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‘The true soldier fights not because he hates what is in 


front of him, but because he loves what is behind him’


G. K. Chesterton







   

Prologue


Madrid, March 1937


He stared back at her with eyes that burned like black stars, his hands hot around hers as they stood there, joined together. Just a solitary candle flickered, their faces draped with a pale golden light; no more than that could be risked for fear of being glimpsed from the street.


‘. . . by the powers vested in me, I now pronounce you man and wife.’


A smile of delight escaped her. It was done? He was hers and she was his? He stepped forward, cupping her face in his hands and staring down at her as though she was heaven-sent. ‘I will love and protect you always,’ he said with quiet fierceness.


‘And I you.’


He kissed her, the tender press of his lips pushing a button inside her and waking her up. She didn’t need to be afraid any more. They had been together for only three days and four nights but already she knew she could face anything with him by her side. Their love was fiercer than any war, and now when she looked into the sky, it wasn’t to check for bombs but to follow the birds, to catch rainbows, to wish upon the stars.


A nearby sound of metal on metal, like a door latch falling, made them all startle.


‘What was that?’ the priest whispered, looking around abruptly.


No one replied, listening instead to the sudden and distinctive sound of feet, running; so nearly silent, but not quite. The two men instinctively closed in around her, scanning the windows for signs of lights, ropes, missiles, both reaching for the guns in their belts and pointing them around the chapel, weapons primed. Everyone was a soldier these days – the grocer, the carpenter, the locksmith, the priest.


They waited but the silence held. Had the danger passed? Was it so improbable to believe it could have been a child playing?


Yes.


‘Quick, this way,’ her newly minted husband whispered, grabbing her wrist and pulling her towards the back of the nave so fast her feet could barely touch the floor. ‘Get behind the choir,’ he said, pushing her roughly down behind the giant carved mahogany structure, the tenderness of the previous minute already lost to the art of war. She cowered behind the solid screen as he crept back towards the altar, his gun held in steady hands. She didn’t want him to leave her but she reminded herself he was skilled in stealth, able to creep like a cat, light-footed and sure. Her breath was coming hard as the adrenaline pumped and she fought to control it, eyes closed as she tried not to imagine the danger that was creeping around the chapel and encircling them.


There! Her eyes flew open as she heard it, the tiny, single click of a gun’s hammer being pulled back. She looked around her wildly, paling as she saw the east door. It was supposed to be bolted – indeed an attempt had been made on their way in, but in their rush to be married, the tip of the bolt was barely nudging up to the barrel.


She broke cover, running fast towards it with no time even to crouch, her terror growing with her speed as she saw the thin crack between the doors begin to widen. Open . . .


‘No!’ Her scream propelled her, she almost had a hand to it but as she threw herself forwards, it was suddenly flung back. She felt herself fly, the sound of a gunshot whistling through the air with her. But she had seen his face, and a single thought formed in her mind before the world went black.


‘You.’







   

Chapter One


Canary Wharf, London, 9 July 2018


‘Gentlemen. Ms Fairfax. We have a problem.’


Charlotte watched as the president of the bank bestrode the room, his footsteps silent on the plush rug. He took his seat at the head of the table and looked down the long expanse of burred walnut at his senior team. She imagined it must look like a fairground hall of mirrors to him: matching navy suits and ‘short back and sides’ rippling all the way down, thighs splayed and broad hands on the table. She alone broke the rhythm – long dark hair held back in a Chanel-beribboned low ponytail, discreetly polished fingernails, narrow shoulders, putty-coloured dress.


‘Carlos Mendoza.’


Even she knew the name. She didn’t need to be on the permanent payroll here to know he was one of the firm’s biggest clients, which was saying something for a private bank dealing only with ultra high-net-worth individuals. The family was Spanish aristocracy, with a dukedom or two and owning vast tracts of the Andalusian countryside. They had made their fortune many generations back breeding fighting bulls, diversifying over the years into large-scale fruit farming, property investment and, latterly, medical technology. Off the top of her head, having read a profile on them in the financial press a few months back, she recalled their worth as being somewhere around the £750 million mark.


‘I’ve just taken a call from his son, Mateo. I’m sorry to say the old boy’s on his way out. Stage-four pancreatic cancer.’ He tutted with what was supposed to indicate pity but she heard the subtext too: his dying was in some way inconvenient to them.


Hugh Farrer sank into his seat at the head of the table and stared back at them. At only fifty-four, he was the bank’s youngest ever president and its most ruthless. Profits were up by a third in the twenty-eight months since he had taken the helm but it had come at a cost: the labour force beneath him had been trimmed by 21 per cent and he had closed down four satellite offices throughout Europe, centralizing operations at their headquarters here in London.


‘The medics are saying he’s got a month, six weeks at most, which doesn’t give us much time.’


Us? Charlotte saw how the backs along the line stiffened slightly at the words as though they were reined together. She tilted her head to the side, watching, waiting. 


Farrer took an exasperated breath. ‘On Friday evening, Carlos suffered a mini-stroke. He is currently being treated in hospital and is, I understand, still unconscious. They are cautiously optimistic that he will recover – or at least make some form of recovery – from this. However, during this crisis, when Mateo assumed power of attorney for his father, as has always been customary, he learnt his father had been midway through drawing up paperwork donating the entirety of his estate to one Marina Quincy.’


Farrer let the name soak into the walls, raking his scrutiny over each of them in turn, like a pianist dragging his hand over the ivories. Marina Quincy. Marina Quincy. But it wasn’t a name with any obvious material connections – not a Rockefeller or Rothschild, Spencer or Goldsmith. She wasn’t Someone, a name they should automatically know. No green lights were flashing to make immediate sense of the directive.


‘Mateo had never heard of her. We’re awaiting a full report but all we know right now is that she’s forty-five and working in a cafe in Madrid,’ Farrer added. 


Forty-five? Charlotte frowned. Carlos Mendoza was very elderly, late nineties if she remembered correctly.


‘Could she be an illegitimate daughter?’ someone behind her piped up. 


Farrer gave a barely perceptible shake of his head. ‘According to Mateo, his father had a vasectomy in his late thirties which he understands to have been successful.’ 


‘So then she’s his mistress,’ Dan Milton stated beside her with characteristic frankness. It was the obvious assumption and Milton was nothing if not obvious. Thirty-one and already head of private banking for continental Europe, he wouldn’t know a euphemism from an embolism. Chicago-born, with a Harvard business degree and an MBA from INSEAD, he had joined the London team eight months earlier and the aftershocks of his blunt managerial style were still rippling through the office.


Farrer settled his gaze upon his protégé, which was always a disconcerting experience. Almost albino-blonde, his eyelashes and brows were so pale as to appear bleached, creating a piscatorial impression. Milton had told her once, during a shared lift ride, that it was like being eyeballed by a trout. ‘Mateo Mendoza is adamant he’d met all his father’s mistresses. He’s put a researcher on to it and they’re working up a profile as we speak, but there’s got to be something more to her than just that. Dying old men don’t just give away their fortunes to hot women, no matter how much they fancy them.’


‘Well if she is the lover, then the family has a very strong case for contesting it,’ Milton said, confidently clasping his hands together and beginning to assert his authority. He had had a brief stint running the team in Madrid before this. ‘Spanish inheritance law strongly protects the immediate family. His wife would automatically get fifty per cent, with the rest parcelled up in forced shares or legitimas’ – he pronounced the word with a strong Spanish accent – ‘for both antecedents and descendants. There’s simply no way he can just dump the lot on his girlfriend and rob his legal family of their birthright.’


Farrer arched an almost-invisible eyebrow. ‘You’re quite right, Dan, he couldn’t do this – if it was a bequest.’


Milton’s mouth opened a little, as he realized too late he’d tripped up over semantics, his ego running away with him.


