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			Wedding Treasure

			‘Let us pray,’ uttered Noah Plimpton loudly, with a grin at the Vicar. Everybody shut up.

			The Bedwell sisters exchanged surprised expressions, making ‘ooing’ shapes with their lips.

			‘Bride and father back into the porch, please,’ ordered Sinn briskly. ‘Groom and best man take up positions in the first pew there. Will everybody else kindly sit down. Oh, yes’ – four limpid Bedwell eyes were fixed upon him – ‘you two belong with the bride, of course. Organist ready?’

			‘Greville, you said you wouldn’t need . . . Penelope’s disembodied voice came from the vestry. She and Amanda had gone there to count the service sheets.

			‘Well, just play a few bars of . . .’

			A man’s angry voice roared from the porch. This was followed by a muffled protest, also male. Then came the noise of scuffling. A girl screamed. Everyone at the front looked around in time to see Jarvas stagger backwards into the church and crash on to the tiled floor.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			‘Of course, we’re only assuming Fleur is pregnant,’ said Molly Treasure, keeping her eyes on the road.

			‘Because having a baby’s not a good reason for getting married? Not any more?’ Her husband, Mark, pouted over the questions.

			‘Pressing rather than good.’

			‘Pressing certainly. Whether good or bad, debatable,’ the merchant banker responded pedantically. ‘We could be wrong about Fleur. You think she’s a virgin unsullied?’

			‘Not that, I’m afraid.’ Molly frowned. ‘I do wish this dreary man in front would go away, in his tired little hatchback. He obviously wants to turn off. For Wales or somewhere.’

			‘That’d mean turning left. Too much river down there to make it possible.’ Now he made a puffing noise with his lips. ‘Unless his hatchback’s amphibious.’ He paused again. ‘He’s turning right. To Gloucester. On the other hand, he may just feel safer in the middle of the road.’

			‘Well it’s very inconsiderate when it’s so narrow. And he’s so slow.’

			‘Mmm. Expect we’ll lose him before Monmouth. It was your idea to take the scenic route. Like me to drive again?’

			Molly Treasure shook her head and reduced the speed of the Rolls-Royce a little. She drove the big car in the way she rode her ancient bicycle around Chelsea — chin up, back straight, arms well stretched, both hands firmly devoted to steering, and, in the case of the car, set like a racing driver’s at ten to two.

			The actress’s patrician profile, which her husband caught with his glance of approval, was a very well-known one throughout the English-speaking world. Her expression was characteristic – natural off stage and frequently applied on stage – showing a too conscious but determined effort in tolerance. It also emphasised her resolve not to allow minor irritants to spoil a largely dutiful if still promisingly agreeable country weekend.

			The river was the Wye — famous for salmon and for reaches of breathtaking beauty. On the right was a high, wooded bank.

			‘They should widen this road,’ said Molly, in summary judgment.

			‘Probably not allowed. Historical conservation. That bank is a bit of Offa’s Dyke. Eighth-century earthwork. Erected by the English . . .

			‘To keep out the revolting Welsh.’

			‘The English being quite as repulsive,’ responded Treasure with acerbity: he was partly Welsh.

			It being mid-October, the cascading early autumn foliage on the bank was beginning to look its picturesque best. Glimpses of unbroken blue sky struck through the trees that overhung the road. Sunlight shimmered against the surface of the rippling, fast-flowing water. Altogether it was a day where nature was beating art on every turn.

			The Treasures’ ultimate destination was the Orchard Hotel in the village of Much Marton, some miles south-west of the city of Hereford. Coming from London, they had left the M4 motorway at Chepstow, where it thrusts west into Wales. The A466 road they were on heads north, but not always with determination since it follows the vagaries of the river, first on its west bank, then on its east. They had just crossed the water after the village of Llandogo and touched the outskirts of Lower Meend on the other bank the language contrast impressing that they were coursing the natural boundary in ancient border country; Offa’s Dyke, always to the east, notwithstanding.

