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Chapter One




‘One never drops names – as I said to the Prince this morning.’ Lord Grenwood intended no witticism. He poked a finger into the hairy orifice of his left ear, examined the result of this exploration with close interest and then continued. ‘I see no reason, though, why you shouldn’t tell the Governor – what’s the chap’s name?’


‘Rees – Sir Archibald Rees.’


‘Archie Rees, that’s the fellow. Eton and Christ Church.’


‘Brecon and London University,’ Mark Treasure corrected firmly, anticipating the momentary expression of displeasure that followed. The venerable Lord Grenwood, Chairman of Grenwood, Phipps and Co., respected Merchant Bankers in the City of London, harboured fixed notions about what he considered a seemly educational provenance for colonial administrators. Treasure, chief executive in the same establishment, but Grenwood’s junior by some thirty years, nurtured no such predilections. He was himself the product of a lesser public school and what had been an unfashionable Oxford College; such distinctions had been meaningful at one time.


Lord Grenwood rallied; in view of the general drop in standards, he reflected, there was some compensation in knowing that Her Majesty’s representative on King Charles Island had been educated at all. ‘Socialist appointment, was it?’ he asked, resignation in his tone.


‘Tory, actually. He’s been there some time. You were saying?’


Grenwood leant forward to press an electric button on his desk. His hand returned to touch the knot of his bow tie. ‘Oh yes. No harm in your telling this … er … Rees –’ Archie had been relegated as an impostor – we’ve got more than just a Commonwealth Office blessing on this one.’


‘You mean the Royal Family …’


The Chairman glanced about him to ensure his office had not been infiltrated by republican spies. ‘No need to be too specific, dear boy, but the island does have rather special ties with the monarchy …’


‘With the House of Stuart,’ Treasure interrupted irreverently.


Grenwood chose not to be confused by historical minutiae. ‘Suggest – very obliquely, you understand – there could be a peerage in it … er, life peerage, of course.’ The Grenwood title was hereditary; courtesy of Lloyd George for services and other considerations rendered. ‘We’re all human, after all.’ This last generalization was charitably intended to include graduates of London University, and if this was an unguarded over-indulgence on the part of the speaker, the reason was plainly due to a distraction.


In answer to the electronic summons a well built and loudly attractive young woman had entered and moved with confident steps to where Grenwood was sitting – a relatively considerable distance. Lord Grenwood watched the girl’s progress with undivided attention, his straightened frame pushed well to the back of the chair, stomach in.


‘Mark, you’ve met … er … Dorothy?’


‘Deirdre,’ the girl corrected: notwithstanding, she had been baptized Ethel.


‘Deirdre, of course. This is Mr Treasure, my dear, Vice-Chairman of the Bank.’


Treasure half rose from his seat, nodded and smiled. George Grenwood changed attractive secretaries practically with the seasons and invariably following one of his wife’s carefully spaced visits to the office. This connection was obvious, but the reason for it as perceived by even close observers – including Grenwood himself – was invariably wrong. Lady Grenwood was a tolerant and wise woman who believed change and challenge to be the best defence against waning libertarianism and the prospect of her husband retiring – or even coming home too early. He rarely came home late.


‘We’d like some coffee, wouldn’t we, Mark?’ Treasure nodded. ‘Oh, make it for three, and ask Mr Peregrine Gore to join us, there’s a good girl.’ The gaze that accompanied these instructions and lingered on the retreating form of his secretary suggested that goodness might not be the exact virtue Lord Grenwood expected in his new employee. ‘What a corker, eh, Mark? Fooled the old girl again.’


Lady Grenwood’s only confidant smiled in apparent agreement. ‘And you want Peregrine to come with us?’


‘Not exactly with you, Mark, no. To go on ahead, I thought, soften the ground; get the locals teed up for you and Molly, as it were. Then he can be your ADC while you tie things together.’ Grenwood finished with an especially engaging smile – a sure indication that he felt uncomfortable.


Grenwood, Phipps were acting for an Anglo-Australian consortium bidding for an interest in the West Indian island of King Charles. In financial terms the project was not massive, and in normal circumstances would have been handled by one of the Bank’s four Joint Managing Directors – with Treasure exercising a supervisory role from London. It would certainly not have involved Lord Grenwood, nor put Treasure in the situation of having to be instructed by the non-executive Chairman. But the circumstances were not quite normal. The British company involved in the consortium – a client of the Bank’s for more than fifty years – was controlled by a chairman nearly as decrepit as Grenwood himself. The two men were old cronies and had enjoyed progressing the proposals in principle – that is, up to the point where the necessity for real application had appeared imminent. That was when Grenwood had grandly promised Treasure’s personal involvement.