‘But as I said, it’s a donation. Or donación de bienes,’ Farrer said, matching Milton’s pretentious accent with one of his own.


He pulled his gaze off him in a dismissive manner and invited other suggestions but the room stayed quiet: no one else wanted to walk into one of his booby traps; mines were laid everywhere, beneath every word.


Farrer’s stare hardened. ‘It goes without saying what this potentially means for us. Mendoza is one of our biggest investors and with the shareholder meeting coming up in September and sterling weak against the euro right now, the timing could not be worse. Unfortunately, it is fully within Mendoza’s gift to part with whatever he likes, during his lifetime and if his money leaves the family—’ He stopped, giving everyone a sombre stare. ‘Then it may well leave this bank too.’


The tension in the room ratcheted up a notch.


‘Having said that, Carlos’s lack of time might swing to our advantage – merely delaying the transfer may be all that’s needed to make this problem go away.’


Charlotte felt a flicker of dislike twitch her eye. That he was actually suggesting Carlos Mendoza might oblige them all by conveniently dying whilst they placed just enough obstacles in his path to prevent him from fulfilling his dying wish . . .? It was just another Monday morning at the bank but she shifted in her seat, glad her meetings here were infrequent. She always came away feeling grubby.


Farrer looked at the guy sitting to Charlotte’s right, the head of legal. ‘Paul, get your team on to the small print now, they need to find something, anything, we can use to stall: agreements, tie-ins . . . We need to find a way to spin this out: if he dies before the donation can be signed off, then the wills will stand.’


‘Sure,’ Paul said brusquely but looking charged by the directive.


Farrer looked back at Milton again. ‘Milton, I want a full work-up on the Mendoza trusts and assets. In the event we can’t block, what can we lock down and safeguard? We need to see what we can move, diversify, bury – now.’


‘On it,’ Dan nodded.


‘Ms Fairfax.’


She looked up to find Farrer’s gaze on her.


‘Thank you for coming in at such short notice.’


‘My pleasure,’ she murmured.


‘Mateo Mendoza is going to feed back to us on this woman’s identity by the end of the day – which means I need you in Madrid.’


Shit. ‘Okay.’ She kept her face impassive; this wasn’t going to go down well with her mother.


‘I need you to make contact with her, sound her out, bring her onside. It’s not yet clear what exactly she knows – no one knew what the old guy was up to. Although it seems unlikely, it may be she doesn’t know about the gift either, in which case make no mention of it while we spin things out this end and find out more. On the other hand, she probably knows exactly what she’s in line for and she’s sitting there with her hand out. Either way, we need you to be our eyes and ears on this.’


Charlotte nodded. This wasn’t her usual brief. The windfall usually came first, then the counselling, not the other way round.


‘If the worst case does come to pass and Carlos gifts the bulk of the estate out of the Mendoza family, we need to be in position to make sure that, regardless, the money stays banked with us. Get close to this woman – she needs to trust you, listen to you, be guided by you. She likely won’t know the first thing about finance at this level and I don’t want our counterparts getting wind there’s a new heiress on the block.’ He looked straight at her with his pale gaze. ‘I want you doing that thing you do.’


‘Connecting?’ she asked, the wry note showing in her eyes only.


‘Exactly that,’ he nodded. ‘Bring her in to the mothership, Charlotte. Losing three-quarters of a billion pounds doesn’t look good on anyone’s CV.’


‘Was that a threat?’ Milton asked her as they walked down the corridor together.


‘Naturally.’


Milton missed a beat and she knew he was smiling. She also knew he found her intriguing, his braggadocio style in complete contrast to her quiet confidence and serene reserve. ‘You seem pretty calm, given that he’s putting it all on you to make sure she keeps the investment with us.’


‘You think it’s all on me?’ Her arms swung lightly as she walked, her back straight, chin up. Various people nodded at him – them – as they passed. ‘Funny. My take was he’s got to go through you first. You and Paul are my . . .’ She looked at him quizzically. ‘What’s the terminology in American football, when you put the battering rams in front to protect the guy running with the ball?’


‘Blockers.’


‘Right. It’s only going to come down to me if legal can’t find a way to block the donation, which I’m sure they can. And of course we all know you know exactly how to make his liquid assets infinitely more ‘fixed’, so that even if the donation actually did come to pass, I doubt there’d be much left for me to have to save.’


‘You’re flattering me again, Charlotte,’ he chuckled as they reached his office, the view of the oxbow meander of the Thames looking sluggish below the hazy sky. A tall, rangy man was already sitting on his velvet sofa and idly flicking through a copy of The Economist. ‘Oh, Lord Finch, apologies! My meeting overran.’ He strode across the room in four strides, looking important and dynamic, holding out a fleshy hand. ‘Good to see you. Good to see you.’ His eyes shone with the excitement that came from personally knowing a peer of the realm. ‘Hey, allow me to introduce you to Charlotte Fairfax. I’ve been wanting to put the two of you together, she’s our wealth counsellor. I think she could have some very timely advice for you in light of your recent . . . alimony woes.’


The tall man met her gaze and smiled, bending down to lightly kiss her on the cheeks. ‘Lotts, how are you, you exquisite creature? It’s been too long. You said you’d visit in Klosters.’


‘I know, but I didn’t get there at all in the end. An emergency at work.’


‘Sorry – you know each other?’ Milton asked, sounding incredulous.


‘Oh, we’re forever bumping into each other at this and that, aren’t we, Lotts?’ Lord Finch asked, just as her phone rang.


She glanced at the screen. ‘I’m afraid I need to take this. A call I’ve been expecting,’ she smiled apologetically, reaching up on tiptoe to kiss him goodbye again. ‘Let’s have lunch in August. Will you be in Positano?’


‘Darling, does the pope shit in the woods?’


Charlotte laughed. ‘You’re outrageous! I’ll call you.’ And she turned and left, catching sight of Milton’s dumbstruck expression on her way out.


‘I’ll keep you posted!’ Milton called after her as she headed down the corridor.


She raised an arm in acknowledgement as she connected the call. ‘Rosie?’


‘Hi, Charlotte,’ her PA’s voice replied. ‘Good time to speak?’


‘Absolutely.’ She walked down to the lifts and pressed the button, staring out of the plate-glass windows that gave over London. ‘I’m just leaving Steed now. They need me to go to Madrid tomorrow. Can you reschedule my appointments and get me on the first flight out in the morning?’


‘Sure. Hey, Madrid, lucky you – you can top up your tan before the wedding.’


‘Oh yes, lucky me,’ Charlotte replied drolly.


‘You don’t sound too enthused.’


‘You aren’t the one who’s got to tell my mother I can’t make the final dress fitting tomorrow night.’


‘Ah.’ Rosie was very well acquainted with her mother. ‘Well, does that matter? They’ve got your measurements.’


Charlotte missed a beat. ‘Yeah. It’s just a couture dress, you’re right. They can wing it.’


Rosie chuckled, also very well acquainted with Charlotte’s dry sense of humour. ‘Well at least you can take your foot off the gas for a bit while you’re out there. A bit of distance from all the wedding prep might help you to relax.’


‘Are you saying I’m uptight, Rosie?’


‘I’m saying you’re getting married next week and you’ve not had a hen party, a lunch, not even a hair appointment. You’re only taking a few days for the honeymoon—’


‘Because we’re both frantic at the moment. We can take one later when things have calmed down a bit. Has he called, by the way?’


‘Not yet. Do you want me to try him?’


‘No. No, it’s fine. I’ll catch him later.’ She and Stephen never spoke much in the day – one of them was invariably in a meeting – but she was looking forward to a quiet night in with him tonight. Even if she hadn’t had to go to Madrid tomorrow, they’d been on a carousel of parties lately, everyone urgently getting together for last hurrahs in the capital before they split for the coasts of Provence, Formentera and Esmeraldas, where they would reconvene to do it all again. She could think of nothing nicer than a rhubarb gin and tonic, a foot rub and an evening on the sofa wearing his pyjamas. ‘I’m on my way back now but can you ping me Lucy Santos’s file? You remember, Roberto Santos’s wife.’


