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  ONE




  I woke with a terrible start, my heart crashing against my ribs, and fumbled for the burbling alarm. Sinking back on the pillow, I waited for my heart to quieten down and my

  brain to stop racketing. Dream fragments jostled disturbingly in my mind. Most were nightmarish, riddled with scenes where I was caught red-handed in some misdemeanour. Only one held any comfort,

  and for a moment I clung to the warm echo of a time long ago, a faded image of a remote bay and firelight, and, at the water’s edge, the slim elusive figure of Sylvie.




  Then, in the harsh dawn light, this, too, plunged into nightmare as it came to me with a fresh lurch of disbelief that Sylvie was dead, and that I would have to wake to this stark knowledge for

  the rest of my life.




  My violent awakening hadn’t disturbed Ginny. She lay on the far side of the bed, her thin arm reaching out across the pillows towards me, the eye-mask reducing her face to a ghostly

  triangle of mouth and chin. At some point in the night she had turned on the light and taken a pill. She had glanced towards me but I had feigned sleep. In the dark of the night I had felt too raw

  for conversation, too unsure of where it might lead. Ginny hadn’t been fooled, she’d known I was awake, but we’d both kept up the pretence.




  I slid out of bed, sending a shower of papers to the floor: the amended buyout terms I had tried to read at one-thirty or whenever it was I had got to bed. Soundlessly, I put the pages into some

  sort of order and noticed that my hands were trembling. I showered and shaved, nicking the scar on my upper lip as I always did when I was tense or more than usually overtired. Some beads of watery

  blood dropped into the basin and I wiped them away with a tissue. I didn’t have to look too closely into the mirror to know that the worries of the last few months were stamped all over my

  face.




  I reached for a cord jacket, the sort of thing I generally wore for a day at Hartford, but, remembering the message I would be delivering to the people there, I changed it for a suit of sober

  grey worsted. I must have lost some weight because the waistband was slack and I had to search out a pair of braces.




  I went down to make some three-spoon coffee to keep me awake on the journey. It was barely six-thirty but someone had already been into the house. The girl we contracted to do the flowers must

  have been to market early because through the open door to the laundry room I could see several large buckets crammed with fresh blooms standing amid spatterings of water. That meant we were having

  a party tonight. It also meant that, not for the first time, it had slipped my mind. The prospect of a houseful of chattering people filled me with dismay. I dimly hoped it wasn’t going to be

  a charity event, then at least I might know a few of them.




  A soft conspiratorial knock sounded from the hall. I unbolted the door to find Julia, my assistant, poised tensely on the step.




  In my jittery state I assumed bad news. ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘Nothing’s happened,’ she said hastily.




  ‘Then what are you doing here?’ I asked, more in curiosity than annoyance.




  She handed me a file. ‘I thought you might want this.’ She made a doubtful face that admitted to the thinness of the excuse.




  I waved her in. ‘A bit early for you, isn’t it?’




  She gave a short laugh, glad that I could still tease her. ‘I have been up at dawn before, you know. Well – once.’




  The file was one we both knew I didn’t really need. I raised a questioning eyebrow.




  ‘Today’s Times,’ she announced. Pulling the business section out of her bag, she found the page for me.




  It was in the snippets column, the place where they put the news that isn’t going to influence share prices. The source, whoever it was, had been meticulous with the facts.

  ‘Buoyant’ china and lighting manufacturer A. L. Cumberland, fresh from its takeover of – and it stung me to read it – ‘debt-ridden’ HartWell Glass, the

  family-owned crystal and tableware company, was putting HartWell’s loss-making Hartford Crystal division up for grabs. Cumberland’s chairman was quoted as saying that slow-moving

  crystal did not mesh well with Cumberland’s dynamic mass-market product profile.




  But it was the final paragraph that really needled. After years of lacklustre sales and low investment, Hartford Crystal would seem ripe for absorption by brand leaders in the highly

  competitive export-dependent crystal market. An attempted management buyout led by HartWell’s erstwhile joint managing director and major shareholder, Hugh Wellesley, is thought to be facing

  an uphill struggle.




  Julia remarked, ‘A bitch, eh?’




  ‘Yup,’ I said bitterly.




  ‘I thought you’d better see it.’ Julia fought a losing battle against her indignation. ‘You can’t help noticing the timing!’ she hissed. ‘I had an idea

  something like this was coming, that’s why I went and got the papers on the way over.’




  If she meant to surprise me, she succeeded. ‘You knew?’




  ‘Well, I guessed. Don’t ask how. You wouldn’t approve.’




  Not yet thirty, Julia was the best assistant I’d ever had, exceptionally shrewd and efficient, yet when she’d first arrived her attitude, openly cynical and opportunistic, had rather

  disturbed me. Now I took a more ambivalent view.




  ‘You think it came from inside Cumberland?’




  She gave me a heavy look. ‘I know it did.’




  She meant it had come from Howard who, until the takeover, had shared the managing directorship of HartWell with me. In the process of courting Cumberland and negotiating the takeover, Howard

  had managed to secure himself a seat on the Cumberland board and a lucrative share option deal. For Howard there was no such thing as an old loyalty, and the moment he’d stepped over the

  Cumberland threshold six weeks ago he’d belonged to them, heart and soul.




  ‘It could have come from a City guru,’ I suggested.




  ‘Sometimes, Hugh, I think you’re too trusting for this world.’




  I shook suddenly, the tensions welled up, I heard myself snap, ‘And sometimes I think you’re too damn sure of yourself!’




  Her eyes rounded, she stared at me, eventually she stammered, ‘Sorry. You’re right. That was out of order.’




  ‘It’s just . . .’ I pressed a hand to my head, I couldn’t explain.




  Julia was still looking astonished. I think she had been under the illusion that I never lost my temper.




  Regaining some control, I gestured apology. ‘It’s just that I don’t want to think about who might have done it. Not when it’s too late to do anything about it.’




  ‘No, of course . . .’




  There was a short silence while we both recovered from our second angry words in the two years we had worked together. The first, I realised with dismay, had been only yesterday.




  Finally Julia said in a muted voice, ‘I know you said you wanted to drive yourself down to Hartford, but I’ve got a driver on standby just in case. I thought you’d be

  exhausted.’




  ‘I’ll drive myself.’




  She gave it one more try. ‘It’s such a long way and he’s just outside.’




  But I wouldn’t have been comfortable arriving at Hartford in a chauffeur-driven car, not when there was an axe hanging over the factory’s future.




  ‘No, but thanks anyway.’ I took The Times and Telegraph from her and opened the door.




  ‘Sorry I was out of line,’ she repeated unhappily. ‘I think you’re right, it’s altogether too early for me.’




  ‘For all of us.’ I smiled.




  She hesitated. ‘You’re looking terribly tired.’




  ‘I’ll catch up on the weekend.’




  ‘If there’s any more I can do. To take some of the load . . .’




  ‘I don’t think so, but thanks anyway.’




  She paused on the point of saying more, then, thinking better of it, declared, ‘Good luck for today. I hope it goes well. You really deserve it!’ In a gesture that was

  uncharacteristically demonstrative she reached out and grasped my hand in both of hers before striding off down the street.




  In the kitchen I quickly leafed through the papers. I turned each page with an odd mixture of dread and hope, but there was nothing more about Sylvie. The initial report two days ago had been

  sparse: a woman’s body had been recovered from the River Dart; it had been identified as that of Sylvie Mathieson. I wasn’t sure what I expected now. Some details of how she had died

  perhaps; some idea of what the police were doing. But maybe there was simply nothing to report. Maybe the police had imposed a news blackout. The uncertainty did nothing for the anxiety that coiled

  and twisted in my belly.




  I gulped the rest of my coffee and thrust the Times article into my briefcase. Crossing the kitchen, I glimpsed the flowers again. I picked out a white fluffy bloom – it might

  have been a dahlia – and, not really sure what I meant by the gesture, carried it upstairs and propped it on the pillow next to Ginny. I took a sheet from the pad and scribbled

  ‘Sorry’. I didn’t know what I meant by that either. All I knew was that flowers and notes were thin substitutes for all the time we never had together.




  Looking down at Ginny, I felt the familiar blend of bewilderment and guilt, mainly guilt. Things hadn’t been right between us for such a long time, and I didn’t really know why. But

  then my whole life seemed to have gone adrift, and I wasn’t absolutely sure why that had happened either.




