole Street. No one slept with Kit Wilkes who hadn’t been thoroughly examined first.


A jolt in the plane made Oliver grab the edge of the basin to steady himself. Despite his reputation, Kit Wilkes was travelling alone – had even refused an invitation to watch Bernie Freeland and the three girls on board, preferring to try and sleep, resting his narrow head against one of the plane’s windows. At one moment, caught in sunlight, his gaze had flickered briefly over to Oliver, his green eyes momentarily as yellow as the skin of a gecko.


The plane jolted again, Oliver heard the sound, louder now, of the women laughing and screaming playfully.


“Why don’t you have some fun? I won’t tell anyone,” Bernie Freeland had said earlier, pointing through an open door to the girls sitting on the huge divan in a cabin that was decked out as a bedroom.


Wretchedly embarassed, Oliver had smiled his regal smile and shaken his head. “I don’t think so.”


“No one would know.”


But they would, you bastard, Oliver thought, suspecting that Bernie Freeland might have the cabin taped, every sound recorded. What a splendid way to secure business: provide the services of a call girl to sweeten the deal. Or, if the client was unwilling to deal, blackmail them into submission afterwards …


“No thank you, Bernie. The lift home is more than enough.”


He had seen Bernie Freeland’s expression shift as he looped one arm around Oliver and guided him to a seat beside the bar at the far end of the plane. Surprised, Oliver had felt the weight of the Australian’s arm and winced inwardly, wondering if Freeland could feel his loss of body tone, the give-away wasting of muscle.


But Freeland’s mind had been elsewhere. Sipping a tonic water, Oliver had glanced round. Kit Wilkes was asleep, Lim Chang talking to one of the call girls, a redhead perched on the side of his seat.


“You okay?”


Smiling stiffly, Oliver had nodded. “Fine, thank you.”


“You buy anything in Hong Kong?”


“No.” Oliver studied the man’s broad, tanned face, the dark moustache that disguised a corrected hair lip. “Did you?”


“A Corot. Nothing else.” He jerked his head towards the private compartment, knowing he was embarrassing his companion and enjoying it. “That redhead, Annette, gives the best blow job in Europe. And the brunette in the back is at this moment going down on the other girl.”


His expression unreadable, Oliver had stared at the Australian. I’m being eaten alive by cancer, he had thought, medicated so heavily that sex is a memory. I can’t get an erection, even if I wanted to. So I can look at you with your big, pumped body and your private plane – and not envy you in the least.


But he hadn’t said it.


“You’re married, aren’t you?”


Oliver had nodded.


“Are you happy with her?”


“Of course.”


“Of course,” Freeland repeated. “I’ve got no one to share my life with. Well, whores, but no one special. And I’m thinking that if this plane crashed now no one would really care if I died.”


Oliver had been more than a little worried that the conversation might slip into mawkishness.


“I’m sure you have many friends.”


“In this business?” Bernie exclaimed. “You are fucking joking! You can’t have friends in the art world. Too many people trying to get their hands in the same till at the same time. I was offered a Turner in Dubai – Dubai, of all bloody places – but before I got back to the broker he’d sold it on. Whole deal completed in an hour.” He sniffed. “That’s technology for you. That son of a bitch was on his BlackBerry faster than the naked eye could follow.”


“It’s not like the old days,” Oliver replied, shifting in his seat. “You took your time then—”


“Time’s money,” said Bernie, cutting him short. He threw a glance in the direction of the “bedroom” and continued. “These whores, for example, their madam – Mrs Fleet – knows almost as much about art as we do, but instead of running a gallery, she runs flesh. Uses the girls as bait, or to close a deal. You talk about contacts? Fleet has contacts in the art world you and I could only dream about. All the dealers use her, but you’ll not find one who’ll admit it.”


“Well—’


Oliver attempted a reply, but Bernie carried on, warming to his theme. “Imagine the kind of pillow talk that goes on between the girls and their punters. Imagine how much Fleet tucks away for use at a later date, or to sell on to the highest bidder? She and her girls are like the fucking Resistance in the war, except the girls don’t do much resisting.”


After that conversation, Bernie Freeland had ordered dinner for himself and his guests before moving back into the bedroom – where he still was, judging from the sounds coming through the washroom wall …


Oliver urinated into the pan, flushed the lavatory, rinsed and dried his hands. He didn’t want to leave the washroom, didn’t want to re-enter the hothouse atmosphere of the jet. But, embarrassed and out of place, he slowly made his way back to his seat, just as the call girls emerged and went over to the bar. In their underwear, they eyed up the newly awakened Kit Wilkes – who instantly waved them away – then turned their attention to the other men.


The redhead, Annette Dvorski, began talking to Lim Chang; as the brunette, Marian Miller, sat down next to Oliver.


“Can I do anything for you? Can we?” Marian Miller asked, taking in Oliver’s expensive clothes and rightly assuming him to be married and rich. “Anything you want?”