			As Treasure implied, they might have moved faster over a less pretty route, but there was no hurry. The wedding they were attending was not until the following day. The demands of their separate careers had kept them largely apart for more than a month: he had been travelling in West Africa and the USA: she had been appearing in a short repertory season at the Haymarket Theatre, and filming in the daytime. In all, they considered they deserved a relaxed weekend together.

			It was now early on Friday afternoon. They planned to arrive at Much Marton for tea, after stopping to see an ancient church in Monmouth. That evening they were to dine with Jack Figgle and Amanda, his second wife, at Marton Manor. Amanda was the bride’s mother.

			The Treasures were not sleeping at the manor. They had accepted the room Jack Figgie had tactfully offered as an alternative at the small but many starred hotel close by.

			The manor was middle Georgian and architecturally a delight the furnishings special, and the plumbing surprisingly adequate. The food was usually excellent, because it was just as usually sent in from the Orchard, which Jack and Amanda Figgle considered their local ‘take-away’. At ordinary times the visitors would have settled for the manor despite the competing attractions of the hotel a late Victorian country house converted with taste ten years before and equipped with, amongst other benefits, a cook of international fame, an indoor swimming pool and a well-maintained nine-hole golf course.

			But this was no ordinary time.

			‘I think we were right to take the hotel,’ said Molly. ‘Good. I thought you were having doubts this morning.’

			She smiled. ‘Well, it might have been fun to be at the . . . the vortex of the wedding, as it were.’

			‘Romantic delusion. It’d be hell. Place’ll be crammed with aged relatives and impecunious hangers-on. After all, it’s not that large. Not as manor houses go. And there are bound to be crises.’

			‘Why?’

			Treasure shrugged. ‘Because there always are at weddings. Besides, they don’t keep enough staff to cope with a full house. Amanda’s charmingly casual at the best of times. Comes of being brought up in San Francisco.’

			‘Nonsense,’ countered Molly who didn’t subscribe to the concept that California was entirely populated by drop-outs, cranks and zealots.

			‘Well, I’ll bet breakfast won’t materialise till mid-morning tomorrow, if at all.’

			‘That’s quite possible.’

			‘Much better to be remotely in touch.’

			‘You can hardly be that since you’re making the most important speech at the reception.’

			‘A speech at the reception,’ Treasure responded modestly, looking down at the notes he had been making since Molly had taken over the driving.

			‘The longest one, then, judging by the time you’ve taken preparing it.’

			‘Unlikely, I’d say.’ He stretched his neck slowly. ‘I’m aiming at four minutes, not allowing for polite laughter. Anyway, a minute of riveting oration . . .’

			‘Rates an hour of fastidious preparation. I know,’ Molly interrupted. ‘I was joking. Can’t wait to hear what you’re going to say.’

			‘Neither can I.’

			‘Of course, the Orchard’s going to be full too. They’ve only twelve rooms.’

			‘But all with private bathrooms.’

			‘That being the deciding factor.’

			‘Well, I couldn’t see you queuing for a bathroom at the manor on the wedding morn.’

			‘We’d probably have got the main guest suite.’ ‘Couldn’t be certain, and one could hardly have asked.’

			‘And can’t you just hear Amanda at the last minute begging if we’d terribly mind letting the bridesmaids use our shower?’ She caught the look of mild speculation on her husband’s face. ‘Or the best man perhaps?’

			‘Quite.’ The speculation had changed to a disapproving frown. There was silence for a few moments. ‘I still find this rush to the altar inexplicable,’ said Treasure. ‘If Fleur’s not having a baby, the fact her future husband’s got a job in Hong Kong doesn’t really justify anything.’

			‘A wedding at such short notice, you mean?’

			‘That certainly. The sacrifice of the money looms larger though. It’s so unnecessary.’

			‘If Fleur marries before she’s twenty-one she doesn’t inherit from her grandfather’s trust? Not until she’s thirty? That’s if one or both parents disapprove the match?

			‘And her father, Kitson Jarvas, disapproves strongly. She also loses the income from the capital she’s been getting.’

			‘But it’s Jarvas family money?’