  I changed my mind about the flower – too crass – and thrust it into the bin.




  I was halfway down the stairs when Ginny’s voice cried out, ‘Hugh. Hugh?’




  She was sitting up in bed, her mask pushed back over her head. ‘What’s the time?’




  She looked so fragile that I felt a pull in my chest somewhere, a tug of emotion and regret.




  ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you—’




  She focused on me. ‘Where are you going?’




  ‘Hartford.’




  ‘Must you?’




  ‘I’ve got a meeting.’




  She seemed momentarily confused by this and I guessed she was still groggy from the sleeping pill or whatever it was she had taken in the night.




  ‘You won’t be late back?’ she asked.




  ‘I’ll do my best.’




  ‘You haven’t forgotten tonight?’




  ‘No.’ But I couldn’t maintain the pretence. ‘What’s the party for exactly?’




  Usually Ginny would cast me a flicker of resentment at such lapses, as though I made a point of forgetting these things simply to belittle the importance of her work, but nothing showed on her

  face. Instead she said dully, ‘It’s for the premature baby unit, the fund-raising committee. I promised ages ago.’




  ‘Am I essential?’ Seeing her eyes widen in reproach, I added hurriedly, ‘I’ll try not to be too late. I’ll do my best.’ For all her shoulder-rubbing with the

  great and the good, for all her grace and poise, Ginny had never found it easy to face the world on her own. Even as I made my promise I knew with sinking heart that I’d be unlikely to keep

  it, and that by letting her down I would yet again be fulfilling her gloomy expectations of me.




  Aware of the time, I moved towards the door.




  ‘It’s the last party,’ Ginny said abruptly. ‘No more after this.’




  I turned back. I wasn’t sure what to make of this statement, except that it was meant to be momentous in some way. ‘No more?’




  She gave a slow shake of the head and pressed her fingertips to the corners of her eyes. I tried to read the signs. Was I expected to question her, to listen to whatever social disappointments

  or imagined slights had led to this decision? If so, Ginny’s timing was as unerring as ever; she always managed to choose a moment when I was rushing off to some meeting or so tired that I

  could barely think. Yet she could never understand how this, more than anything, doomed our conversations to failure before they had even started.




  ‘I’m desperately late,’ I ventured. ‘Otherwise—’




  I waited for the soft glance of injury she produced on these occasions, but her face was bare of emotion. She gave the faintest of nods, and my heart lifted as it always did when we avoided a

  tiff.




  ‘I’ll see you later,’ she said, reaching up to pull the mask back over her eyes. ‘Oh, and Hugh?’




  Trying not to show the slightest impatience, I put my head back round the door.




  ‘Take care, won’t you?’




  She said it with strange solemnity, and it struck me again how very thin she looked.




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘You’re overdoing it at the moment.’




  ‘Just until the buyout’s over . . .’




  Her eyes were unfocused, she was hardly listening. ‘Well, take care anyway.’




  Winding my way through the Chelsea streets, driving out through the suburbs, I did take care. The coffee and lack of sleep had made me light-headed and I didn’t entirely trust my

  reactions. But as the well-worn road to Totnes unwound before me and my mind skittered over the myriad problems that lay ahead, my concentration began to waver. To keep alert, I turned on the radio

  and aimed the air vents at my face.




  The Times article kept returning to haunt me. The more I tried to persuade myself that it wouldn’t diminish our chances of funding the buyout, the more damaging it seemed to

  become. And, when I really wanted to torture myself, which was quite often, I imagined Zircon, the venture capitalists who were backing our bid, having second thoughts and pulling out

  altogether.




  Needing to take some action, however unproductive, I called Julia on the car phone and asked her to find a corporate PR adviser for us. Then I spent a fruitless twenty minutes trying to locate

  Pollinger, our contact at Zircon, but, despite mobiles, pagers and home numbers, he seemed to lead an elusive life.




  In search of distraction, I switched on the radio again and, finding a discussion programme, raised the volume until the voices filled the car.




  I was on the M5, somewhere past Taunton, when a blaring horn brought me to my senses with a jolt of adrenalin. A car was looming up in front of me. In the instant that I realised it was

  stationary I also knew that I couldn’t possibly stop in time. I jerked the wheel to the left and braked hard and felt the car kick round as the rear wheels lost their grip. I must have

  twisted the wheel the other way because the car performed a snakelike manoeuvre and skidded again as it shot across the middle lane, narrowly missing the front of a large coach. The inside lane

  came at me in slow motion, any approaching traffic hidden by the bulk of the coach, but the lane must have been empty because the next moment the car was shuddering sideways across the hard

  shoulder and hitting the kerb with an almighty bang that almost lifted me off my seat.




  The car rocked to a standstill, the engine stalled. All I could hear was the radio newscaster droning on. I sat motionless with my hands clutched to the wheel, the sweat cold against my ribs,

  until someone opened the door and asked me if I was all right.




  I heard myself say I was okay. I must have sounded convincing because, after the man told me several times to stop driving like a bloody maniac, he slammed the door and walked back to the coach,

  which was parked some way ahead on the hard shoulder.




  It was a long time before I could think about setting off again. I kept reliving the near-miss and the seconds preceding it, when the newscaster had spoken Sylvie’s name. His cool detached

  voice kept running through my mind, like a tape being played over and over again, yet only two words really registered, and both felt like something driven against my heart. Stabbed and

  bound.




  I got shakily out of the car and heaved the sparse contents of my stomach onto the grass verge. When I felt a bit better I walked round the car to look for signs of damage, but the wheels seemed

  all right, the tyres still had air. Not knowing what else I should check, I got back into the driver’s seat and, after a last five minutes with my head back and my eyes closed, I started the

  engine.




  I drove gingerly, half expecting knocking sounds or wobbles from the steering, but after a time I forgot to worry about the car and slowly accelerated to mid-lane speed, my mind miles away

  again, in a dark and distant place.




  I arrived at Hartford half an hour late. Driving in through the gates, I tried to picture the factory through the eyes of potential investors. With its twenties architecture, drab brickwork and

  mean windows, the place had the air of old glories long faded, while its clusters of ventilation pipes and aluminium chimneys suggested spasmodic and piece-meal modernisation. Only the recently

  completed warehouse, a spare metal structure in cobalt blue, emitted anything approaching an up-to-date image. Lacklustre sales . . . Low investment . . . The newspaper’s comments

  were ill-founded but they still pricked at me.




  George Banes came out to meet me. The production director was a burly man, his large belly testing the fastenings on his shirt, with a thick head of hair that had been silvery grey for as long

  as I had known him, which was almost twenty years.




  ‘Thought the traffic might delay you,’ he commented, as we shook hands and made for the entrance, ‘so I told the staff we’d meet at ten minutes to noon.’




  ‘You explained that it was just an update?’




  ‘I did. I said you wanted to keep them abreast of developments but that there was nothing definite at the moment.’




  Even now, in my state of preoccupation, I couldn’t walk through the doors of the factory without feeling a proprietorial thrill. I was too much my father’s son, too deeply instilled

  with his old-style paternalistic pride not to feel an attachment to the place that was decidedly emotional.




  George took me into the office that had been my father’s and would have been mine if Howard hadn’t pressed for what he liked to call an integrated management structure, and insisted

  we put the management and sales of all three divisions under one roof at Slough.




  The room was virtually unchanged since my father’s retirement ten years ago. His wide oak desk stood in the same spot by the window, the ancient wooden in- and out-trays squatting on a

  worn leather surface that still bore the pattern of a hundred ink marks. When I was a small boy this room had seemed cavernous, and my father, behind the mass of his desk, an oddly distant figure.

  It was only when he finished his business and took me down to the factory floor and chatted in his easy soft-voiced manner that I had felt I knew him again.




  George brought coffee and we sat down at the conference table.




  ‘So it’s all signed up with Zircon?’ he demanded eagerly.




  ‘It’s signed.’




  ‘No quibbles with the business plan?’




