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Chapter One


‘Good turn-out. More than I expected. More than George would have expected himself, probably, God rest him. He was younger than I remembered. Did you hear? Only seventy-one.’ The octogenarian Lord Grenwood, speaking above the noise of the traffic, was smugly content with the last revelation. He blew his nose vigorously into a capacious white handkerchief, followed this with a tremendous, levitating sniff, then continued in his sharp, penetrating voice: ‘Uplifting address, I thought. Bit long, perhaps. Lot of Royal Air Force people there as well as City. Nice church.’ The diminutive viscount then pointed suddenly to the right, throwing his arm out in that direction so forcefully he might have been trying to get rid of it. ‘That’s a statue of Gladstone. Not many would know that these days. Dull fellow, by all accounts. Read Homer for fun. In the original Greek. Winston Churchill said it served him right. Where’s Mark gone?’


Because of an arthritic neck, the chairman of Grenwood, Phipps, the merchant bankers, had been addressing his clipped phrases to the air ahead of him, and not directly to the man walking at his side. This was of lesser consequence than it might have been since the man was Harry Karilian, the legendary head of the bank’s New Issues Department, and someone well used to coping with his companion’s idiosyncrasies. It was true that Berty Grenwood’s utterances were just a touch more difficult for the other to catch when the two men were on their feet. It was a question of levels. The slightly built Berty was only five feet four in height while his immense companion was a whole foot taller than that.


‘Mark wanted to check something in the church on the way out. He’s catching us up,’ Karilian provided in a voice that could not avoid being melodious, even when he dictated amendments to passages of uninspiring prose in company prospectuses. He had briefly earned a living as an operatic baritone before abandoning singing for a banking career—at the timely insistence of a wise and practical Armenian grandfather.


It was 12.30 on a raw Monday in late February. The two had just emerged from the restored St Clement Danes, the elegant Wren church with Gibbs’s three-stage spire, set on an island site at the eastern end of London’s busy Strand. Berty Grenwood was carrying a bowler hat, and both men were wearing black overcoats—his lordship’s fashionably cut and knee length, Harry Karilian’s a voluminous creation in cashmere which very nearly reached to his ankles and incorporated a wide astrakhan collar. The coat had originally belonged to a deceased uncle: Karilian was known in the City for his careful employment of written down assets.


The ‘George’ referred to, whose memorial service had just ended in the church, had been a well-known industrial baron, an important customer of the bank, a personal friend of the directors, and, in his time, a distinguished and much decorated war hero.


‘It’s the RAF church, of course,’ said Berty, reverting to the earlier topic since his companion had shown no interest in Gladstone. ‘I’d forgotten George was an intrepid airman. Long time ago that was, of course.’ He stopped suddenly to examine the inside of his bowler at very close range, after deciding it might not be his. The effect of this was to have the interior of the hat amplify his voice as he next observed: ‘Did you see dear old Humphrey Sprogg tottering in? He’ll be the next to fall off the perch. Mark my words.’


It happened that the same Humphrey Sprogg, a retired stockbroker, was hurrying past them at that moment, after successfully—and energetically—waving down a cab. Though elderly, there was no sign that he was approaching the imminent demise just prophesied—only his hearing was failing a little, which in the immediate circumstance was fortunate. He was younger than Lord Grenwood, though several years older than the recently departed and now formally lamented George had been. Berty Grenwood took undisguised pleasure in outliving his contemporaries, and even more in surviving his juniors.


‘You don’t think we should take a cab?’ Karilian put in, not because of his companion’s age, but out of his own distaste for walking anywhere if he could just as easily be conveyed. He had only hesitated in asking Sprogg if they might share his cab for fear the man might have heard Berty’s prediction.


‘Not at all. It’s not raining, and it’s only a step to Simpson’s,’ the other replied, without reference to the chilling east breeze coming up from Fleet Street. He clamped the now legitimized hat on his head firmly enough for it to have withstood involuntary removal by a gale force wind.


‘Sorry if I kept you waiting.’ Mark Treasure, the urbane, forty-four-year-old chief executive of Grenwood, Phipps had joined them as Berty was leading the way on to a pedestrian crossing—with less notice than the driver now applying the brakes of the approaching No. 9 double-decker bus would have declared reasonable, given a legal option in the matter. ‘Why aren’t we taking a cab?’ Treasure added innocently.


