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Chapter One




‘Stopping people from using land is like … like cutting off a man’s hand,’ said Lord Delgard gruffly. His visible right eye blinked twice—though it might have been winking. With the left eye concealed beneath a black patch it was difficult ever to be certain. ‘Cutting it off at the wrist,’ he embellished, in an increasingly crusty tone. On the whole, this seemed to qualify blinks not winks.


‘Except this isn’t common land, Tug. It’s ours,’ his wife replied softly. Petite and gentle, she had neither winced at the simile, nor shifted her attention from her tapestry frame. It was quite a large frame, and the design was nearly complete. It showed yellow roses in a cream and pink vase on a deckled mauve background. Artistically it was fairly inert—although perhaps a credit to the weaver’s industry.


‘Part of our heritage, yes,’ the eleventh Viscount agreed, but absently, because he was already thinking of something else.


Since Lord Delgard had been christened Timothy Urquhart Grantly, it followed that he would come to be called Tug, a sobriquet that happened to match his appearance as well as his initials. He was a short, square, thickset figure. His bald, bullet head rested tightly on a hardly discernible neck above a chest that butted forward like an eminently seaworthy prow. He shifted his feet, widening the gap between legs clad in tweed knickerbockers and thick woollen stockings, and tightened the grip of his fists that were clasped behind his belted Norfolk jacket. ‘Oliphant should be here by now,’ he complained, nodding at the mullioned bay window in front of him as if holding it responsible for Oliphant’s non-appearance. ‘I need a full report on what he did in London yesterday. And this morning.’


‘It’s two golf courses and an hotel they’ll be building, of course,’ said Lady Delgard as if she were disseminating these facts for the first time. It was her way of moving things on from severed hands, a practised way, learned through forty-seven years of marriage to a one-eyed, battle-scarred, ex-regular soldier with a penchant for sanguine allusions.


‘Cutting off hands is what the Muslims do to thieves,’ offered the Honourable Bea Delgard, the Viscount’s spinster sister, who lacked Lady Delgard’s sensitivity. She was seventy-seven years of age, and two years junior to her brother. Except for his lordship’s total absence of hair the two might have been twins. Bea (short for Beatrice) temporarily abandoned the racing section of The Times, scratched one elbow vigorously, and searched the large pockets of her openknit cardigan for her cigarettes. She was only half expecting her brother to respond to her comment.


‘You could call what’s planned here theft,’ he said, brushing his moustache with the end of a straight forefinger. He turned from staring out southward across the windswept open courtyard, and the park beyond, flexed his gammy left leg, and limped across the corner of the room. Then he stared eastward through the window that gave on to the just as windswept upper terrace. It was mid-October and unseasonably bleak, even for East Anglia.


Gunner, Lord Delgard’s bulldog, remained seated, slumped in the side-saddle, full frontal manner of his breed, and next to where his master had been standing earlier. His long tongue wiped the whole of his nose for the third time since he had started following Delgard’s movements with sad inquisitive eyes.


‘Major Oliphant will he here directly,’ said Lady Delgard. ‘He was asked for four and he’s always punctual. Of course the London train could be late. Why don’t you sit down, dear?’ she suggested from her upright chair.


The three were in the ground floor small parlour in the west wing of Vormer House, a stately edifice—towering, symmetrical, deservedly conspicuous, and justifiably haughty. It was built of honey-coloured Ancaster limestone, and modelled in the shape of a squashed letter H. The house’s architect is unknown, but the huge areas of glittering glass to all aspects, the touches of Renaissance detail, the elegant columned chimneys, and the curving Flemish gables testify that the originator was a man of education, taste and fashion, with strong artistic inclinations.


Vormer is opened to the public on two days a week, from April to September, but the west wing, which includes the family’s private apartments, is not part of the tour. Lord Delgard regarded it nearly as an obligation to share his ancestral home with the populace at large (in return, of course, for a reasonable price of admission), but he was not moved to do this more often than on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, and he drew the line at letting the peasantry tramp through his living quarters—particularly his bathroom (something regularly requested), whatever the extra sense of intimacy such an experience might be expected to provide.


The rooms in the off-limits west wing are no less elegant than those in the rest of the house, but on the whole their fitments are more reflective of modern living. For instance, the small parlour contains some handsome furniture and paintings—but also a television receiver and a CD player, items that visitors to an Elizabethan house might in any case find incongruous, or even disillusioning.