  George and I had worked so hard on the business plan that we knew every word and financial projection by heart. ‘No quibbles with the business plan,’ I reassured him, and saw his

  eyes spark with satisfaction. ‘But I tell you, George, whatever happened to them on the playing fields of Eton, it turned their hearts to stone.’ I was thinking of the additional

  leverage the venture capitalists had demanded, and the personal guarantees covering the fifty per cent of my personal worth that was not already committed to the buyout. ‘They’ve made

  financial pain into an art form.’ I managed an ironic laugh.




  ‘But they’re behind us now, that’s the important thing.’




  ‘They still have their doubts about me, I think. Or rather the idea of me.’




  ‘What? Why?’




  ‘According to the City, family firms are breeding grounds for inefficiency and nepotism. And a family buyout – well!’ I rolled my eyes. ‘That’s even more unhealthy.

  Incest.’




  ‘But that’s ridiculous! It’s not like that here. Don’t they realise that? We’ve always been a team, for God’s sake! And, this buyout – well, we’re

  all in it together, aren’t we?’




  We certainly were. George was putting fifty thousand cash into the buyout, and another fifty thousand against his house. So were Alan and John, the other Hartford directors. But that was how the

  venture capitalists liked it, to have the whole lot of us over a financial barrel.




  I passed George the page from The Times. ‘This may not help.’




  George read the article and spluttered, ‘What’s this? Years of low investment? What are they damn well talking about! We’ve upgraded the batching plant, for God’s sake.

  We’ve installed the stem-pulling machines—’




  ‘It’s nonsense, of course—’




  ‘And lacklustre sales! They’ve stood up bloody well, considering. Apart from Packenhams.’




  This was one of our worst blows, being de-listed by London’s second largest department store.




  George thrashed a hand against the paper. ‘Who gives them this rubbish?’




  But I didn’t try to answer that.




  George hadn’t cooled down yet. ‘It makes Hartford sound like some cottage industry filled with Luddites! As if we’d fought change tooth and nail!’




  The irony wasn’t lost on either of us. While Howard and I had been running the company it had hardly stopped changing. That was the whole trouble. We had moved too far, too fast, expanding

  rapidly into mass-market glass and chinaware just as trading conditions began to worsen. While my father was alive he hadn’t liked much of what we had been doing but had never tried to

  interfere. I was glad he had died in February. It had saved him the anguish of seeing quite what a mess I had made of everything.




  ‘At the end of the day it’s only a newspaper story,’ I said.




  George, forcing himself back to his natural state of optimism, declared, ‘Right! Right!’ He laughed loudly and abruptly. ‘We never thought it was going to be easy, did

  we?’




  I laughed too, awkwardly. This deal was the hardest thing I had ever attempted. In the six weeks since the Cumberland takeover, I had been cut loose from the new parent company to run Hartford

  Crystal on a nil-salary basis, while simultaneously planning to buy it out. Raising the three million pounds of leverage from the banks, keeping all the financial and legal balls in the air,

  pulling together all the strands of what was an amazingly complex deal, was a Herculean task which, even on an eighteen-hour day, was stretching me to my limits. Much of the time I was suffused

  with a wild conviction that we would pull it off, and then I flew on adrenalin. At other times, faced by endless setbacks, I settled into something more mechanical, a mindless persistence fuelled

  by the determination to save what I had so foolishly jeopardised.




  There was no mystery about my motives. For me this buyout was about restitution. My father had worked hard for twenty years to build up the company and pass it on to me in good shape, while I

  had worked hard for ten to achieve nothing more, it seemed, than to let it slip away and threaten the livelihoods of all the people who worked for us. I wanted it back, I wanted to show what I

  could do with it now that I was free of Howard and his remorseless drive for diversification. I wanted to make a success of it for my own sake, certainly, but more than that I wanted to feel I

  could look the employees in the eye again.




  George and I talked our way through the monthly sales figures and were just starting on the cash flow analysis when a woman’s voice sounded in the outer office. There was something about

  it, the suggestion of a lazy laugh, of dark overtones, that caught at my memory and chilled my heart.




  ‘You all right?’ George asked.




  ‘Fine.’ Reaching for my coffee, I promptly knocked it over. Trying to retrieve the cup, I got that wrong too and sent it flying across the table.




  I muttered ‘Jesus!’ Then as I picked the cup off the floor: ‘What an idiot!’ I gave a disbelieving laugh. But as soon as George had gone in search of a cloth I sat in

  silence, wondering what on earth was happening to me and whether this was just frayed nerves or a form of delayed shock. Whatever, the loss of control frightened me, and I was unnerved by the

  thought that it might happen again.




  By the time George returned with a roll of kitchen paper, I was staring bleakly at the pool of coffee, trying to suppress visions of dark water and Sylvie’s flesh, mutilated and cold.




  ‘Do you want something to eat?’ George asked when he had finished clearing up. ‘A sandwich? Biscuits?’




  ‘Thanks, no.’




  He peered at me. ‘You look as though you need something. If you don’t mind my saying so.’




  I shook my head and jumped to my feet. ‘We’d better go.’




  As we made our way towards the factory floor George’s secretary hailed me from her office. ‘Mr Hugh, a message from Dr Wellesley. He’ll be free from twelve-thirty.’




  ‘Hugh or Mr Wellesley,’ I corrected her half-heartedly, having largely abandoned the hope that the long-serving staff would drop their archaic terms of address. ‘My brother

  will be at home, will he?’




  ‘Yes. And there was an enquiry from a Detective Inspector Henderson. No details. Just could you call him?’




  She gave me a slip of paper with a number. The area code was Exeter. ‘Thank you.’




  I glanced at the number again, then, stuffing it into my pocket, walked quickly away. George caught up and started singing the praises of some training scheme, but I was hardly listening. I was

  wondering what questions the police would ask me. I had no doubt it was Sylvie they wanted to talk to me about, it could hardly be anything else. We must have been seen together, on the pontoon

  perhaps, or the boat. Such things did not go unnoticed in a small community like Dittisham. Ever since Sylvie’s death I had been telling myself that this summons would come, yet now it had

  materialised I felt oddly shaken.




  We reached the batching plant and I managed to ask the warehousemen some sensible questions about the new forklift and the revised storage bay layout. The route George and I took through the

  factory had been laid down since the beginning of time. After a circuit of the storage bay which took us past pallets of silica, lead oxide, litharge and potassium, we inspected the computerised

  batch mixer, then, after a few minutes with the batch quality control staff, we went through to the heat of the blowing room.




  The dull roar of the furnaces still stirred me in some atavistic way. The transmutation of the dry amalgam into clear lava still seemed like some mysterious alchemy. The groups of schoolchildren

  and visitors who toured the factory on the overhead walkways lingered longest over the blowers as they ballooned and moulded the cooling lava into shape, or beside the cutters as they chased the

  designs into the glass, waiting in nervous delight for them to make an error and abandon the goblet, tumbler or bowl to the reprocessing bin with a crash of splintering glass. But for me the

  fascination had always lain here, in the unimaginable heat, in the impenetrable trembling magma that seemed incapable of any transformation, let alone the miraculous metamorphosis into a material

  both dense and transparent, both complex and flawless.




  Bill, our senior master blower, raised his eyebrows in greeting. Many years ago when I had worked here in my university vacations, sweeping floors and wheeling bins, Bill had tried to teach me

  to blow the simplest shape. My best effort sat at home somewhere, a far-from-round object of uneven thickness with a trail of bubbles up one side.




  The factory buzzer cut our tour short at the grinding and polishing area. Following George towards the canteen, the ideas for my speech, such as they were, seemed to scatter, and I wished

  I’d made more time to prepare.




  As the staff gathered I greeted as many as I could by name. A few had been at Hartford for thirty years or more; some twenty; a good number for more than ten. There were two entire families

  – father, sons, daughters-in-law. We even had a grandmother and granddaughter on the payroll. A hundred and fifty employees in all, people whose lives were dependent on this factory, and

  – never had I needed less reminding – on my ability to restore its fortunes.




  The moment came. George called for silence and I stepped forward, beset by strange emotions.




  ‘As soon as the takeover was agreed I promised to keep you in touch with developments,’ I began. ‘I also promised you that we were going to do everything in our power to get

  this management buyout off the ground.’ Voicing it, I felt a new weight of responsibility. ‘Well, the good news is that we’ve reached agreement with some venture capital people

  called Zircon. They’re going to put up about a quarter of the money. That still leaves a full half to be raised from the banks, and I won’t pretend that it’s proving to be easy,

  because it isn’t. We’re in the second round of talks with two banks, the Chartered and the West Country Mutual. We haven’t been turned down yet. That’s all I can tell you so

  far.’




