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PROLOGUE


SEBASTIAN tightened his grip on the steering wheel of the little MG. The lorry behind him touched his rear bumper and jolted the car forward, sending its number plate flying high into the air. Sebastian tried to advance a couple more feet, but he couldn’t go any faster without running into the lorry in front of him and being squeezed between the two of them like a concertina.


A few seconds later they were nudged forward a second time as the lorry behind them drove into the back of the MG with considerably more force, pushing it to within a foot of the lorry in front. It was only when the rear lorry hit them a third time that Bruno’s words Are you certain you’re making the right decision? flashed into Sebastian’s mind. He glanced across at his friend Bruno who was white with fear, clinging on to the dashboard with both hands.


‘They’re trying to kill us,’ he screamed. ‘For God’s sake, Seb, do something!’


Sebastian looked helplessly across at the southbound traffic to see a steady stream of vehicles heading in the opposite direction.


When the lorry in front began to slow down, he knew that if they were to have any hope of surviving, he had to make a decision, and make it quickly. He glanced across to the other side of the road, desperately searching for a gap in the traffic. When the lorry behind hit him for a fourth time, he knew he’d been left with no choice.


He yanked the steering wheel firmly to the right, careered across the grass verge and straight into the face of the oncoming vehicles. Sebastian pressed his foot hard down on the accelerator and prayed they would reach the safety of the wide open fields that stretched in front of him before a car could hit them.


A van and a car threw on their brakes and swerved to avoid the little MG as it shot across the road in front of them. Just for a moment, Sebastian thought he might make it, until he saw the tree looming up in front of him. He took his foot off the accelerator and swung the steering wheel to the left, but it was too late. The last thing Sebastian heard was Bruno screaming.
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HARRY CLIFTON was woken by the sound of a phone ringing.


He was in the middle of a dream, but couldn’t remember what it was about. Perhaps the insistent metallic sound was just part of his dream. He reluctantly turned over and blinked at the little phosphorescent green hands on the bedside clock: 6.43 a.m. He smiled. Only one person would consider calling him at that time in the morning. He picked up the phone and murmured in an exaggeratedly sleepy voice, ‘Good morning, my darling.’ There was no immediate response, and for a moment Harry wondered if the hotel operator had put the call through to the wrong room. He was about to replace the receiver when he heard sobbing. ‘Is that you, Emma?’


‘Yes,’ came the reply.


‘What’s the matter?’ he asked soothingly.


‘Sebastian is dead.’


Harry didn’t reply immediately, because he now wanted to believe he was still dreaming. ‘How can that be possible?’ he eventually said. ‘I spoke to him only yesterday.’


‘He was killed this morning,’ said Emma, clearly only able to manage a few words at a time.


Harry sat bolt upright, suddenly wide awake.


‘In a car accident,’ continued Emma between sobs.


Harry tried to remain calm as he waited for her to tell him exactly what had happened.


‘They were travelling up to Cambridge together.’


‘They?’ repeated Harry.


‘Sebastian and Bruno.’


‘Is Bruno still alive?’


‘Yes. But he’s in a hospital in Harlow, and they’re not sure if he’ll make it through the night.’


Harry threw back the blanket and placed his feet on the carpet. He was freezing, and felt sick. ‘I’ll take a taxi to the airport immediately and catch the first flight back to London.’


‘I’m going straight to the hospital,’ said Emma. She didn’t add anything else, and Harry wondered for a moment if the line had gone dead. Then he heard her whisper, ‘They need someone to identify his body.’
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Emma replaced the receiver, but it was some time before she could gather enough strength to stand up. She eventually made her way unsteadily across the room, clinging on to several pieces of furniture, like a sailor in a storm. She opened the drawing room door to find Marsden standing in the hall, his head bowed. She had never known their old retainer to show the slightest emotion in front of a member of the family, and hardly recognized the shrunken figure now clutching on to the mantelpiece for support; the usual mask of self-composure had been replaced with the cruel reality of death.


‘Mabel has packed an overnight case for you, madam,’ he stammered, ‘and if you’ll allow me, I’ll drive you to the hospital.’


‘Thank you, Marsden, that’s most considerate of you,’ Emma said as he opened the front door for her.


Marsden took her arm as they made their way down the steps towards the car; the first time he’d ever touched the mistress. He opened the door, and she climbed in and sank into the leather upholstery, as if she was an old lady. Marsden switched on the ignition, shifted the gear lever into first and set out on the long journey from the Manor House to the Princess Alexandra Hospital in Harlow.


Emma suddenly realized she hadn’t rung her brother or sister to let them know what had happened. She would call Grace and Giles this evening, when they were more likely to be alone. This was not something she wanted to share when strangers might be present. And then she felt a piercing pain in her stomach, as if she’d been stabbed. Who was going to tell Jessica that she would never see her brother again? Would she ever be the same cheerful little girl who ran around Seb like an obedient puppy, tail wagging with unbridled adoration? Jessica must not hear the news from someone else’s lips, which meant that Emma would have to return to the Manor House as quickly as possible.


Marsden pulled into the forecourt of the local garage, where he usually filled up on a Friday afternoon. When the petrol pump attendant spotted Mrs Clifton sitting in the back seat of the green Austin A30, he touched the rim of his cap. She didn’t acknowledge him, and the young man wondered if he’d done something wrong. He filled the tank and then lifted the bonnet to check the oil. Once he’d slammed the bonnet back down he touched the rim of his hat again, but Marsden drove off without a word, not parting with the usual sixpence.


‘What’s got into them?’ murmured the young man as the car disappeared.


Once they were back on the road, Emma tried to recall the exact words the Peterhouse college admissions tutor had used when he haltingly told her the news. I’m sorry to have to tell you, Mrs Clifton, that your son has been killed in a motor car accident. Beyond the stark statement, Mr Padgett seemed to know very little – but then, as he explained, he was no more than the messenger.


Questions kept colliding in Emma’s mind. Why had her son been travelling to Cambridge by car, when she’d bought him a train ticket only a couple of days before? Who had been driving, Sebastian or Bruno? Were they going too fast? Had a tyre burst? Had another car been involved? So many questions, but she doubted if anyone knew all the answers.


A few minutes after the tutor had called, the police had rung to ask if Mr Clifton would be able to visit the hospital to identify the body. Emma explained that her husband was in New York on a book tour. She might not have agreed to take his place if she’d realized that he would be back in England the following day. Thank God he was coming by plane and wouldn’t have to spend five days crossing the Atlantic, mourning alone.


As Marsden drove through unfamiliar towns, Chippenham, Newbury, Slough, Don Pedro Martinez interrupted Emma’s thoughts more than once. Was it possible that he could have been seeking revenge for what had taken place in Southampton just a few weeks ago? But if the other person in the car was Martinez’s son Bruno, that didn’t make any sense. Emma’s thoughts returned to Sebastian as Marsden left the Great West Road and turned north in the direction of the A1; the road Sebastian had been travelling on only hours before. Emma had once read that in times of personal tragedy, all anyone wanted to do was turn the clock back. She was no different.