‘Needless expense. We’re as good as there,’ said Berty as they reached the far pavement and he set off westward, his head, neck and trunk in a straight line inclining a little backwards, arms held tight to his body, but bent upwards at the elbows. His legs only ever seemed to move below the knees—but they propelled him with short steps at very great speed.


‘Don’t know why we didn’t keep the car and chauffeur we came in,’ Karilian complained to Treasure, who had arrived for the service separately from the others. ‘Berty said the church was impossible for parking.’


‘Difficult for parking,’ Berty corrected to show he had heard. They could see several limousines still crammed into the road space outside the west end of the church, under the stony, disapproving gaze of Gladstone’s full-length effigy on its towering plinth. ‘Healthier to walk, in any case. Work up an appetite,’ the old man added. ‘Simpson’s was one of my father’s favourite restaurants.’


Karilian smoothed down his thick black hair that was being ruffled by the wind. ‘Your father invariably lunched at the bank,’ he corrected without emotion, as if he were merely keeping the record straight and not getting his own back for having to walk.


‘He liked Simpson’s for dinner,’ his lordship countered with emphasis on the last word.


‘I was right about the Reverend William Webb-Ellis,’ said Treasure as the three were passing the arched entrance to King’s College.


‘He was rector at St Clement Danes?’ Karilian confirmed rather than questioned.


‘Yes. 1843 to 1855. His name’s on a panel of incumbents on the gallery stairs.’


‘Welshman, was he?’ asked Berty.


‘Probably. Became famous as the boy at Rugby School who picked up the football and started running with it.’


‘So inaugurating that hybrid pastime, Rugby Union Football. And all the other hybrid games spawned by it. Rugby League, American Football, and the rest,’ said Karilian with more sorrow than distaste. A soccer man to the core, he was a supporter of Tottenham Hotspurs in North London. ‘Pity he couldn’t have left well alone,’ he added.


‘I agree,’ said Berty. ‘My grandfather was a staunch soccer follower—’


‘Your grandfather was a Rugby man who talked himself into founding the Eel Bridge Rovers Football Club, otherwise known as the Eels, in a fit of pique,’ Harry Karilian interrupted. ‘That was when owning a football team had suddenly become the in thing. His arch enemy had bought the Fulham club. That was the crux of it all. I remember your father telling me. Chelsea wasn’t available at any price, but since he lived on the boundaries of Chelsea and Fulham, and owned a lot of land in that part of West London, your grandfather decided to set up his own team.’ The speaker made a slapping noise with his lips. ‘That was a mistake long term. Should have picked a place with more potential. A football club needs its own clearly defined catchment area.’


‘My grandfather thought Chelsea and Fulham were both too big. He was convinced the Eels could carve out a … a middle following,’ Berty put in with spirit.


Karilian shook his head. ‘The area never offered that kind of promise. You were wise to sell when you did, Berty. Pity you’d already paid for that south stand.’


‘We had a great party to launch it, though. I was there,’ said Treasure with a grin. ‘Have those executive boxes ever been a success?’


The opening of the south stand at Hugon Road, the Eel Bridge Rovers’ ground in Fulham, had been a big event, matching the size of the investment. There had been few football grandstands to compare with the place at the time, and certainly no other outside the Premier League. Apart from its superior seating, dressing-rooms, spectator bars and restaurants, and management offices, the new building included a conference cum banqueting hall for special events, and thirty glass-fronted private boxes for leasing for corporate entertaining. The boxes had been expected to generate a great deal of income for the club.


‘We’ve never let more than half the boxes in any year. Rather fewer than that this year,’ was Berry’s doleful answer to Treasure’s question. ‘That’s only part of the problem at the moment, though.’ He seemed to rally a little after this. ‘I’m still an Eels director, you know?’ he went on, making token sideways and upward glances to left and right at his two tall flanking companions. ‘Trouble is, the club’s not exactly having a run of success. Makes things difficult. Over Ray Bims, you see?’


‘Doesn’t in any way make you responsible for his personal problems,’ Treasure responded carefully.