  I caught the eye of Madge, grader and glass washer, sitting solidly on a chair directly in front of me. She was glaring at me: a combative expression, an anxious one, or a combination of

  both.




  ‘Now, when Cumberland took us over I warned you that sentiment would play no part in their calculations. And though they’ve given us first call on buying Hartford, we still have to

  match the best price on offer. I have to tell you that according to our latest information they’re talking to Donington and maybe some other companies too.’




  The feeling of disconnection hit me again. Without warning my brain did an abrupt shift, a sort of sideways jump, and I completely lost track. When I finally managed to speak, I stumbled, not

  sure if I was making sense. I heard myself say, ‘Now we’re very attractive . . .’ A lone titter rose up, and, glancing uncertainly towards the sound, I grappled for the thread of

  my argument. ‘Our name and reputation are the attractions,’ I said at last. ‘And of course our designs. But valuing a name and reputation is not the same as valuing a

  workforce.’




  That had sounded all right, but my brain was functioning with agonising slowness. ‘People like Donington have the capacity to produce the Hartford range at their own plants so, if they

  outbid us, well – you can imagine. This factory will almost certainly close.’




  I was back on track at last, my mind free of whatever had constrained it. I thrust some optimism back into my voice. ‘But we can make damned sure that doesn’t happen! We can make

  sure that our bid is bigger and better than anyone else’s!’ I paused, trying unsuccessfully to gauge their mood, before plunging on. ‘Now, we’ve already asked a lot from

  you, I know that. And you’ve responded one hundred per cent and that’s the entire reason we’ve managed to keep going as long as we have. But the venture capital people want one

  more undertaking, and that’s what I’ve come to ask you today. They want a formal undertaking that you’ll agree to a two-year period of wage restraint.’




  I explained how this would work, how their share options and profit-sharing schemes would remain unaffected. I told them that if it had been left to me I wouldn’t have asked them for

  anything in writing, but venture capitalists were altogether more cautious animals.




  I said a lot more of what I hoped were the right things before halting with a sense of relief. My brain was clear, but my momentary disorientation had shaken me and I didn’t want to risk

  it happening again. I had no intention of going on, I certainly didn’t mean to get onto emotional ground, but my judgement was all over the place and, without any idea of where it might lead,

  I found myself saying forcibly, ‘You know, some people believe tradition’s a bad thing, that it’s the enemy of change – the great modern god Change. But I believe that the

  traditions we’ve built up here really matter, that they actually help us to change in a productive way. We’ve been together so long that we think like a family, we take each

  other into account, we’re not just out for ourselves and to hell with the next man . . .’ I broke off, aware of how pretentious this must sound to people who, at the end of the day,

  just wanted a regular job like everyone else. ‘What I mean is – I believe that this company is worth fighting for. And not just for what comes off the end of the production line. But

  for the way we do things here.’




  A voice piped up, ‘We certainly do it our way!’ and there was a ripple of laughter followed by a call of ‘You can say that again!’ and a smattering of applause.




  Buoyed up by their irreverence, I laughed with them before delivering a few last words.




  When I stepped down my shirt was damp with sweat and I pulled at my collar to loosen it. Madge brought me a glass of water. ‘No need to worry about us, Hugh.’ After twenty-five years

  at Hartford she used my name with a disarming familiarity. ‘We’re the least of your troubles.’




  ‘Madge . . . That’s good to know.’




  ‘We don’t mind the wages, we don’t mind being asked to do the overtime, what we don’t like is being second best to cheap glass and tableware.’




  ‘I never meant Hartford to be second best.’




  ‘Got your head turned, didn’t you?’ Madge prided herself on her blunt speaking. ‘Big ideas.’




  I couldn’t deny it and I didn’t try.




  Madge, who was a grandmother ten times over, gave me the sort of admonitory nod she probably reserved for her own middle-aged sons.




  George and I lingered for a few minutes answering questions before walking back to the office.




  ‘Good speech,’ he exclaimed delightedly. ‘Just what we needed.’ He caught my expression. ‘You weren’t happy with it?’




  I gestured inarticulately. ‘Take no notice of me. Too much on my mind.’




  ‘You really don’t look well. I noticed the moment you arrived. Are you sure you won’t have something to eat?’




  ‘I’m all right.’ I made a feeble attempt at humour. ‘Just a nervous breakdown. Well – if I could ever find the time.’ I looked at my watch and made for the

  door.




  Before leaving, I found an empty office and phoned the Exeter number. Detective Inspector Henderson wasn’t available but I spoke to a Detective Sergeant Jones who asked if I could call in

  during the afternoon.




  ‘Will it take long?’




  ‘Can’t say, sir.’




  ‘I have to be back in London by seven. I could give you half an hour at two-thirty. If you wanted longer we’d have to make it another day.’




  ‘Very well, sir. We’ll see you at two-thirty then.’




  ‘Who should I ask for?’




  ‘Anyone on Detective Inspector Henderson’s team.’




  I thought I knew where the police station was, but asked for directions just in case. It was only after I’d put the phone down that I realised that Sergeant Jones hadn’t offered to

  tell me what the matter was about and I hadn’t asked him.




  George walked me to the car. ‘They’re right behind the buyout, you know,’ he said. ‘Everyone here, they’ll back us all the way.’




  Behind my smile, I was beset by doubts. Having worked so single-mindedly towards the buyout, having pursued it to the point of obsession, it had suddenly lost focus and significance, like some

  all-consuming passion that inexplicably falls flat. I told myself that my loss of momentum was due to exhaustion, to the punishing pace I had forced on myself in recent weeks. I kept telling myself

  this because I didn’t want to think about my other problems and how they were eating into my confidence.




  The road was clogged with the last of the summer caravans, there were roadworks in the town, and I didn’t turn onto the Dartmouth road until almost a quarter to one. I drove as fast as I

  dared and probably faster than I should have. I had the idea that if I was forced to concentrate on my driving then I wouldn’t have time to think.




  It didn’t work, of course. My thoughts simply became less controllable, popping up like muggers in the night. I kept thinking of the last time I had travelled this road, heading not for my

  brother’s place, but for Dittisham and my old family home, standing empty on the dark river. It seemed incredible that I had driven along this road just five days ago, that I had travelled

  with longing still dragging at my heart, and that when I had arrived at the house and opened it up and drawn back the curtains and put on all the lights I had still half hoped that Sylvie would see

  my childish signal and come.




  I turned off the road into David’s drive with relief. I couldn’t have faced Dittisham today.




  Furze Lodge was an early-nineteenth-century rectory in the grand style, with eight bedrooms, a staff flat and stable block in grounds of five acres. Seeing the immaculate garden, the freshly

  painted doors and windows, I wondered how much the place cost David and Mary to run. It couldn’t be less than fifty thousand a year, not with a live-in couple and at least two horses. When

  you added the school fees – they had a boy and a girl, both teenagers, both at expensive boarding schools – the charity events Mary hosted and the rest of their community commitments,

  their expenditure must have exceeded David’s income as a GP by a very wide margin indeed. Like me, he had relied heavily on his HartWell dividends. Like me, I imagined he had been feeling the

  pinch.




  I found David in the rather gloomy study which doubled as a consulting room for his private patients. He sat behind his ancient kneehole desk in a charcoal pinstripe suit complete with waistcoat

  and watch chain, and when he looked up he eyed me over gold-rimmed half-moon spectacles, so completely the doctor that he had taken the image almost to the point of parody.




  ‘You look terrible,’ he remarked immediately.




  ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m glad I’m not one of your patients or I might get depressed.’




  ‘Have you seen anyone?’




  ‘What? No. I’m fine.’




  He was shuffling paper as he talked. ‘You should see someone.’




  ‘I’ll be all right once this business is over. It’s just frantic at the moment, that’s all.’




  ‘Are you sleeping?’




  ‘Don’t find the time.’




  ‘What about those tablets I gave you? Have you been taking them?’




  I vaguely remembered the tablets he was talking about, but couldn’t think where I’d put them. ‘Probably not.’




  ‘They don’t work unless you take them regularly.’




  ‘What are they meant to do anyway?’