For his part, Treasure had accepted the obligation with a good grace – the more so when he discovered that his usually busy actress wife would be free to join him on the necessary visit to the island. He was aware that his brief involved out-manoeuvring an American hotel group – rival bidders for the business concession available on King Charles Island – but he savoured the prospect of competition. He had personally taken a view on his mission from the Commonwealth Office. The Minister had been predictably enthusiastic about a project aimed at improving the prosperity of a Crown Colony; he had been unspecific about the likelihood of financial backing from the Commonwealth Development Fund (which he controlled), but richly optimistic about the prospect of massive support from the United Nations Development Programme and the Caribbean Development Bank whose available assets were no concern of his.


Treasure was as Royalist as the next man but he doubted the alleged encouragement from Buckingham Palace could be converted into a negotiating tool – always supposing it had been offered at all; Lord Grenwood was given to fantasizing in such matters.


What Treasure found unnerving was the news that his labours in the Caribbean were to be lightened by the presence of Peregrine Gore – though on quick reflection he could find no fair reason to offer for eschewing such aid. Some days later he came to regret not having voiced an unfair one – but by then it was too late.


Certainly the presence of a junior executive would be helpful – but there were a dozen young men in the Bank’s employ that Treasure would have chosen before the nominated Gore. It was not that he disliked the boy – Treasure, despite his still dashing good looks, was far enough into early middle-age subconsciously to classify any male under thirty as juvenile. Charitably he considered that Peregrine Gore might even be a good fellow to have beside him in a tight corner – even if he could immediately think of no one more likely to get him into one.


The famous general who had made a similar observation about one of his officers had been spared the witness of Peregrine’s shorter than most short-service commissions in the Brigade of Guards. Sound family connections had ensured his safe passage through Sandhurst Military Academy and into a famous Regiment – too famous. It was the chapter of accidents – or near misses – which followed that had prompted the late and face-saving discovery of colour blindness, a handicap which while not incapacitating had been sufficient excuse for honourable retirement with very little seniority. This recourse had been the invention not of an army doctor but of a lieutenant-colonel, who considered that Peregrine’s mistaking an off-duty Indian porter on Camberley Station for the important Arab ambassador he had been sent to meet as convenient evidence of serious ocular deficiency.


In mitigation, it ought to be recorded that Peregrine never endangered the lives of his men – even before the time those in authority decided he should not be given further opportunity to do so. He brought a good deal of happiness to many: for instance, the off-duty porter had never ridden in a Daimler before. Changing the guard at St James’s Palace twice during the first morning of British Summer Time was a mistake that might have been made by anybody called on duty at short notice before resetting his watch. The soldiers had found a good deal of amusement in this harmless episode: unfortunately it had occurred only a few weeks before the Camberley incident, which in turn had been quickly compounded by the mishap involving the Field Marshal’s mistress.


Thus it could be said there were any number of reasons why Peregrine Gore had entered merchant banking. As Treasure watched him sitting alert and upright before Lord Grenwood he wondered again whether he and others had misjudged the chap. Gore had been with the Bank nearly eighteen months, and while he had not been asked to shoulder any great responsibility, he applied himself with enthusiasm and there had been good reports from some quarters. Only the day before, Wilfred Jonkins, Assistant Manager of the Trust Department, had described Peregrine to Treasure as ‘a most well-informed young gentleman’. Jonkins had not specified the particular area of information on which he had been seeking enlightenment during the month the ex-officer had been assigned to him for training: it had concerned the construction of explosive devices. The mild-mannered Jonkins had been passively planning new ways to liquidate his wife for more than twenty years: it helped him to sleep.


‘It’s a splendid opportunity for you, my boy.’ Grenwood had been explaining the King Charles assignment to Peregrine in some detail. ‘Mr Treasure here is a hard taskmaster, but I’m sure you’ll justify the confidence we’re … um, we’re both placing in you.’