“Er … No. Thank you, no.”


The girl – tipsy and smelling of sex – rested her hand on Oliver’s thigh. She pouted when he removed it, saying, “You’re not like Bernie’s usual friends. In fact, you don’t even like him, do you? He could turn out to be a real fly in the ointment.”


Unnerved by the remark, and wondering what she was implying, Oliver took a moment to reply.


“We aren’t friends,” he began tentatively. “We’re colleagues.”


Shifting in his seat, he listened to the plane’s engine and began to feel the rip of pain building inside his stomach. Before long he would have to take more medication, then wait for fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes in which the pain would build, the race on to see how severe it could become before the medication would take effect; curtail the message travelling from Oliver’s stomach to his brain, crushing the synapse telegram and muffling the spasm.


And while he waited for that relief, a slight, blonde girl slid into the seat beside Marian. She took a sip of wine, then ran her tongue over her bottom lip, the third girl, Liza, sitting down opposite Oliver. They were both pretty and knowing and wanting to talk to stave off the boredom of the long flight. And they both realised that Sir Oliver Peters wasn’t going to be screwing anyone.


“You an art dealer?”


“Yes.”


Marian Miller nodded. “It’s worse than politics, isn’t it?”


“Sorry?”


“The art world. You’re all so nice to each other’s faces, but you stab each other in the back at the first chance.” She had a faint Scottish accent and a tight line about her chin. Oliver realised she would lose her looks quickly as her face hardened with age. “I’ve never heard about your gallery though …”


Oliver tried to smile, but failed.


“. . . . I know about Kit Wilkes’s place. And about him. Everyone knows about him.” She beckoned for Annette to come over. Reluctantly the redhead moved towards the group.


“Hey! Why drag me away?”


“That prick’s not up for it,” Marian replied, jerking her head towards Lim Chang. “Why waste your time? We’re just having a few drinks and a chat here. I was just talking about Wilkes. The bastard’s pretending to be asleep again, but he’s listening. Doesn’t miss a trick.” She turned back to Oliver. “I did a party with him a while back, rough stuff. He likes—’


“I don’t think you should tell me.”


“Suit yourself,” she said, continuing anyway. “He was celebrating some deal in Russia, said they’d seeded a painter. Built up a whole history about some artist that doesn’t even exist. He was laughing about the killing he’d made, and said that the Russians were stupid, and ignorant – which he said was even worse.”


Surprised, Oliver glanced at Kit Wilkes. Underestimating the Russians was folly. Twenty years ago they hadn’t known much about the international art trade, but now they were as well versed, as ruthless, and as rich as everyone else.


“He’s a bastard,” Marian said flatly, turning her attention away from Wilkes and back to Oliver. “So I take it that you’ve never been on one of Bernie’s hunting parties?” she said.


Oliver frowned. “Pardon?”


“When there’s a big international show on in London or New York, he gets a group of dealers together with a group of whores and then gives the girls money to buy a painting. If the painting the girl buys is better than the dealer’s, she gets to keep the money.” She smiled, taunting Oliver. “That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it? Money? Liza pulled off a real coup last year. Not bad for a whore. But then again, whores get to hear and find out all sorts.”


They both watched Liza walk over to the bar, where she ignored the young male attendant and accepted a tray of snacks from the older man who had attended to Bernie earlier. Unselfconscious in her bra and pants, she returned to the group and passed the platter around.


Liza sat down, and then stared intently at Oliver.


“Jesus,” she said, sounding alarmed. “Are you alright?”
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Oliver flinched, well aware that the girl had spotted something, some intimation of illness. Or was it just his wretched unease with the conversation?


“I’m fine.”


“You just look so pale. Are you sure you’re okay?” Liza persisted. She helped herself to a couple of prawn canapés and crossed her legs in the lotus position, revealing the crotch of her panties, Oliver glancing away as Marian turned to Liza. “I was telling Sir Oliver about Bernie’s hunting parties. How you’d got really lucky last year.”


She turned back to Oliver. “God, you should see your face!” she exclaimed, her expression defiant, her tone confrontational. “You think we’re just whores, don’t you? We are, but we’re also the best, most cultured whores. I’ve a degree in History of Art, a First, and I worked in a gallery on Cork Street until I realised I could make more money on my back than behind a desk.” The alcohol didn’t seem to have had the slightest effect on Marian’s brain.


“We all work for the same woman. Mrs Fleet. Bernie hires her girls because we fuck the best and we can talk about art – because most of her clients are dealers. We fit in, you see. We impress the collectors, make them feel at home. We know all about the auctions and the reserves and the prices raised on different works. We know dealers on the way up, and those on the way down. We make it our business to know who bought what where, and for how much.”


Discomfited, Oliver smiled, but said nothing. Undaunted, Marian continued.