‘The Chelsea footballer.’


The lift arrived and she stepped in. ‘Ex-Chelsea. Real Madrid now, remember?’


As if she could forget. Rosie was well-acquainted with her boss’s ambitions. Chelsea Football Club was already one of her top clients and it was how Charlotte had met Lucy initially, helping the Santos family to settle as they moved down to London from Manchester. Naturally, Real Madrid had their own variation on the services she offered, an in-house wealth management team, but Lucy liked the personal relationship she had built up with Charlotte and had been adamant that continued access to her was stipulated as one of the conditions of her husband’s transfer deal. Eager to secure their new star player, Madrid had happily agreed to his family’s demands and Charlotte had worked hard to help them settle quickly in the hope it might lead to the Spanish club becoming another of her clients too. 


‘This’ll be a good chance to touch base with her seeing as I’ll be in the neighbourhood. Last time we spoke, she was still struggling: language barrier, the press, school issues . . . The FaceTime sessions aren’t enough; I think she needs more proactive support and this will be a good opportunity to try and get some time with her, before everything kicks off in earnest with this Mendoza problem.’


‘Mendoza?’ It was a name everyone knew. ‘Is there a problem?’


‘Could be,’ Charlotte nodded. It wasn’t every day a bank’s liquidity was thrown into question. ‘Listen, I’ve got to go, I’m in a lift. I’ll be back in ten.’


‘Oh – but what do you want to do about the dinner on Saturday? Will you be back for that?’


The doors closed.


‘Oh God, yes, good point. Saturday,’ she said, pulling a grimace. How could she have forgotten about that? Charlotte bit her lip. Stephen’s parents were throwing a pre-wedding dinner at the Savoy for the core guests. ‘No it’s fine, leave everything as it is. I’m sure I’ll be back by then, but if not, I can fly back for the night if necessary.’


‘Or they could come to you,’ Rosie quipped, her voice beginning to break up. ‘No biggie.’


Charlotte smiled at the prospect of one hundred of her closest friends all decamping to Madrid for the party. ‘Quite. We’ll charter a jumbo.’


The connection was lost as she heard Rosie laughing. As if she’d been joking.


‘I’m home!’ she called out, throwing her keys into the trinket dish on the console table and pausing, listening for signs of life as she quickly threw a glance up the stairs and into the drawing room. Nothing. But Stephen’s briefcase was on the chair where he always left it when he came in. ‘Stephen? I’m back. And I’m wearing nothing under my coat!’ She walked down the hall and into the kitchen. ‘Oh, hello, Mother.’


‘Darling,’ her mother smiled, lifting her chin so that Charlotte could reach her cheek more easily.


‘Where’s Stephen?’


‘Just in the cellar, getting some more Pinot.’


‘Oh.’ Charlotte frowned as she took in the sight of the half-chopped vegetables and a dish of rock oysters on the worktop. ‘. . . Did we make an arrangement I’ve forgotten about?’


‘Not at all. I just thought I’d look in on my way back from the facialist and Stephen asked me to stay for supper.’


‘Ah.’ She gave a tight smile. So much for an evening in her pyjamas with her feet up. ‘That’s sweet of him.’


‘As I reminded him, we still need to pin down the more errant of your friends who think RSVP is a cognac.’


Oh good. Charlotte poured herself a glass of water as they waited for the wine. ‘How was your facial? You look glowing.’ Her mother took her personal grooming very seriously and was always the first to sign up to any new cosmetic procedure that offered to whip away the years. Her once-blonde hair was now a silvery ash but she still wore it in the curled-under bob she had favoured since her forties, and her blue eyes, though undeniably droopier at the brow, had a youthful twinkle that ensured she was still sought after at dinner parties in London’s smartest postcodes.


‘Just wonderful. Marie’s hands are always so cold, I swear her touch alone makes my skin firm up,’ her mother said, dabbing at her cheekbones lightly.


‘Mmm.’


Stephen walked in, carrying a bottle of Domaine Leroy Musigny Grand Cru. ‘Ah, you’re back. You’re late,’ he said all in one breath as he came over. She reached up for a kiss but he pecked her on the cheek instead; he didn’t believe in PDAs, as he called them, and particularly not in front of her mother.


‘Yes. I had some paperwork to catch up on before I left.’ She watched as he uncorked the bottle between his knees. He had changed into his chinos and a fresh shirt, no tie. It was about as informal as he got.


‘How was the meeting at Steed? Farrer fire everyone?’ As a broker himself, he was well aware of the rumours about the currently testy atmosphere within the bank.


‘No. It was interesting.’ She watched as he began to fill her a glass. God, she was thirsty; it had been a long day. ‘They need me to go to Madrid for a couple of days.’


‘What?’ Stephen asked, faltering as he handed over her drink.


‘When?’ her mother demanded, looking aghast.


‘Tomorrow.’


‘But the dress fitting—’ her mother exclaimed.


‘The dinner . . .’ Stephen added.


Charlotte stared back at their horrified faces and counted to five. Sometimes she thought they were the couple and she the naughty child. ‘It’s fine. I’ll push back the fitting to the weekend when I’ll be back in good time for the dinner. Don’t worry. I’m hardly going to miss my own wedding party, am I?’


But they both stared at her with expressions that suggested they weren’t quite sure. ‘It’ll be fine,’ she reiterated, having a sip of wine for strength.


‘I don’t know why you put yourself through this,’ her mother sighed, sitting back in her chair with a disappointed expression.


‘Through what?’


‘All this stress.’


‘I’m not stressed.’


‘Of course you are – all these meetings, all the travel, all this rushing about.’ Her mother’s hand twirled through the air in despairing flourishes. ‘No wonder you always look so strained.’


‘I don’t look strained,’ she protested, but her hand had risen protectively to her cheek as though looking for physical proof. She looked over to Stephen for support.


‘To be honest, you haven’t been taking care of yourself recently,’ he shrugged. ‘You’ve lost weight—’


‘Every bride loses weight.’


‘Plus you’re distracted and always late for everything.’


‘Yes. Because I’m busy.’


‘Busy doing things you don’t need to be doing,’ her mother interjected with a tone of finality, as though that settled it. ‘I realize you like the idea of having a job but surely the novelty’s worn off now? Frankly, darling, you’re spreading yourself too thin. Stephen was just telling me before you walked in, about how he could do with you supporting him by being more at home.’


Charlotte shot him a furious look. Had he? He had the good sense to look away and get busy with prepping dinner again. ‘I simply said life would be easier if you weren’t working too,’ he said quickly.


‘What would you prefer I do? Shop? Lunch? Play tennis?’


‘And what is wrong with that?’ her mother asked sniffily. ‘Must you always display such disdain for the way you’ve been raised? Honestly, Charlotte, sometimes I think you’re a closet socialist.’


Charlotte stared at her mother before looking back at her fiancé again; it was hard to keep up with which one of them she was actually arguing with. Seemingly both. ‘That’s offensive.’


‘Absolutely it is!’ her mother agreed, completely missing the point.


Charlotte sighed, topping up her glass and too weary to argue. ‘Look, I’m not even sure what we’re debating here – or why. My career is important to me, that is all; I’ve worked hard to get the consultancy to this point. It’s not simply some sort of daily distraction.’


‘I just think you should be thinking about what’s best for Stephen’s career, before your own. How can you support him when you’re running yourself ragged?’


‘Hardly ragged.’


‘You’re off to Madrid tomorrow.’


She sighed; her mother’s couture week schedule would put her own to shame. ‘Stephen’s fine. If he wanted a little wife sitting waiting around at home for him, he’d have proposed to someone else and not me. Isn’t that right, darling?’