‘Oh, absolutely sir.’ Peregrine answered Grenwood but addressed Treasure: he recognized where the confidence might be weakest. The Vice-Chairman warmed visibly. It was part of Peregrine’s charm that he could inspire too much trust from people – while still leaving them in no doubt about his limitations. He turned again to Lord Grenwood. ‘Just one thing, Uncle. Where exactly is King Charles Island?’


Molly Treasure stood at the sink; she was clad in an elegant shantung kaftan and pink rubber gloves. Better known as Margaret Forbes, the deservedly celebrated actress, she was applying the same seemingly effortless poise to washing up as she had lavished on her final performance in the part of Elvira Condomine the night before at the Queen’s Theatre. Noël Coward’s Blithe Spirit had been acclaimed as the most charming revival in the London theatre for many seasons, and Molly a captivating and marvellously ethereal first Mrs Condomine.


‘Then we should get a dishwasher that does do knives.’ The Vice-Chairman of Grenwood Phipps was standing at the draining board, tea-towel at the ready, but not liking it. There was a fitness in most things, but he found it hard to make a case for wiping up.


Mr and Mrs Pink, the Treasures’ resident chauffeur and cook, had the night off; so had Molly – the first for many months. She had elected to prepare dinner at home herself. ‘Nonsense,’ she said with characteristic, comic imperiousness.


Molly had first won a place at acting school by playing Portia’s ‘quality of mercy’ speech from The Merchant of Venice in the manner of a suburban grande dame admonishing the milkman for overcharging. That was eighteen years, ago, and she had sustained her career by producing elegant variations on that same characterization ever since – to the delight of theatre and screen audiences on both sides of the Atlantic.


Tall and striking – more statuesque than beautiful – Molly was a thoroughbred patrician to the tip of her aquiline nose, and once admirably described as the unchallenged mistress of withering heights. Her talent to amuse by projecting comic disdain, outrage and offended innocence if it was in a sense limited had kept her in constant demand – for revivals of Sheridan, Wilde and Coward, and latterly for stylish new works by Michael Frayn and William Douglas Home. The scene she was now playing was the closest she had ever been to a kitchen sink drama. ‘Wiping four knives is as good for your ego as it is for their handles,’ she added.


‘And an elephantine dish.’ Treasure peered into the receptacle searching for damp.


‘Better and better. You didn’t call the soufflé elephantine.’


‘It was quite edible – like you.’ He kissed her on the neck.


‘Oh sir, I’ll ’ave to tell the mistress.’ Molly emptied the plastic bowl and began removing the gloves as though in preparation for taking tea with Lady Bracknell. ‘Is Peregrine Gore the good-looking blond one?’


‘I suppose so.’ After spending half the day with Peregrine on the Caribbean project the young man’s appearance was not the characteristic uppermost in Treasure’s mind. He bunched the tea-towel and deposited it on the kitchen table ‘He’s Algy Grenwood’s step-son by the second wife.’


‘That’s much too complicated.’ She rescued the towel and arranged it neatly on a hanger. ‘I remember him, though. Wasn’t he the one who courageously put out the fire at the Phippses’ cocktail-party?’


Treasure had no memory of this, but he considered there was a quite logical reason why Peregrine might have been the person closest to the outbreak. ‘I don’t remember,’ he answered truthfully. ‘Actually, he’s got lots of charm and it’ll probably amuse you to have him along …’


‘While you decide the fate of nations. Why exactly are we going?’


The two ascended the stairs to the living-room of the house in Chelsea’s Cheyne Walk – their home for more than a decade.


‘You’re going because you’ve promised to take a rest.’


‘You mean because I’m out of work, and no one’s offered me a play.’ Molly seated herself at the piano and began picking out the melody of a Chopin Nocturne.


‘A play you want to do,’ Treasure corrected. He knew his wife had been more than usually selective about her work in the months ahead so that they could spend more time together. ‘What about The Rivals in April?’


‘That’s for TV, it’s three months away, and I know the part – which means I only need to unlearn the actions and deftly woo the upstage camera.’ She smiled. ‘You still haven’t told me why I have to behave like a banker’s wife for once.’