His lordship’s lips moved without his saying anything as he contemplated the people, other than his colleagues, who were also waiting beyond Somerset House to cross Lancaster Place, and with whom he had no intention of sharing confidences: he now accepted that being in a taxi would have provided privacy, except he wasn’t going to admit it. ‘That’s what we need to talk about, Mark,’ he said eventually, when the lights had changed. He was slightly in the lead again as they reached the far side of the wide thoroughfare. ‘As a matter of fact,’ he completed, ‘it’s why I suggested lunch this morning.’


In view of the rumours circulating in the City about Ray Bims since even before the weekend, Treasure had assumed as much.


‘You see, people still think of the Eels as a Grenwood family responsibility,’ Berty announced five minutes later. The three were seated in one of the wooden booths in Simpson’s ground-floor room with its traditional London chop house ambience and British trencherman fare. A bottle of claret had already been opened, and the food ordered.


‘No, they don’t. Bims has owned it for too—’


‘Bims has owned it for rather more than three years,’ his lordship broke in on Harry Karilian who was seated beside him. Treasure was opposite. ‘My family had it for the previous eight decades. Decades,’ he repeated heavily. ‘I should never have let it go to that man. If he’s disgraced it’ll reflect on the Grenwoods. On the bank too.’


Treasure’s unease increased. Berty only ever invoked a need—usually spurious—to protect the bank’s reputation if he knew no other way to enlist its Chief Executive’s help on an issue that otherwise wouldn’t concern him. ‘Oh, come. Bims was respectable enough when he bought the club from you,’ he said. ‘I remember, it was just after he’d sold his DIY chain to the Americans.’


‘He got a good price, too,’ said Karilian, leaning his big frame against the back of his chair, and spreading his generously cut, double-breasted suit jacket about him rather in the manner of a monarch in court raiment. ‘Bit over thirty-four million. For a chain of twenty-seven do-it-yourself retail outlets in the prosperous South of England.’ His recall for such detail was always accurate.


‘Which left Bims with no full-time occupation, of course,’ Treasure mused.


‘You don’t think he could have made the chairmanship of the Eels into a full-time occupation?’ Karilian questioned, a touch cynically, and as though he knew the answer already.


‘He’s never wanted to bother with detail,’ Berty provided. ‘Only with making the big decisions.’


‘According to what are described as well-informed sources, he’s personally invested in a whole raft of foundered enterprises,’ said Treasure. ‘Fancied himself as a financial entrepreneur, for which I doubt he has the experience or capacity.’


‘Quite right, Mark. He’d been a hands-on, innovative retailer, which is something quite different, of course,’ Karilian agreed.


‘He’s been badly advised, probably,’ said Treasure. ‘Anyway, the rumour is he’d lost almost everything before he attempted to recoup by going on the board of some dubious new bank he’s invested in. In the Cayman Islands.’


‘A bank that’s turned out to be a front for illicit drug trading. And it’s more than a rumour now. I’ve heard it’ll be in the papers tomorrow.’ Karilian rubbed his wide upper lip with a thumb and forefinger as he spoke. The grey and black stubble growing there could only broadly be described as an embryo moustache—though it had been kept in that transitory state for as long as the others could remember. ‘So are you thinking of buying back the club, Berty?’ he asked bluntly.


His lordship moved up and down in his chair twice like a mechanical Jack-in-the-box. ‘I’m too old to be chairman again,’ he said, staring blankly at Treasure. ‘That’s part of the reason why I sold before. You know Linkina, the concert pianist, is also a director? He wants me to buy back the club, yes. Thinks the Eels are heading for disaster under Bims. It’s Linkina who’s put up a new plan for the club, but Bims won’t wear it.’


‘Andras Linkina is a brilliant Mozartian, but he’s no business man surely?’ Karilian questioned. He drained his wine glass, drew the bottle towards him, studied the label, nodded to himself, and then refilled the glass.


‘What’s the plan?’ asked Treasure, uncomfortably aware that he might yet be intended to figure in it.


‘To sell the Hugon Road stadium for development, and move everything out to the practice ground at Cherton. Lock, stock and barrel,’ said Berty, his fingers tapping the stiff white cloth at the table edge as if it were a keyboard.


‘Hugon Road is unencumbered? No mortgage? No leaseback? Nothing of that kind?’ This was Treasure again.


Berty gave a self-righteous smile—like a favourite nephew whose deceased, impoverished uncle has turned out to be a millionaire after all. ‘That’s the saving grace,’ he exclaimed. ‘Hugon Road isn’t part of the ordinary fixed assets. My grandfather made it over separately, in trust. And the Cherton ground with it. One ground can be sold if the money it fetches is used to improve the other. Or to improve the club in general.’