			‘What’s left of it. They were merchant tycoons in previous generations. Shippers and traders in the East Indies. Don’t amount to anything now except complicated trust funds. Well, not complicated really, just a bit eccentric.’

			‘Fleur’s nineteen?’ ‘Nearly twenty.’

			‘And she’s been getting income from the trust up to now?’ ‘Limited income. Ten thousand a year since she was seven.

			Intended broadly to cover her education.’

			‘Well, one assumes she’s managed to muddle through on that. Remember she’s had a wealthy step-father since Amanda remarried.’

			‘Jack isn’t that wealthy, not any more. Even so, I know he hasn’t allowed Fleur’s income to be used in the eleven years of the marriage. Had it invested for her. Paid for her upbringing himself.’

			‘So she has a nest-egg in any case?’

			‘Could be something approaching a quarter of a million, I suppose. Depends how the money’s been invested. Probably a good deal more than Jack himself could lay his hands on right now. The recession hit him hard. Did I tell you he’s looking for buyers for the company? Pretty modest asking price.’ He paused. ‘Must admit, I’d rather lost track of his affairs until this sudden engagement cropped up.’

			‘But you’ve lunched with the lovely Amanda?’ There was a touch of archness in the enquiry.

			‘That was about Fleur’s financial situation. At Jack’s request.’ Treasure liked Figgle, who was a more or less lapsed corporate customer of Grenwood, Phipps — the merchant bank where Treasure, still in his early forties, was Chief Executive. Figgle, a widower before he married Amanda, was owner of a family automotive component business in the West Midlands. Ten years before there had been the prospect of the firm being floated as a public company. It was why Figgle had become involved with the bank. The hopes of a floatation had died following a general recession. Figgle and Treasure continued to see each other socially from time to time, when the older man came to London. Often he brought his attractive wife with him. This was how Molly Treasure had come to know the Figgles.

			The friendship between the two couples was not an especially close one. The Treasures had stayed at Much Marton only twice before, once at the manor, and once at the hotel. Both visits had been brief, and some years earlier. In the previous spring, Fleur had spent a night with the banker and his wife at their house in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea, when she had been in London for a party. It had been at her mother’s request.

			In the circumstances, Treasure had found it a little surprising that he had been invited to propose the toast to the bride and groom — traditionally a job reserved for a very old and close friend of the family. He shook his head as he went on: ‘If the girl had waited a year to get married she could have been independent of everyone. She’d have come into the thick end of a million pounds on her twenty-first birthday.’

			‘Why not her eighteenth?’

			‘Because people came of age later when the trust was set up.’ ‘She’ll still get the money eventually?’

			‘In ten years, yes.’

			‘And meantime that ten thousand a year dries up?’

			‘Because of an especially spiteful clause in the trust deed. Kit Jarvas and his lawful wife get it. Except he doesn’t have a wife at the moment.’

			‘But he still gets the money?’

			‘Yes. And knowing a bit about Mr Jarvas’s way of life, my guess is it’ll be his main source of income for the next decade.’

			‘But that’s obviously why he’s opposed the marriage.’ ‘Possible, but not proven. One of the reasons why Jack asked me to see Amanda. For advice. Our legal people looked over the trust deeds. The conditions are clear and specific. Grandfather Jarvas obviously didn’t hold with early marriages.’

			‘And Fleur absolutely refuses to wait? Or give any reason except that her beloved’s off to Hong Kong at short notice? Sorry, I’ve forgotten his name again.’

			‘Jonas Grimandi. Father originally Italian. Naturalised British. Jack says very bright — the boy, I mean. Got some kind of business school degree in the States. Computer whizz kid.’

			‘And he’s well off?’

			‘Only reasonably, I gather. Still very young. Twenty-six, I think. But Jack says hand-picked by his company for the Hong Kong job.’

			‘And Fleur’s afraid she’ll lose him? If he’s allowed to go off on his own?’

			‘Amanda says not.’

			‘And he doesn’t have to be married? To get the job?’

			‘Apparently not.’