“We’re an open secret, part of the haggling, the extra on the side. We can make a deal. Straight sex, blow job, anal, girl on girl, S & M, golden showers … you want it? We deliver. It’s a perk some of the biggest dealers use, an added incentive.” Her expression was cold. “So, before you wonder again how some tom knows about art, that’s how.”


She glanced over to the bar, where Lim Chang was sipping a glass of wine, out of earshot. In the window seat, Kit Wilkes was immobile, a cashmere rug over his knees.


“Remember Arnold Fletcher?” Liza asked. Marian shot her a warning look. “I was just about to say—”


“Fletcher’s no worse than the other dealers.”


“Maybe not, but you have to admit he was desperate to get hold of that Gauguin,” Liza went on. Addressing Oliver, she said, “You’re in the business, you know how it works. Dealers are always plotting something.”


It was true, Oliver thought. Collectors always plotted – always had plotted. In the Greek, Chinese and Roman Empires people had schemed to possess coveted items. In the Renaissance they murdered to steal masterpieces and procure the power that priceless works afforded them. In modern times, the Nazis had looted galleries, and many a dictator had bought works – through anonymous brokers – from respectable auction houses. Stolen art works had created a feeding frenzy of their own, a rivalry as ruthless as the people drafted in to run it. Since the middle of the twentieth century, Mafia connections and – later – the Russian mob, had perpetuated the demi-monde of the art dealing fraternity. Works were thieved to order, exorbitant prices paid to move valuable works from England to collections abroad.


In the two decades he had been trading, Oliver Peters had been privy to many of the secrets of dealing and fakery. Collectors would show a genuine work to a buyer in a gallery, then instruct them to mark the back of the painting. When the picture was brought to him (or her) later, the collector would check it, never questioning that it was genuine because it had their own marking on the reverse. Few ever discovered that a false back had been put on the original painting and they had, in fact, marked – and bought – a fake.


And it wasn’t just pictures. Stone statues had been buried in lime and coated with urine to age them; exquisite, dainty pieces of ivory were secreted in women’s cleavages where sweat gradually turned the material to an aged yellow. The tricks of forgery had been handed down the centuries. When trading church statues, false heads had been put on the dismembered figures in order to sell them for the highest price. The fakers – knowing that under X-ray the joins could show up as recent material – ground stone off the original statue to make the join appear genuine under examination.


Like many dealers, Oliver had heard of masterpieces being stolen and disappearing from sight to re-emerge decades later, having hopped, flea-like, around the globe. Copies were frequently made by master fakers, something all artists of all times had had to come to terms with. But in the reckless art world an unscrupulous dealer would pass on a fake and retain the original to sell to an anonymous collector, who would keep it out of public view. As for the runners who undertook the transportation of stolen goods, the fences who were cheated by their bosses, the myriad people who populated the fuggy underbelly of the art market, they had often been jailed, or disappeared. And no one asked questions …


Slowly, Oliver reached into his inside pocket and took out a small bottle of tablets. Liza, noticing, got him a glass of water. Gratefully sipping it, he swallowed two more Diamorphine.


“You sure you’re alright?” Liza asked.


“Just a headache.”


“You look awfully pale—”


“No, really, it’s nothing.”


Nodding, she moved off to the bar, where Annette and Marian joined her for a drink. Pleased to be relieved of their company, Oliver glanced over his shoulder. Lim Chang was typing something into his BlackBerry, his concentration absolute.


“Are you working?” Oliver asked, interrupting the woodpecker tapping.


The man looked up, his lean features composed, his black hair punctuated by a precise parting, one narrow hand suspended, immobile, over the BlackBerry.


“Pardon?”


“I asked if you were working,” Oliver replied, realising how stilted the sentence sounded coming out of the blue, after hours of silence. “Did you buy anything at the auction?”


“You were there, Sir Oliver.”


“I was, but not all the time,” he replied, trying to recover his usual confidence. “I bid for the Gainsborough, but lost it to the Getty Museum.”


Lim Chang’s hand was still suspended above the BlackBerry.


“I bought a Sisley—”


“Sisley … good, good,” Oliver responded idiotically as the pain jabbed at his stomach. Smiling, he took the seat opposite Lim Chang. “Long journey, hey?”


“Long journey,” Chang agreed.


“Kit Wilkes has been asleep most of the time. Not as active as our host,” Oliver went on, smiling as though they shared a joke. “I can’t say I feel very comfortable.”


There was a protracted pause. Oliver wondered if he had said the wrong thing and that Lim Chang would turn out to be a close friend of the Australian’s – and a willing passenger. But after what seemed several minutes, Lim Chang laid his BlackBerry on the small table in front of him and nodded briefly.


“I also feel a little … out of place.”


Oliver sighed, thinking of home and how much he wanted to be in bed – Sonia next to him – nursing a glass of brandy and a copy of the Burlington magazine.