Treasure nodded slowly. ‘What happens if the club is ever wound up?’ he asked.


Berty shrugged as if the question were irrelevant. ‘Both grounds can be sold and the proceeds used to pay off the club’s debts,’ he said. ‘At the discretion of the trustees. Anything left would go to sporting charities.’


‘And who are the trustees?’


‘At present? Myself, Bims, and young Charles Wigtree of Dottle, Ram and Wigtree, the solicitors. They’ve always been the club’s lawyers. Charles is a director as well as a trustee. Took over from his father.’ The speaker straightened in his chair. ‘But it hasn’t come to liquidation. Not by a long shot.’


‘Moving everything out to Cherton might make sense,’ said Karilian slowly, bushy brows lowered over calculating eyes. ‘The sale of the main ground should fetch a substantial price. Enough to pay for a new set-up at Cherton and still leave a balance. There’s no First Division football club in that part of Surrey, so the Eels would stand to recruit support locally. It’s not too far for old supporters to travel to matches, either. The really keen ones. Yes, it could work.’ The eyebrows rose again as he beamed his cautious approval, and drank some more claret.


‘There’s a developer interested in Hugon Road?’ Treasure questioned.


‘Two, as a matter of fact,’ said Berty with pride, as if he’d secured them himself, which the others thought unlikely.


‘But Bims is against the plan?’


‘Dead against it, Mark,’ Berty replied, outraged. ‘Won’t hear of selling the main ground in any circumstances. Says it’d be an admission of failure. Damn fool. He wouldn’t even agree to sell the Cherton ground. That’s worth nothing in any case. It’s on the edge of a green belt.’ The speaker made a tutting noise, though whether this was to qualify his view of Bims or his opinion of the countryside protection laws wasn’t clear. ‘Holding on to the grounds has become a fixation with the fellow,’ he continued, which explained the tutting at least. The way he talks about it, you’d think he was a member of the family. I mean my family.’


‘How many Eels directors are there altogether?’ asked Treasure.


‘Five,’ said Berty. ‘The other two are supporting Linkina and me. That’s Charles Wigtree, and a chap called Crayborn, accountant with a small practice in Kingston. Firm’s not doing very well. Reminds me, I said I’d help him if I could.’ Berty scowled, either because of his forgetfulness or because he didn’t fancy honouring the promise. ‘Trouble is,’ he went on, ‘even a majority of the directors doesn’t outweigh the fact that Bims owns nearly all the shares.’


‘Well, since you feel so strongly about it, I think you probably should buy him out,’ Treasure advised. ‘You know he’s hard up. Offer him a price he can’t resist. Might cost you more than he paid you originally, but there it is.’


‘And we don’t want him staying on the board either,’ said Berty firmly.


Treasure shrugged. ‘Then make his resignation part of the deal.’


‘That’s it, Mark,’ Berty agreed resolutely, while slapping the table with both hands. ‘I’ll do it.’ He looked from Treasure to Karilian and back to Treasure. ‘I’ll need help, of course,’ he added carefully.


‘If you really don’t want to be chairman yourself,’ said Treasure, ‘put in someone who understands financial management as well as soccer, who’ll see the plan goes through smoothly. It shouldn’t be very time-consuming.’ He was looking across at the other member of the trio. ‘Harry here would be perfect, of course,’ he completed quickly.


‘Not a chance,’ said Karilian just as promptly. ‘Apart from my known devotion to Tottenham Hotspurs, I live too far away in North London. And I’m too old as well. The new man you want needs to be a high flyer, Berty, and local for preference. Someone the players and supporters can look up to. Identify with. In the right way.’ He cleared his throat. ‘For traditional reasons, he should ideally be a Grenwood, of course.’


‘I agree,’ said Treasure, ‘but—’


‘But since there aren’t any Grenwoods handy, the choice is obvious,’ Karilian continued expansively, affecting not to have heard Treasure. ‘It has to be Mark here, the celebrated chief executive of Grenwood, Phipps. And I don’t believe you can ignore the obligation, Mark,’ he completed, his pious expression suggesting that he had just fearlessly met a challenge and not cannily ducked one.