‘It can’t be theft. You’re getting money for the land,’ Bea insisted, with discomforting frankness. She was seated on the sofa facing the big stone fireplace where burning logs were spitting and crackling. She inhaled deeply on a Capstan Full Strength cigarette, making it do much the same as the logs.


‘There’ll be crumpets,’ said Lady Delgard with apparent inconsequence, but the satisfied air of a benefactress whose bounty knew no end.


‘That’s beside the point,’ her husband said, pausing in his stride, looking at his wife, but replying to his sister. He was referring to the irrelevancy of money, not crumpets.


These three elderly co-habitants let subjects float like balloons whose buoyancy was perilously maintained by occasional and, sometimes, seemingly inapposite verbal taps.


‘I’ve already said, it’s stealing from the local people who use the park,’ Delgard continued, and who hadn’t said exactly that, but no matter. He settled himself into a winged armchair to one side of the fireplace. Unlike the house, the nine-hundred-acre park was open to the public daily throughout the year, and there was no charge. ‘That’s the point the MP chap, what’s his name again—?’


‘Charles Finton, dear.’


‘Yes, the point he was making the other night. Said his bush telegraph reports were strong on depriving the locals.’


‘Major Oliphant was catching the one-forty from King’s Cross,’ supplied Lady Delgard, looking up reflectively while rearranging a curl of soft hair over her right ear, a shell-like feature: she had been a great beauty in her day. ‘He told me as much yesterday. Or was it the day before? I suppose it must have been the day before. Yes. Today’s Tuesday,’ she went on, pausing briefly it seemed from the effort of accurate recall. ‘There’s no buffet on that train. He’ll not have had a proper lunch. A sandwich, I expect. The crumpets will be welcome.’


‘But they’ll be able to play golf instead of whatever else they’ve been doing in the park.’ Bea was responding to her brother.


‘Balls,’ he said, half under his breath.


‘And bowls perhaps?’ Lady Delgard’s sense of hearing was still particularly acute. ‘Ah!’ She cocked her head slightly. ‘That’ll be the Major now. I’ve told Alice to bring the tea in with him.’ Neither of the last intelligences seemed to register with her husband.


‘You’ll have to join the club to play golf. Or stay in the hotel. Whole thing’s thoroughly elitist, of course,’ Delgard observed with the confidence of an enlightened aristocrat: even so, he and his elite forebears had enjoyed exclusive privileges in the area since shortly after the Norman Conquest. ‘’Afternoon, Oliphant,’ he went on, eyeing the middle height, slightly stooped and stocky individual who was now marching through the impressive double doorway, arms swinging with unnecessary energy for one who wasn’t engaged on a parade ground. ‘Brought the tea with you, have you?’ Delgard completed, showing that one of his wife’s comments had registered at least.


Oliphant stopped dead, glancing rapidly from side to side as if some kind of an attack on his person was imminent. ‘I can get it, if you want, General,’ he volunteered uncertainly. His left cheek gave a violent and sinister twitch. He had continued to address his employer as General since their army days.


‘Come and sit down, Major. Alice is bringing the tea in directly,’ said Lady Delgard, moving her tapestry frame to one side.


Small, ample Alice Sting was housekeeper and cook-general at Vormer. She appeared now on cue behind the Major and pushing a large trolley with outsize wheels and laden with tea-things. ‘There’s enough mushrooms for dinner after all, mi’lady,’ she confided, while arranging the trolley in front of Lady Delgard. ‘Want me to hand round, do you?’ She was wearing a light blue woollen dress with a cotton pinafore over the front.


‘No. We’ll help ourselves, thank you,’ said Lady Delgard, lifting the top from a silver dish. She nodded approvingly at the hot crumpets revealed beneath the cover. Gunner the bulldog did the same from his new position close to the trolley.


‘Who did you see after you left Henfold’s yesterday, Oliphant? Since we spoke on the phone? Did you see Gradson then?’ Delgard demanded before the other man had quite finished greeting the ladies. Henfold Developments was a property company. Gradson was the Delgard’s London lawyer.


‘No one. There was no time left. Not yesterday, I’m afraid,’ Oliphant replied. ‘I saw Gradson first thing this morning. Gave him your instructions. He’d heard again from the Tudor Heritage Trust. The Trust is definitely supporting the planning application to the Thatchford District Council.’ He rose again from where he had just seated himself, on the sofa next to the Hon. Bea, and moved to fetch tea for both of them. Alice Sting had already left the room.