“I was talking to the girls.”


“I only spoke to one girl,” Lim Chang offered, as though that minimised the offence. “What were they saying to you?”


“They were just talking about their work. Well, about who they worked for … I didn’t know they’d be like that. Well read, intelligent. It’s not what you expect.” Uncomfortable, he slid off the subject. “We’ve still got hours to go before we get to London. Are you going to work until then?”


In answer, Lim Chang looked at the BlackBerry and then glanced back at his fellow passenger. He seemed to be toying with his answer.


“I think,” he said finally, “that perhaps I’ve worked long enough.”


Two more awkward hours passed, Oliver in an agony of physical pain and mental unease, Lim Chang reserved, difficult company. Sleeping most of the time, Kit Wilkes barely stirred and the stewards attended to the passengers’ needs with quiet efficiency. Back in the private cabin, the girls were back to amusing Bernie – only occasionally tripping through to fetch drinks or go to the bathroom. Their lack of clothing and any kind of inhibition was unnerving, and when the pilot announced that the plane would be landing in ten minutes, Lim Chang and Oliver Peters breathed a genuine sigh of relief.


Then, just when the passengers were getting ready to prepare for landing, a befuddled Bernie Freeland suddenly staggered out of the private compartment. Although a known teetotaller, his eyes were bloodshot and he seemed drunk.


Lurching towards Oliver, he leaned forward.


“Jesus, I feel ill,” he said, wrenching open the top of his shirt. “Listen to me,” he whispered, panicked. “If anything happens to me. If anything happens—”


“What are you saying?”


“Just listen …” he urged, his voice hoarse, his breath foul, “I can trust you. I know that … I’ve got the Hogarth, the painting the art world’s always talked about. Guy Manners stole it, then he panicked, and offered it to me—”


“What are you talking about?”


“The lost Hogarth. I’ve got it.”
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Oliver was having trouble hearing over the noise of the engines, but it was obvious to him that Bernie Freeland was close to panic, and the other passengers were turning round and straining to listen.


“Bernie, sit down.”


“NO! Listen to me!” His voice was almost a hiss. “It’s the famous Hogarth … the picture with the Prince of Wales in it …”


Startled, Oliver gripped the arm of his seat; the plane was lurching, as the older steward came and hurried Bernie to his seat and put on his safety belt. His eyes wide, Bernie stared imploringly at Oliver across the aisle, then slid off into a drugged torpor.


“What’s wrong with him?” Oliver asked the steward, who was bending down towards his employer.


“I think someone’s spiked his drink,” Malcolm Jenner replied, his voice low. “One of the girls probably, for a laugh. They know Mr Freeland can’t handle it. Any alcohol has a really bad effect on him.” He nodded towards Oliver, all brisk competence. “Don’t worry, it’ll wear off. Mr Freeland won’t remember a thing later.”


Mr Freeland won’t remember a thing … Oliver hoped not. Leaning back in his seat he was suddenly aware that both Kit Wilkes and Lim Chang were staring at him. He closed his eyes, Bernie’s Freeland’s words echoing in his head.


I’ve got the Hogarth, the painting the art world’s always talked about … It’s the famous Hogarth … the picture with the Prince of Wales in it …


Oh Jesus, why? Oliver thought. Why now? He felt a queasy terror, his blood running faster, his brain pumping. Was it true? That Bernie Freeland had the painting of the Prince of Wales with his whore, Polly Gunnell?


Oliver tried to keep calm. How could the Australian have the Hogarth? And what had he said about Guy Manners selling it to him? Manners, a notorious chancer who hung about the art world like a ghoul. Adopted by a wealthy banker, he had been a troubled child, expelled from Eton for theft, and later disowned by his family … Oliver thought about the Hogarth, the third picture in the lost series of The Harlot’s Progress. The artist’s damning criticism of his society – of prostitution, of the whorehouses, the pimps, the lechers of his time. The world had believed it long destroyed and it was imperative that everyone continued to believe that.


Because only he, Oliver Peters knew the painting still existed – because he had it.


Or did he?
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The car park was quiet. Oliver leaned back in his seat, remembering the last minutes of that fated plane journey. He knew that soon he would begin his drive home, but not until he had composed himself. Closing his eyes, he could picture the events as though they were taking place again … The jet had been circling, coming in to land at Heathrow, while Oliver stared at Bernie Freeland in open shock as the Australian’s words reverberated in his head. Guy Manners had stolen the Hogarth, then sold it on. If that were true, it would matter more to his confidant than Freeland realised.


Because they had stolen the painting from him.


Oliver knew that it hadn’t been taken from his gallery – the Hogarth had never been housed there – but from the bank where he had a safety deposit box. The same bank where the Hogarth had been placed over fifteen years ago when his elderly father had passed it onto him.