			‘So there’s nothing to stop them waiting the year? If she’s that desperate she could go out and live with him meantime. I mean, that’s almost the norm today in any case.’ Molly sniffed before adding firmly, ‘No, I still think there’s a baby on the way. And full marks to them for wanting to keep it.’

			‘And being old fashioned enough to want it born in wedlock,’ Treasure interrupted. There was a touch of speculation in the tone. ‘That too, of course. But it’s curious she won’t admit it to Jack and Amanda. Strange child. Highly strung and quite impetuous, I’d say. I hardly know her, of course. That time she stayed with us, we chatted for a bit. Woman talk. I don’t believe she finds Amanda altogether sympathetic.’ And neither, as it happened, did Molly.

			‘Plain daughter and glamorous mother. Source of mutual resentment?

			‘Fleur’s not that plain.’ Molly nearly volunteered that only men found Amanda that glamorous. Instead she added, ‘Amanda was bothered about the boy who was taking Fleur to that party . . .’

			‘Which is why she made Fleur spend the night with us.’

			‘Yes. You know they have a town flat of their own? Amanda insisted they’d lent it to someone. I think it was a ruse to get Fleur chaperoned. Anyway, Fleur found her mother’s concern absurd. Said the boy couldn’t lure her out of a burning building, let alone get her into bed. I remember her turn of phrase very clearly.’

			‘It wasn’t this chap she’s marrying?’

			‘No. A young Guards’ officer. I must say I found him rather dashing and nice when he came to collect her. You were out.’ Molly sighed. ‘But then, I may be getting to the stage when all young Guards’ officers look dashing.’ Molly was thirty-eight, a strikingly handsome woman and wearing well.

			‘That’s quite untrue,’ her husband replied without elaboration and rather too absently. He was preoccupied with another thought. ‘What you mean about Fleur . . .’

			‘Is she’s a pretty liberated young woman. And uninhibited. But I wouldn’t expect her to be stupid or careless,’ Molly snorted. ‘Which is more than can be said for this driver in front.’

			It was the same car they were tailing — except Molly had purposely dropped the Rolls back some distance. There had been a good deal of traffic coming towards them but nothing behind. While it would have been dangerous to try passing the small car, the driver was delaying no one save themselves. Now he had slowed perceptibly and was travelling even closer to the centre of the road than before.

			‘Give him a blast on the horn,’ said Treasure impatiently.

			Molly did as she was told — with immediate and disturbing consequences. The offending vehicle accelerated abruptly, first swerving dangerously on to the other side of the road which fortunately was empty. It then swung around, still at speed, through nearly a hundred and eighty degrees, wobbling perilously on two wheels. For a moment, it seemed to the horrified onlookers that it was about to be driven straight into the river. And then it was.

			‘Mamma mia, it’s a disaster. I’m falling asleep, you understand? It’s why I’m in the water. Like you say, in the soup. Uh?’ Only the front of the steeply sloping car was submerged. The head sticking through the window was male, bald, and elderly. The accent and idiom were a mix of Italian and American. ‘You think I’ll be sinking some more?’ The speaker leaned further out of the window the easier to view the river line. This was running a few inches below the top of the front wheel, but was only just lapping the forward lower corner of the door.

			‘You’re all right while the brakes hold. You’re on gravel at the back. Sand, not mud at the front. Are you still dry inside?’ asked Treasure. He and his wife were standing close by on the bank, Molly wearing a look of the deepest concern because she felt responsible for what had happened.

			The head disappeared into the interior of the car, then re-emerged. The expression was confident. ‘No water. Only noises. Like in the bath. This river. It’s tidal?’

			‘Not here, no.’

			‘Maybe that’s good. It can’t go out to free me. But it can’t come in and drown me. My name is Grimandi. Silvano Giorgio Grimandi. For the headstone. Catholic rites. In case I don’t make it.’ The fleshy, cherubic countenance broke into a wan smile. ‘You think I should open the door?’

			‘Not that one. It’d be better if you can climb out through the back.’

			‘So.’ Mr Grimandi’s head went in again while he considered the suggestion and worked out the logistics.