  David pulled open a drawer, took out a bottle of pills and chucked them across to me. ‘Don’t forget this time.’




  It was easier to put them into my pocket than to argue. Until this summer David had rarely showed much interest in my health, and I had never expected him to. David was two years older than me,

  we had been close as children, but since growing up we had never been too involved in each other’s lives. If I’d ever stopped to consider our relationship, I suppose I would have

  described it as practical.




  ‘How are things with you?’ I asked automatically.




  ‘Me?’ he said in a tone of self-mockery. I noticed that his hair, once so dark, was greying rapidly at the temples and that his cheeks were criss-crossed with deepening lines, though

  these signs of age did little to detract from his patrician looks, which women found impressive enough to remark on. Like me, he seemed to have gone against the trend and kept his waistline. Unlike

  me, he had lost none of his hair. ‘Oh, I survive,’ he said with irony.




  ‘The old loves playing up?’ South Devon was retirement country, with a population that David had once described as ninety and skyrocketing.




  ‘They get ill and fed up,’ he said heavily. ‘They want magic potions.’




  Watching him tidy his desk it occurred to me that he, too, was a tired man, and that he was tired because he didn’t enjoy his work. With his sharp brain and wide skills, he would have made

  a good consultant, but though he’d completed two years as a senior houseman he had failed the big surgical exams and never given them another shot. This had caused my father much grief, not

  because of the failure itself, but because David hadn’t had the backbone to persevere. For my father, lack of effort was almost the greatest sin of all, and doubly so when you were blessed

  with inherited money. He believed that financial security gave you a duty not to depend on it, that it was almost immoral to rely on the sweat and tears of previous generations. It seemed to Pa

  that David had succumbed to the easy option, and he never quite got over it.




  I looked nervously at my watch.




  David stood up. ‘I’ll fetch Mary.’




  But he made no move towards the door. Instead he glanced back at me and said in his cool professional voice, ‘You heard about Sylvie Mathieson?’




  ‘I did, yes. Awful.’




  ‘She was stabbed apparently.’




  ‘God,’ I breathed.




  ‘Dumped in the river.’




  ‘They have no idea who—?’




  ‘No.’




  I wasn’t sure I wanted more details, but I couldn’t stop myself asking, ‘Where did they find her?’




  ‘On the first bend there, near the Anchor Stone. The body was caught against a rock. Dead less than a day, they think. Wrapped in plastic, tied up with rope.’




  ‘God.’




  David picked up a pen and examined the nib, then put it down again as if it had been guilty of distracting him. When he spoke again his tone was hedged with reservations, as though he were still

  debating the wisdom of mentioning the subject. ‘She was all over the place, you know.’




  I stared at him, my mouth suddenly dry. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Oh, the full bit,’ he said airily. ‘Lovers. Drugs.’




  My stomach tightened. I felt an unreasonable anger. ‘How do you know?’




  ‘Oh. . .’ His shrug implied contacts in the right places. ‘One hears.’




  I wanted to ask him why he was so quick to believe such rumours, but I pushed myself to my feet instead so that he couldn’t read my face. ‘She was always a free spirit,’ I

  proclaimed. ‘She always went her own way.’




  I didn’t have to look at him to know he was wearing a sceptical expression.




  ‘Thought you’d better know, that’s all.’




  I turned. ‘Me? Why?’




  ‘Well, you were in love with her once, weren’t you?’ He spoke in the curt voice he used to distance himself from anything that bordered on the emotional.




  ‘Yes . . .’ Why had I thought he meant anything else? ‘Yes, I was. Yes.’ And saying it, I had a fleeting memory of those distant feelings, so intense and innocent and

  full of hope. ‘A long time ago.’




  ‘Look—’ David began irritably. But he broke off at the sound of footsteps in the hall.




  Mary came in and her face lit up. ‘Hugh!’ she sang.




  I went to kiss her cheek but, with the reproving tut of a mother hen, she pulled me into a generous hug. Standing back to inspect me, she cried, ‘How are you?’




  ‘I’m fine.’




  She shook her head and rolled her eyes in mock exasperation. ‘I don’t know . . . Is it worth it? Just look at you!’




  ‘Don’t you start,’ I protested. ‘David’s bad enough, giving me pills.’




  ‘It’s not pills you want, it’s a rest! Isn’t it, darling?’ she flung at David. Turning back to me. ‘You’ll stay for lunch at least?’




  ‘I’ve got to leave at two.’




  ‘Hopeless!’ she declared. ‘Hopeless!’ And her eyes flashed with their habitual amusement.




  I said, ‘I can always come back again if we don’t get through it—’




  ‘I meant, you have to eat! I’ll go and fetch something now.’ She threw a questioning look at David. ‘Shall I?’




  ‘Well, perhaps we can just get started . . .’




  ‘Fine!’ she said immediately. ‘In a minute then!’ She perched on the chair David had pulled up for her and fixed me with a bright stare. I had always liked Mary. She was

  a determined extrovert who believed that the secret of life was to laugh at whatever came your way. If her high spirits were sometimes a little relentless they hid a compassionate and generous

  personality, quick to leap to the aid of those in trouble. A solicitor who had given up her practice on marrying David, she did good works on the boards of hospices and children’s homes, and

  was a prison visitor at Dartmoor.




  She had a sturdy body with an angular face, ruddy cheeks, and eyebrows that seemed too dark and bold for her colouring, and her appearance wasn’t enhanced by her practical tweed skirt,

  shapeless jumper and cropped hair. But if her looks were plain, they were thoroughly redeemed by her unwavering good nature.




  She could not have been more different from Howard, either in appearance or personality, and sometimes I had to remind myself that they were brother and sister. Mary was so much a part of our

  family, both in spirit and fact, that I tended to forget she might sometimes have divided loyalties. When our two families had jointly and harmoniously controlled HartWell this had not been an

  issue. But if Mary had felt torn over the acrimonious falling out between Howard and me, she had been very discreet about it.




  ‘We’ve looked through this buyout proposal thing,’ David began, leaning back in his chair and pulling his spectacles off his nose in a practised gesture. ‘I can’t

  say we’re a hundred per cent clear on everything . . .’




  So I took them through it, item by item. The investment opportunity, the risks, the potential for significant capital gains. I told them what the new team had already achieved, what was left to

  get right. When I talked about the future, how we believed we could turn the company round in a few months, some of my old fire returned, I began to sound evangelical again.




  Mary listened with partial attention, her sharp eyes on mine, a smile hovering at the corners of her mouth. When I had finished she looked meaningfully at David, and I guessed she was prompting

  him to ask some prearranged question.




  ‘Yes . . .’ murmured David, catching her eye. ‘Suppose we put in, say, fifty thousand now, could we put in more later?’




  I tried not to show my disappointment. Only last week David had been talking about a minimum of a hundred and fifty thousand. ‘It would be difficult,’ I said carefully. ‘You

  see, there’s only going to be so much equity and once the buyout’s gone through, that’s it, there won’t be any more for sale.’ I glanced from one to the other and

  wondered if they had actually decided on this reduced figure but didn’t like to tell me.




  Mary recognised my anxiety and gave me a sympathetic little grin.




  David roused himself to murmur, ‘After the last two years, the losses . . .’




  ‘I know. And that’s why I want you to come in with us, David. To make good your losses. The potential is there, we believe that very strongly.’




  Engrossed in some inner deliberations, David narrowed his eyes and tapped his fingertips together.




  Mary tried to catch his attention again but, failing, shrugged at me and said in a theatrical whisper, ‘We wanted to ask – what about income? What income could we expect?’




  ‘There would be no dividends until we got into profit.’




  David picked up on that. ‘And that could be years?’




  ‘Hopefully a lot less.’




  ‘Hopefully,’ he repeated with a censorious look, as though he had succeeded in catching me out.




  I started on our strategy then, how we intended to go out and sell ourselves hard on the Hartford name and quality. But catching the expression of boredom on David’s face, an expression I

  knew so well – lids hooded, his dark winged eyebrows lifted outwards in a satanic arch – I cut it short.




  ‘Listen—’ I said forcefully, ‘I’m putting everything I have into this. I wouldn’t be doing it unless I believed absolutely that we could pull it

  off.’




  Mary exclaimed in mock horror, ‘Everything?’