“Guard it with your life. The painting has incredible power. Men would kill to own it.” His father had paused, then urged him, “There is also an inscribed ring with a message from the Prince of Wales. Together, they prove the existence of a Royal Bastard. For safety’s sake, the ring must never be hidden with the painting. It must be kept separate.” He had clutched Oliver’s arm tightly. “If this evidence fell into the wrong hands it could bring down the monarchy. But of the two, the painting is the more important because no one knows of the existence of the ring.”


Oliver had looked at his father incredulously. “Why hasn’t the picture been destroyed?” he’d asked.


“Because it’s proof. Like the ring. Without them there’s no evidence; with them there’s confirmation that there’s an alternative successor to the English throne. One day it might be useful. If the House of Windsor faltered after the Queen’s death, there would be an alternative.” He had paused again, an old man passing on an inheritance he revered and feared at the same time. “No one must ever know about Polly Gunnell’s child. And no one must ever find out that there’s a living descendent.”


Oliver’s mind went back to the flight … He had sat in his seat, rigid, thanking God that they were coming down to land before anyone could use their BlackBerries or their mobiles. No one, he had reassured himself, could have made contact with their cohorts on the ground. No one could have passed on the damning news about the Hogarth. Or maybe, he had thought hopefully, none of them had overheard Bernie Freeland’s garbled, panicked confession.


Or then again, maybe they had…


He relived those minutes, sitting in the plane, his mind churning. Had Freeland really got the Hogarth, or had he been duped? Perhaps the work was a fake … perhaps there was nothing to worry about … Maybe the Hogarth hadn’t got into Bernie Freeland’s hands …? It was intolerable to imagine how the painting’s secret might have been exposed, touted around by the likes of the Australian. The scandal fanned for the sake of publicity; the Royal Family humiliated, and worse, the line of succession threatened. Freeland wasn’t the type to act nobly, not when there was money in ignominy. At least the ring hadn’t been stolen, Oliver thought with relief. That damning piece of evidence had been hidden elsewhere and remained safe.


Thinking back, Oliver remembered how he had turned to look at Kit Wilkes, thinking please God, don’t let him be in on it. If Wilkes knew the secret it would be exposed as soon as they arrived at Heathrow … Realising that he was being watched, Wilkes had looked up and caught Oliver’s gaze. A knowing smile had flickered around the fleshy lips before he turned his attention back to his magazine … What had that been about, Oliver had wondered. Had he been intimating that he had heard what Bernie Freeland said? Or had it just been that ambiguous smile of his – which only just managed to be this side of a sneer? Unsettled, Oliver had leaned back in his seat, staring out of the window as the airport came into view. If it was the real Hogarth he had to get it back. He had to. He had breathed in, trying to steady himself …


Just as he was breathing in now, in the confines of the airport car park, locked into his Daimler. Unable to move, to go home, to think of the repercussions of one explosive remark. If the news came out everyone would be after the picture. To own it – or to destroy it. Unbidden, his thoughts turned to Lim Chang, recalling the man’s placid expression as they had landed. God, had he heard what Bernie Freeland had said?


He knew the enormity of the task which faced him. He would be up against interested parties who would vie ruthlessly for the masterpiece for their own reasons. Some would want to expose and profit from the royal scandal – a scandal which could have changed the course of history and which might possibly still undermine the House of Windsor. And then there were others, who would want to make sure the painting was never seen, the truth of the alternate succession forever suppressed.


One thing was for certain: the picture would be worth a fortune on the open market. Every country on earth would scrabble to own it. And its secret. But to what lengths would some interested parties go to make sure the secret was kept? Oliver shuddered, remembering his maternal ancestor, the sly courtier, Sir Nathaniel Overton. The man who had used the painting like the Sword of Damocles, suspending it over the heads of the unsuspecting royals. But gradually – over the generations – the weapon had changed its use, finally becoming a treasured and protected secret. Oliver sighed. If the real Hogarth was waiting to be sprung, it could turn out to be the most pernicious Jack-in-the-box in history. Worth stealing.


And well worth killing for.


The secret discovered by Overton so long ago had to be kept at all costs. But the only man who knew the whole truth was him, Oliver Peters. Him, and him alone. From choice he had cultivated no confidants. There were no advisors, no other relatives privy to the truth, and his son was still a boy, too young to inherit the secret. There was only he to succeed or fail. To protect, or neglect.


And he was tired to the bone, mortally afraid, riddled with cancer – with only weeks left to live.
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When he finally returned home, Oliver parked the car in the garage and walked out into the garden. The lights were on in an upstairs bedroom, but otherwise the house was in darkness. As he had hoped, his wife was preparing for bed. He could imagine her taking off her clothes and hanging them in the walk-in wardrobe, dropping whatever needed cleaning into the white laundry bin for the housekeeper to deal with. She would step out of her shoes and pad into the bathroom, her narrow feet making imprints on the carpet. Whatever the fashion, Sonia liked carpet under her feet. Liked the feel of the wool, the give of the luxurious pile.