Treasure was turning the pages of a large atlas. ‘We’re putting together a simple little deal for King Charles Island. It’s so simple even your precious Peregrine understands it – I think. Anyway, it’s a Crown Colony, we’re staying with the Governor, and since your opportunities for social advancement are so few, I thought …’


‘I’ll have you know I’ve appeared in more palaces than you, young man,’ Molly interrupted in her best Edith Evans voice. ‘Including the old Victoria.’ She continued playing. ‘Incidentally, where exactly is King Charles Island?’


Treasure placed the open atlas on the music stand of the Bechstein. ‘Somehow I thought you’d ask that question. It’s known colloquially as KCI and it’s there.’ He placed his finger below the tiny dot on the quite large-scale map.


‘Hm. I should have thought Peregrine could have handled that on his own. What shall we do for encores – buy back Long Island?’ She broke into the opening bars of ‘Rule, Britannia’ that make the introduction to ‘Mad dogs and Englishmen go out in the midday sun’ – a not entirely inappropriate overture for events soon to follow.






Chapter Two




It would be no more than fairly accurate to say that Columbus discovered what later came to be called King Charles Island on 16 May 1503. He was beating up from Panama towards Hispaniola at the time, and during his fourth visit to the New World. He was behind schedule, well west of where he intended to be, and distinctly blasé about the superabundance of hitherto unidentified and boring-looking landfalls attending the voyage. A rough translation of his son’s journal runs: ‘We did sight a treacherous-seeming island well populated by sea birds and thickly vegetated, the whole at ransom to a towering, vast volcano at the north. We did not tarry.’ This somewhat discouraging first review appears to have summed up the attitude of traders and potential settlers alike for well over a century.


Los Pajaros, as the island was called by the Spanish, lies some 150 miles due east of the Caymans, and ninety miles north-west of Jamaica. Shaped a little like a miniature Ireland, it is small – only seven miles north to south, and five miles wide. Strategically it was not considered commanding, its shores were uninviting, it offered little that anyone might want to take away – except fresh water – and for a reason lost in antiquity it acquired the reputation of being the haunt of evil spirits. For all these reasons the Carib Indians who had made the island their home were left to live there undisturbed for quite a long time – in sharp contrast to the fate their race suffered at the hands of European infiltrators practically everywhere else in the Caribbean.


The Caribs acquired their warlike and savage reputation chiefly on account of their excusably warlike and savage attitude to the white usurpers, who found their presence inconvenient and slaughtered them in large numbers. In the ordinary way the Caribs lived sensible, ordered and contented lives. The womenfolk – of legendary beauty – were model wives. It is recorded that they spent most of their time massaging their husbands’ bodies, and knitting them hammocks. The men, handsome and fearless, were expert hunters, well versed in the art of camouflage. Independent by nature, they found obedience to superiors intolerable and slavery more so. Clearly, they had to go.


The Caribs who had fetched up on Los Pajaros maintained a perfectly adequate existence from its natural resources – fish, birds and fruit – plus the progeny of some wild boar which had been put ashore by the Spaniards at the time when those compulsive colonists thought it prudent, as it were, in passing, to drop livestock on every island that looked capable of sustaining life. The evil spirits that discouraged proper European settlement were taken in their stride by the Caribs. A logical race, they had never seen the point of worshipping the provider of all things bright and beautiful. Instead they made sacrifices to Manitou, the source of all things dark and nasty, beseeching him not to be horrid to them. In this they were some way ahead of European scepticism which, two centuries later, questioned the credibility of a deity that created evil as well as good. True to form, the Caribs gave the name Manitou to the volcano that dominated their home – and so it is still known today.


When a certain Michael O’Hara and party landed on the southeast corner of Los Pajaros in the January of 1652, they were met by hails of arrows and a well-practised display of fearsome mumbo-jumbo intended to strike terror in their hearts and send them packing. This strategy had worked often enough with less determined groups, who had gone paddling back to their ships long before the performance was over. O’Hara was a different class of caller.


He had been chased out of Ireland for debt, forced out of England for being a Catholic, and successively hounded from Barbados and Jamaica for being a Royalist. O’Hara and the like-minded band he was leading were too desperate to be discouraged by a few missiles and an over-acted exhibition of black magic. They advanced upon the Caribs, who promptly withdrew in astonishment. Too much pork and massage had taken their toll. The natives had become soft. They mounted a fresh attack but their hearts simply were not in it, and they were so well camouflaged that O’Hara and party actually under-estimated their strength; otherwise the Europeans might not have been quite so courageous. A parley was arranged and a truce declared, leading eventually to a lasting peace with everybody’s interests respected – well, almost.