The journey passed quickly, as Sebastian was rarely out of her mind. She recalled his birth, when Harry was in prison on the other side of the world, his first steps at the age of eight months and four days, his first word, ‘More’, and his first day at school, when he jumped out of the car even before Harry had had time to put on the brakes, then later at Beechcroft Abbey, when the headmaster had wanted to expel him but granted Seb a reprieve when he won a scholarship to Cambridge. So much to look forward to, so much to achieve, all made history in a moment. And finally, her dreadful mistake when she’d allowed the cabinet secretary to persuade her that Seb should become involved with the government’s plans to bring Don Pedro Martinez to justice. If she’d refused Sir Alan Redmayne’s request, her only son would still be alive. If, if . . .


As they reached the outskirts of Harlow, Emma glanced out of the side window to see a signpost directing them to the Princess Alexandra Hospital. She tried to concentrate on what would be expected of her. A few minutes later Marsden drove through a set of wrought-iron gates that never closed, before drawing up outside the main entrance of the hospital. Emma got out of the car and began walking towards the front door while Marsden went in search of a parking space.


She gave the young receptionist her name, and the cheerful smile on the girl’s face was replaced with a look of pity. ‘Would you be kind enough to wait for a moment, Mrs Clifton,’ she said as she picked up a phone. ‘I’ll let Mr Owen know you’re here.’


‘Mr Owen?’


‘He was the consultant on duty when your son was admitted this morning.’


Emma nodded and began pacing restlessly up and down the corridor, jumbled thoughts replacing jumbled memories. Who, why, when . . . She only stopped pacing when a starched-collared, smartly dressed nurse enquired, ‘Are you Mrs Clifton?’ Emma nodded. ‘Please come with me.’


The nurse led Emma along a green-walled corridor. No words were spoken. But then, what could either of them say? They came to a halt outside a door which displayed the name ‘Mr William Owen FRCS’. The nurse knocked, opened the door and stood aside to allow Emma to enter.


A tall, thin, balding man with an undertaker’s doleful visage rose from behind his desk. Emma wondered if that face ever smiled. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Clifton,’ he said, before ushering her into the only comfortable chair in the room. ‘I’m so sorry we have to meet in such sad circumstances,’ he added.


Emma felt sorry for the poor man. How many times a day did he have to deliver those same words? From the look on his face, it didn’t get any easier.


‘I’m afraid there’s rather a lot of paperwork to be completed, but I fear the coroner will require a formal identification before we can think about that.’


Emma bowed her head and burst into tears, wishing, as Harry had suggested, that she’d allowed him to carry out the unbearable task. Mr Owen leapt up from behind his desk, crouched down beside her and said, ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Clifton.’
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Harold Guinzburg couldn’t have been more considerate and helpful.


Harry’s publisher had booked him on to the first available flight to London, first class. At least he would be comfortable, Harold thought, although he didn’t imagine the poor man would be able to sleep. He decided this was not the time to tell him the good news, but simply asked Harry to pass on his heartfelt condolences to Emma.


When Harry checked out of the Pierre Hotel forty minutes later, he found Harold’s chauffeur standing on the sidewalk waiting to drive him to Idlewild airport. Harry climbed into the back of the limousine, as he had no desire to speak to anyone. Instinctively, his thoughts turned to Emma, and what she must be going through. He didn’t like the idea of her having to identify their son’s body. Perhaps the hospital staff would suggest she wait until he returned.


Harry didn’t give a thought to the fact he would be among the first passengers to cross the Atlantic non-stop, as he could only think about his son, and how much he’d been looking forward to going up to Cambridge to begin his first year at university. And after that . . . he’d assumed that with Seb’s natural gift for languages, he’d want to join the Foreign Office, or become a translator, or possibly even teach, or . . .


After the Comet had taken off, Harry rejected the glass of champagne offered by a smiling air hostess, but then how could she know he had nothing to smile about? He didn’t explain why he wouldn’t be eating or sleeping. During the war, when he was behind enemy lines, Harry had trained himself to stay awake for thirty-six hours, only surviving on the adrenalin of fear. He knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep until he’d seen his son for the last time, and he suspected not for some considerable time after that: the adrenalin of despair.
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The consultant led Emma silently down a bleak corridor until they came to a halt outside a hermetically sealed door, with the single word, Mortuary, displayed in appropriately black letters on its pebbled glass pane. Mr Owen pushed open the door and stood aside to allow Emma to enter. The door closed behind her with a squelch. The sudden change in temperature made her shiver, and then her eyes settled on a trolley standing in the middle of the room. The faint outline of her son’s body was visible under the sheet.


A white-coated assistant stood at the head of the trolley, but didn’t speak.


‘Are you ready, Mrs Clifton?’ asked Mr Owen gently.


‘Yes,’ said Emma firmly, her fingernails cutting into the palms of her hands.


Owen nodded, and the mortician pulled back the sheet to reveal a scarred and battered face that Emma recognized immediately. She screamed, collapsed on to her knees, and began to sob uncontrollably.


Mr Owen and the mortician were not surprised by this predictable reaction of a mother at the first sight of her dead son, but they were shocked when she said quietly, ‘That’s not Sebastian.’
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AS THE TAXI drew up outside the hospital, Harry was surprised to see Emma standing by the entrance, clearly waiting for him. He was even more surprised when she ran towards him, relief etched on her face.


‘Seb’s alive,’ she shouted long before she’d reached him.


‘But you told me—’ he began as she threw her arms around him.


‘The police made a mistake. They assumed it was the owner of the car who was driving, and that therefore Seb must have been in the passenger seat.’


‘Then Bruno was the passenger?’ said Harry quietly.


‘Yes,’ said Emma, feeling a little guilty.


‘You realize what that means?’ said Harry, releasing her.


‘No. What are you getting at?’


‘The police must have told Martinez that his son had survived, only for him to discover later that it was Bruno who’d been killed, not Sebastian.’


Emma bowed her head. ‘Poor man,’ she said as they entered the hospital.


‘Unless . . .’ said Harry, not finishing the sentence. ‘So how’s Seb?’ he asked quietly. ‘What state is he in?’


‘Pretty bad, I’m afraid. Mr Owen told me there weren’t many bones left in his body to break. It seems he’ll be in hospital for several months, and may end up spending the rest of his life in a wheelchair.’


‘Just be thankful he’s alive,’ said Harry, placing an arm around his wife’s shoulder. ‘Will they let me see him?’


‘Yes, but only for a few minutes. And be warned, darling, he’s covered in plaster and bandages, so you might not even recognize him.’ Emma took his hand and led him up to the first floor, where they came across a woman dressed in a dark blue uniform who was bustling around, keeping a close eye on the patients while giving the occasional order to her staff.


‘I’m Miss Puddicombe,’ she announced, thrusting out her hand.


‘Matron to you,’ whispered Emma. Harry shook her hand and said, ‘Good day, Matron.’


Without another word, the diminutive figure led them through to the Bevan Ward to find two neat rows of beds, every one of them occupied. Miss Puddicombe sailed on until she reached a patient at the far end of the room. She drew a curtain around Sebastian Arthur Clifton, and then withdrew. Harry stared down at his son. His left leg was held up by a pulley, while the other one, also encased in plaster, lay flat on the bed. His head was swathed in bandages, leaving one eye to focus on his parents, but his lips didn’t move.