She looked hopefully towards her fiancé, who appeared to be concentrating hard on slicing a lemon. He looked up blankly. ‘Hmm? . . . Oh, yes, quite.’


It was one of his characteristic non-answers, his chosen method for agreeing and disagreeing with them both unspecifically at once. As a former brigadier in the army, he had survived sniper fire from the Taliban and mortar shelling in Damascus but he still went to great lengths to avoid openly disagreeing with her mother.


‘I’m going to have a shower and change into something more comfortable,’ she said, setting down her glass irritably. ‘My feet are killing me.’


‘Well don’t be long, please. We need to finalize the buttonholes. Did you see Pip’s email? There’s been a disaster with the twister roses. Plague of whiteflies apparently, such bad luck. We need to go back to the drawing board . . . She suggested ranunculus,’ her mother called to her retreating back.


Charlotte raised a feeble hand in acknowledgement and climbed up the stairs, her mother’s crystal tones still wafting enquiringly behind her. Happy Ever After came at a high price.


Madrid


‘I feel like I’m going mad.’ Lucy Santos’s pretty plumped mouth settled into a bitter line. ‘No one in this house speaks English. Not her.’ She nodded towards the housekeeper polishing a juicer. ‘Nor her.’ She nodded towards the nanny, playing with her four-year-old in the garden. ‘Rob said it didn’t matter, that it was a good thing because it forces Leo to speak Spanish, but if there’s anything important I need to communicate, I have to get Rob to say it when he gets in.’


Charlotte frowned, she had distinctly overheard the housekeeper speaking in English on the phone when she had popped to the loo earlier. ‘First off, fire the housekeeper and get one who does speak English. Secondly, have you started the Spanish lessons we discussed?’


Lucy snorted. ‘For all the good it’s doing me. Hola. Que tal. That’s about it.’


‘Keep at it. You’ll be surprised what a difference it makes, being able to understand and be understood.’


Lucy’s gaze flickered to her resentfully. ‘I bet you’re fluent.’


There was judgement in the pronouncement; defensiveness; insecurity. ‘I came here a lot as a child, which helped, and I did do a Spanish module at university,’ Charlotte conceded.


‘Let me guess – Oxford.’


‘Cambridge,’ Charlotte shrugged. ‘But don’t assume that means anything. I got a third.’


Lucy’s eyes twinkled with delight. ‘Seriously?’


‘Having too much of a good time, I’m afraid.’ Charlotte gave a secretive smile.


The admission made Lucy relax somewhat. ‘Well it obviously didn’t hold you back. Look at you now: wealth counsellor for a fancy private bank. Who even knew that was a thing?’


‘Trust me, for as long as there’s money in this world, there’ll be people who need me. Money is like beauty: a blessing and a curse; people think it’s the answer to everything but it destroys as many lives as it saves. Any rich person will tell you that money is a prison.’


‘Ain’t it just,’ Lucy muttered under her breath. She was curled up and almost lost from view on one of the vast cream leather sofas. Absolutely tiny, her five-foot-one frame was gym-whittled and elevated by cork wedges, her long balayaged caramel hair giving another inch of height. An enormous aquamarine ring kept glinting on her finger, and the rips on her sprayed-on jeans were so numerous as to suggest she’d been attacked by wolves.


But in spite of the fact it was almost thirty-five degrees outside, her hands were wrapped around a cup of hot, almost-orange tea and she kept dipping her head every few moments to take a sip, losing her train of thought each time. She was distant and distracted, a pale imitation of the bubbly, excited young woman Charlotte had known in London a few months before. Back then, she’d been bursting with impatience to get over here and ‘be in the sun at last’.


This was the dream and certainly on paper the move had been seamless. The club had sold £67 million of Santos-branded merchandise, already recouping almost half their outlay on him, and he had settled in well, scoring seven goals in the last nine matches. And behind the scenes, the living was easy: the house was fresh from the pages of Architectural Digest – all modernist polished concrete floors, wrap-around windows and cedar cladding, a pale pristine pool with swallows swooping over the surface. In the middle of the kitchen, a copper island the size of an emperor bed was being buffed by another maid in a pale-grey dress. But the mistress of it all was floundering. Unhappy, isolated and resentful.


From her spot on the opposite sofa, Charlotte watched Lucy gazing out at her four-year-old son Leo, playing in the bespoke tree house, the nanny looking up at him from the ground and imploring him to come down.


‘D’you think she’s pretty?’ Lucy asked her, jerking her head towards the young woman outside. Charlotte glanced over. The nanny was wearing jean cutoffs and a white t-shirt with Déjà vu written on the front, her long dark hair pulled into a high ponytail. She was in trainers and wasn’t wearing any make-up that Charlotte could discern.


‘Sure,’ Charlotte shrugged. ‘Do you?’


‘I guess so . . . I mean, she’s not ugly.’


Charlotte watched Lucy watching her. ‘Do you think Roberto thinks she’s pretty?’


Lucy’s head whipped round, her attention back in the room. ‘Why would you ask that?’


‘Because it felt like there was subtext to your question.’ Charlotte tilted her head slightly and waited. ‘Was there?’


Lucy was quiet. ‘I dunno,’ she muttered finally. ‘. . . Maybe.’


Another silence settled, filling the room like an invisible expanding foam, filling in all the crevices. They both knew the injuncted stories that swirled around the players – they were always either cheating or secretly gay; no one could ever just be happily married. ‘How’s he settled here, do you think?’


‘Rob?’


Charlotte nodded.


‘Rob’s Rob. At home wherever he puts his boots.’


‘Still, it must be easier for him being here than you – the language barrier doesn’t exist, for one thing.’


‘Colombian Spanish is different from Spanish Spanish.’


‘Yes, but there are more overlaps and parallels than not, surely?’


‘I guess.’


‘Whereas for you, even just buying a pint of milk is tricky.’


‘I have people to buy milk for me,’ Lucy shrugged.


‘And perhaps that’s part of the problem,’ Charlotte suggested.


‘What? How’s that a problem?’


‘Once you stop doing little things for yourself, things change. It’s a luxury and a privilege having staff, naturally, but becoming disconnected from the basic rhythms of everyday life is also risky – it can be isolating. Alienating. These small routines ground us, we need to stay connected to the mechanisms of our own survival, even if it’s just something as insignificant as buying the milk.’


‘No chance.’ Lucy shook her head. ‘You don’t know what it’s like here. It was hard enough going anywhere back home, but here, it’s tenfold. Galáctico is another word for god here. People are always staring, watching, judging, filming us even. We took Leo out for lunch last weekend, just a burger, but so many fans came up wanting their photo with Rob, his autograph . . . We ended up having to leave. Leo was in tears, bless him.’


‘I can imagine how hard that must be for you. Loss of anonymity can be particularly difficult to adjust to.’


‘I’ll never get used to it. Me and Leo, we never asked for any of this.’


‘Of course not.’ Charlotte took another sip of her tea and watched the little boy play too. So much of her job consisted of just listening to her clients, really hearing what they were telling her. ‘And of course it works on multiple levels, doesn’t it? The general public, invading your privacy with endless gawping, albeit harmless; but it happens on the inter-personal level too, when new people come into your orbit. They know you’re Rob Santos’s wife—’


‘And that he signed for ninety-five mill. I can see it glowing in their eyes when they talk to me.’


‘Big boob syndrome,’ Charlotte nodded. ‘It’s all they can see.’


Lucy let out a peal of sudden laughter. ‘Yeah. Big boob syndrome, that’s it! That’s it exactly.’


Charlotte smiled, knowing there was no joy in her laughter. ‘It can be hard knowing who to trust: do people like you for you, or because of Rob, or because of your lifestyle? That’s incredibly emotionally isolating. Plus you live in a gated community with guards and patrol dogs, and for good reason – your wealth makes you targets – but the upshot is you’re as much kept in by these high walls as the public is kept out. And that’s physically isolating.’