‘Harry’s right, of course. You’re the perfect choice, Mark. From every viewpoint,’ Berty affirmed.


‘I know nothing about soccer.’


‘That’s of no importance compared to your other qualifications,’ insisted Karilian loftily, intent on consolidating his victory.


‘I don’t have the time to—’


‘You said yourself it wouldn’t be time-consuming,’ Berty put in triumphantly. ‘Just turn up for one or two home matches, that’s all. There’s very little need for formal board meetings. The bank can handle all the work over the deal, and … and so on,’ he insisted, working his bent arms with vigour, as though he was drying the small of his back with an invisible towel. ‘Just you be the rallying figure, Mark. The dynamic focal point for players and supporters. To expunge the memory of Bims. To be the symbol of Grenwood continuity—’


‘But, Berty, I’m not a Grenwood.’


‘… figuratively and morally speaking,’ his lordship completed, fervour undiminished.


Treasure exhaled loudly. ‘Well, only for as long as it takes to complete—’


‘Thank you, my boy. You’ve lifted a great weight from my mind. I’ll make Bims my offer at lunch on Wednesday. One and a half million it is. Covers the one point three million he paid for three new players at the start of this season. The remainder’s twice what he paid me for the shares three years ago. He shouldn’t be able to resist that. As you say, it’ll all be dependent on his giving us his resignation, too.’


Treasure’s eyes narrowed. ‘D’you mean you had the whole thing planned, Berty?’


‘In embryo only, dear boy. It needed your clear mind and personal commitment to resolve it,’ Berty offered, now fingering the gold watch-chain in his waistcoat. ‘There’s a directors’ meeting and lunch at Hugon Road next Saturday,’ he went on hurriedly. ‘Before the match in the afternoon. If you could be there, we can vote you on to the board and into the chair straight away.’


‘I think I can probably manage that,’ Treasure answered after consulting his pocket diary.


‘Good man,’ said Berty, beaming his satisfaction over a job well done. ‘There’s a home match on Wednesday night too. I hesitate to suggest it,’ he continued, showing no hesitation at all, ‘but if you could show your face at that as well, it’d be a tactful move. No obligation, of course. None whatsoever.’ He looked about him, evidently prepared to put down any dissenter. ‘There’s a party afterwards. Drinks and buffet. For the team and the officers of the official Supporters Club. Happens once a season. Good opportunity to meet everyone who counts. You could bring Molly if she’s free. Ah, look, the food’s arriving. Good timing, what?’ he completed, waving open his linen napkin like a white flag—except Treasure felt it was he who had done all the surrendering.






Chapter Two


‘No, listen to this bit. It says, questioned last night at his … two million pound South Kensington home, Sir Ray Bims said … he would not be going to America. He … refused to comment further … except to repeat he was … innocent-of-the-alleged-charges.’ Malcolm Dirn, captain of the Eel Bridge Rovers Football Club, ended his halting reading from the tabloid newspaper in a rush. He was seated at the front of the club’s stationary private coach. Dirn looked up, frowned defensively, and gave a vigorous pull at the crutch of his gold and blue track suit. Reading aloud made the thirty-two-year-old footballer uncomfortable because he was no good at it—something even his small daughter would have agreed on. ‘What about that, then?’ he demanded bullishly, in a thicker than normal Wolverhampton accent.


‘Nothing else he could say,’ commented Jimmy Atler, a normally taciturn East Londoner. He had also had to raise his voice above the sound of the piped music played, as it always was played at this time, because it was alleged to lift the team’s early morning spirits. Atler was pushing an expensive-looking canvas grip into the overhead rack. Most things that he owned were expensive—including his winter tan, and the top-of-the-range BMW 320i he had just left in the players’ car park.


‘Is it saying some more, Malc? About Sir Ray?’ questioned Stan Bodworski, the Polish mid-fielder whose understanding of English was still a lot better than the way he spoke it. Like Atler, one of the team’s star strikers, Bodworski had been transferred to the Eels in May of the previous year. He was sitting three rows behind Dirn. ‘Is there anything about him being chairman of Eels?’ he pressed.


‘No. Only what I read out before.’


‘I’m not hearing all that.’ Bodworski sounded worried, but he often did.


‘It only says he’s a director of this Cayman Islands bank. The American directors are supposed to go before a Grand Jury. In Miami. So what’s a Grand Jury when it’s at home?’