As Harry bent down to kiss him on the forehead, the first words Sebastian uttered were, ‘How’s Bruno?’
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‘I’m sorry to have to question you both after all you’ve been through,’ said Chief Inspector Miles. ‘I wouldn’t unless it was absolutely necessary.’


‘And why is it necessary?’ asked Harry, who was no stranger to detectives or their methods of extracting information.


‘I’m yet to be convinced that what happened on the A1 was an accident.’


‘What are you suggesting?’ asked Harry, looking directly at the detective.


‘I’m not suggesting anything, sir, but our back-room johnnies have carried out a thorough inspection of the vehicle, and they think one or two things just don’t add up.’


‘Like what?’ asked Emma.


‘For a start, Mrs Clifton,’ said Miles, ‘we can’t work out why your son crossed the central reservation when he so obviously risked being hit by an oncoming vehicle.’


‘Perhaps the car had a mechanical fault?’ suggested Harry.


‘That was our first thought,’ replied Miles. ‘But although the car was badly damaged, none of the tyres had burst, and the steering-wheel shaft was intact, which is almost unknown in an accident of this kind.’


‘That’s hardly proof of a crime being committed,’ said Harry.


‘No, sir,’ said Miles, ‘and on its own, it wouldn’t have been enough for me to ask the coroner to refer the case to the DPP. But a witness has come forward with some rather disturbing evidence.’


‘What did he have to say?’


‘She,’ said Miles, referring to his notebook. ‘A Mrs Challis told us she was overtaken by an open-top MG which was just about to pass three lorries that were in convoy on the inside lane, when the front lorry moved into the outside lane, although there was no other vehicle in front of him. This meant that the driver of the MG had to brake suddenly. The third lorry then also moved across into the outside lane, again for no apparent reason, while the middle lorry maintained its speed, leaving the MG with no way to overtake or move to the safety of the inside lane. Mrs Challis went on to say that the three lorries kept the MG boxed in this position for some considerable time,’ continued the detective, ‘until its driver, without rhyme or reason, careered across the central reservation straight into the face of the oncoming traffic.’


‘Have you been able to question any of the three lorry drivers?’ asked Emma.


‘No. We’ve been unable to track down any of them, Mrs Clifton. And don’t think we haven’t tried.’


‘But what you’re suggesting is unthinkable,’ said Harry. ‘Who would want to kill two innocent boys?’


‘I would have agreed with you, Mr Clifton, if we hadn’t recently discovered that Bruno Martinez didn’t originally intend to accompany your son on the journey to Cambridge.’


‘How could you possibly know that?’


‘Because his girlfriend, a Miss Thornton, has come forward and informed us that she had planned to go to the cinema with Bruno that day, but she had to cancel at the last moment because she’d caught a cold.’ The chief inspector took a pen out of his pocket, turned a page of his notebook and looked directly at Sebastian’s parents before asking, ‘Do either of you have any reason to believe that someone might have wanted to harm your son?’


‘No,’ said Harry.


‘Yes,’ said Emma.
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‘JUST MAKE SURE you finish the job this time,’ Don Pedro Martinez almost shouted. ‘It shouldn’t prove too difficult,’ he added as he sat forward in his chair. ‘I was able to stroll into the hospital unchallenged yesterday morning, and at night it ought to be a whole lot easier.’


‘How do you want him disposed of?’ asked Karl, matter-of-factly.


‘Cut his throat,’ said Martinez. ‘All you’ll need is a white coat, a stethoscope and a surgeon’s knife. Just make sure it’s sharp.’


‘Might not be wise to slit the boy’s throat,’ suggested Karl. ‘Better to suffocate him with a pillow and let them assume he died as a result of his injuries.’


‘No. I want the Clifton boy to suffer a slow and painful death. In fact, the slower the better.’


‘I understand how you feel, boss, but we don’t need to give that detective any more reason to reopen his inquiries.’


Martinez looked disappointed. ‘All right then, suffocate him,’ he said reluctantly. ‘But make sure it lasts for as long as possible.’


‘Do you want me to involve Diego and Luis?’


‘No. But I want them to attend the funeral, as Sebastian’s friends, so they can report back. I want to hear that they suffered every bit as much as I did when I first realized it wasn’t Bruno who’d survived.’


‘But what about—’


The phone on Don Pedro’s desk began to ring. He grabbed it. ‘Yes?’


‘There’s a Colonel Scott-Hopkins on the line,’ said his secretary. ‘He wants to discuss a personal matter with you. Says it’s urgent.’
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All four of them had rearranged their diaries so they could be at the Cabinet office in Downing Street by nine the following morning.


Sir Alan Redmayne, the cabinet secretary, had cancelled his meeting with M. Chauvel, the French Ambassador, with whom he’d planned to discuss the implications of Charles de Gaulle’s possible return to the Elysée Palace.


Sir Giles Barrington MP would not be attending the weekly Shadow Cabinet meeting because, as he explained to Mr Gaitskell, the Leader of the Opposition, an urgent family problem had arisen.


Harry Clifton wouldn’t be signing copies of his latest book, Blood is Thicker than Water, at Hatchards in Piccadilly. He’d signed a hundred copies in advance to try to placate the manager, who couldn’t hide his disappointment, especially after he’d learnt that Harry would top the bestseller list on Sunday.


Emma Clifton had postponed a meeting with Ross Buchanan to discuss the chairman’s ideas for the building of a new luxury liner that, if the board backed him, would become part of the Barrington shipping line.


The four of them took their seats around an oval table in the cabinet secretary’s office.


‘It was good of you to see us at such short notice,’ said Giles from the far end of the table. Sir Alan nodded. ‘But I’m sure you can appreciate that Mr and Mrs Clifton are worried that their son’s life might still be in danger.’


‘I share their anxiety,’ said Redmayne, ‘and allow me to say how sorry I was to learn of your son’s accident, Mrs Clifton. Not least because I feel partly to blame for what happened. However, let me assure you that I have not been idle. Over the weekend I spoke to Mr Owen, Chief Inspector Miles, and the local coroner. They couldn’t have been more cooperative. And I have to agree with Miles, there just isn’t enough evidence to prove that Don Pedro Martinez was in any way involved in the accident.’ Emma’s look of exasperation caused Sir Alan to quickly add, ‘Nevertheless, proof and not being in any doubt are often two very different animals, and after learning that Martinez wasn’t aware that his son was in the car at the time, I concluded that he just might consider striking again, however irrational that might seem.’


‘An eye for an eye,’ said Harry.


‘You could be right,’ said the cabinet secretary. ‘He clearly hasn’t forgiven us for what he sees as stealing eight million pounds of his money, even if it was all counterfeit, and although he may not yet have worked out that the government was behind the operation, there’s no doubt that he believes your son was personally responsible for what took place in Southampton and I am only sorry that, at the time, I did not take your understandable concern seriously enough.’


‘I’m at least grateful for that,’ said Emma. ‘But it’s not you who is continually wondering when and where Martinez will strike next. And anyone can stroll in and out of that hospital as easily as if it were a bus station.’


‘I can’t disagree,’ said Redmayne. ‘I did so myself yesterday afternoon.’ This revelation caused a momentary silence that allowed him to continue. ‘However, you can be assured, Mrs Clifton, that this time I’ve taken the necessary steps to make sure that your son is no longer in any danger.’