‘I should think they would support us, too,’ said Delgard forcefully, also standing to help himself to a buttery crumpet which he started to consume while waiting for his wife to pour his tea. ‘Since they’re getting the house, the park, the pictures, and everything except our immortal souls. And three million pounds on top of that.’ He wiped some butter from his chin and fed a bit of crumpet to the dog. ‘I’ve been having second thoughts, Oliphant, I can tell you. Strong misgivings. Am I really doing the right thing allowing the park to be carved up?’


The Major’s square and flattish face took on a solemn expression. His dark, very sunken eyes under bushy eyebrows darted sidelong looks at the two ladies as he tried to gauge the seriousness of Delgard’s statement.


Right or wrong, Oliphant had been praying fervently that there would be no turning back now. As manager of an estate that had precious little left in it to be managed, his future depended on his becoming secretary of the golf club planned to occupy three hundred acres of the park. More to the point, it was the only way he was going to raise the money to pay off his debts, which were pressing. At fifty-two his prospects of other sorts of gainful employment were virtually non-existent if his present job ended—as he feared it was bound to do soon, whatever happened. Dan Sting (Alice’s husband), the estate foreman under Oliphant, was already well able to manage Vormer park and gardens with a permanent work force of only two, and extra seasonal labour when needed.


Oliphant was really superfluous, and he knew it. It had been different when there had been tenant farms and village houses to supervise. Except for his debts, his own future requirements were quite modest. His wife had left him five years before this. Since then he had lived alone but comfortably enough in one of the remaining estate cottages, an arrangement he hoped could continue if things worked out as planned. He had put out strong feelers about the golf club job to the Henfold executives in charge of the development. They had been encouraging, though there had been no specific promise as there had been about the discreet payment they were making him for encouraging Lord Delgard to accept the plan. The payment was to be made on completion of the deal, but by the sound of it, even that could now be in jeopardy.


‘People are free to walk on a golf course if they wish, General,’ he said, his cheek twitching uncontrollably. ‘So long as they don’t interrupt play. And the courses will only take up a third of the park in any case. I’m quite sure more people will use the park for walking and so on than do at the moment. Especially when the hotel is built.’


‘Hotel visitors will use it, you mean? Not locals?’ asked Bea.


‘Both, I should think.’


‘What d’you mean by “for walking and so on”?’ Delgard inquired sharply as he moved back towards his chair, balancing his teacup and a piece of chocolate cake in the saucer.


‘Well, the Tudor Heritage Trust will keep the Easter horse show going. And the gymkhana in the summer.’


‘Of course they will. Those things are institutions. But no nonsense like motorbike rallies, or pop music festivals, eh? No tomfoolery of that kind?’


‘Certainly not, General. Apart from anything else, the Trust accepts that events like that wouldn’t suit the members of the golf club.’


‘Oh wouldn’t they?’ countered Delgard, fixing the other man with the steeliest of one-eyed stares. ‘Well, they wouldn’t suit me either, though I suppose we’ll be taking a back seat in future.’ He sighed noisily. ‘And I still wonder if it wouldn’t be better to keep the place for my lifetime. Both our lifetimes.’ He looked across at his wife. ‘Hand it over when we’re dead and gone. When we can’t be driven mad by other people’s behaviour. Insensitive behaviour.’


Oliphant shifted in his seat. ‘Henfold and the Trust would both prefer you to make the gift now, as originally intended.’


‘Why? Because if we live too long the Trust will want more than three million for an endowment on the house, and Henfold won’t want to pay more for the three hundred acres?’


‘That’s part of it, yes. I mean, not in those precise terms, but—’


‘But near enough,’ Delgard interrupted.


‘It’s also because this way there can’t be misunderstandings about intentions. Complications over the entail. Not while you’re … you’re …’


‘Not while we’re still around to sort them out?’


‘Also in the matter of the planning permission for the golf club and the hotel, General. From Thatchford Council. Henfold believe it’s more likely to be given if you’re here to support it.’


‘Hmm. Except I’m not sure I want to support it any more.’


‘Yes you are, Tug,’ put in Lady Delgard indulgently. ‘There’s really no alternative. Not if you want Vormer to stay as it is.’


‘And if everything’s left till after your death, there’s the risk that Henfold may not be interested in honouring the same plan. Or any plan at all,’ Oliphant cautioned.