Nobody answered Dirn because nobody knew.


‘But the bank’s not really American or British?’ asked Atler.


‘Cayman Islands is British dependency,’ Bodworski provided carefully and accurately, aware he wasn’t exactly answering the question. Even so, those about him were impressed with the information. He folded his brawny arms across his chest. ‘Lot of banks in the Cayman Islands,’ he went on, with more confidence.


‘Is that where you keep your loot, Stan?’ asked another player.


‘Stop still a minute, everybody,’ shouted Jeff Ribarts, the middle-aged assistant team manager. His was a dogsbody job, and a lot less important than the title implied, as most people were aware, including Ribarts. He was standing on the top step inside the gold and blue painted coach that was parked close to the players’ entrance to the south stand of the Hugon Road stadium.


‘Thirty-one, thirty-two, thirty-three. One missing,’ the asthmatic ex-player completed loudly, glancing up and down at the clipboard in his hand. He was on tiptoe because he wasn’t tall enough otherwise to see to the back of the coach.


There should have been thirty-four in the party—Ribarts himself, eleven players and five substitutes from the Eel Bridge Rovers first team, eleven members of the reserve team, five apprentice players and the team coach. They were due to leave Hugon Road at 7.30 a.m. for the four-hour Tuesday session at the club’s Cherton practice ground. That was ten miles to the west, in Surrey. Both grounds had been bought in 1911, in the halcyon days soon after the Club had been founded. The Hugon Road stadium was close to the Thames in Fulham.


‘Who’s missing?’ Ribarts questioned, looking at his watch: it was 7.29.


‘Who d’you think, Jeff?’


‘Who’s always missing?’


‘Let’s go without him. Those in favour?’


Ribarts ignored the roar of approval that followed the last proposals, and glanced at Malcolm Dirn. The captain gave a negative half shake of his head. They would wait another few minutes for the absentee. A player who missed the coach was fined.


‘Here he comes. Blimey, get an eyeful of that, then. She’s another new one, too. Blimey,’ repeated an overawed young apprentice player at the back.


There was a lunge by those seated on the right side of the vehicle to see out to the left, in the still dim morning light. A white, open-topped Porsche had ground to a halt next to the coach, throwing up a hail of chippings. The well-developed redhead driving the car threw her arms around the tracksuited Adonis in the passenger seat, pulled him towards her and kissed him long and hard on the mouth, kneading the back of his head with her scarlet-tipped fingers, and applying herself with an ardour that was little short of athletic. Goaded on by appreciative cheers from inside the coach, the woman now opened her hazel eyes wide, to gaze up victoriously over her lover’s shoulder at his now scarcely containable team mates. When he left the car, she leaned back and pushed both hands through her windswept hair, flamboyantly adjusted the wide collar of her open fun-fur coat, and made her skirt ride up even higher on her thigh—a performance well visible to most of the interested males peering down on her. It was a bravura finale that the mesmerized audience adored.


‘ ’Morning all,’ the Adonis offered breezily some moments later as he climbed into the coach to a mixed chorus of jeers and cheers. His name was Gareth Trisall, he was twenty-three, born in the Rhondda Valley, sturdy, medium height, as handsome as his compatriot Richard Burton, unmarried, and another one of the team’s three newly acquired star players. Trisall had recently lost his driving licence after pleading guilty to a drink-driving charge. The women who had since been chauffeuring him were as remarkable for their physical attractions as for their sheer numbers.


‘What’s the charge for the exhibition, Gareth?’ called someone.


‘Pity he doesn’t get it in as often for the Eels. Like last Saturday,’ grumbled Dirn, but he was smiling as he threw a mock punch at Trisall’s stomach as the other went by.


‘You’re late, Gareth,’ Ribarts had said, and not smiling, as the player had pushed past him at the door.


‘Not really. And a pretty good reason if I had been, wouldn’t you say, Jeff boy?’ Trisall called back from along the aisle.


The white car was now heading out of the car park towards the main road. For all her surface glamour, Ribarts calculated that the driver was easily ten years older than Trisall. All Trisall’s women were older, he thought, with money or access to money. They had to pay for the privilege of escorting the idolized Trisall, the highest paid member of the Eels and the one least likely to part with a penny when he didn’t need to. Well, Trisall might want all his savings soon if the stories were true, Ribarts thought darkly as he settled himself on the seat in the well, across from the driver, as the streamlined coach moved off.