‘Can you share with Mr and Mrs Clifton the reason for your confidence?’ asked Giles.


‘No, Sir Giles, I cannot.’


‘Why not?’ demanded Emma.


‘Because on this occasion I had to involve the home secretary as well as the secretary of state for defence, so I am therefore bound by Privy Council confidentiality.’


‘What sort of mumbo jumbo is that?’ demanded Emma. ‘Try not to forget that we’re talking about my son’s life.’


‘Should any of this ever become public,’ said Giles, turning to his sister, ‘even in fifty years’ time, it will be important to show that neither you nor Harry was aware that ministers of the Crown were involved.’


‘I am grateful, Sir Giles,’ said the cabinet secretary.


‘I can just about stomach these pompous coded messages you two keep passing to each other,’ said Harry, ‘as long as I can be assured that my son’s life is no longer in danger, because if anything else were to happen to Sebastian, Sir Alan, there would only be one person to blame.’


‘I accept your admonition, Mr Clifton. However, I am able to confirm that Martinez no longer poses a threat to Sebastian or any other member of your family. Frankly, I’ve bent the rules to breaking point to make sure that it’s literally more than Martinez’s life is worth.’


Harry still looked sceptical, and although Giles seemed to accept Sir Alan’s word, he realized that he would have to become prime minister before the cabinet secretary would reveal the reason for his confidence, and perhaps not even then.


‘However,’ continued Sir Alan, ‘one mustn’t forget that Martinez is an unscrupulous and treacherous man, and I have no doubt he will still want to seek some form of revenge. And as long as he abides by the letter of the law, there’s not much any of us can do about it.’


‘At least we’ll be prepared this time,’ said Emma, only too aware what the cabinet secretary was getting at.
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Colonel Scott-Hopkins knocked on the door of number 44 Eaton Square at one minute to ten. A few moments later, the front door was opened by a giant of a man who dwarfed the commanding officer of the SAS.


‘My name is Scott-Hopkins. I have an appointment with Mr Martinez.’


Karl gave a slight bow, and opened the door just enough to allow Mr Martinez’s guest to enter. He accompanied the colonel across the hall and knocked on the study door.


‘Come in.’


When the colonel entered the room, Don Pedro rose from behind his desk and looked at his guest suspiciously. He had no idea why the SAS man needed to see him so urgently.


‘Will you have a coffee, colonel?’ asked Don Pedro after the two men had shaken hands. ‘Or perhaps something a little stronger?’


‘No, thank you, sir. It’s a little early in the morning for me.’


‘Then have a seat, and tell me why you wanted to see me urgently.’ He paused. ‘I feel sure you’ll appreciate that I’m a busy man.’


‘I am only too aware how busy you’ve been recently, Mr Martinez, so I’ll come straight to the point.’


Don Pedro tried not to show any reaction as he settled back into his chair and continued to stare at the colonel.


‘My simple purpose is to make sure that Sebastian Clifton has a long and peaceful life.’


The mask of arrogant confidence slipped from Martinez’s face. He quickly recovered and sat bolt upright. ‘What are you suggesting?’ he shouted, as he gripped the arm of his chair.


‘I think you know only too well, Mr Martinez. However, allow me to make the position clear. I’m here to ensure that no further harm comes to any member of the Clifton family.’


Don Pedro leapt out of his seat and jabbed a finger at the colonel. ‘Sebastian Clifton was my son’s closest friend.’


‘I have no doubt he was, Mr Martinez. But my instructions could not be clearer, and they are quite simply to warn you that if Sebastian or any other member of his family were to be involved in another accident, then your sons, Diego and Luis, will be on the next plane back to Argentina, and they won’t be travelling first class, but in the hold, in two wooden boxes.’


‘Who do you think you’re threatening?’ bellowed Martinez, his fists clenched.


‘A two-bit South American gangster, who, because he’s got some money and lives in Eaton Square, thinks he can pass himself off as a gentleman.’


Don Pedro pressed a button underneath his desk. A moment later the door burst open and Karl came charging in. ‘Throw this man out,’ he said, pointing at the colonel, ‘while I get my lawyer on the line.’


‘Good morning, Lieutenant Lunsdorf,’ said the colonel as Karl began to advance towards him. ‘As a former member of the SS, you’ll appreciate the weak position your master is in.’ Karl stopped in his tracks. ‘So allow me to also give you a word of advice. Should Mr Martinez fail to abide by my terms, our plans for you do not include a deportation order to Buenos Aires, where so many of your former colleagues are currently languishing; no, we have another destination in mind, where you’ll find several citizens who will be only too happy to give evidence concerning the role you played as one of Himmler’s trusted lieutenants, and the lengths you went to in order to extract information from them.’


‘You’re bluffing,’ said Martinez. ‘You’d never get away with it.’


‘How little you really know about the British, Mr Martinez,’ said the colonel as he rose from his chair and walked across to the window. ‘Allow me to introduce you to a few typical specimens of our island race.’


Martinez and Karl joined him and stared out of the window. On the far side of the road stood three men you wouldn’t want as enemies.


‘Three of my most trusted colleagues,’ explained the colonel. ‘One of them will be watching you night and day, just hoping you’ll make a false move. On the left is Captain Hartley, who was unfortunately cashiered from the Dragoon Guards for pouring petrol over his wife and her lover, who were sleeping peacefully at the time, until he lit a match. Understandably, after leaving prison he found it difficult to secure employment. That was until I picked him up off the streets and put some purpose back in his life.’


Hartley gave them a warm smile, as if he knew they were talking about him.


‘In the middle is Corporal Crann, a carpenter by trade. He so enjoys sawing things up, wood or bone, it doesn’t seem to make any difference to him.’ Crann stared blankly through them. ‘But I confess,’ continued the colonel, ‘my favourite is Sergeant Roberts, a registered sociopath. Harmless most of the time, but I’m afraid he never really settled back into civvy street after the war.’ The colonel turned to Martinez. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have told him that you made your fortune collaborating with the Nazis, but of course that’s how you met Lieutenant Lunsdorf. A titbit I don’t think I’ll share with Roberts unless you really annoy me, because, you see, Sergeant Roberts’s mother was Jewish.’


Don Pedro turned away from the window to see Karl staring at the colonel as if he would have been happy to strangle him, but accepted that now was not the time or place.


‘I’m so glad to have caught your attention,’ said Scott-Hopkins, ‘because I now feel even more confident that you’ll have worked out what is in your best interests. Good day, gentlemen. I’ll show myself out.’



   






4



‘THERE’S A GREAT DEAL for us to cover on today’s agenda,’ said the chairman. ‘So I would appreciate it if my fellow directors would keep their contributions short and to the point.’


Emma had come to admire Ross Buchanan’s business-like approach when chairing the Barrington Shipping Company board meetings. He never showed favour to any particular director, and always listened carefully to anybody who offered a view contrary to his own. Occasionally, just occasionally, he could even be persuaded to change his mind. He also possessed the ability to sum up a complex discussion while making sure that everyone’s particular view was well represented. Emma knew that some board members found his Scottish manner a little brusque, but she considered it no more than practical, and sometimes wondered how her approach might differ from his, if she were ever to become chairman. She quickly dismissed the thought and began to concentrate on the most important item on the agenda. Emma had rehearsed what she was going to say the night before, with Harry acting as chairman.