‘Isn’t it less complicated too? To do it all now?’ asked Bea. ‘Over inheritance tax, I mean.’


‘There needn’t be any inheritance tax. Not either way,’ said her brother, wiping chocolate icing from his saucer with an extended forefinger. ‘Not if Gradson gets the legal part right. We’d just have to be sure the endowment money was guaranteed. If it wasn’t, the Trust wouldn’t take on the house.’


‘And, of course, we mustn’t forget the Trust is arranging that we can go on living here for as long as we choose. All three of us,’ Lady Delgard added. ‘Isn’t that so, Major?’


‘Well, not all three of you. Not exactly. Not in this house,’ said Oliphant, embarrassed by the question because it meant confirming something negative. He bent over his cup, vigorously stirring his tea, like a witch with an undersized cauldron.


‘But we’ve settled all that,’ said Bea, pulling down the front of her cardigan. ‘We can stay here so long as one of you two is still kicking. But if I’m the last survivor they’ll move me into a horse-box.’


‘Actually, into the Dower House,’ Oliphant supplied, and looking up gratefully under protruding eyebrows. ‘The Dower House will be repaired so that you all have the option of going there if you choose. That’s been confirmed again by Gradson. It was one of the things he talked to the Trust about on the telephone while I was with him.’


‘I shan’t be moving to the Dower House, but you and Bea might after I’m gone,’ said Delgard to his wife, then after sucking some of the chocolate from his finger he went on, ‘Well, I might, I suppose. If I get tired of the invading hordes here. Did Gradson get anywhere with the Trust on that one, Oliphant?’


The other man shook his head. ‘He says they still intend to open the house all day for six days a week, through the season.’


Delgard absently allowed Gunner to lick the rest of the chocolate from his hand. ‘Well, they’ll have to get extra staff to do that,’ he said, while patting the animal’s head. Gunner responded with an appreciative belch as his master continued, ‘I suppose they’ll want to have a tea-room and gift shop too?’


‘I gather so, General.’


‘And larger lavatories?’


‘Probably.’


Lord Delgard stared threateningly at the fire while metaphorically consigning tea-rooms, gift shops and larger lavatories to the flames. ‘So where do Henfold stand now on the whole shooting match?’ he demanded gruffly.


‘They’re all ready to buy the three hundred acres from you for the sum agreed, General. That’s as soon as outline planning permission for the hotel, the golf club, and the courses is approved by the Council.’


‘And when’s that likely to be, do we know?’


‘The proposal goes before the full Planning Committee at the meeting tonight, General.’


A heavy silence followed Oliphant’s announcement. It was broken by Lady Delgard, who remarked despondently: ‘I wonder if they’re really as downright yellow as I’ve made them?’


‘Just about,’ Bea observed.


It was as well that Oliphant hesitated to protest at this apparent impugning of the Planning Committee’s courage.


Lady Delgard and her sister-in-law were ballooning again—about the roses in the tapestry.






Chapter Two




Around four hours later, most people in the audience of London’s Olivier Theatre had left their seats for the twenty-minute interval. The Olivier is one of three auditoria in the Royal National Theatre complex on the South Bank of the Thames.


‘So who played the lead in the original production?’ Julius Kuril, Chairman of Henfold Developments, asked loudly of his male companion who was standing ahead of him at the crowded bar.


‘Mrs Patrick Campbell. They say it’s what made her a legend in her own time,’ answered Mark Treasure, Chief Executive of Grenwood, Phipps, merchant bankers. He pocketed his change and picked up the two glasses, turning to pass one back to Kuril. ‘That was in 1893,’ he added, as the two men elbowed themselves away from the crush.


‘Well, she couldn’t have done it better than Molly’s doing tonight,’ Kuril insisted firmly.


‘You must tell Molly later. Except she’ll say you weren’t around in 1893, so you can’t make a true comparison. My wife is nothing if not objective.’


Molly Forbes, Treasure’s celebrated actress wife, was performing the name rôle in the play they were seeing—a revival of The Second Mrs Tanqueray by Sir Arthur Pinero.


‘Well, I’m so grateful you asked me,’ said Kuril. ‘It’s a marvellous production. Sheila will be disappointed not to be here, but we just don’t know how long she’ll be away.’