Oliver was in love with Sonia. He had always been in love with her. For all the oppressive duty of his inheritance, his love for his wife had always been calm, steady, graceful … Staring up at the bedroom window, Oliver let himself imagine Sonia’s nightly routine, the silly vanity of products which promised a reversal of experience; a wicked rubbing out of the Marionette lines around the mouth he had watched develop over years, along with the slight lengthening of the earlobes, the hardly discernable pigmentation under the eyes which darkened in summer. The measured, minute infractions of her beauty which – to him – were beautiful in themselves.


In a few minutes he would enter the house and act normally. Just as he had withheld the gravity of his illness from his wife, so he would withhold the theft of the Hogarth. It was his only comfort to know that by keeping her in ignorance he could retain a pretence of normal life for a little longer. Before exposure. Or worse, if he failed – disgrace.


The Royal Bastard, the offspring of Polly Gunnell and the Prince of Wales, had been a rumour in the art world since Hogarth’s day. But it was nothing substantial, merely gossip to be shrugged off as just another salacious titbit. To the general public it was one of the many romantic storylines about the English royalty, but Oliver knew otherwise. The Royal Bastard had existed. And had survived. In fact, his descendant was now living and working in Europe, blissfully unaware of his parentage.


Only a handful of people at the time of his birth, and subsequently, had ever known the secret of the Royal Bastard, and all of them had been loyal servants of the crown – especially Sir Nathaniel Overton, admired and feared in equal measure. Overton’s hold over the Georgian court had been legendary; his means ruthless, his protection of the Royal Family absolute. Although suspecting some of his ancestor’s methods, Oliver recognised that Overton had been perfectly placed when the scandal broke. Acting quickly, he had forced Hogarth to remove the image of the Prince of Wales from his painting, and any mention of a bastard child had been ruthlessly suppressed. To all intents and purposes, Polly Gunnell and her child had simply disappeared, and the only proof of any liaison between the prince and the prostitute was the painting and the ring. The ring was safe, but the painting was now in Bernie Freeland’s possession.


Sighing as walked to his front door, Oliver wondered whether – if Bernie Freeland did have the Hogarth – how much he knew about its history. Was the lusty Australian just smug at the thought of owning such a prize, or was it the value of the painting that mattered? Perhaps there was more to it. Could Freeland possibly know the story behind the picture? And if he did, was he clever enough to keep quiet? Was he discreet? Honourable?


Could Oliver get to Freeland before anyone else did? Could he regain the Hogarth before other factions intervened? Factions Freeland would neither anticipate nor be able to control? Could he save the painting and the Australian, or would Bernie Freeland turn out to be a blundering fool? Would he prove brave or reckless? If threatened, would he run? Or fight to protect knowledge which others had died for?


In short, did a loud-mouthed man, who ran with whores and couldn’t hold his drink, know the secret? Know of the blood which threatened the English throne?


Dear God, Oliver prayed, let him be ignorant, stupid. Let him be a fool, let him know nothing. And live.
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Flinging her case onto her bed in the airport hotel at Heathrow, Marian Miller flopped down beside it, staring at the light over her head. It was a godsend – if you believed in God – but it was fucking lucky anyway, and that was a fact. She touched her stomach with the index finger of her left hand, then jabbed it into her flesh. What a mess! What a bloody mess! Getting pregnant, what a fucking turn up that was, she cursed. Well, she knew that she had to get rid of it, but she was short on cash. She’d recently spent her savings buying and furnishing a new flat, and she had known it would take at least a couple of weeks to raise enough to pay for a discreet abortion in a private clinic.


Of course, if Mrs Fleet happened to find out first – which she well might, as Marian’s check-up was due with the obnoxious Doctor Fountain – there would be hell to pay. Every one of Mrs Fleet’s girls was warned never to get pregnant, but Marian had always been told that she was infertile, one too many abortions in her teens had rendered her sterile. But apparently the condition had been temporary, and now her hormones had pulled this peevish, inconvenient little stunt.


Luckily she had a way out. Her little jaunt on Bernie Freeland’s jet had provided her with a way of making a pile of welcome, and quick, money. Enough to get her sorted out within twenty-four hours – if she tipped Doctor Fountain a bit of cash on the side.


Putting in a call to Mrs Fleet, Marian Miller got straight down to business.


“You won’t believe what I’ve just heard on Bernie Freeland’s jet.”


Mrs Fleet was all glacial poise. “Is that you, Marian?”


“Yeah, it’s me – with some news which is worth real money. And don’t say you’re not interested, you’re always interested. I’ll sell you the information.”


“Really?”