Once Philip Webster, the company secretary, had read the minutes of the last meeting and dealt with any questions arising, the chairman moved on to the first item on the agenda: a proposal that the board should put out to tender the building of the MV Buckingham, a luxury liner that would be added to the Barrington fleet.


Buchanan left the board in no doubt that he felt this was the only way forward if Barrington’s hoped to continue as one of the premier shipping companies in the land. Several members of the board nodded in agreement.


Once the chairman had put his case, he called upon Emma to present the contrary view. She began by suggesting that while the bank rate was at an all-time high, the company should be consolidating its position, and not risking such a large financial outlay on something that, in her opinion, had at best a 50/50 chance of succeeding.


Mr Anscott, a non-executive director who had been appointed to the board by Sir Hugo Barrington, her late father, suggested it was time to push the boat out. No one laughed. Rear Admiral Summers felt they shouldn’t go ahead with such a radical decision without the share-holders’ approval.


‘It is we who are on the bridge,’ Buchanan reminded the admiral, ‘and therefore we who should be making the decisions.’ The admiral scowled, but offered no further comment. After all, his vote would speak for itself.


Emma listened carefully as each member of the board gave his opinion, and quickly realized that the directors were evenly divided. One or two hadn’t yet made up their minds, but she suspected that if it came to a vote, the chairman would prevail.


An hour later, the board were no nearer to making a decision, with some of the directors simply repeating their earlier arguments, which clearly irritated Buchanan. But Emma knew he would eventually have to move on, as there was other important business that needed to be discussed.


‘I am bound to say,’ said the chairman in his summing up, ‘that we can’t put off making a decision for much longer, and therefore I suggest we all go away and think carefully about where we stand on this particular issue. Frankly, the future of the company is at stake. I propose that when we meet again next month, we take a vote on whether to put the job out to tender, or to drop the whole idea.’


‘Or at least wait until calmer waters prevail,’ suggested Emma.


The chairman reluctantly moved on, and as the remaining items on the agenda were far less contentious, by the time Buchanan asked if there was any other business a more relaxed atmosphere had replaced the earlier heated debate.


‘I have one piece of information that it is my duty to report to the board,’ said the company secretary. ‘You cannot have failed to notice that our share price has been rising steadily over the past few weeks, and you may well have wondered why, as we have made no significant announcements or issued any profit forecasts recently. Well, yesterday that mystery was solved when I received a letter from the manager of the Midland Bank in St James’s, Mayfair, informing me that one of his clients was in possession of seven and a half per cent of the company’s stock, and therefore would be appointing a director to represent them on the board.’


‘Let me guess,’ said Emma. ‘None other than Major Alex Fisher.’


‘I fear so,’ said the chairman, uncharacteristically lowering his guard.


‘And are there any prizes for guessing who the good major will be representing?’ asked the admiral.


‘None,’ replied Buchanan, ‘because you’d be wrong. Although I must confess that when I first heard the news, like you, I assumed it would be our old friend, Lady Virginia Fenwick. However, the manager of the Midland assures me that her ladyship is not one of the bank’s clients. When I pressed him on the subject of who owned the shares, he said politely that he was unable to disclose that information, which is banking parlance for mind your own business.’


‘I can’t wait to discover how the major will cast his vote on the proposed building of the Buckingham,’ said Emma with a wry smile, ‘because of one thing we can be sure. Whoever he represents certainly won’t have Barrington’s interests at heart.’


‘Be assured, Emma, I wouldn’t want that little shit to be the person who tipped the balance either way,’ said Buchanan.


Emma was speechless.


Another of the chairman’s admirable qualities was his ability to put any disagreements, however strongly felt, to one side once a board meeting was over.


‘So what’s the latest news on Sebastian?’ he asked as he joined Emma for a pre-lunch drink.


‘Matron declares herself well satisfied with his progress. I’m delighted to say that I can see a visible improvement every time I visit the hospital. The cast on his left leg has been removed, and he now has two eyes and an opinion on everything, from why his uncle Giles is the right man to replace Gaitskell as leader of the Labour Party, to why parking meters are nothing more than another government ploy to extract more of our hard-earned money.’


‘I agree with him on both counts,’ said Ross. ‘Let’s hope his exuberance is the prelude to a full recovery.’


‘His surgeon seems to think so. Mr Owen told me that modern surgery made rapid advances during the war because so many soldiers needed to be operated on without the time to seek second and third opinions. Thirty years ago, Seb would have ended up in a wheelchair for the rest of his life, but not today.’


‘Is he still hoping to go up to Cambridge next Michaelmas?’


‘I think so. He recently had a visit from his supervisor, who told him that he could take up his place at Peterhouse in September. He even gave him some books to read.’


‘Well, he can’t pretend there’s a whole lot to distract him.’


‘Funny you should mention that,’ said Emma, ‘because he’s recently begun to take a great deal of interest in the company’s fortunes, which comes as something of a surprise. In fact, he reads the minutes of every board meeting from cover to cover. He’s even bought ten shares, which gives him the legal right to follow our every move, and I can tell you, Ross, he’s not shy in expressing his views, not least on the proposed building of the Buckingham.’


‘No doubt influenced by his mother’s well-known opinion on the subject,’ said Buchanan, smiling.


‘No, that’s the strange thing,’ said Emma. ‘Someone else seems to be advising him on that particular subject.’
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Emma burst out laughing.


Harry looked up from the other end of the breakfast table and put down his newspaper. ‘As I can’t find anything even remotely amusing in The Times this morning, do share the joke with me.’


Emma took a sip of coffee before returning to the Daily Express.


‘It seems that Lady Virginia Fenwick, only daughter of the ninth Earl of Fenwick, has issued divorce proceedings against the Count of Milan. William Hickey is suggesting that Virginia will receive a settlement of around £250,000, plus their flat in Lowndes Square, as well as the country estate in Berkshire.’


‘Not a bad return for two years’ work.’


‘And of course Giles gets a mention.’


‘That’s always going to be the case whenever Virginia makes the headlines.’


‘Yes, but it’s quite flattering for a change,’ she said, returning to the newspaper. ‘“Lady Virginia’s first husband, Sir Giles Barrington, Member of Parliament for Bristol Docklands, is widely tipped to be a cabinet minister should Labour win the next election.”’


‘I think that’s unlikely.’


‘That Giles will be a cabinet minister?’


‘No, that Labour will win the next election.’


‘“He has proved to be a formidable front bench spokesman,”’ Emma continued, ‘“and has recently become engaged to Dr Gwyneth Hughes, a lecturer at King’s College, London.” Great picture of Gwyneth, ghastly photo of Virginia.’


‘Virginia won’t like that,’ said Harry, returning to The Times. ‘But there’s not a lot she can do about it now.’