Treasure had invited the other man to the play on the spur of the moment, and to have supper with Molly and himself at the Savoy Grill afterwards. This had been at the end of a meeting at Grenwood, Phipps that morning. The property developer had mentioned that his American wife had been called to New York at short notice to visit her ailing mother, and that this had meant cancelling their previous arrangements for the evening.


Henfold Developments were newish customers of the bank’s. Treasure hardly knew Kuril and had been glad of an opportunity to improve on their personal acquaintance. It happened that he had been abroad himself when the play opened the week before, and he was seeing Molly’s much acclaimed performance for the first time too.


Both men were tall and lean, and in their early forties, but Treasure was as fair in colouring as Kuril was dark. Kuril’s nearly olive complexion he owed to Russo-Jewish grandparents, émigrés at the turn of the century, while Treasure’s family had its roots in the Welsh borders. The two men’s educational backgrounds differed too. The banker had graduated from Oxford and later from the Harvard Business School: Kuril had left school in Nottingham at sixteen to work for a local estate agent. It was said that he had made his first million from property by the time he was twenty-one.


‘Shall we try the terrace outside?’ Treasure suggested. ‘Better air than in here. I think it’s warm enough still.’ He led the way across the concourse. ‘Heard any more on the Vormer House business you mentioned this morning?’ he asked as he held back the glass door to the terrace. There were very few people in the area outside.


‘Yes. I meant to tell you. Lord Delgard’s estate manager—’


‘With a name like elephant, you said?’


‘Oliphant actually. He was in the office most of yesterday afternoon. Lord Delgard is close to agreeing the plan at last.’


‘To sell you enough of the Vormer home park for you to build two golf courses and a clubhouse?’


‘Incorporating an eighty-room hotel. That’s assuming we get planning permission, of course,’ but Kuril sounded confident on the last point.


‘Well, I’m still surprised,’ said Treasure as they moved across to lean on the wide parapet. ‘Delgard can’t be on the breadline surely? Why, the pictures alone at Vormer—’


‘It’s not the present that bothers him,’ Kuril interrupted. ‘It’s the long-term future for the house. He’s got enough money to see himself out comfortably. But when he and his wife are gone, inheritance tax could wipe out the place. And the noble and gallant Viscount is seventy-nine years old.’


‘Yes, I suppose he’d have to be all of that.’ Treasure put his whisky glass down on the concrete ledge. ‘Wasn’t he a colonel at the Battle of El Alamein?’


‘Yes. And a brigadier by D-Day. Got a DSO and an MC. Didn’t leave the army till he was fifty. They say he could have been one of the really top soldiers if he’d stayed on.’ Kuril had offered all this in a tone more amused than impressed.


‘But not such a hot shot at running his family estate?’ the banker questioned.


‘Nor their local industrial interests. He rather fancied himself at that, too.’ Kuril sniffed, then pinched the end of his prominent nose. ‘D’you know the Delgards owned the lace factory where my father worked? As a clerk? That’s until the banks foreclosed on it, which incidentally put my father on the street. I was ten at the time.’ The eyebrows lifted reflectively.


‘And now you’re about to save Lord Delgard’s bacon for him?’


‘That may be overstating it. And he’s been blowing hot and cold up to this point. Which is why I’d not mentioned the project at the bank till today.’ He looked about him to be sure they weren’t being overheard before continuing. ‘Delgard certainly isn’t on the breadline, but he’s in a tricky situation. He’s got no children. No direct heir. Even the indirect ones have been dropping like flies recently. When the old man snuffs it the title goes to a remote Australian relative called Legion. He went on record last year saying he’d let the house fall down before he’d spend money on maintenance. Also said he’d sell the park to developers.’


‘That can’t have endeared him to Delgard,’ said Treasure while staring at Somerset House, floodlit on the opposite side of the Thames. It was a building he never thought did justice to its site. ‘Letting Vormer House fall down is easier said than done, of course,’ he went on. ‘It’s Elizabethan isn’t it? Protected?’


‘To the hilt. Listed Grade 1.’


‘What about the home park?’


‘Ah, that was redone by Capability Brown in the seventeen-sixties. As a deer park.’


Treasure marked the rising optimism in the tone. ‘And I suppose it’s not as well protected as the house? In conservation terms. Are you hoping to develop your bit of it for housing as well as golf? I’m not sure I’d approve, mark you. I was there once. It’s very beautiful. I don’t remember any deer. Only sheep.’ He swallowed some whisky.