  ‘Certainly all the cash I have. And’ – I gave a weak chuckle – ‘quite a lot I don’t. I’m borrowing as much as I can.’ And far more than was safe

  or wise, though I didn’t say that.




  I tried not to think of how much I stood to lose if the buyout failed, and how much I had at risk if it succeeded. I tried to forget how very overextended I already was. Ginny and I had a

  lifestyle that didn’t come cheap. We had second homes in Provence and Wiltshire, we had staff and cars, until last year we had bought good modern pictures, and we entertained on what could

  only be described as a grand scale. Even allowing for all this, the outpouring of cash was so relentless that I could never quite grasp where it went. Since last year when the HartWell dividends

  had plummeted and I had taken a voluntary reduction in salary, we had tried to cut back. Ginny had been in charge of the economies, but for some reason I could never understand her cuts seemed to

  make little impact on our bank balance, and whenever I thought of the future I felt an upsurge of panic.




  Mary screwed up her face in an extravagant imitation of alarm. ‘I hope you’re not expecting us to do the same!’




  ‘Of course not. I wouldn’t want you to. You must only invest what you can afford.’




  David drawled, ‘And if the company goes down the plughole?’




  ‘It won’t.’




  ‘But if it does?’ he insisted with a tinge of impatience.




  ‘Then the banks would get first call.’




  ‘And we’d get—?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  He grimaced, ‘Exactly!’




  I was aware of Mary watching me closely again. She gave a sudden chuckle. ‘A bit of a gamble then!’ She made it sound like a flutter on the horses.




  David sat forward. ‘We’ll need time to think about it.’




  ‘Of course.’ I looked from one to the other. ‘Though it would help enormously if you could give me some idea of how long you’ll need.’




  David pursed his lips. ‘I don’t know—’ He shot a look at Mary. ‘The weekend? Say, Tuesday?’




  She shrugged her agreement.




  ‘Tuesday then.’




  It could have been worse. Suppressing the urge to press my case further, I mustered a grin.




  In the short silence that followed, Mary jumped to her feet. ‘I’ll go and do that lunch!’




  ‘I’m not sure I’ve got time, Mary.’




  She wagged her finger at me. ‘It’s only a sandwich. Won’t take a moment.’ There was something brittle, almost peremptory, in her tone. She paused at the door. ‘Have

  you told Hugh about Dittisham, David?’




  ‘Ah . . . no.’




  Mary caught my eye and, reverting to her more familiar role, made a face of jokey forbearance as she disappeared into the hall.




  ‘The thing is, we might have a buyer.’ David told me when she had gone. ‘Someone who wants it pretty quick. We heard this morning. Prepared to pay the asking price.’




  I felt a pinch of loss. Dittisham had been the home of our childhood, the place in which I had spent many untroubled years, the house in which our parents had lived all their married lives.

  Until our mother’s death twenty years ago, it had stood at the very core of the family. Yet while the child in me hated to think of other people living there, the realist knew that, with Pa

  dead too, it had to go.




  ‘When do these people want it?’ I asked.




  ‘In a month.’




  ‘You’ll let me know, will you? I’ll need to clear some stuff out.’




  ‘You can’t clear it out now?’




  ‘No chance.’ Reminded as always of the time, I reached for my briefcase and jumped to my feet.




  ‘Hugh—’




  There was something about his tone, a warning note, which made me pause. He came round the desk and, half sitting on it, folded his arms. ‘The thing is . . .’ he said with a sigh of

  annoyance, ‘the police have been asking about Sylvie.’




  A small pull in my chest somewhere. ‘Asking?’




  ‘They came to see me yesterday.’




  ‘You? Why you?’




  David frowned as if I were being particularly dense. ‘Because she was my patient.’




  I must have let some of the surprise show in my face because he said, ‘Didn’t you realise?’




  I gave a shrug. ‘No . . . Well, I simply never thought about it. You didn’t say . . .’




  ‘Anyway, the point is’ – and he hesitated as if he would rather have avoided the whole subject – ‘they seem to think that Sylvie was on the boat a few weeks

  ago.’




  I didn’t need to ask which boat he meant. During the summer David and I had been keeping an eye on Pa’s cruiser Elite Miller while we decided what to do with her.




  I made a show of puzzlement. I asked evenly, ‘Why do they think that?’




  ‘They didn’t say. Listen, it’s none of my business, but . . . Well, be careful of those cretins, won’t you?’




  ‘Careful?’ But we both knew what he meant.




  ‘If Sylvie was seen on the boat with you, they might make too much out of it. Assume you were, you know – ’ he flapped an impatient hand – ‘together.’




  ‘Did they say that?’ I blurted.




  ‘No, no. But you know how their minds work. One-track. In my experience, anyway.’




  I had been so desperate to talk to someone about Sylvie for such a long time that I almost told him then. I wanted to explain the extraordinary hold she had always exercised over my imagination,

  and in telling him perhaps to explain it better to myself. I think I wanted to hear him say that he understood, that it could have been the same for him. Yet something held me back: an instinct for

  secrecy, a fear of being misunderstood, a doubt as to how he would receive such confidences. David had never been one for letting his feelings get the better of him; as far as I knew he had never

  lost his head over anything, far less a woman.




  I said abruptly, ‘They’ve already been in touch, actually.’




  ‘The police? You’ve seen them?’




  ‘Soon. In half an hour, in fact.’




  ‘Oh!’ He looked at his watch, reached back over his desk for his diary and flicked a page over. ‘If you want me to come along, I might be able to swing it.’




  ‘I don’t think that’ll be necessary.’ But the fact that he’d suggested it planted a small seed of anxiety in my heart.




  ‘Sure?’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘All right,’ he conceded immediately. ‘But don’t forget, Hugh – they have small brains. Strictly one-track.’




  







  TWO




  The detective settled himself in his seat. ‘Sorry to have kept you, sir.’




  ‘I am rather pressed for time,’ I remarked. ‘Is this likely to take long?’




  His look suggested that police business did not hurry for anyone, especially people who liked to think they had more important things to do.




  Taking the cap off his pen, he began to write laboriously on a pro forma pad.




  ‘E . . . S . . .’ I said, reading my name upside down. ‘After Well, it’s E . . . S . . .’




  ‘Ah . . .’ He amended it to Wellesley. ‘And your address?’




  I gave it to him, complete with post code.




  ‘That’s central London, is it, sir?’




  ‘Yes. Chelsea.’




  ‘Now . . .’ He fixed me with a bland stare. ‘You were acquainted with Sylvie Mathieson, were you, Mr Wellesley?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And did you know Sylvie well?’ His use of her first name threw me a little, it made our conversation sound like some casual discussion about an old friend. But then the whole

  interview had an unexpectedly informal air, with the comfortable chairs, the open door, the chatter floating in from the passage and the way the interview had been allocated to neither Henderson

  nor Jones, but to this Detective Constable Reith, who, with his smooth unshadowed chin and clear complexion, looked far too young to be doing this or any other job.




  ‘At one time I knew her well,’ I said. ‘We met – oh, fifteen or sixteen years ago. But I didn’t see her for a long time after that, not until this summer in

  fact.’




  ‘This summer. And did you see her often?’




  I inhaled abruptly. ‘No. She came to the boat once. No – twice.’




  ‘The boat?’




  ‘My father’s cruising yacht. My father died recently. I was keeping an eye on the boat. Pumping it out, that sort of thing. She swam by one day.’




  He blinked. ‘Swam by?’




  ‘Yes, swam up to the boat. We started talking. She came aboard for tea.’ Tea: how quaint that sounded, redolent of afternoon and sunlight and respectability.




  ‘Where did this happen?’




  ‘At Dittisham. The boat’s moored in front of my father’s house.’




  ‘And when was this?’




  ‘It must have been—’ I frowned with the effort of memory. ‘June? Some time then.’




  ‘And the other time Sylvie came to the boat, did she swim over on that occasion as well?’ He was intrigued by the swimming, as if this marked Sylvie out as some kind of oddity.




  ‘No, she was rowing a small dinghy. She was on her way to another boat.’




  ‘And which boat was that?’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know its name. But it’s an old-fashioned boat, thirty-five feet or so, a white cutter with a bowsprit. Moored a little further down river, past the

  ferry.’




  ‘You saw her go to it, did you?’