O’Hara was an able and energetic man, – a farmer by occupation. Father Ignatius Kennedy, spiritual adviser to the group, was an enterprising Jesuit with a genius, for organization. They had come prepared with sugar, potato, tobacco, hemp and other seed crops. Not everything they planted proved suitable or as useful as they had hoped, but they quickly transformed the internal economy of the island. The Caribs were not natural farmers but their womenfolk were soon conditioned to adding field work to their other duties.


The settlers renamed the island King Charles, in memory of their recently beheaded monarch, and as a snub to Oliver Cromwell. They made their first settlement where they had landed – at the bottom right-hand corner of the island – and called it Rupertstown to welcome the king’s nephew who led an anti-Cromwellian expedition to the West Indies in the same year. Unfortunately Rupert failed to locate Barbados – though in all conscience it was big enough – and his small fleet was dispersed by a hurricane before it reached King Charles. The compliment was not altogether wasted, however. After the restoration of the monarchy in 1660 the island was formally recognized as a Crown Colony with Michael O’Hara as its Governor. Soon after, Prince Rupert became a person of great influence in the Board of Trade. It was thanks to his intervention that the Royalist inhabitants of KCI were excused all export taxes for ten years.


With the increase in piracy masquerading as privateering, against the King’s enemies, Rupertstown with its natural harbour came to enjoy great popularity as a supply post during the last part of the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth centuries. Henry Morgan and later Edward Teach – better known as Blackbeard – were only the most famous of a long line of valued customers.


Parts of the island coastline on the north were also ideally suited for the arrangement of wreckings – employment that the Irish settlers supervised with pretended diffidence but which the Caribs took to like professionals. The salvaged cargoes consisted mainly of slaves. O’Hara had wisely decreed that the slave population should never be allowed to exceed the combined number of settlers and Caribs. Although his ruling stemmed from political and economic rather than from moral motives, its observation was to have profound and far-reaching effects, while making him immensely rich in the short term. The rescued slaves were sold on to Virginia. Ten per cent of the price fetched was paid as a levy to the Governor, while from around 1666 the slaves were carried in O’Hara ships. It should not be construed from all this that Michael O’Hara was primarily a selfish and greedy man, for above all else he was a cunning one. From the very beginning, King Charles was organized on apparently enlightened principles. The first island constitution awarded each settler family one hundred acres, and every mature Carib male ten acres. The land allocated to the Europeans tended to be on the flatter areas of the island – to the west, the south and the east. Carib territory happened to fall in the hilly north, around Mount Manitou.


There remained some 10,000 unallocated acres – about half the island – which the Governor kept in trust for the King at a peppercorn rent. Since very few of the Europeans actually wanted to farm – they were mostly seafaring people – and almost all the Caribs at first despised agrarian pursuits as unexciting – it had been left to O’Hara and Father Kennedy to manage the plantations, renting back a good deal of the land, working it with a small but cared-for slave force mostly owned by the Governor and the Church. O’Hara’s and everybody else’s sugar, tobacco’ and other crops were processed through efficient, big refineries and factories on a co-operative’ basis. These were also owned by O’Hara.


Prince James River – there was no end to the sycophantic nomenclature – naturally became Crown property. Its sources lay in the wooded hills around Mount Manitou, and while its course was plagued by frequent rapids and in one place a gigantic waterfall, it did provide a rudimentary method of transporting produce by raft through the long centre of the island down to the estuary in Rupertstown. Logs for building ships and houses came that way – felled from the wide strip of land that flanked the river banks and which formed part of the Governor’s title.


It is questionable that O’Hara would have succeeded in creating what amounted to a personal kingdom had it not been for the blessing and complicity of the One True Church. The original settlers were all devout Catholics mindful of past persecution – grateful for deliverance and freedom. As for the Caribs, they quickly recognized the doctrine of transubstantiation as entirely consistent with refined voodoo and came joyfully to Mass.


Michael O’Hara died in 1713 at the age of ninety-one. He had long since been succeeded as Governor by his son John (1661–1742), the progeny of his formal union with a Carib girl following the death of his first wife in 1659. While the marriage cemented relations between the whites and the Caribs, it was also the reason why Michael had not retired to Ireland or England. Thus, in several ways, he set a pattern for succeeding generations of O’Haras, all of whom regarded KCI as ‘home’, none of whom married pure white women, few of whom failed to live to great ages, and all of whom – with the exception of the present generation – succeeded in producing legitimate male heirs, including Matthew O’Hara (1788–1869), who accomplished that ambition at the age of 72.