Kuril did the same, then rested his glass with one hand in the crook of the opposite arm. ‘I admit I got interested after the press reports of what Legion said. I had Maggie Halliwell go to see him when she went to Sydney.’ The dark eyes had a calculating glint in them. ‘I agree it’d be sacrilegious to turn the park into a building estate. But then, I might be persuaded to drop my er … religious scruples in the face of such a profitable cause.’ He was grinning now. ‘Don’t worry, Mark, it’s not going to happen.’


Treasure assumed that this was more because of official restriction than any forbearance on Kuril’s part. ‘Vormer’s only a mile from Thatchford, of course,’ he said reflectively.


‘An expanding town and an official industrial development area,’ Kuril completed, again in an amused sort of voice.


‘And with the whole of the Al scheduled to become a Motorway, a lot more people are going to live and work there.’


‘Yes. But Delgard is determined nobody should ever interfere with Vormer House,’ Kuril put in seriously. ‘He also wants to keep the pictures and furniture intact as a collection, in perpetuity. Wants the house to go on being opened to the public too.’


‘So he’s planning to hand everything over to the Tudor Heritage Trust, you said? On those conditions they’ll want a hell of a lot of money to go with it. To endow it. Have they named a figure?’


‘Yes. Three million.’ Kuril turned about, leaning his back against the parapet. ‘With the estate farms and all the agricultural land already sold off, the only way the old boy could raise that kind of wind was to sell pictures, and he wouldn’t do that.’


‘Which is where you and the golf courses come in?’ Treasure finished his Scotch, and checked the time with the illuminated face of Big Ben, half a mile away to the left, across the river. ‘Want another?’


Kuril studied his empty glass as keenly as if he’d lost something in it. ‘Mm … better not,’ he answered in a determined voice.


‘So Henfold Developments will be paying three million for three hundred acres of the park. Expensive?’


‘Not relative to the potential.’


‘So everybody’s happy? Except possibly Mr Legion in Australia. He’d have done better to have kept quiet. He might have inherited the lot.’


‘Not possible.’ Kuril smoothed a hand over the prematurely balding area above his forehead to the thick black hair at the back. ‘Delgard would have seen to it he inherited nothing. There’s no family entail, except possibly a few disputed fields. No, our proposal is the only runner. But we’re still not quite home and dry yet.’


‘The golf courses were your idea?’


‘For starters, yes. It was a tentative suggestion, floated in to his lordship six months ago. Golf courses, and a sort of Tudor clubhouse.’ He gave a cynical grimace. ‘Good sporting attraction and plenty of tourist appeal. At first, Delgard pretended to have apoplexy. Then he had second thoughts and checked me out. It wasn’t difficult. Or for me to know he was doing it.’


‘You’d never met him?’


‘Not then. We’ve met since. He even accepts a regular day’s shooting from me now, but you couldn’t call us mates. Remember, I’m still a local back street lad.’ He smoothed the front of his silk tie between the lapels of the impeccably cut Savile Row jacket.


‘Except you now own a weekend house nearby as big as Vormer?’


‘It’s three miles away actually, and not nearly as big. Really not. It’s just a manor house. And we don’t have a home park either. Just a few dozen acres.’


‘Otherwise you’d have built a golf course there by now?’ Treasure chuckled.


‘Mmm? Probably not. We like our privacy.’ A mischievous grin followed the comment. ‘Anyway, his lordship eventually sent his Major Oliphant to talk seriously to the Tudor Heritage and then to see us. Incidentally, the Major’s all for the scheme, notably for reasons of his own, and we’ve er … encouraged him in that direction.’ Kuril pinched the end of his nose again. ‘Anyhow, when he told us the price was going to be three million, we explained that a couple of golf courses with a reach-me-down clubhouse would hardly justify that sort of money. Even a clubhouse with tastefully exposed timbers.’


‘Which is when you added the hotel?’


‘And an up-market leisure centre, the whole complex still discreetly sited in relation to the house. There’s a Victorian gazebo on the spot at the moment.’


‘Must be a bloody big gazebo.’


Kuril chuckled. ‘Not really. But it’s there to establish there’s been building on the site before. And it’s of no historic or æsthetic importance.’ He nodded as if to reassure himself on the last point.


‘Meaning you can knock it down with impunity?’


‘Yes. Of course, we intended doing the whole package from the start. And a bit more if we could. Question of softly, softly.’


‘Total cost?’


Kuril shrugged. ‘With all the trimmings? Fifty million plus. We’ve done the market projections. It’s a goer all right. On a four-year pay-back.’