			‘Better still if he stays there and we winch him out. Half a minute.’ The owner of the voice that came from behind the Treasures was a youngish man in grey overalls. The small open truck he had been driving was stopped behind the Rolls. Its door carried the legend ‘R. Jones. Garden Machinery. Sales & Maintenance’; behind the driver’s cabin was a power-driven winch.

			Treasure and Molly held back the traffic while the marooned car, complete with driver, was pulled out of the water and up the bank. They then helped to push it into a safe position on the narrow verge. Throughout the operation Mr Grimandi evinced a keen if somewhat detached interest in the proceedings. His expression as he was being propelled backwards was one of deep wonderment. When it was eventually appropriate for him to alight he did so with hesitation, first testing the ground outside suspiciously with one foot.

			‘Shall I see if I can start it, then?’ asked Mr Jones.

			‘Si. Please. You are very kind. You are all very kind.’ The speaker made an embracing movement with both arms. Mr Jones went back to the car. ‘There’ll be trouble with the police?’ the old man whispered to Treasure.

			He was as short and rotund as he had seemed when seated. His age, Treasure guessed, was in the mid-seventies. But he looked fit, and his movements now were agile. He had the darkest blue eyes Molly ever remembered seeing – and they radiated good humour. The one curious thing about Mr Grimandi was that he was wearing two suits – two jackets and two pairs of trousers in contrasting colours.

			‘I don’t think the police will bother you. But I see it’s a hired car,’ said Treasure, noting a sticker on the windscreen. It wasn’t one of the well-known rental companies. ‘Bit old and battered . . .’ ‘Like the hirer.’ Mr Grimandi gave an impish grin. ‘I pick up near the airport. This morning. Very early. Small company, you under-stand? Not so concerned with the age. Not mine. Not the car’s.’ He searched for something in a jacket pocket, then discovered it wasn’t the right jacket. He looked sheepishly from Treasure to Molly. ‘When I come off the plane, I can’t be certain I get to rent a car. So I travel light. One suitcase. Is why I wear two suits. Also . . .’ he looked about him, as if for eavesdroppers, ‘also extra drawers. Three pairs.’ He nodded earnestly to confirm the prudence of such measures.

			‘Very sensible,’ offered Molly, affecting a warm approval her husband was sure she didn’t feel for practices so bizarre. ‘Tell me,’ she continued brightly, ‘are you perhaps related to Mr Jonas Grimandi?’

			‘Sure. Sure.’ The little man looked both surprised and delighted. He smote his barrel chest like an over enthusiastic penitent. ‘I am great-uncle. Head of the Family Grimandi.’ Now his palm opened as his arm flourished heavenwards in a wholly operatic gesture.

			‘On the way to Much Marton for the wedding? Just like us. What a lovely coincidence. Isn’t it, Mark?’ Molly didn’t wait for her husband’s response. She had taken a liking to Mr Grimandi who could certainly no longer be identified with the dreary, dangerous road hog of half an hour before. ‘And you’ve come all the way from . . . ?’

			‘From Brooklyn. New York City. Is a nice section. I was born in Palermo, Sicily, Signora . . . Signora . . . er . . . ?

			‘Treasure. Our name is Treasure,’ put in the banker. ‘No wonder you fell asleep. Long drive on top of a night flight,’ he went on, not wishing to be outdone in the display of unctious bonhomie towards a fellow wedding guest.

			‘And you’re here at such short notice too,’ Molly added amiably, the more so since Mr Grimandi had formally kissed her hand. ‘Expect you wished the wedding had been later. Next year, perhaps?’

			For the first time Mr Grimandi’s expression turned to a frown. He drew himself to his full height with an Il Duce type lift of the chin. ‘Next year? No, Signora Treasure. The wedding is tomorrow.’

			‘Wouldn’t count on this as the going-away car,’ came the voice of R. Jones emanating from deep inside the engine and in an accent emanating from deeper still in the Welsh hills. ‘Soaked right through, d’you see? Have to be dried out proper, I’m afraid. Tow it in now, up to my place. If you like. If the gentleman will sit in to steer.’ He brought himself into full view, throwing a doubtful glance in Mr Grimandi’s direction. ‘It’s not far. That’d be best. I can bring it up to you tonight or in the morning. Much Marton isn’t it? I heard you say.’