‘Yeah.’ Lucy’s face fell again as she looked around at the perfect house. ‘But then I feel guilty, don’t I? We’ve got so much, more than I could ever have dreamed. What right do I have to moan?’


‘Having money at this level can be a profoundly lonely experience, Lucy, and on top of that, you’re a young mother, living in a foreign country, far from home, away from your own family and friends, isolated by the language, not to mention being trailed by the paparazzi . . . Who wouldn’t feel overwhelmed by that?’


Lucy nodded, looking close to tears. 


‘The challenge for you is to weed out the people only looking at your boobs and find those people who’re interested in you for other things.’


‘But how?’


‘By doing things that interest you. Go for the experience first and the friendships will follow.’ Lucy looked back at her blankly and she shuffled forwards slightly in her chair. ‘Okay, back home, what was your favourite thing to do – away from Rob, I mean? What made you happy?’


Away from Rob? The concept seemed to confuse her. ‘I dunno.’ She gave a hopeless shrug. ‘Shopping. Doing up the house. Drinks with the girls. Normal stuff.’


‘Any hobbies?’


‘Hobbies?’ Her snub nose wrinkled again. ‘You mean like knitting?’


‘Or photography. Or pottery. Were you a member of any book groups? A running club? Floristry workshops?’ Lucy looked back at her like she was mad.


‘I’ve got my fitness sessions,’ Lucy offered. ‘Pilates, HIIT, boxing. I bloody love boxing.’


‘Okay, so great – are you doing that out here?’


‘Course.’


‘And where do you do that?’


‘Here.’


Charlotte hitched up a finely shaped eyebrow. ‘You’ve got a gym in the house?’


‘Mm hmm.’


‘With a trainer?’


‘Of course.’


‘So it’s just the two of you? You’re not going out to a class. Meeting other people? Having a coffee afterwards.’


‘Oh.’ The tiny body deflated again. ‘No.’


‘What about the other players’ wives? Have you met any of them? They’re in the same boat as you.’


‘They’re not like me though. Most of them married their fellas once they were famous. Me and Rob have been together since he was brought over to the youth academy at Man U. I’m not about the money. We properly love each other.’


‘I know. I can see it between you. You’re a real couple. A real family.’ Charlotte thought for a moment. ‘Okay, answer me this. What do you think you’d be doing if Rob wasn’t a professional footballer?’


Lucy thought about it for a moment. ‘Hairdresser.’


‘Okay. And what would you do if you had to work, but you could do whatever you wanted?’


This time, Lucy didn’t hesitate. ‘Artist.’


‘Really?’ Charlotte was surprised, and she saw the embarrassment climb over her client and sit on her like a child. ‘What sort?’


‘Portraits. I like looking at faces.’ She regarded Charlotte with an intense stare suddenly. ‘I’d love to do you.’


Charlotte laughed, taken aback to find the attention suddenly on her. ‘Oh I’m sure you can find better subjects than me!’


‘No, there’s . . .’ Lucy stared at her closely, her eyes travelling over her face like she was a dot-to-dot graph. ‘There’s something about your face . . .’


Charlotte had never thought there was anything particularly beguiling about her face, not really: light-brown eyes, good brows, neat nose, unspectacular mouth, sprinkling of freckles. She was, to her mind, simply pretty, nothing more. Stephen had once told her she was ‘tidy-looking’.


‘Haggardness?’ she asked, recalling her mother’s words last night.


‘Hardly,’ Lucy guffawed. ‘Nah, it’s . . .’ She trailed off, scrutinizing her.


‘What?’ Charlotte asked, intrigued but also trepidatious.


Lucy’s gaze narrowed thoughtfully. ‘I don’t know – you’ve got sort of . . . sad eyes.’


The smile froze on Charlotte’s face. ‘Oh—’


‘No, no, I don’t mean it as a diss or nothing,’ Lucy said quickly. ‘Oh, I can’t find the right words for it. It’s just a bit of a sense I get with you, you know? Some people you meet and they’re like old souls, aren’t they? You feel like they’ve been here before.’ She widened her eyes spookily. ‘But with you, it’s like, no matter how smiley you are, there’s still something . . . sad in you.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Sorry, no offence. I don’t mean to keep calling you sad. I can’t think of the right word.’


‘None taken,’ Charlotte said, keeping her smile fixed. ‘But please don’t worry about me. I really am perfectly happy. Very happy in fact. Not sad at all.’


Lucy’s face brightened further, as she remembered something. ‘Oh my God, that’s right. Last time I saw you in London, you’d just got engaged.’ She leant forward, reaching for Charlotte’s hand. ‘Ooh that lovely ring he gave you. Let me see it ag—’


Her voice faltered as she saw the bare ring finger. She looked up at Charlotte in alarm.


‘It’s fine!’ Charlotte smiled, seeing the panic on her face. ‘I’m just having it resized. It kept spinning round on my finger.’


‘Oh my God, thank fuck,’ Lucy laughed, slapping her hand to her chest. ‘I really thought I’d put my foot in it there.’


‘No, don’t worry, we’re absolutely fine.’


Lucy gave a small snort. ‘That’s what I say to my mum when she rings. “I’m fine.”’ She looked up suddenly. ‘It’s the most common lie in the world, did you know that?’


Charlotte shook her head, feeling her heart flutter slightly, like a child startled in its sleep.


‘Yeah, I read that somewhere.’


Charlotte kept her face neutral, but her gaze down. She didn’t want Lucy seeing her eyes now. Because if ‘being fine’ was a lie, only one of them here was going to admit to it.







   

Chapter Two


The apartment was west-facing, the Spanish sun pooling on the parquet floor; the bank reserved it exclusively for senior executive use – and favoured consultants. Charlotte sat with her legs outstretched, bare feet on the ironwork railings, skirt hitched up to tan her thighs – watching as the city six storeys down ran through its rush-hour cycle: red tail lights stretching along the boulevards, cyclists weaving down through one-way streets and narrow alleys, the distant rumble of trains underscoring the bad-tempered traffic. The wine glass was weighty in her hand; beads of condensation matched the sweat on her upper lip. The temperature here always took some adjusting to, especially coming straight from London.


‘Hey! Finally. I thought I’d never get hold of you,’ she said into the phone, the ringtone against her ear immediately switching to another background soundtrack of traffic.


‘Oh, Charlotte, I’m just rushing off.’ Stephen sounded harried.


‘Where are you?’ She sipped the wine, watching as an elderly lady walked her dog.


‘Piccadilly.’ She could tell from his breathing that he was walking briskly. He still walked like a soldier: shoulders back, chest out, chin up, straight arms. You could take the man out of the military . . . ‘Just en route to drinks at the Reform. Heatherwick’s back in town.’


‘Ah, Charlie, how is he? Still living with tribes in the Andes?’ She had only met the man himself once before on a one-night layover between St Petersburg and Panama, but Stephen had regaled her many times with tales of their time in the field together, playing poker inside tanks and singing along rugby songs to his pocket harmonica. When Charlie had decided not to renew his commission after a particularly gruelling assignment in Helmand Province, Stephen had been devastated. Was it coincidence he himself had left after the next tour of duty? He had said it was because he had met her by then and wanted to settle down to a normal life, but sometimes she wondered if the catalyst hadn’t been the prospect of a new life with her so much as losing his old one with Charlie.


‘Apparently so. I’ve bought him a tie in case he’s forgotten how to dress properly.’


‘He’s ex-Sandhurst,’ she said drily. ‘That’s impossible. I bet he polishes his fishing spear to a shine.’ She lapsed into silence, listening to the rapid beat of his shoes on the pavement. It was his upright bearing that had first caught her eye, when they met. It seemed so . . . reassuring to meet a man who held his head that high, as though nothing the world could ever throw at him would make him duck or waver. 