‘Don’t be so sure of that,’ said Emma. ‘I have a feeling the sting has not yet been fully extracted from that particular scorpion.’
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Harry and Emma drove up from Gloucestershire to Harlow every Sunday to visit Sebastian, with Jessica always in tow, as she never missed an opportunity to see her big brother. Every time Emma turned left out of the Manor House gates to begin the long drive to the Princess Alexandra Hospital, she could never shake off the memory of the first time she’d made that journey, when she’d thought her son had been killed in a car crash. Emma was only thankful that she hadn’t phoned Grace or Giles to tell them the news, and that Jessica had been camping in the Quantocks with the Girl Guides when the tutor rang. Only poor Harry had spent twenty-four hours believing he would never see his son again.


Jessica considered the visits to Sebastian to be the highlight of her week. On arriving at the hospital, she would present him with her latest work of art, and after having covered every inch of his plaster casts with images of the Manor House, family and friends, she moved on to the hospital walls. Matron hung every new picture in the corridor outside the ward, but admitted that it wouldn’t be too long before they would have to migrate down the staircase to the floor below. Emma could only hope that Sebastian would be released before Jessica’s offerings reached the reception area. She always felt a little embarrassed whenever her daughter presented Matron with her latest effort.


‘No need to feel embarrassed, Mrs Clifton,’ said Miss Puddicombe. ‘You should see some of the daubs I’m presented with by doting parents, who expect them to be hung in my office. In any case, when Jessica becomes an RA, I shall sell them all and build a new ward with the proceeds.’


Emma didn’t need to be reminded how talented her daughter was, as she knew Miss Fielding, her art mistress at Red Maids’, had plans to enter her for a scholarship to the Slade School of Fine Art, and seemed confident of the outcome.


‘It’s quite a challenge, Mrs Clifton, to have to teach someone who you know is far more talented than you are,’ Miss Fielding had once told her.


‘Don’t ever let her know that,’ said Emma.


‘Everyone knows it,’ replied Miss Fielding, ‘and we’re all looking forward to greater things in the future. No one will be surprised when she’s offered a place at the Royal Academy Schools, a first for Red Maids’.’


Jessica appeared blissfully unaware of her rare talent, as she was of so many other things, thought Emma. She had repeatedly warned Harry that it could only be a matter of time before their adopted daughter stumbled upon the truth about who her father was, and suggested that it would be better if she heard it from a member of the family first, rather than a stranger. Harry seemed strangely reluctant to burden her with the real reason they had plucked her out of the Dr Barnardo’s home all those years ago, ignoring several more obvious candidates. Giles and Grace had both volunteered to explain to Jessica how they all came to share the same father, Sir Hugo Barrington, and why her mother had been responsible for his untimely death.


The moment Emma parked her Austin A30 in the hospital car park Jessica would jump out, her latest picture under one arm, a bar of Cadbury’s milk chocolate in her other hand, and run all the way to Sebastian’s bedside. Emma didn’t believe that anyone could love her son more than she did, but if anyone did, it was Jessica.


When Emma entered the ward a few minutes later, she was surprised and delighted to find Sebastian out of bed for the first time, and sitting in an armchair. The moment he saw his mother, he pushed himself up, steadied himself, and kissed her on both cheeks; another first. When does that moment come, Emma wondered, when mothers stop kissing their children, and young men start kissing their mothers?


Jessica was telling her brother in great detail what she’d been up to during the week, so Emma perched herself on the end of the bed and happily listened to her exploits for a second time. Once she’d stopped talking long enough for Sebastian to get a word in, he turned to his mother and said, ‘I reread the minutes of the latest board meeting this morning. You do realize that the chairman will call for a vote at the next meeting, and this time you won’t be able to avoid making a decision on whether to go ahead with building the Buckingham.’


Emma didn’t comment as Jessica turned round and began to draw the old man who was sleeping in the next bed.


‘I would do the same if I were in his position,’ continued Sebastian. ‘So who do you think will win?’


‘No one will win,’ said Emma, ‘because whatever the outcome, the board will remain divided until it can be shown who was right.’


‘Let’s hope not, because I think you’ve got a far bigger problem staring you right in the face, and one that will need you and the chairman to be working in harmony.’


‘Fisher?’


Sebastian nodded. ‘And God knows how he’ll vote when it comes to whether or not you should build the Buckingham.’


‘Fisher will vote whichever way Don Pedro Martinez instructs him to.’


‘How can you be sure that it was Martinez, and not Lady Virginia, who bought those shares?’ asked Sebastian.


‘According to William Hickey in the Daily Express, Virginia is going through another messy divorce at the moment, so you can be sure she’ll be concentrating on how much maintenance she can extract from the Count of Milan before she decides how to spend it. In any case, I have my own reasons for believing that Martinez is behind the latest round of share buying.’


‘I’d already come to that conclusion myself,’ said Sebastian, ‘because one of the last things Bruno told me, when we were in the car on the way to Cambridge, was that his father had had a meeting with a major, and he overheard the name “Barrington” come up during their conversation.’


‘If that’s true,’ said Emma, ‘Fisher will support the chairman, if for no other reason than to get back at Giles for preventing him becoming a Member of Parliament.’


‘Even if he does, don’t assume he’ll want the building of the Buckingham to progress smoothly. Far from it. He’ll switch sides whenever he thinks he has an opportunity to harm the company’s short-term finances or long-term reputation. Forgive the cliché, but leopards don’t change their spots. Just remember that his overall aim is exactly the opposite of yours. You want the company to succeed, he wants it to fail.’


‘Why would he want that?’


‘I suspect you know the answer to that question only too well, Mama.’


Sebastian waited to see how she would respond, but Emma simply changed the subject. ‘How come you’re suddenly so full of wisdom?’


‘I have daily lessons at the foot of an expert. And what’s more, I’m his only pupil,’ Sebastian added without explanation.


‘And what does your expert advise that I should do, if I want the board to back me and vote against building the Buckingham?’


‘He’s come up with a plan that would ensure you win the vote at the next board meeting.’


‘That’s not possible while the board is so evenly divided.’


‘Oh, it’s possible,’ said Sebastian, ‘but only if you’re willing to play Martinez at his own game.’


‘What do you have in mind?’


‘As long as the family are in possession of twenty-two per cent of the company’s stock,’ continued Sebastian, ‘you have the right to appoint two more directors to the board. So all you have to do is co-opt Uncle Giles and Aunt Grace, and they can support you when it comes to the crucial vote. That way you can’t lose.’


‘I could never do that,’ said Emma.


‘Why not, when so much is at stake?’


‘Because it would undermine Ross Buchanan’s position as chairman. If he lost such an important vote because the family had ganged up against him, he would be left with no choice but to resign. And I suspect other directors would follow him.’


‘But that might be the best outcome for the company in the long run.’


‘Possibly, but I must be seen to win the argument on the day, and not have to rely on fixing the vote. That’s the sort of cheap trick Fisher would stoop to.’


‘My dear Mama, no one could admire you more than I do for always taking the moral high road, but when you’re dealing with the Martinezes of this world, you have to understand that they have no morals, and will always be happy to take the low road. In fact, he’d crawl into the nearest gutter if he thought it would ensure he’d win the vote.’