  ‘Well – I knew she was on her way to a boat. I assumed it was that one. I’d seen her on it before.’




  ‘You’d seen Sylvie on it before?’ he repeated stolidly.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And when was that?’




  ‘She was with a group of people, they were going off somewhere. It must have been around . . . the beginning of July? Yes – the beginning of July.’




  ‘Did you recognise the people she was with?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘You could point the boat out to us, though?’




  ‘I could . . .’ I made no effort to conceal my reluctance. ‘But I’d rather not. I don’t come down here very often. I’m just on my way back to London

  now. It would be rather inconvenient. I’m extremely busy at the moment.’




  ‘I mean – if necessary.’




  ‘If necessary,’ I conceded, trying not to sound openly uncooperative. ‘But I’m sure the harbour master will be able to tell you straight away. There can’t be many

  cutters with bowsprits moored the other side of the ferry.’




  Reith nodded in an unfocused way. ‘So, er . . . apart from these two visits, did you see Sylvie on any other occasions?’




  ‘I saw her by the river once. We chatted for a minute.’




  ‘And that was all? You saw her just the three times?’




  ‘To talk to, yes.’ And saying this I felt a sudden heat, a prickle of sweat against my shirt, and thought what a poor liar I would make if I had to do it on a grand scale.




  ‘Did you know who she mixed with? Who her friends were?’




  ‘No,’ I said a little too hastily. Then, more matter-of-factly: ‘The only time I saw her with anyone was when she was on the boat with that group. And once I saw her walking

  with someone. Well, I think it was Sylvie. She was a long way off.’ How these tiny untruths seemed to slip effortlessly off my tongue. Yet I could hardly admit that I had watched her

  covertly through binoculars, like some pathetic Peeping Tom.




  ‘It was a man she was with?’




  ‘It looked like it, yes. Though he had long hair. Noticeably long, onto his shoulders or even longer.’




  ‘And she didn’t mention the names of any friends when she was in conversation with you?’




  ‘No.’




  Reith shuffled a piece of paper. ‘Now, Mr Wellesley, where were you between noon on Saturday last, the thirtieth of September, and noon on Sunday, the following day?’




  I thought I had maintained my expression but perhaps he caught a hint of alarm in my eyes because he added coolly, ‘A standard question, Mr Wellesley.’




  As I met his unwavering gaze he suddenly didn’t seem so young any more. ‘Of course . . .’ I cleared my throat. ‘On Saturday I worked in my office in Hammersmith until

  mid-afternoon. I left at . . . it must have been about three. Then I drove straight down to Dittisham. I arrived at dusk – so, about seven-thirty, I suppose. I opened up the

  house—’




  ‘What house are we talking about, sir?’ He was making detailed notes now.




  ‘My late father’s house – Dittisham House. And then . . . I drove into Dartmouth to buy some food—’




  A pause while he got it down. ‘So, what time would that have been?’




  I really had to get this right. ‘Oh . . . eight-fifteen? Maybe a little after. Yes, about eight-thirty.’




  ‘And where did you shop, sir?’




  ‘Well, I went to the Co-op first, but it was closed, so I went to the Spar shop by the church. It was the only place I could find. That was open, I mean.’




  ‘Which church is that, sir?’




  ‘Which church?’ I repeated, momentarily confounded by the pedantry of the question. ‘I’ve no idea what it’s called, if that’s what you mean. But the one right

  down in the town, near the quay.’




  I wondered if he was writing so slowly out of an overdeveloped sense of clerical diligence, or a perverse wish to delay me even longer. ‘Then?’ he asked at last.




  ‘I went back to the house. My wife arrived shortly afterwards.’




  ‘Your wife? And her name is—?’




  ‘Virginia Wellesley.’




  ‘Mrs Virginia Wellesley.’ I watched him record it in block capitals. ‘And she is of the same address?’




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘London. She lives with you at—’ He peered at his notes. ‘Glebe Place?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The conversation had taken on a fantastic quality, both predictable and bizarre. The leisurely nature of the proceedings, the meandering questions, seemed grotesquely inappropriate to the

  terrible event that had brought us here.




  ‘So at what time did you get back to the house and see your wife?’




  I went through the motions of dredging my memory again. ‘Well – nine or so.’




  ‘And then?’




  ‘We had some supper and went to bed.’




  ‘And the next day?’




  ‘Oh, wait a minute, I forgot . . . That evening my brother called in briefly, at about ten.’




  ‘Your brother being?’




  ‘David Wellesley. Dr Wellesley. He practises in Dartmouth.’




  Reith held his pen awkwardly, knuckles bent like a child, and the nib laboured ever more slowly across the page. ‘And the next day?’




  ‘Help . . .’ I rubbed my forehead. ‘We must have got up at about eight and then we worked on the house and the boat. Clearing out cupboards and attics, that sort of

  thing.’ Yet again I waited for his pen to catch up. ‘Then in the evening we went back to London.’




  ‘What time would that be, sir?’




  ‘When we left? Oh – nine. Just after.’




  He read laboriously through what he had written, then looked up and smiled his bleak professional smile. ‘Thank you, sir.’




  Even then I wasn’t sure he had finished until he closed his notebook and got to his feet. I rose and shook his hand. ‘I hope you find whoever did it,’ I said. ‘She was .

  . .’ What was I trying to say? Why had I even started? ‘. . . a lovely person.’




  ‘Was she, sir?’ And his eyes slid away knowingly.




  I drove fast again, often touching a hundred, sometimes exceeding it, stopping only to buy petrol and a mineral water. Julia called me on the car phone and gave me the messages in her cool

  staccato. The Chartered Bank had brought forward our next meeting to the following day at eleven-thirty, which I took as a wholly encouraging sign, but my satisfaction evaporated with the next

  message. Graham Moncrieff, the leader of our legal team, had called to say that he’d hit a problem with the Cumberland lawyers. It seemed Cumberland were backing out of their agreement to

  lease us the Hartford properties, and were suddenly insisting we buy the factory and warehousing outright.




  For the second time that day I almost had an accident, straying out of my lane to earn a prolonged blast from a Range Rover.




  Containing my anger and disbelief only with difficulty, slowing down to a sedate sixty, I told Julia to fix a meeting with Howard for some time the next day.




  ‘You don’t have any slots left.’




  ‘Breakfast. Evening. Midnight, if necessary. But some time tomorrow, Julia.’




  I asked her to save the rest of the messages and rang off. I needed time to calm down; I needed time to absorb the full implications of Cumberland’s about-turn. If they forced this issue,

  if they made us purchase the factory, we would have to raise more money, another million at the very least. Just when we’d presented our final figures to the banks; just when we had the last

  of the money almost within our grasp. Cumberland weren’t just moving the goalposts, they were taking them away altogether. Finding another million would be hard: we had tapped every source,

  we had called in every debt, we had milked every contact.




  If this manoeuvre was designed to defeat us then it registered high on the scale of dirty tricks. But was it a manoeuvre? Did Cumberland want us to lose, or did they simply want to squeeze more

  cash out of us? Howard would know. Though whether he would be prepared to tell me was another matter.




  This was the aspect of business I had always disliked and tried my best to avoid, the backbiting and chicanery, the breaking of trust, the pressing of every last advantage until your opponent

  bled. Howard regarded my scruples as a quaint but fatal flaw. He thought I was soft, and he was probably right. But I quite liked the idea of leaving the dignity of my opponents intact; if it was a

  flaw to dislike making enemies, then I possessed it in good measure.




  I was going to be late. I almost called Julia to ask her to let Ginny know, but in recent weeks such secondhand messages had resulted in ruffled feelings. Ginny had accused me of finding excuses

  to avoid calling her. Realising that there was a small but undeniable grain of truth in this, feeling ashamed of it, I determined to call her myself.




  ‘I’ve been held up,’ I said as soon as she answered. I could hear voices in the background.




  ‘Will you be very late?’




  ‘Seven, I hope. Seven-thirty at the latest. If you don’t mind me unwashed.’




  ‘I don’t mind if you don’t.’




  She sounded so subdued that I asked, ‘Are you all right?’




  ‘Feeling a bit rough. A touch of flu, I think.’




  One of the voices in the background was male, a caterer or maintenance man. In the old days we would have joked about Ginny having a secret lover, but we didn’t joke about that sort of

  thing any more.