Behind her, in the background, music played softly through the speaker system.


‘Where are you? What are you up to?’ She could hear the frown in his voice.


‘Chilling in the apartment. I’m only just back.’


‘Decent place?’


‘Decent,’ she agreed, blind to the mushroom silk curtains and minimal Armani furniture.


‘Good. And how was today?’ She knew what he really meant was, have you concluded your business there?


‘Fine. I just caught up with another client this morning and popped into the bank’s offices for a quick meeting this afternoon. The real work starts tomorrow.’


She heard him tut. ‘Just so long as you remember you need to be back by Friday, Charlotte.’


The dinner wasn’t till Saturday but she knew better than to point out that detail. Friday was her deadline. He wanted her back in London by then, regardless of anything else. ‘I will be.’


‘It’s a bloody nonsense them sending you away on a project at a time like this.’


‘I’ll be back, don’t worry.’ She heard him ‘harumph’. He was never any good on his own. ‘What are you doing for dinner? There’s some lamb in the fridge.’


‘I’ll play it by ear with Charlie boy. See if he fancies going on somewhere. I should imagine he’s in dire need of a bloody steak after all those agave leaves.’


Charlotte smiled. Her fiancé was the sort of man who believed that survival depended upon red meat at every meal and he looked upon vegetarians – much less vegans – as utter lunatics.


‘I’m going to have to ring off. I’m just coming up to the steps and you know what they’re like with technology in there. My phone will be on silent so unless it’s an emergency . . .’


‘It’s fine. Go see Charlie – feed him up – and I’ll call you tomorrow.’


‘Okay. Have fun over there. Cheerio.’


Cheerio. It was another of his quirks that had made her smile when they first met, an attempt at levity instilled into him by his own mother. ‘Love you, darling.’


‘Yes, yes, love you too.’


The line went dead, London transposed for Madrid again, and she sat a few minutes longer, her toes waggling in time to the beat, her gaze flighty and restless as she looked from one rooftop to the next, from the street to the sky, tracking birds, pedestrians, cars, nothing at all. This was relaxing, right?


She watched the sun set for a few minutes more – as if proving a point – before turning back into the apartment. It was immaculate save for the orange net bag puddled on the table; she had bought just enough provisions to get her through tonight and tomorrow morning: coffee pods, milk, a bottle of rosé and a box of cereal that looked to be three parts sugar to one part grain.


Frankly, she was tempted to have the cereal for supper. In spite of playing it down to Stephen – last night’s conversation with him and her mother still rankling – hers had been a long day. After the face-to-face with Lucy Santos, she had headed straight over to the regional office for a four-hour meeting with the head of HR. Food and drink had been brought in at regular intervals but to all intents and purposes, they hadn’t lifted their heads as they went through the Mendoza file with a nit comb. It was vital she understood the background of the family and how they had built up their fortune to become the dynasty they were today.


Marina Quincy, though. A nobody. A line in a phone book. Charlotte had done her own brief internet search, finding nothing on Google, Facebook or Instagram; it only piqued her interest further; the name had been lodged in her mind since the initial meeting. It was distinctive. Curious, even.


She turned her head to the right and caught sight of the file sticking out of her tote. Rosie had sent it over as she was leaving the office this evening – the preliminary investigative report Mateo Mendoza had commissioned on his father’s mistress, as she was now commonly assumed to be. Charlotte, despite her better judgement, had printed it out to take home with her. She knew she ought to leave it till the morning. This was now her time. She was supposed to be relaxing, getting ready for the wedding: she still had to make final decisions on the napkin colour and her mother would not rest until they had a verdict on the buttonholes. The wedding was coming round at a gallop and Rosie was right – she did need to switch off from work and give it some attention. 


And yet, she found her hand reaching for the file anyway as she passed by to curl up on the white leather sofa. Just a quick look-see . . .


She flicked through the pictures first. Marina Quincy was a strikingly beautiful woman, the sort to make men stare open-mouthed and turn their heads in front of their wives as she passed. From what Charlotte could make out from the somewhat grainy photos taken of her waitressing at a cafe, she was tall and rangy but there was a mannishness to her looks too: she was no run-of-the-mill femme fatale with her big hands and feet, thick eyebrows and tawny skin pulled tight over angled planes. Her dark hair was almost black and worn up in a messy bun with wispy tendrils fluttering at her neck. She wore several silver rings on both hands and had a tiny tattoo of a swallow on her left inner wrist, her white shirt straining slightly at the bust and across the shoulders. An old plaster was wrapped around her left pinky finger and the multiple studs, cuffs and small hoops at her ears looked tarnished.


There was nothing polished or refined about her. She looked tired, weary, worn-down. And yet, in the images, though her eyes were cast down as she collected plates from a table, Charlotte could see several onlookers watching her going about her business. Was she aware of the power she had over other people, Charlotte wondered, or oblivious to it?


Charlotte thought not. To transfix a man like Carlos Mendoza, ancient though he was – and he was ancient; two years off a century according to their files – would have been no mean undertaking; she surely had to understand the weapons in her arsenal.


She wondered how long the relationship had been going on for – a glance at the profile told her Marina was forty-five. It surely couldn’t be a new thing? Not with his age. If they had met when she was in her early thirties and he in his mid-eighties though . . .? It was still a hell of a stretch but he might well have been a vigorous older man, carrying his years well? A silver fox? Charlotte had seen the Rolling Stones playing at Twickenham the year before and watching Mick Jagger race up and down the stage for two hours had redefined what ‘seventy-something’ looked like to her. It was certainly possible, she supposed, and a fortune the size of his was a proven aphrodisiac to many young women before her.


But it wasn’t just the age group that struck her as odd. The fact that she was still waitressing . . . It might have been how Carlos had first met her, but Charlotte would have assumed a man like him would want to keep his lover in fancier style than this. Unless Marina insisted upon it – keeping her job, her old life? Was it a principled stand or a tactical play? And if the latter, it begged the question, did she know what her lover was intending for her: wealth she could never hope to count, land she could never hope to cover?


She read through the profile more closely: Born and bred Madrilena. Divorced, ex-husband Miguel Hermoso, a carpenter, no kids. Two brothers, one now dead – testicular cancer. Aunt to three nephews and two nieces. Mother dead, father a mechanic, remarried and living in Bilbao. She had had multiple jobs – working at the laundromat, a hotel maid at a three-star hotel, dog walker, checkout clerk at supermarket. But . . . this was interesting; Charlotte peered closer: she had graduated with a hospitality qualification four years ago.


Charlotte mused on it. She would have been forty-one back then – that was pretty late in the day to decide to go for a professional qualification. Why the new direction? Was Mendoza trying to ‘better’ her, playing Professor Higgins to her Eliza Dolittle? And if he was the one encouraging her, paying for the course, then why was she still, four years later, waitressing in a tourists’ cafe?


She went back to the report, trying to rein in her questions: Marina owned an apartment in a down-at-heel pocket of town – it wasn’t rough as such, just not polished. She had credit card debt of 23,600 euros and had defaulted several times on her monthly credit card payments in the last year.


Charlotte let the papers fall in her lap as she tilted her head back and digested what she had read: so, her client was a beautiful divorcee with practically no assets, financially insolvent and insecurely employed; she had an extended family that may or may not need supporting; she was unmanicured and exhausted-looking – all of which suggested Mendoza wasn’t bankrolling her; her bank records also showed there was no drip-feed of payments, no top-ups or handouts.


But that made no sense. Why else would she be with him? This wasn’t a love story, clearly, how could it be? The man was ninety-eight! He might be infatuated with her but no one would believe that her interest in him could be anything more than financially motivated; a mutually beneficial arrangement. And yet she clearly wasn’t taking his money.