			‘That’s right,’ Molly confirmed. ‘And that’s the perfect answer. Mark, you’ll steer, won’t you, darling? To save Mr Grimandi after his frightful experience.’ She avoided her husband’s gaze, but smiled benignly at her aged protégé. ‘Then he can come on with us, and er . . . and tell us why the wedding has to be tomorrow,’ she ended brightly, and with disarming candour.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘Will you and Daddy mind terribly letting the bridesmaids use your bathroom? Around eleven-thirty in the morning? They’re sweet girls.’ Amanda Figgle, a muddle of papers in her hand, looked across at her mother, Mrs Harriet Cartland Ware, grandmother of the bride. There was doubt in her voice. She was well aware that sweetness of disposition had no clear bearing on an entitlement to extra bathroom privileges. If Molly Treasure had been present in the drawing room of Marton Manor, which she wasn’t, she’d have found it hard not to laugh.

			The manor, made of dressed stone and in the Grecian style, was rebuilt in 1798 to a design by Joseph Bromfield of Shrewsbury. The house had two storeys plus an attic. There were five sets of apertures on the side elevations, seven on the northern facade from which protruded a grand Ionic portico and porte-cochère spanning three openings, its four slender columns rising through both main storeys to support a flat entablature. On the southern elevation the matching four columns were not free-standing but built into the semi-circle of a central bow. This last feature provided three windows on both floors, extending and lighting the important rooms behind — the one at ground level being the drawing room.

			The two women were seated opposite each other on unyielding, authentic Chippendale settees set at right angles to the heavy and ornate marble fireplace. An antique mahogany table lay between them. There was no fire, though Mrs Ware had some minutes before been on the point of suggesting there should be. Not wanting to create work for anyone – but sure there had been a dangerous drop in the temperature – she had fetched a red woollen cardigan from her room instead, and slipped it across the shoulders of her tailored, white linen dress. She had left her home in San Francisco only two days earlier.

			The table held a tray with coffee cups. Lunch, taken in the dining room, was just over.

			The room was well proportioned, nearly twice as wide as it was deep, furnished in the main with good eighteenth or early nineteenth century pieces. The pictures were notable — a Sickert, a Mary Cassatt, a Seago, a Bonnard watercolour, several oils by lesser members of the Camden Town Group, a Dufy and a dozen paintings by contemporary artists, including two Alexandra Cotterell interiors.

			The three double casement, venetian windows in the bow and the two flanking windows let on to the long terrace. Today the centre bow window, immediately opposite the fireplace, provided more than simple egress.

			An awning in red and white striped canvas, with scalloped pelmets on both sides, stretched from the window to a colourful marquee on the upper lawn. The big tent was also striped, and hung on the inside with billowing pink nylon swagging. Baskets of pink and white hydrangeas dangled from wires above head height. The tent support poles were artfully festooned with the pink drapery, their bases set around with boxed evergreen bushes.

			In contrast, thirty or so bare and stained, small collapsible tables were arranged roughly around three sides of the tented area, flanking a circular portable dance floor, and facing a long and also unadorned trestle table at the far side. There were fragile gilt-painted chairs upturned on all the tables and looking, in some way, to have been lewdly exposed.

			The tent and equipment suppliers had finished their work. The caterers would not begin theirs until early the following morning. Meantime the uncompleted scene for the wedding reception on the morrow was visible from southern aspects of the house. Side sections of the tent facing the house had been reefed up to allow free passage of air to keep the plants from stifling. As well as exhibiting a scene of somewhat alloyed elegance, this also served to funnel a sharp draught into the drawing room through the window which, because of something to do with the awning, could not be properly closed.

			‘I’m sure we shan’t mind about the bathroom, dear.’ Mrs Ware was sixty-three — twenty-four years older than her daughter. She cared a good deal about her comforts normally, but she was determined to help out where she could over the wedding.