A long silence followed, until Sebastian said, very quietly, ‘Mama, when I woke for the first time after the accident, I found Don Pedro standing at the end of the bed.’ Emma shuddered. ‘He was smiling, and said, “How are you, my boy?” I shook my head, and it was only then that he realized I wasn’t Bruno. The look he gave me before he marched off was something I will never forget for the rest of my life.’ Still Emma said nothing. ‘Mama, don’t you think the time has come to tell me why Martinez is so determined to bring our family to its knees? Because it wasn’t too difficult to work out that he meant to kill me on the A1, and not his own son.’
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YOU’RE ALWAYS so impatient, Sergeant Warwick, said the pathologist as he studied the body more closely.


But are you at least able to tell me just how long the body has been in the water? asked the detective.


Harry was crossing out the word just and changing has to had, when the phone rang. He put down his pen and picked up the receiver.


‘Yes,’ he said somewhat abruptly.


‘Harry, it’s Harold Guinzburg. Congratulations, you’re number eight this week.’ Harold rang every Thursday afternoon to let Harry know where he would feature on the bestseller list that Sunday. ‘That’s nine weeks in a row in the top fifteen.’


Harry had been at number 4 a month ago, the highest position he’d ever managed, and although he didn’t admit it even to Emma, he still hoped to join that select group of British writers who’d made it to the top on both sides of the Atlantic. The last two William Warwick mysteries had been number 1 in Britain, but the top spot in the States still eluded him.


‘Sales figures are all that really matter,’ said Guinzburg, almost as if he was reading Harry’s thoughts. ‘And in any case, I’m confident that you’ll climb even higher when the softback comes out in March.’ Harry didn’t miss the words even higher and not to number one. ‘How’s Emma?’


‘Preparing a speech on why the company shouldn’t be building a new luxury liner at the present time.’


‘Doesn’t sound like a bestseller to me,’ said Harold. ‘So tell me, how’s Sebastian coming along?’


‘He’s in a wheelchair. But his surgeon assures me not for much longer, and they’re allowing him out for the first time next week.’


‘Bravo. Does that mean he’ll be going home?’


‘No, Matron won’t allow him to travel that far yet; perhaps a trip to Cambridge to visit his tutor, and have tea with his aunt.’


‘Sounds worse than school to me. Still, it can’t be too long before he finally escapes.’


‘Or is thrown out. I’m not sure which will come first.’


‘Why would they want to throw him out?’


‘One or two of the nurses have begun taking a greater interest in Seb as each bandage comes off, and I’m afraid he isn’t discouraging them.’


‘The dance of the seven veils,’ said Harold. Harry laughed. ‘Is he still hoping to go up to Cambridge in September?’


‘As far as I can tell, yes. But he’s changed so much since the accident, nothing would surprise me.’


‘How has he changed?’


‘Nothing I can put a finger on. It’s just that he’s matured in a way I wouldn’t have thought possible a year ago. And I think I’ve discovered why.’


‘Sounds intriguing.’


‘It certainly is. I’ll fill you in on the details when I next come to New York.’


‘Do I have to wait that long?’


‘Yes, because it’s like my writing, I have no idea what will happen when I turn the page.’


‘So tell me about our one girl in a million.’


‘Not you as well,’ said Harry.


‘Please tell Jessica that I’ve hung her drawing of the Manor House in autumn in my study, next to a Roy Lichtenstein.’


‘Who’s Roy Lichtenstein?’


‘He’s the latest fad in New York, but I can’t see him lasting too long. In my opinion Jessica’s a far better draughtsman. Please tell her that if she’ll paint me a picture of New York in the fall, I’ll give her a Lichtenstein for Christmas.’


‘I wonder if she’s heard of him.’


‘Before I ring off, dare I ask how the latest William Warwick novel is progressing?’


‘It would be progressing a damn sight faster if I wasn’t continually interrupted.’


‘Sorry,’ said Harold. ‘They didn’t tell me you were writing.’


‘Truth is, Warwick has come up against an insurmountable problem. Or to be more accurate, I have.’


‘Anything I can help you with?’


‘No. That’s why you’re the publisher and I’m the author.’


‘What sort of problem?’ persisted Harold.


‘Warwick’s found the ex-wife’s body at the bottom of a lake, but he’s fairly sure that she was killed before being dumped in the water.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘Mine, or William Warwick’s?’


‘Warwick’s first.’


‘He’s being made to wait for at least twenty-four hours before he can get his hands on the pathologist’s report.’


‘And your problem?’


‘I’ve got twenty-four hours before I have to decide what needs to be in that report.’


‘Does Warwick know who killed the ex-wife?’


‘He can’t be sure. There are five suspects at the moment, and every one of them has a motive . . . and an alibi.’


‘But I presume you know who did it?’


‘No I don’t,’ Harry admitted. ‘Because if I don’t know, then neither can the reader.’


‘Isn’t that a bit of a risk?’


‘Sure is. But it also makes it a damn sight more challenging, both for me and the reader.’


‘I can’t wait to read the first draft.’


‘Neither can I.’


‘Sorry. I’ll let you get back to your ex-wife’s body in the lake. I’ll call again in a week’s time to see if you’ve worked out who dumped her there.’


When Guinzburg hung up, Harry replaced the receiver and looked down at the sheet of paper in front of him. He tried to concentrate.


So what’s your opinion, Percy?


Too early to make an accurate assessment. I’ll need to get her back to the lab and carry out some more tests before I can give you a considered judgement.


When can I expect to get your preliminary report? asked Warwick.


You’re always so impatient, William . . .


Harry looked up. He suddenly realized who’d committed the murder.
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Although Emma hadn’t been willing to accept Sebastian’s suggestion that she should co-opt Giles and Grace on to the board to ensure she couldn’t lose the crucial vote, she still considered it her duty to keep her brother and sister up-to-date on what was going on. Emma was proud to represent the family on the board, although she knew only too well that neither of her siblings was particularly interested in what went on behind closed doors at Barrington’s, as long as they received their quarterly dividends.


Giles was preoccupied with his responsibilities at the House of Commons, which had become even more demanding after Hugh Gaitskell had invited him to join the Shadow Cabinet, to cover the European portfolio. This meant that he was rarely seen in his constituency, despite being expected to nurse a marginal seat while at the same time regularly visiting those countries that had a vote on whether Britain should be allowed to join the EEC. However, Labour had been ahead in the opinion polls for several months, and it was looking increasingly likely that Giles would become a cabinet minister after the next election. So the last thing he needed was to be distracted by ‘trouble at t’mill’.


Harry and Emma were delighted when Giles had finally announced his engagement to Gwyneth Hughes, not in The Times’ social column, but at the Ostrich public house in the heart of his constituency.


‘I want to see you married before the next election,’ declared Griff Haskins, his constituency agent. ‘And if Gwyneth could be pregnant by the first week of the campaign, that would be even better.’


‘How romantic,’ Giles sighed.


‘I’m not interested in romance,’ said Griff. ‘I’m here to make sure you’re still sitting in the House of Commons after the next election, because if you’re not, you sure as hell won’t be in the Cabinet.’


Giles wanted to laugh, but he knew Griff was right.


‘Has a date been fixed?’ asked Emma, who had strolled across to join them.


‘For the wedding, or the general election?’


‘For the wedding, idiot.’


‘May the seventeenth at Chelsea Register Office,’ said Giles.


‘Bit of a contrast from St Margaret’s, Westminster, but at least this time Harry and I can hope to receive an invitation.’