Confident, Marian crossed her legs as she sat on the edge of the bed, kicking off her shoes and rubbing her left foot. For the past two years she had been farming information to her madam, passing on tips and gossip which could be useful later. Or news about a painting which would be vital to interested parties. It didn’t happen often because her punters were mostly discreet, but some liked to talk, to brag, and Marian listened. And passed it all on. Which had made her indispensable to Mrs Fleet. In fact, over time, Marian had created a lucrative little niche for herself – as the perfect spy, an adept, sexual quisling.


“It’s worth good money.”


“You expect me to buy blind?” Mrs Fleet retorted.


“I’ve never let you down before, and this one’s big, very big. Worth a couple of thousand, at least.”


“So what is this great piece of news?”


“It’s about a famous painting.”


“What about it?”


“Pay me first,” Marian pushed her. “Put a couple of thousand in my account today and I’ll tell you.”


Surprised, Mrs Fleet took a moment to reply. “You can have the money, Marian, if what you tell me is worth it, but pay you before you tell me? Never.”


“I need the money today!”


“Why the rush? You’re not short of funds, are you?” Mrs Fleet probed. “Not getting a liking for cocaine again, I hope. I don’t use girls who take drugs—”


“I’m not on drugs.”


“So what d’you want the money for?”


“Look, Mrs Fleet,” she replied sharply. “I work hard for you. I make good money for you and I pass on interesting information for you, but I don’t have to tell you what I spend my fucking money on.”


“Very well. But why d’you want the money today? Why can’t you tell me the news before I pay you?” She paused, amused. “Oh dear, you don’t trust me, do you? You think I’ll take the information and refuse to pay.”


Irritated, Marian spoke before thinking. “I could go somewhere else.”


“Now that would be stupid,” Mrs Fleet replied, needled. “I thought we had a good relationship, Marian. You don’t want to go threatening me, do you?”


Marian caught the chill in her tone and backed down.


“Okay, Mrs Fleet, Bernie Freeland’s got hold of a Hogarth. The one which shows the Prince of Wales with his whore—”


“That was destroyed a long time ago.”


“No. He’s got it. He told Oliver Peters on the jet.”


“Sir Oliver Peters? He was a passenger?” She sounded surprised.


“Bernie offered him a lift. He was uncomfortable the whole journey, the stuffed shirt. Anyway, someone spiked Bernie’s drink for a laugh—”


“You?”


“Nah, I think it was Annette. She loves practical jokes,” Marian said, hurrying on. “Anyway, Bernie panicked, thought he was dying, and whispered something to Oliver Peters about having this painting – only it wasn’t such a whisper, if you get what I mean.”


“So other people could have heard what he said?”


“Yeah,” Marian agreed. “They could have. And some were acting a bit twitchy afterwards. But we were coming into land, so no one could do anything.”


“Who else was on that flight besides you girls and Peters?”


“Kit Wilkes.”


“And?”


“Lim Chang.”


“Odd bunch,” Mrs Fleet said thoughtfully. “So, we have three of the biggest dealers in the art world. Wilkes representing Russia, Lim Chang representing Asia, and Oliver Peters representing the UK. It’s almost like the United Nations.” She paused, considering what she had just heard. “So – if the other passengers overheard what Bernie said, they could already be passing the information on to their contacts?”


“Yeah, but—”


“So why should I pay you if it might be common knowledge within hours?”


“It might. But then again, it might not,” Marian replied briskly. “It could just be Sir Oliver Peters who heard, and me, of course. We could be the only two who know.”


“You could, yes.”


“And if it’s not common knowledge, it gives you a head start, doesn’t it? I reckon my tip-off’s worth a couple of thousand, don’t you?”


There was a long silence before Mrs Fleet spoke again.


“As it happens, I’ve a meeting near the airport this evening. I’ll come by around eight, Marian … with your money. Cash do you?”


“Fine.”


“I’ve also got a new client for you at the hotel later tonight.”


“Name?”


“Sergei Ivanovitch,” Mrs Fleet replied, adding, “I don’t have to tell you to keep this Hogarth information to yourself, do I?”


“I won’t say a word.”


“Good girl. No point letting the world in on our little secret, is there?”
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For many, Victor Ballam personified luck. Luck in his ability, in his business acumen. Serendipity in being handsome but not showy; clever, but not arrogant; quick witted, but not verbally cruel. He knew he was fortunate, and never took his luck for granted – a trait which earned him friends even in the bull pen of the London art world. So it was obvious that Victor would fall in love with a beauty; and coupled with the svelte Norwegian law student, Victor’s rise continued unabated, a glossy future predicted, even confirmed.


Always careful not to antagonise people, Victor managed to navigate the sales and auctions with skill, and had opened his own gallery on Dover Street at the age of thirty-six. For an uncommon man, he had the common touch. And, he alone, bobbing on a suffocating soup of egos, remained naturally humble. Without resorting to dirty tricks, sleazy deals or baited gossip, Victor Ballam became respected. An uncrowned potentate, an impassioned counsel for the wronged. He was fair, circumspect and admired. He spoke out about the grubbier side of the art world and had become a media pet. He was blessed in his work and in his personal life.