‘Where’s the Gaff, then?’ asked Trisall, looking about him before he dropped down beside Bodworski. Both these newcomers to the Eels had individually cost more money than the notional transfer price of the rest of the team put together—excluding Atler, the other new player. But even Atler hadn’t been in the same price bracket as these two.


Bodworski and Trisall had become friends, at the start largely because they had both been new boys. Although the rest of the players had welcomed them for promising to add sorely needed strength to the ailing team, there had been jealousy over what they had cost and what it was guessed they were being paid. The same could be said of what the others thought of Jimmy Atler. The difference was that Atler had made friends with no one.


‘The Gaff, he’s going in his own car. Got to be back at ten. Back here, understand? It’s for a meeting with Sir Ray,’ said Bodworski, making it sound like bad news.


Gaff was short for Gaffer. It was what the team members called Felix Harden, the thirty-eight-year-old manager of Eel Bridge Rovers, the First Division team known universally as the Eels. Normally Harden would have been on the coach. It was the rule as well as the tradition that everyone assembled at Hugon Road first thing, whatever the day’s programme. This made for greater efficiency if arrangements were altered at the last minute; it dated from the time, long past, when most players would have lived close to the stadium and when many would not have had transport of their own in any case.


Harden had come back as manager three years before this. He had started his career as an Eels apprentice, then he had been an Eels player for five years before serving fourteen seasons with more illustrious teams. But Hugon Road had always been his spiritual home—his real home too in a way, since he had been born less than a mile from the stadium.


Stan Bodworski was often better informed than the others about the Gaff’s movements, and about club news in general, because Lilian, his Scottish wife, was the Eels’ Marketing Manager. She had got the job independently after the news of Stan’s transfer had broken at the end of the previous season—and solely on her experience and abilities, at least that was the official word.


‘Chairman Bims is in the news. In the paper this morning,’ said Trisall, as the coach waited for an opening in the traffic before turning on to the main road. He ran a hand twice across his short dark hair.


‘There was talk about that. Before you are coming. He is risking going to prison. In America.’


‘Lot of balls, that is, Stan,’ said the Welshman firmly. ‘Take it from me.’


‘But he’s director of a bank where they … they wash the money.’


‘Launder it.’


‘It’s drug money. They say that’s all it does, this bank.’ The speaker’s lips pouted to show disgust. ‘The American directors are being arrested.’


‘No. Being investigated, that’s all. Got to find them first, though. That’s what the Telegraph says.’ Trisall took a serious newspaper—or this morning’s girlfriend did. ‘It’s because the bank has a branch in Miami,’ he went on, opening and shutting the ashtray in the arm of his seat: the ashtray was pristine clean because officially nobody in the team smoked. They don’t have anything here. Bet you nothing’s proved about the drug money, either. Canny lot of buggers, bankers. Bankers and pit owners, my granda used to say.’ He studied his companion more closely. ‘The news isn’t stopping Sir Ray coming in today to bawl out the Gaff anyway. What does Lilian think about it, then?’


Bodworski shrugged at the reference to his wife. ‘Nothing. Says it’s not our business.’ As the coach moved away he looked back at the lighted club offices where his wife would be hard at work by now. She had driven in with him. The offices were on the top floor at the rear of the south stand, and above the mezzanine floor with its glass-fronted boxes looking on to the pitch.


Trisall sniffed energetically, which is how he did most things. ‘Lilian’s right, in a way,’ he offered, but without real conviction. ‘Except I suppose Sir Ray may stand to lose a packet. Could harm the club, that could.’


The gate money is down. More than expected,’ the Pole offered in a lowered voice.


The two men fell silent, looking out of the window, and contemplating the traffic building up on the approaches to Hammersmith Broadway—which was not a lot different from the frightening way it built up on every other weekday morning.


A small boy, half enveloped in a black and white Fulham Football Club scarf, was waiting to cross the road at an intersection. After he had recognized the easily identified coach, he screwed up his face and made rude finger gestures at the passengers with both hands as they passed him.


‘Hope your face freezes like that, miserable urchin,’ said the Welshman making faces back, sticking out his tongue and wagging his hands behind his ears. ‘Probably a solid Eels supporter before we came, boyo,’ he added to the Pole.