‘I’ve asked Harry to be my best man,’ said Giles. ‘But I’m not so sure about you,’ he added with a grin.
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The timing could have been better, but the only chance Emma had to see her sister was on the evening before the crucial board meeting. She had already been in touch with those directors who she was confident supported her position, as well as one or two she felt might be wavering. But she wanted to let Grace know that she still couldn’t predict which way the vote would fall.


Grace took even less interest in the company’s fortunes than Giles, and on one or two occasions had even forgotten to cash her quarterly dividend cheque. She had recently been appointed Senior Tutor at Newnham, so she rarely ventured beyond the outskirts of Cambridge. Emma was occasionally able to tempt her sister up to London for a visit to the Royal Opera House, but only for a matinee, with just enough time for supper before catching the train back to Cambridge. As Grace explained, she didn’t care to sleep in a strange bed. So sophisticated at one level, so parochial at another, their dear mother had once remarked.


Luchino Visconti’s production of Verdi’s Don Carlo had proved irresistible, and Grace even lingered over supper, listening intently as Emma spelt out the consequences of investing such a large amount of the company’s capital reserve in a single project. Grace nibbled away at her green salad in silence, only making the occasional comment, but not offering an opinion until Major Fisher’s name entered the conversation.


‘He’s also getting married in a few weeks’ time, I’m reliably informed,’ said Grace, taking her sister by surprise. ‘Who in God’s name would want to marry that vile creature?’


‘Susie Lampton, it seems.’


‘Why do I know that name?’


‘She was at Red Maids’ when you were head girl, but she was two years below you, so it’s unlikely you’d remember her.’


‘Only the name,’ said Emma. ‘So it’s your turn to brief me.’


‘Susie was already a beauty by the age of sixteen, and she knew it. Boys just stopped and stared as she passed by, their mouths open. After Red Maids’, she took the first available train to London and got herself on the books of a leading model agency. Once she’d stepped on to the catwalk, Susie made no secret of the fact that she was on the lookout for a rich husband.’


‘If that’s the case, Fisher isn’t much of a catch.’


‘Perhaps he wouldn’t have been back then, but now that she’s thirty-something, and her modelling days are over, a director of the Barrington Shipping Line, with an Argentinian millionaire as his backer, may well prove to be her last chance.’


‘Can she be that desperate?’


‘Oh yes,’ replied Grace. ‘She’s been jilted twice, once at the altar, and I’m told she’s already spent the money that the court awarded her following a successful breach of promise suit. She even pawned the engagement ring. Mr Micawber is not a name she’s familiar with.’


‘Poor woman,’ said Emma quietly.


‘You needn’t lose any sleep over Susie,’ Grace assured her. ‘That girl possesses a degree of native cunning that you won’t find on the curriculum of any university,’ she added before finishing her coffee. ‘Mind you, I don’t know which one I feel more sorry for, because I can’t believe it will last that long.’ Grace glanced at her watch. ‘Must dash. Can’t afford to miss the last train.’ And without another word, she gave her sister a perfunctory kiss on both cheeks, left the restaurant and hailed a taxi.


Emma smiled as she watched her sister disappear into the back of a black cab. The social graces may not have been among her greatest strengths, but there wasn’t a woman Emma admired more. Several past and present generations of Cambridge students could only have benefited from being taught by the Senior Tutor at Newnham.


When Emma asked for the bill, she noticed that her sister had left a pound note on her side plate; not a woman who cared to be beholden to anyone.
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The best man handed the bridegroom a simple gold band. Giles in turn placed the ring on the third finger of Miss Hughes’s left hand.


‘I now pronounce you husband and wife,’ declared the registrar. ‘You may kiss the bride.’


A ripple of applause greeted Sir Giles and Lady Barrington. The reception that followed was held at the Cadogan Arms in King’s Road. Giles seemed determined to make the complete contrast to his first wedding obvious to everyone.


When Emma entered the pub, she spotted Harry chatting to Giles’s agent, who had a broad grin on his face. ‘A married candidate gets far more votes than a divorced one,’ Griff was explaining to Harry before he downed his third glass of champagne.


Grace was chatting to the bride, who had, not so long ago, been one of her PhD students. Gwyneth reminded her that she had first met Giles at a party Grace had thrown to celebrate her birthday.


‘My birthday was only an excuse for that particular party,’ said Grace without explanation.


Emma turned her attention back to Harry, who had just been joined by Deakins, no doubt swapping stories about their different experiences of being Giles’s best man. Emma couldn’t remember if Algernon was now a professor at Oxford. He certainly looked like one, but then, he had since the age of sixteen, and even if he hadn’t sported that unkempt beard at the time, it would have been the same suit.


Emma smiled when she spotted Jessica sitting cross-legged on the floor, drawing a picture on the back of the service sheet, of Sebastian – who had been allowed out of the hospital to attend the occasion, on the strict understanding that he would be back before 6 p.m. – talking to his uncle. Giles was bending down and listening attentively to what his nephew had to say. She didn’t have to guess what the subject must be.


‘But if Emma were to lose the vote,’ said Giles.


‘Barrington’s is unlikely to declare a profit for the foreseeable future, so you can no longer assume that you’ll always be receiving a quarterly dividend.’


‘Is there any good news?’


‘Yes, if Ross Buchanan turns out to be right about the luxury liner business, and he’s a shrewd operator, then Barrington’s can look forward to a bright future. And you can take your place at the Cabinet table without having to worry about surviving on a minister’s salary.’


‘I must say, I’m delighted that you’re taking such a keen interest in the family business, and can only hope you’ll continue to do so once you’ve gone up to Cambridge.’


‘You can be sure of that,’ said Sebastian, ‘because it’s the future of the company I’m most concerned about. I’m rather hoping there’ll still be a family business by the time I’m ready to take over as chairman.’


‘Do you really think it’s possible that Barrington’s could go under?’ asked Giles, sounding anxious for the first time.


‘Seems unlikely, but it doesn’t help that Major Fisher has been reappointed to the board, because I’m convinced his interest in the company is diametrically opposed to ours. In fact, if Don Pedro Martinez does turn out to be his backer, I’m not actually sure that the survival of Barrington’s is part of their long-term plan.’


‘I’m confident that Ross Buchanan and Emma will prove more than a match for Fisher, and even for Martinez.’


‘Possibly. But remember that they don’t always sing in unison, and Fisher will be sure to take advantage of that. And even if they do foil Fisher in the short term, all he has to do is wait a couple of years for everything to fall into his lap.’


‘What are you getting at?’ asked Giles.


‘It’s no secret that Ross Buchanan plans to retire in the not-too-distant future, and I’m told he’s recently bought an estate in Perthshire that’s conveniently situated near three golf courses and two rivers, which will allow him to indulge in his favourite pastimes. So it won’t be too long before the company will be looking for a new chairman.’


‘But if Buchanan were to retire, surely your mother would be the obvious choice to take his place? After all, she’s a member of the family, and we still control twenty-two per cent of the stock.’


‘But by then, Martinez might also have acquired twenty-two per cent, or possibly even more, because we know for a fact that he’s still purchasing Barrington’s shares as and when they come on the market. And I think we can assume, when it comes to chairman, he’ll have another candidate in mind.’
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