			Mrs Ware had been a noted beauty in her day. Studious application, a little cosmetic surgery and – as she was given to insisting a great deal of positive thinking had served to preserve her good looks. Even so, she tended to comport herself as though she were encased in an invisible band-box.

			‘They’ll need a half-hour each. They’re sharing the only bathroom on the top floor with all the others.’ Amanda was affecting to care more than she did. It was one of a dozen things on her list. ‘It’ll be murder up there by mid-morning.’

			Amanda was still very much a beauty. Slim, and taller than her mother, she had an especially clear complexion and naturally fair hair which she wore in loose waves to shoulder length. Her movements were languid like the tone of her husky voice. She was wearing an undyed, heavy-knit, wool sweater with a loose roll-neck, and a greenish Welsh tweed skirt over light brogues. The sleeves of the sweater were pushed back, displaying slender, bronzed forearms.

			‘I guess we’ll be through upstairs by eleven-thirty.’ Mrs Ware now sounded less positive. One hand moved in a reflex way to touch the back of her coiffure — a kind of over-sized blonde meringue. ‘Do you think so, Byron?’ she called with pointed uncertainty to her husband. He was sitting in a Hepplewhite wing chair across the room reading the London edition of The Herald Tribune. It was one of the few chairs in the house he found genuinely comfortable — even with a recumbent Old English Sheepdog lying across his left foot.

			‘Anything you say, my dear.’ Only the bare question had registered. It had been answered along with a smile. The instruction in the tone had missed. The dog – called Palmerston – had raised his head at the exchange, in case human movement was presaged: it wasn’t, so the head thudded back again on to Byron Ware’s shoe.

			Ware was a short, genial man with crinkled, grey hair and a military moustache. He had not long retired as senior partner in a stockbroking business. In dress, general appearance and attitude he was an American who, accent apart, could easily have passed for English — as easily as his wife, who had retained her British nationality after her marriage, was always assumed to be American.

			‘This seating plan’s a disaster. And a mistake. We should have had a stand-up buffet,’ said Amanda, unfolding a large sheet of paper and directing a disconsolate glance at the canvas cavern outside. ‘I mean, you’d think people could at least have answered the invitations by now. As for people who’ve accepted then cancelled . . .’

			‘It was pretty short notice,’ said her father, over the top of his paper and his half-glasses. ‘I suppose folk are having to re-arrange things to get here. The ones that live a long way away.’

			‘You and mother came six thousand miles to get here yesterday.’

			‘We’re a little different, dear,’ put in Mrs Ware. ‘You always get last-minute cancellations, of course. I remember at your wedding – your first wedding – I had the same problem.’ She sniffed confidently. ‘A properly served luncheon is a whole lot nicer than a buffet though. And there just has to be a seating plan. I mean otherwise people get to sit with people who bore them. I don’t know why it happens, but it always does. You have to arrange for it not to.’

			‘But with over a hundred and fifty coming, how am I to know who bores who? Anyway, I don’t even know the Grimandi friends. Not that they seem to have many.’ The eyebrows arched briefly. ‘Well, I suppose I’ll have to leave the final plan till the morning. The place cards are done, at least.’

			She folded up the seating plan and applied herself to a different piece of paper. ‘And I do think Fleur could be more helpful. Be around more. Like this morning. I mean, why can’t Jonas meet his own relations, by himself.’ She sighed. ‘It’s Fleur who got us into this whirl. Of course, I’ll never understand why she couldn’t have waited.’

			‘She did want to settle for just a registry office wedding,’ her father offered gently. ‘Something quiet with no fuss.’

			‘A hole in the corner affair she’d regret later — and blame on me. Honestly, we went over that so many times. Jack and I would have hated it, anyway. And besides, it would only have confirmed what people are guessing.’

			‘Fleur seemed happy enough this morning.’ ‘Yes, Daddy, and why shouldn’t Fleur be . . .’