‘And the bit more you mentioned? Would that be a few choice houses along the fairways, also discreetly sited?’


‘That’s just a pipe dream, I’m afraid.’ It was difficult to gauge whether the tone was speculative or resigned.


Treasure decided not to press the point. Instead he asked: ‘How much of the fifty million will you want the bank to pick up?’


‘I was hoping you’d ask. Quite a lot of it. Obviously we’re a bit strapped at the moment.’


Treasure found the comment almost comical. The project the two had been talking about that morning involved a big funding operation by Grenwood, Phipps. The bank had been putting together a syndicate of financial institutions to back a major Henfold industrial and housing development in Czechoslovakia. The monies required had exceeded a billion pounds, spread over two years. In the circumstances, fifty million for a golf hotel in middle England looked like small change and a very low risk. ‘I think we can probably cover that for you,’ said the banker. ‘When we’ve seen the plans.’


‘But there’ll be some local money too,’ Kuril added, his eyes now intently following the movements of two noisily attractive blonde young women who had just come out on to the terrace.


‘And all assuming the basic planning permission will be given by Thatchford Council?’ Treasure questioned.


Kuril nodded sharply. ‘We’re fairly confident there. It was the main reason for letting in local money. Naturally there’s a certain amount of opposition to the project. Always is with this kind of thing. We build the negative drag into the feasibility studies these days. In this case the drag isn’t massive.’


‘From environmentalists, I suppose?’


‘Yes. Which covers everyone with a public or personal axe to grind. The greens and the reds on the Thatchford Council. Plus a few local landowners who wish they’d come up with the idea themselves.’ He paused. ‘Oh, and the usual Johnnie-come-lately commuters. People living in villages to the south of Vormer who’ve moved there from the larger towns in the area. They’re the worst sort of objectors usually. Always deploring plans to alter what they call the traditional community. That’s exactly what they altered themselves, of course, gentrifying cottages and degutting old schoolhouses. But they still feel entitled to behave as if they’d been born and weaned in a place. As if they were the usurped instead of the usurpers.’ He shifted his stance. ‘I hate hypocrisy, don’t you?’


The words had come with great feeling even though they might take some justifying from a successful and by all accounts often ruthless property developer. But, Treasure reasoned, it was evidently cant that Kuril was deploring and nothing else.


‘Humbug is certainly one of the least tolerable of human frailties,’ he commented lightly, ‘but one of the most transparent too.’


‘Those girls should have more clothes on,’ said Kuril unexpectedly, his tone and facial expression implying the very opposite of his words. ‘It’s not that warm out here.’ His eyes had scarcely left the two parading blondes since they had first appeared.


Treasure felt the girls rated a glance, but not the rapt attention they were aware they were getting from his companion. Both were the short, cuddly type and a touch overweight, but with breasts that one would have to describe as prodigious. The clothes they had on were sexy but lacking in style—including tight, very short skirts that would have better suited figures with less ample calves. Their highly audible conversation had been punctuated by raucous laughter and much friendly pulling and pushing of each other. ‘They seem well enough covered in some respects,’ the banker remarked amiably, then returned to the previous subject with: ‘I suppose it’s the hotel that produces the objections to the Vormer scheme?’


‘Not necessarily just that. People think a golf club greatly increases traffic. Wears out the roads, clogs the drains, and destroys the flora and fauna. Lot of nonsense,’ Kuril said while continuing to watch the girls. ‘We’ve got the local MP on our side, by the way. Charles Finton. Know him?’


‘No. Only of him. Isn’t he in the Ministry for the Environment?’


‘Only just. Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Minister. Ambitious type. Politically, I mean. Failed barrister. Wouldn’t light any fires in vulgar commerce, I can tell you. There’s damn-all competition in politics these days, of course.’


‘Isn’t Finton quite well off in his own right?’


‘No, but his wife is. Enough for both of them.’


‘I suppose he’s your MP in the country too?’


‘Yes. We see quite a bit of them. Sheila gets on with Mrs Finton. Felicity, her name is. Now there’s an unusual woman.’


Whatever it was that made Mrs Finton singular was something Treasure was denied discovering at that point, since the conversation was ended by the insistent echoing of the final interval gong, a sound well amplified on to the terrace. It sent the two men moving back to their seats. In Kuril’s case, this began with a spirited, almost indecent spurt so that he was in time to pull the terrace door open for the simpering, and coyly grateful young women with whom he also chose to exchange some words. It was the last enterprise that sent them on their way doubled up with mirth.