Both Bodworski and Trisall knew that uninspiring football was the cause of the team’s present failure to attract spectators. Of thirty-eight matches played this season, they had lost twenty-three, drawn seven and won only eight. The poorest attendances had been at the last three home matches. The lure of three new players, all bought from Premier League teams, had died early. This was because the star performers had failed to shine, or even to twinkle in their new galaxy. Even the team’s place in the First Division was now in jeopardy. It was a classic situation that created all round doubt and insecurity.


The two players were both anxious to know for certain the reason why the club’s chairman and its manager were meeting on a Tuesday morning in late February. Top management meetings normally took place on Saturday mornings before home matches. The likeliest guess was that the Gaff was going to be bawled out—but it was just as possible that Bodworski or Trisall or Atler, or even all three of them, were again heading for the transfer list.


After the coach had left, silence descended on the stadium and its flat approach in the still dim morning light. Only the returning pigeons showed movement as they swooped in and pecked about the concreted area for morsels. Groundsmen arrived at 8.30 in winter, and office staff normally came in an hour after that. Apart from the lights in the offices of the south stand, the only others burning were in the Eels Supporters Club which was in an old two-storey building on the street next to the gate.


The stadium was a substantial one, set in seven acres. Three grandstands provided seating for twenty thousand people, but it was rare for spectators in that number to come to Hugon Road nowadays. When the south stand had been rebuilt five summers before this, the Eels had been near the top of the First Division, with the management sure that the club was on its way up into the Premier League.


But the following season had brought disaster. Instead of rising into the higher league, the team had dropped six places in the First Division. It was then that Lord Grenwood had reluctantly sold the club to the keen and confident Sir Ray Bims—recently knighted, wealthy, anxious to become a ‘name’ in soccer, and certain that the Eels’ fortunes were due to change for the better. And his predictions had been right, measured over the following two years, although the team still failed to reach the Premier Division before it hit another bad run at the end of the subsequent season. That run had extended to the present.


So, in the circumstances, when Bims drove his turbo-charged Bentley into the stadium at 7.44 it might have been expected that he would have had one of two pressing problems on his mind—either the club’s difficulties, or else his personal ones with a Caribbean bank as reported in the morning newspapers. It was surprising then that, to the contrary, his thoughts were on something totally pleasurable as the car purred across the open concourse, its chassis levelling to the undulations in the ground surface as imperturbably as an ocean-going motor yacht responds to helm on placid water. The car scarcely even disturbed the pigeons, except the ones in its immediate path.


After parking in the bay reserved for him in the basement, Bims stepped across briskly to the lift nearby. He was a burly figure, thick-set and muscular, and altogether well preserved for his age, which was fifty-four. His thick, black wavy hair was parted in the centre and still grew well forward on his brow. His nose and mouth were heavily pronounced features, the steel grey eyes small, deeply recessed and seeming seldom to blink under untamed bushy eyebrows. He was dressed in a well tailored, loud, blue pinstripe suit, blue shirt, and the tie of an exclusive club in St James’s.


Emerging from the lift on the mezzanine floor, Bims crossed the lobby and let himself into the chairman’s suite immediately opposite by punching the key codes at the side of the door. The room he entered was large and square with a full-width sunken gallery on the far side. The gallery was largely out of sight from the door because the bar was set in front of most of it.


The place was expensively furnished in a heavily masculine style, the pine-panelled walls decorated with Eels’ trophies and memorabilia. The carpet was as rich to the tread as the leather armchairs and sofas were to the touch. The desk, to the right of the door, was small but unquestionably antique. The bar, recently enlarged, was now prominent enough to put serious drinkers at their ease. There was a television receiver angled in a recess above the bar with a screen of awesome size.


The gallery had twenty-four armchairs in two terraced rows behind a long window. It was reached down steps set against the wall to the far left of the bar. There was a fine view from here of the pitch, or there was when the blinds were open. At present they were closed.


The door in the centre of the wall to Bims’s far right as he entered led to a smallish dressing-room and bathroom, both windowless. The dressing-room contained a bed and had been provided originally for Berty Grenwood who had needed to rest after lunch and before the game on afternoon match days.


Bims secured the corridor door electrically after shutting it behind him, then made for the dressing-room. As he entered this, a tall, dark-haired young woman had been emerging from the bathroom. She was entirely naked.
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