A theory occurred to her: if Marina was refusing to accept his help, living by her ‘principles’, making him watch on as she slaved long hours at the cafe and slept in an un-air-conditioned room at night . . . Charlotte nodded her head, seeing the game: she could well imagine that would be torture to an infatuated Mendoza – he was used to his money solving problems, sanitizing his landscape, buying things and people. But if she wouldn’t let him merely ‘help out’ then she was forcing him into something bigger, something bolder; he would have to give her everything to save her completely, rescue her from this plight.


It was one theory, anyway.


Her eyes flickered up to the windows: Madrid was glowing, the old stone buildings looking aflame in the sunset. Lights stippled the baroque facades, silhouettes beginning to pass in front of windows, the rush-hour roar settling into a background thrum. She felt the city fade away as she cradled the wine glass in her palm and thought back to how she too had tried to rescue someone once. And how someone had in turn tried to rescue her. How they had all failed. And how Life had beat on anyway, regardless . . .


She woke up frowning, the blue light flashing like a beacon in the still-dark room. Her hand reaching blindly for the phone, she then recoiled as the white screen glared back at her angrily: one missed call from Lucy Santos. One from her mother, from Stephen, from Milton, her sister. Why on earth were they all calling her so early? What could possibly have happened? What time was it?


Eleven twenty—


Eleven twenty-five? How was that possible? She couldn’t sleep past the dawn chorus in London! She glanced across at the interlined Armani Casa curtains, only a thin blade of light peeping through at the furthest edge. It was their fault.


She swung her legs out of bed, knocking over the wine bottle she’d left on the floor. It was empty, thankfully – or perhaps not, her hand flying to her head as the dull thud began to impress itself upon her. Okay, so maybe it was the rosé’s fault too.


She staggered into the shower, feeling light-headed with panic. It was too late to reset her morning to its usual determinedly mindful state via the yoga flows and green juice Stephen always found so baffling, and she grabbed an espresso on her way out instead, leaving the building an impressively quick fifteen minutes later with her ponytail ribbon tied in damp hair, the blue light still flashing on her phone.


She crossed the street, her new Celine shades on and her earbuds in as she joined the busy-busy crowds already halfway through their mornings, intermingling and becoming one of them and trying to get back on track again. She walked quickly, pressed voicemail and listened to her messages, desperate to catch up with her morning. She felt rattled and edgy. How could she have let this happen? Why had she allowed herself to wallow in the past like that last night? She was usually so disciplined.


‘Charlotte? It’s Lucy. Listen, I’ve been thinking about what we talked about yesterday, and I reckon you’re right, maybe I should do more of what I love. So I’ve done a bit of a search and uh, there’s an exhibition on at the Prado at the minute that I’d love to see. But . . .’ She cleared her voice, sounding embarrassed. ‘Well, thing is, I’ve not got anyone to go with. I don’t suppose you’d be up for it? Just an hour or so? Call me.’


She pressed to listen to the next.


‘Darling, it’s Mama. Have you left already or are you back? I can’t keep up. Anyway, we really must thrash out the menus as they need to go to print this afternoon. It was just the font we were sticking on – I know you felt the Kunstler was tricky to read but really we’re all grown-ups, aren’t we, and I do think the Bookman is just too . . . dull.’ She drew a breath. ‘Anyway, ring me back, darling. But not before two. I’m in with Dr Faroodh for some more plumping—’


The timer ran out, cutting off her mother mid-flow, which always happened when she left a message. Charlotte was convinced her mother clean forgot she was talking to a machine and not a live person on the other end of the line. She pressed delete and waited for the next message.


‘It’s me, are you in meetings already? Call me back.’


Delete.


She crossed at an intersection, looking for a cab. Madrid was already sizzling in the midday sun, dust kicking up on the streets and a heat haze coming off the bonnets of the cars waiting at the lights.


‘Charlotte, it’s Milton. Look, call me when you get this. I know it’s not strictly your remit but we need to talk before you go in to see Mendoza. Latest is we’ve managed to shore up a hundred mill but I don’t think there’s hope for much more. I’ll send through the charts so you can show him the detail; he’ll be pissed but just remind him that’s a significant chunk now tied up for ten years – more than enough time for the lawyers to get things dragging on in the courts. This is a good news story, get that across to him but, sorry – I can only block so much, the rest will be down to you after all.’


A cab came into view, its light on, and she shot her arm up, watching with her hand to her ear as it rolled to a stop at her feet. ‘Club de Campo,’ she said to the driver, not needing to give him the address; everyone knew it, it was the most exclusive country club in Madrid.


‘Lotts, it’s Mouse.’ Her little sister’s trademark husky voice made her smile. Her sister Antonia had been called Mouse since they were toddlers, although no one was quite sure why any more; the original reason had long since been consigned to history and the name seemed to have become a fond misnomer, for her sister had the loudest mouth and dirtiest laugh of anyone she knew. ‘. . . I’ve just seen the underwear Ma’s had sent through for the bridesmaid dresses. She’s fucking joking, right? Granny Banana wouldn’t have worn knickers as big as those! You could parachute with them, I’m not even joking! Call me straight back, I mean it.’


Charlotte sat back in the seat, the sound of her sister’s panic allowing her own to subside. No major emergencies then? The world was continuing to turn? Her errant ‘morning after the night before’ was already slipping out of sight below the radar, no harm done. 


In fact, a small smile began to spread on her lips as she ruminated on these cameos from the people she loved, all of them in her life – and it was a good life, wasn’t it? It was busy and focused and diverting.


Yes, this was enough. She was happy enough.


She watched the city roll past the windows, feeling the caffeine kick in, her headache gradually recede, her hair beginning to dry. Minute by minute, life was becoming ordered again; the mask was back on and the night’s grasping shadows were already receding in the bright July light.


‘Señor Mendoza? Charlotte Fairfax,’ she said, holding out her hand.


‘Mateo, please.’ The man’s grip was strong, his black-eyed gaze direct. ‘Shall we sit?’ he asked in faultless English. He pointed to the club chairs – bleached wicker with ivory cushions, a giant coral on the table between them. They settled themselves comfortably in the shade and looked out across the undulating greens. Beyond the veranda could be heard the distant sounds of tennis balls being volleyed, electric golf carts zipping between trees that were casting stubby shadows on the perfect ground. ‘Thank you for agreeing to meet with me here.’


Charlotte indicated the pastoral scene. ‘The pleasure is all mine.’ She looked back, taking in his attire: white breeches, tan boots, a pale-blue shirt with a white saltire cross. ‘You keep horses at the club?’


‘My polo ponies, yes. We have a full season coming up.’ He had thrown one stocky leg over the opposite knee, fingers loosely interlaced as he took her in, and she knew he was assessing her as the person upon whom his fate seemed to rest. ‘Do you like horses?’


‘I do,’ she replied, examining him back. His hair was salt and peppered, with thick sideburns and equally impressive eyebrows, his face dominated by a bulbous nose. He was not a handsome man but there was something compelling about him: an intensity, an innate sense of confidence. Charlotte knew he was approaching his sixty-sixth birthday and was seven years into a second marriage with a former Miss Spain that had produced a longed-for son; his first wife had given him ‘only’ three daughters.


‘Do you ride?’ he enquired.


‘I did as a child. Not so much these days. I travel a lot and my work keeps me too busy for hobbies.’


‘Nonsense. What is life without hobbies? Just drudge surely?’


Drudge. Yes, that was the word. She smiled. ‘I get by okay. A yoga mat is a lot more transportable than a horse.’


He chuckled. ‘Come as my guest this weekend, I insist. We have a match against our fiercest rivals, Real Sociedad. That will revive your love of these magnificent beasts, I guarantee it.’


‘Thank you but much will depend on whether I’m still here and what happens in the next few days.’ There didn’t seem to be any point in mentioning the small issue of dinner for a hundred at the Savoy with her as the guest of honour.