Nine generations of O’Haras have prospered on King Charles. Seven produced Governors – Matthew, the last of these, resigned the office on his seventy-fifth birthday in 1863 having first built himself an elaborate Gothic palace on the hill behind Government House: it completely dominates the other building. Both houses look down on the harbour nearby, and to the west.


For more than three hundred years the economic, ethnic, and religious order that Michael O’Hara set up on the island has underpinned a relative prosperity for the inhabitants – this in sharp contrast to the misfortunes suffered by communities in other parts of the Caribbean. The decline of the sugar, coffee, cotton and tobacco industries in the area did not bring disaster; KCI was not reliant on any of these except for its own needs. The failure of other island governments to produce sufficient fresh vegetables, dairy produce and meat only demonstrated their indifference to good example. The potato was only the first root crop brought to King Charles. Successive O’Haras introduced others, plus tomatoes, cabbages, and a variety of green vegetables, all farmed on an adequate scale. It was Matthew’s son, Terence (1860–1935), who at the turn of the present century developed a cross breed of cattle ideally suited to the climate and feedstuffs available: these beasts tended to resemble undersized Indian Zebu but they milked like Jerseys and tasted like tough Aberdeen Angus.


The end of slavery in 1834 had caused few problems on King Charles. The newly emancipated actually made up a minority of the population, and virtually all were at least third or fourth generation Carleons – as the inhabitants of the island liked to be called; a title derived from the Spanish ‘Carlos’ was deemed preferable to being known as Charlies even all those years ago. Matthew O’Hara, schooled in England, had long been convinced of the inevitability of abolition. The education he afforded his slaves and the fairly generous land grants he made to them – mortgaged by their labour – ensured they were quickly assimilated into the free population.


By the end of the nineteenth century the population of KCI had become as close knit and isolationist as it is today. Nor had it been necessary to import Chinese and Asians to add to the ethnic mix when the need for cheap labour produced this recourse in other parts of the Caribbean. Sugar was the only – and seasonally – labour-intensive industry, and it was a relatively small one. The O’Haras as paymasters to the island balanced the agricultural output, as well as the books. There was never any stigma attached to cutting cane because no one needed to rely on that temporary occupation alone for a living. Even in modern times the KCI sugar crop on the O’Hara estates is largely managed by hand and not machine, with no shortage of hands for the task.


Just as the founders of modern King Charles had been seafarers, so has the tradition been carried on. Under sail and steam Carleons established a reputation as seamen and any excess of population has always been easily accommodated at sea. Over a third of the male population at any time in the last hundred years has been gainfully employed afloat – serving under the flags of many nations and remitting valuable foreign currency back to the island.


It is only fair to add that for the first half of the twentieth century KCI’s healthy economy was in very large measure supported by an export the population had done nothing to develop and, albeit inadvertently, a good deal to hinder before its potential was realized. The younger Columbus had noted the incidence of bird life. Without question he was recording his observations of Gull Rock – a two-mile long and (once elevated) narrow island lying a short distance from the mainland, beginning half-way up the west coast of King Charles and skirting it northwards. The property of the O’Haras, the bird sanctuary contained one of the richest and most conveniently exploitable deposits of guano in the world. It took fifty years to use up this fortune – the single greatest source of wealth the O’Haras ever enjoyed.


The exhaustion of KCI guano available for export to the fertilizer manufacturers of the USA, and thus the reduction of Gull Rock from a towering outcrop to a small plateau a few feet above sea level, might have been expected to alter the island’s economy as much as its western landscape. Happily there was no discernible drop in standards, nor in the ability or willingness of the O’Haras to ensure popular contentment through the taxes the family paid and the gifts it made.


The Michael O’Hara Primary Schools – there were five – the Ignatius Kennedy Memorial Grammar School, and the King Charles Agricultural College provided an adequate educational facility for the young of KCI. There were also numerous O’Hara Bursaries to enable promising pupils to continue their studies in Britain and elsewhere.