No one had expected him to lose it all.


No one expected him to spend three years, four months and five days in prison. It should have been six years, but Victor Ballam got time off for good behaviour, enabling him to return to his old life more quickly. But the old life had packed up and moved on, emigrated to some moral high ground without leaving a forwarding address. Alarmed by its association with a proven fraudster, Ballam’s previous existence had taken offence, and all but some loose change of old colleagues had disowned him.


He came out of Long Lartin Prison on a bitter Worcestershire morning with just a brown paper package. Spotting his brother Christian’s car, he slid into the passenger seat beside him. Christian had practised his welcome speech for days, tutored by his wife, Ingola. She had been Victor’s beautiful Norwegian fiancée, but at Christian’s insistence – a year to the day of Victor’s internment – she had married his older brother. They had investigated and exhausted every alternative way to keep her in England, but in the end the solution was simple. Painful, but simple. And in some strange way the marriage kept Ingola close to Victor, not his lover, but still a part of his life.


Victor had always known Ingola’s faults; had accepted her ambition and a certain ruthlessness as part of her nature. She might love him with intensity, but her own interests were her first priority. If she was threatened, she assumed she would be protected. And she was. So, as Victor’s star fell to earth, Ingola was persuaded to let Christian save her.


It had been summer. The wedding was held at the Registry Office, and Victor sent a letter to both of them, wishing them well, and another addressed only to his brother:


Christian


Look after Ingola, as I would have done. You’ll make a good husband, she needs that, she deserves that.


She’ll make a fine lawyer some day, and do a lot better without a husband with a criminal record.


Don’t feel bad about taking my place.


Don’t try to excuse me.


Don’t hurt her.


What he thought, but did not write, was different:


She can stay in England as a married woman. I’d have done that for her, and now I can’t, you can.


Don’t make love to her … Of course you can, of course you must … Don’t listen to her … About Norway, about the way she likes her eggs cooked, about how she knows all the tunes to Les Miserables.


Don’t let her down.


Don’t remind her, don’t let her talk about me. Don’t let her look back. I can do that for both of us.


“You okay?” Christian asked, breaking into his brother’s thoughts. Surreptitiously, he looked him up and down as they stopped at some traffic lights.


There had been a little weight loss, a bit of unexpected, premature crinkling around the eyes, but the hair was still dark and the eyes darker. And for all his crumpled clothes – folded too long in prison storage, leaving creases in the wrong places – Victor Ballam still retained his glamour. Some appeal which, allied to an alert brain and honed ambition, made him memorable. Christian might have the intellect, the professional respect and the striking wife, but Victor – even this Victor – had the charisma.


“The lights have changed,” Victor said, winking at his brother, who drove on.


“I thought we would go out for dinner – or we could stay in? Ingola said she would cook, and you know what a good cook she is.” Of course he knows, Christian thought, irritated with himself. Catching sight of his thinning hairline, he wondered why he had inherited the male pattern baldness. But then again, he had inherited Ingola too, so what right had he to feel jealous? But he had always felt jealous of his brother. “Whatever you want to do tonight, Victor, is fine.”


“I’m not staying.”


Christian glanced over at to him. “What!”


“You heard me, I’m not staying here. I’m going back to London. Thanks for picking me up, Christian, I appreciate that, but if you’ll drop me at the station—”


“London?”


“That’s where I live. I was only put in Long Lartin because of the nature of my crime. What’s the matter – haven’t they got a colour you like?” Victor gestured to the traffic lights as they changed from amber back to red. Behind them, cars started sounding their horns. “I have to get home,” he continued. “I can’t stay here.”


“Go back in a while, when you’ve had a rest.”


“If I don’t go back now, I’ll keep putting it off,” Victor replied. “Thanks, incidentally, for sorting everything out. I mean … you know what I mean.”


Before being jailed Victor had taken the opportunity to sign over his London flat and furniture to his brother for safekeeping. Everything else his talent and skill had earned him over the previous sixteen years had been taken away or repossessed. His personal belongings remained within the Ballam family, but they were – to all intents and purposes – no longer his. He knew that Christian would never make any reference to their arrangement, but the contrast between having total control of his life, and being in tandem with his sibling, was marked. And it irked Victor, made him all the more eager to leave Worcestershire and try to regain his old life.


“Thanks for keeping an eye on the flat too.”


“No problem,” Christian replied. “Your neighbour was very helpful, and when I couldn’t get down to London, Ingola called in. Picked up any post, parcels and sent them on to you.”


“It must have been a lot of trouble.”


“No, not at all.” Christian’s tone was strained. He wanted to say something that would break the tension between them, but the words floated above his brain, just out of reach. Instead, he came over as faintly patronising. “It was the least we could do. … I would have visited more, you know, if you’d let me.”
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