  I said, ‘I’m sorry not to be there to help.’




  ‘I’ll manage.’




  ‘You’re sure you don’t need a doctor?’




  ‘No, no. I’ll just go to bed as soon as everyone’s gone.’




  It was a quarter to eight by the time I finally turned into Glebe Place. The party was larger than I’d imagined. After a long hunt for a parking place – the garage was blocked, the

  adjacent streets tightly packed – I followed some guests into the house to find a wall of backs in every doorway and people spilling out of the drawing room into the conservatory.




  A woman loomed up. ‘Hello, Hugh! What a super party! You always give such super parties!’




  Mouthing greetings, wearing my best smile, I moved through the room in search of Ginny. I finally spotted her by the fireplace, her back to me. She had done her hair a new way, or perhaps it was

  an old way that I’d forgotten, pulled severely back and held at her neck in a thick band, though this did nothing to diminish the brilliance of her hair, which was auburn and exceptionally

  glossy. She was wearing a plain black dress and when she turned I noticed that, apart from pearl earrings, she wore no jewellery. This didn’t prevent her from looking exquisite; nothing could

  ever do that. She had a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones, a fine nose, and winged eyebrows that gave her an elfin quality.




  She was smiling at someone. It was a smile I recognised, brittle and nervous.




  ‘I’m here,’ I announced unnecessarily. ‘Everything okay?’




  ‘The caterers got the food wrong.’




  ‘Is it serious?’




  ‘It’s all doughy stuff. And spiced chicken. They forgot the smoked salmon parcels and the roulades!’ She exhaled with a tiny shudder. ‘Well, it’s too late now, I

  suppose.’ Her eyes, bright with illness or anxiety or both, darted constantly around the room. For a moment we stood silently amid the cacophonous swell, two castaways in a storm of our own

  making, then Ginny drifted away and I found myself talking to a City man about interest rates.




  Slowly I succumbed to the rhythm of the party: enquiring after health and business, deflecting questions, spinning thin jokes, talking but not listening too well. The champagne made me tired and

  slow-witted, and I soon abandoned it for mineral water. Later someone made a speech about the premature baby unit and the need for funds and we all applauded.




  A voice sighed at my elbow. ‘Hello, you.’ It was Caroline Adam, a friend of Ginny’s and something high-powered in PR. She had wide red lips and tousled silvery blonde hair and

  was tall enough to look me straight in the eye. ‘The man of the moment,’ she declared.




  ‘I am?’




  ‘I call you two the golden couple. So beautiful, so clever, so – everything.’




  I couldn’t begin to respond to that, and didn’t try.




  ‘How are you in fact?’ There was a slyness in her manner.




  ‘Fine,’ I said.




  ‘And Ginny? She’s looking a bit pale. I noticed straight away.’




  ‘She thinks she might have flu.’




  ‘Ah,’ Caroline breathed, her heavy-lashed eyes fixed on mine. ‘But you guys are okay?’ Her smile did nothing to take the edge off the question.




  A sickening thought struck me: that Ginny had confided in this woman, had spilled out the most painful details of our unhappiness. And fast on this thought came the idea that Ginny had talked

  about my visits to Dittisham, had even – a sinking thought – read something suspicious into them.




  ‘Couldn’t be better,’ I said with terrible joviality.




  Caroline searched my face, and I had the feeling that little escaped her voracious eyes. ‘Glad to hear it,’ she said at last. ‘So many people falling by the wayside. Owing

  their last bootlace to Lloyd’s. Jobless at fifty. Reduced to selling herbal remedies from their dining rooms. No wonder marriages creak under the strain. And we’re all meant to be more

  caring!’




  Had Ginny suspected something all this time? Had she thought I was having an affair? As the idea took hold, my spirits shrank at the prospect of the confrontations ahead.




  ‘Though when it comes to caring,’ Caroline was saying with a provocative smile, ‘I think you poor beleaguered men have had a raw deal. I think us beastly women have pushed you

  too far, and you all need spoiling and cosseting again, just like in the bad old days.’ She gave me a look that wasn’t entirely frivolous.




  The noise seemed to rise up around me, the drink sang in my brain, I had reached some limit that I barely recognised. With an indeterminate salute, I moved rapidly away and escaped into the

  garden. I knew I shouldn’t let the Carolines of this world get to me. Mischief-making was a compulsion with her and if it hadn’t been such a very long day I would have remembered that

  sooner. I would also have remembered that, whatever else Ginny had reproached me for, she had never hinted at infidelity. Besides, our unhappiness had set in long before the summer, at some point

  in the long years since love had given way to bewilderment.




  Standing there in the sulphurous darkness of the London night, the party a distant murmur, I tried to picture a time when things might be different, when the business would be back on its feet,

  when Ginny and I would be happy again, when in some miraculous way I would be free of worry and guilt. But the idea wouldn’t form, it seemed too remote, and, taking a last breath of damp

  leafy air, I trudged back towards the house.




  A few guests lingered remorselessly until nine-thirty, and we didn’t close the door on the caterers until after ten.




  ‘You go to bed,’ I told Ginny. ‘I’ll finish down here.’




  ‘I’m all right.’ She sat on the edge of a chair by the fireplace. ‘I don’t think it’s flu after all.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  She gave a faint nod, her eyes doggedly on mine, and I realised she wanted to talk.




  I poured myself a brandy, almost certainly the last thing I needed, and sat in the chair opposite. ‘Well, that seemed to go all right, didn’t it?’ I said with forced

  brightness. ‘I don’t think anyone noticed the food.’




  She sat like a governess, her arms held into her sides, her shoulders braced, austere and unyielding. ‘How was your day?’ she asked.




  ‘Oh, you know . . .’




  ‘No, I don’t. Tell me.’ And she fixed me with a look of strange intensity.




  ‘Well . . . I told the Hartford staff what was happening. I saw David and Mary for lunch.’




  ‘And what was it you told the staff?’ she persisted solemnly.




  ‘Oh, I gave them the latest news in all its glory!’




  ‘Please, Hugh – I’d like to know.’




  If I looked surprised it was because Ginny had never shown much interest in the details of the business. ‘Sorry,’ I said penitently. ‘What did I tell them? Well . . . I made

  Cumberland sound pretty ogre-ish. I said they’d sell Hartford to the highest bidder, and, if it didn’t happen to be us, then the staff faced almost certain redundancy. I said the future

  under a buyout would be pretty tough. But I think I made the bad times with us sound marginally more attractive than being out of work.’




  She was listening intently, a small frown on her forehead, so I went on, explaining some of the risks involved in making our bid, and the hard work that lay ahead.




  ‘But you believe in the buyout?’ she said. ‘It’s what you want?’




  ‘What I want?’ I gave a shaky laugh. ‘I think so! When I last did any rational thinking anyway.’




  ‘There you go again,’ she said, her voice rising.




  ‘Where again?’




  ‘Not answering me properly.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’ I heard the note of injury in my voice and suppressed it. ‘Yes, it’s what I want.’ Articulating this gave my feelings new force. ‘Yes. Yes.

  I can’t just let it be written off. Not when it’s got so much going for it. Oh, I know what you all think,’ I said as if she represented the rest of my family. ‘You think

  it’s just the tradition or something, that I’m incapable of letting go. But it’s not just that. It’s the people at Hartford, and the place . . . I love it! I love

  everything to do with it!’




  Ginny said gravely, ‘So long as it’s what you want.’




  ‘Okay, and I want to be the person running it!’ I conceded, as if this had been in dispute. ‘I want to run it because I think I can do a better job than anyone else. With the

  right team beside me – and without crazy delusions of grandeur!’ Just thinking about Howard stirred me to anger once more, and it was a moment before I took in what Ginny was

  saying.




  ‘. . . I phoned the estate agent, threatened to take the house elsewhere unless they drummed up more interest in Melton. The man suggested some ads in the glossy magazines – which

  we pay for, of course. I agreed, but I told him he was on trial, that we’d give him six weeks at the most. Then . . .’ Some thought distracted her, she blinked rapidly.

  ‘Then . . . I asked the Murrays which agent they used for their place in France. Those local people are sharks, you know.’




  Her calm acceptance caused me a flutter of remorse. ‘I’m sorry it’s come to this.’
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