The waiter came over and Mateo gestured for her to order.


‘Sparkling water, please,’ she murmured.


‘And for me, Miguel, but add my usual.’ He patted his midriff lightly, looking back at her. ‘Chilli flakes, good for the metabolism.’


They waited for the waiter to leave before picking up the thread of the conversation they were both here for. ‘Yes, as you were saying . . . shall you still be here by the weekend? Will the nightmare be ongoing? It is the question we all want the answer to, is it not?’ He looked over at her with a hooked eyebrow. ‘You have seen the report I commissioned?’


‘Yes. I went through it last night.’ That and the rosé.


He leaned forward in the chair. ‘And from what you read, do you think she will take an offer and go quietly into the night?’


Charlotte didn’t hesitate. ‘No.’


‘No?’ It was not the answer he had wanted to hear. He slumped back again, agitated and displeased.


‘Assuming she is your father’s mistress, or that he’s in love with her at least, then there’s a lot that’s not adding up here. Looking at her current financial situation, place of employment, where she lives . . . all of this would suggest she should be an easy target; she’s in a vulnerable position. And yet the fact that your father has made seemingly no impact on her circumstances suggests to me she is playing a long game and holding out for more.’ She looked directly at him. ‘I assume your father would usually provide an apartment for his lady friends, somewhere discreet they could meet?’


‘Of course.’ Mateo looked pained, as though this was a point of honour when cheating on one’s wife.


‘Well, the fact that Ms Quincy hasn’t accepted that offer would suggest she won’t settle for the usual titbits.’


‘So then you think she does know of my father’s intentions to hand it all over to her?’


‘Quite possibly, yes. She might even have been carefully navigating him to that position herself.’


Mateo pushed himself back into the cushions, muttering something under his breath in Spanish which suggested he assumed she couldn’t understand. Charlotte decided not to dissuade him from that idea. He looked back at her again. ‘You will have to excuse my anger but this is hard to take. Who does she think she is to come in and rob us, his family, of everything that is ours, everything we have all worked for and striven to protect?’


‘I agree. It’s a terrible predicament to be in, but also –’ She wondered how to phrase it delicately – ‘highly unusual in this instance, on account of your father’s age I mean. Do you recall when his health started to decline?’


‘I’m sorry?’ Mateo looked flummoxed by the question.


‘There weren’t any specific medical incidents or concerns before the cancer diagnosis? Was he in generally good health before that?’


‘Why yes, the best! He was as strong as a bull. Nothing could topple him, no one could ever believe he was in his nineties. He swam every morning until he was ninety-two!’


‘Wow.’


‘Yes. He always said we Mendozas are as strong as our bulls.’


Charlotte nodded. ‘And I understand you’ve never met Ms Quincy?’


His lip curled. ‘I’d never even heard of her until last week!’


‘And you never had suspicions he was keeping a mistress?’


‘No. Well, not after Carmen—’


Carmen? Charlotte hooked an eyebrow, waiting for more.


‘They were together privately for many years, he was very fond of her; my mother was too.’ Charlotte kept her face neutral. ‘But after she died – several years ago now – even for a man like my papa, I did not think he was still . . . that it would be . . . possible to be . . . active.’ His voice faded out as he struggled and failed to find the right euphemisms.


She nodded. ‘I thought the same thing: this can’t possibly be a sexual relationship,’ she said, getting straight to the point. ‘Which is why I’m wondering if Ms Quincy has been around for quite a while – before your father’s health declined, even before Carmen died. She could well have been; she’s forty-five now but this relationship makes a lot more sense – in fact, it only makes sense if it started ten, fifteen, even twenty years ago. If he was still swimming every morning at ninety-two, I imagine he would have been a “robust” man at seventy-eight.’


‘Of course. But Carmen only died seven years ago.’


Charlotte watched him. ‘So you don’t think he would cheat on his mistress?’ Was that really the pertinent point?


Mateo looked dumbfounded by the thought. ‘I . . . I didn’t think so.’


‘Well I think we must consider all possibilities,’ she said as Miguel came back with their drinks, iced towels rolled on individual trays. ‘Thank you.’


She watched as Mateo pressed the towel to the back of his neck before shaking it open and pressing it over his face for a moment. The heat was blistering today, even in the shade, and suddenly London’s gentle grey rendition of summer didn’t seem so bad. ‘What is the latest from your lawyers? Are there any loopholes to work with?’


‘None so far. The law is agonizingly clear – he can give what he likes to whoever he wishes during his life. Of course, I have a trust, my own investments, shares in the company and so forth. I shan’t be left destitute. But in terms of the bulk of the estate, I am still merely the heir; everything else is in my father’s name.’


‘I’m sorry.’


He glanced over at her, distracted, despondent. ‘It is ironic – all my life, money has been something I have never had to even think about. And now, as I approach old age, I must start counting pennies?’ He looked genuinely pained. ‘Papa and I are close, there has never been a feud or a problem between us. Why is he doing this?’


Charlotte shook her head sadly. ‘Love and money have always been uneasy bedfellows.’


‘But this is not love! He does not love her.’


‘No. An infatuation is more likely, but to him perhaps, I don’t know . . .’ She shrugged, trying to imagine what on earth his father might be feeling. ‘Maybe it makes him feel alive. Young again.’


‘He is making a fool of himself. Out of all of us. Once this gets out, the family will be disgraced. A laughing stock. For generations, the Mendoza name has meant something. Now we will be known for the tawdry headlines—’


‘That’s not going to happen. Firstly, this is all strictly confidential. The only people who know about this issue are your lawyers and banking team, all of whom are bound by secrecy agreements.’


He nodded, looking like a boy wanting comfort from his mother.


‘Secondly, some of the money has already been put out of reach. Not all, not by a long stretch, but I’ve just been told by Dan Milton, who’s the head of private banking for continental Europe, that they’ve managed to lock down almost a hundred million euros; it’s been moved into long-term investments that if Marina Quincy did try to get her hands on, she’d be forced through the courts – which I don’t think is something she’d want.’


Mateo looked at her with a concerned expression. ‘Legally, how defensible is that? Can the bank hide my father’s money, knowing he was intending to give it away?’


‘Well, obviously this is outside my remit, I’m not a banker per se. But my understanding is it would be a matter of what could be proved, if necessary. Steed’s line is that, officially, they know nothing about the intended gift. This information has come to the bank’s attention only through private conversations with you, not your father himself. Now, as their client of many years standing and chairman of the Mendoza Corporation, you are authorized to make trades on your father’s behalf and they haven’t received any official or formal directive from your father rescinding that authority or asking them to change or cease their trading patterns for him. Clearly, he must have been intending to inform and involve the bank in the disbursement of the gift – there’s no way he couldn’t – but the stroke has obviously prevented that from happening, for the time being anyway. So as things stand, it’s business as usual and the bank’s position – if challenged – would be that they’ve simply looked to protect his investments from a particularly volatile market: Brexit, trade wars with the US and China . . . They’d say they’ve been conservative, nothing more.’ She gave a hapless shrug.


He looked at her intently, beginning to seem reassured. ‘Okay, so they’ve protected one hundred million. But what about the rest of it – if and when my father wakes up and finishes what he’s started . . . What then? There’s half a billion euros still at stake.’


‘Well that’s why they’ve brought me in. If the lawyers and the bankers can’t stop your father from giving the money, I can work to stop her wanting it.’


He looked confused. ‘I don’t understand. How can you do that?’


‘There’s a thing called sudden wealth syndrome. You tend to see it in people who experience sudden windfalls – lottery winners for example. Almost without exception, a few years down the line, they’ll be divorced where they were previously happily married, lonely when they were previously sociable, suspicious where they were previously open. Because what people don’t realize is wealth doesn’t change attitudes to money, it exaggerates them. You’ve heard of the saying “caught, not taught”?’
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