Meantime Treasure found himself idly speculating about whether Sheila Kuril might also be noisy, short and cuddly. On the whole he decided she was probably not, and that this was a female specification that more likely attracted his companion extra-murally, as it were, rather than maritally—a shamelessly unsupported conclusion, he admitted to himself, but one that even so had begged a further question.




Chapter Three




‘Order, ladies and gentlemen. Order, please.’ Councillor Arthur Motwell, the fleshy, Yorkshire-born owner of A. P. Motwell and Sons, building contractors, and Chairman of the Thatchford District Council’s Planning Committee, banged his gavel again with unnecessary force. Then he leaned back expansively in the leather upholstery of the Mayor’s seat. This was raised on a dais facing two rows of similar fixed but not quite such opulent places, the rows arranged in the shape of a horseshoe on two tiers—making the principal feature of the permanent furnishings of the well lit, modern Council chamber.


The present Thatchford Council offices, still regarded by many as new, had been erected in the previous decade. They were a legacy from the last period when the Labour Party had held a majority on the Council and had elected then to invest ratepayers’ money in what Labour’s political opponents had regarded as unnecessary new accommodations. This decision was still used as convenient evidence of Labour Party profligacy (the building had cost much more than was first estimated), though few councillors of any political persuasion would have chosen to go back to the old Victorian town hall. This last was in any case an academic consideration since the other building had been knocked down.


Besides the seats for the Mayor and councillors, there were tables and chairs in the central well of the Council chamber for Council executives and secretaries, and tip-up seats for the press and public in raked rows behind the councillors and facing the Mayor. Although there were committee rooms in addition to the Council chamber, the full Planning Committee had met here since Councillor Motwell had been made its Chairman. Motwell was some years off becoming Mayor (an office allotted through seniority not merit), but he enjoyed behaving as if he had risen to that status already.


‘Order, please,’ he repeated, not so much because the previous injunction had failed to provide quite enough of it, but because he enjoyed exercising his authority. He loosened the knot of his tie a fraction under his several chins, while aiming a look of still tolerant admonition at a few individuals among the sixteen ususually fractious male and female councillors seated before him. They were arranged in party groups—Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat—clumped irregularly along both rows of seats like surviving teeth in a cankered jaw.


‘Order yourself, Chairman. It’s you who’s out of order, not us,’ Madelaine Task protested to calls of ‘hear, hear’ from those around her. She was seated directly opposite the Chairman on the upper row, and her words were easily distinguishable above the continuing hubbub. Short and plump, Mrs Task, thirty-three, a Labour councillor, a bohemian dresser and a schoolteacher, was well used to getting herself heard over the clamourings of the unruly. She brushed her long and lacklustre hair away from her quite pretty face, and straightened the heavily framed spectacles which also did nothing to enhance her appearance. ‘Vested interests have to be declared,’ she shouted in a high-pitched but unbreathy, strained soprano, leaning forward in her seat, and stabbing a pointed index finger at Motwell. ‘You’ve not declared any interest yet. You and your like are a disgrace.’ She looked about her for support, and got it in good measure.


‘I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head, Councillor Task,’ Motwell responded, unruffled. He prided himself on coolheadedness in the Chair, especially when it came to controlling looney Trots. ‘Time’s getting on. We’ve nearly covered a long agenda. Some of us could do with liquid refreshment. That applies to members of all parties, I’m sure, not forgetting the press,’ he continued amiably, bestowing a smile first at a right of centre Labour crony who looked mildly discomforted at being singled out as potentially both a traitor and a drunk, and then at George Pike, the chief reporter from the Thatchford Advertiser. Pike had no qualms about nodding back his agreement since he was thirsty and worked for an acknowledged Tory paper. ‘So can we press on without people dragging in irrelevances, and wasting the time of overworked officials.’ Motwell beamed at Harold Jepton, Chief Executive of the Council, seated at the centre table just below him, and currently also filling the office of Director of Planning on a temporary basis.


The Thatchford Council had several vacancies on its permanent staff at management grade: Director of Planning was one of them. The previous incumbent had left recently to take up a better paid post with a property company which had funded several lucrative projects in the area in recent years. It had been an appointment that for obvious reasons had caused a lot of local gossip as well as criticism.
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