Various O’Hara Trusts had been formed over the years to fund the provision and future survival of a small hospital and libraries, as well as pensions for that very large percentage of the island’s 7800 inhabitants directly employed by O’Hara companies.


The Roman Catholic Church continued as a major beneficiary of the family largesse – and the second biggest influence in the community. Other denominations were tolerated, but while there were Anglican and Baptist churches on the island, they numbered between them scarcely five hundred adherents, mostly lapsed.


There were no political parties on KCI. The Governor, appointed from the UK, chaired an Executive Council of three – the other two members were drawn from an elected Legislative Assembly of seven. This arrangement had obtained since 1882. Significantly, no O’Hara had been formally involved as a member of the Assembly or the Council since old Matthew had resigned the Governorship in 1863 and retired to his imperious new abode. Since that time successive Governors had been obliged to climb the hill to seek O’Hara approval or direction on any and every issue affecting the island’s economy and organization. The Gothic pile had not been named Buckingham House without reason.


It was Patrick O’Hara (1890–1962) who had exploited the guano deposits and who, when these were exhausted, had thrown a good deal of energy into the production of King Charles Cigars. It was no surprise that after a fairly modest start this activity – in relative terms – grew to be immensely successful. After the Cuban revolution in 1959 the consumption of Havana cigars was declared an un-American activity, and it was natural that this created a marketing opportunity in the USA for cigars produced less than eighty miles from the Cuban shore. All this lent even greater credence to old Patrick’s reputation for perspicacity. The fact remained that KCI cigars were in no way superior to Jamaican, and the output was small. Still, they fetched an enormous price on the American market as was demonstrated by the audited accounts of the O’Hara Tobacco Company, a wholly owned subsidiary of O’Hara Industries Ltd.


King Charles Island had not joined the ill-fated Caribbean Federation, so that it was hardly affected when that alliance disintegrated in 1962 – as Patrick O’Hara had prophesied it would. However, the last event was used to justify the holding of a referendum to give the people of KCI the opportunity of voting whether they wished to remain a Crown Colony or to become independent. Ninety-three per cent of the enfranchised population exercised their rights in the polling booths, and all but five elected to remain under the British yoke. The number should have been seven, but two of those instructed to vote this way – to offer proof of the absence of duress – lost heart at the last minute.


A visit four years later from the United Nations Decolonization Committee served only to confirm the astonishing fact that the islanders carried their colonial status with pride, and considered the whole enquiry to be at best facetious and at worst an affront to their individual and national liberties. The Committee members flew away bewildered – most of them back to homes in newly emerged countries torn by civil strife, political corruption and general famine. The inhabitants of King Charles, they ruminated, were a backward people quite undeserving of the contentment they enjoyed.


Joseph Michael O’Hara, the 63-year-old bachelor head of KCI’s First Family, sat silent and thoughtful at his desk in the dark-oak panelled library of Buckingham House. He had always found the interior of his home conducive to contemplation. Being a man of some sensitivity he tried to avoid contemplating – or even gazing at – its hideous exterior.


The building in shape, if not quite in scale, closely resembled the Randolph Hotel, Oxford. As though the duplication of such neo-Gothic excess were not a sufficient shock to the unwary, the aesthetic strain was worsened by the emergence of an octagonal tower at the centre. This was a truly derivative feature, copied from drawings of Fonthill Abbey in Wiltshire, a folly that had the grace to fall down a decade after it had been built. Buckingham House had proved unshakably durable, arrogantly withstanding the ridicule and contempt of informed observers, as well as a minor earthquake in 1902.


O’Hara pushed aside the two slim reports he had been reading earlier and glared disdainfully at the instructions in the fresh blackmail note. This time the demand was for 25,000 US dollars – not a considerable sum in the circumstances – to be paid, as usual, into that numbered Swiss bank account. That would make $100,000 in twelve months – less modest when one thought of it in that way, but still a measure at once of the timidity as well as the cunning of his persecutor – something that further confirmed his growing suspicion of the man’s identity.


Soon it was conceivable that in some parts of the world men would no longer be victimized in this way. Where there was general consent there could be no condemnation, certainly if care was taken not to involve minors. The WHO report of 1969 had been at worst ambivalent. O’Hara had never had a problem with his conscience – not a serious one. So why had he gone on paying? He paid because of the others involved; he did not consider he had it in his soul to endanger others.
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