			‘Why shouldn’t I be what?’ The tall young woman who had just entered had nothing of her mother’s colouring, and only a hint of her physical attraction. Fleur was dark where Amanda was fair: there were the same involving eyes, the same long bone structure in the face, but the skin was pale and pinched. Fleur’s figure was less svelte than plain underdeveloped, her movements nervously sharp, the under-set of her expression uncomfortably morose. She had on an old shirt and a shapeless black sweater pulled down over equally ancient blue jeans. In summary, her appearance was more careless than casual.

			‘God, it’s hot,’ the girl exclaimed. She pulled the sweater off over her head, then pushed her hands twice through her short black hair before dropping into the empty place beside her grandmother.

			‘Don’t catch cold, dear.’ Mrs Ware nodded. ‘Your mother thinks everything’s working out for the best. Over the wedding. We all do. In the circumstances. We missed you both at lunch. Pity you had to drive into Hereford. We’ve hardly seen you since we got here. What a pretty pink blouse that is.’

			‘You mean it’s better than this, Grandma?’ Fleur grinned, pushing the rolled up sweater behind her on the seat. ‘Actually it’s one of Jonas’s shirts. Very Jermyn Street. So we’re all happy about the wedding? In the circumstances.’

			There was silence for a moment. ‘Provided you are, of course.’ It was Byron Ware who spoke, quite slowly.

			‘And provided I don’t want to call it off? For the sake of that dreary money? I mean, if I did, would you cancel the whole charade? Still? Topple the tent? Send back the pressies? Astonish the Vicar?’ She glanced round at each of her three listeners. ‘Even if I was preggers? In the club? Like everybody thinks?’

			‘You know, I’ve never cared for either expression,’ said Ware, but affably enough.

			‘Sorry, Grandfather.’ She looked straight across into his eyes. ‘What I meant was, it’s my understanding your parents, that is, your mother and Jack,’ he corrected himself, ‘are dedicated as much to fulfilling your desires as they are to guarding your best interests.’ ‘You mean they indulge me? That I’m a spoilt brat?’ Sharply, she thrust her legs out in front of her, letting them form a V-shape.

			She lay her neck back on the hard top of the settee.

			‘I didn’t say that, and I don’t even believe it. I do believe they’d let you call it off. Even if you were . . . preggers.’ He grimaced. ‘If that’s what you wanted. They’re very good people.’

			‘I know. I don’t deserve them.’ Fleur jumped up, skipped around the table and kissed Amanda on the cheek. Then, as though she regretted the impulsive show of affection, she moved away quickly from her mother. With hands in pockets, she took three long strides towards the centre window, stopping there and staring at the tented enclosure. Palmerston, the dog, watching her movements, had lumbered to his feet, stretched, then come purposefully to sit beside her, appearing to study the same scene, and glancing up at her from time to time.

			‘The trouble is, Jack isn’t my father . . .’

			‘No, dear, Kit Jarvas is your father.’ It was the girl’s grandmother who had interjected. ‘And even though he doesn’t approve your marrying Jonas – right now, that is – it really is a lot of money to throw away over a . . .’

			‘Principle, Grandma? Mummy would say a lie, wouldn’t you, Mummy?’ Now the girl swung around fixing her mother with a sardonic stare. Palmerston got up, turned about, then sat down again. He started panting, letting his tongue hang out.

			‘I’m not sure what you mean, Fleur.’ Amanda looked up, a pencil poised in her right hand. ‘But then that’s not unusual. As you said this morning, we don’t communicate any more.’

			‘You said Jonas has nothing to do with . . . with my father’s attitude. That my father just wants the money . . .’

			‘The income for ten years.’ This was Ware. ‘That could be true. I could be prejudiced, of course. Kit and I never did hit it off.’

			‘He could also have your interests at heart you know, dear? Really believing you’d be better to wait that year,’ said Mrs Ware.

			‘You buy that, Mummy?’

			‘Well, since Jack and I don’t know exactly what your father said to you after Jonas saw him . . .’

			‘I told you.’

			‘Did you? Not enough to explain why you just couldn’t wait to marry.’

			‘It wasn’t like that.’ The girl switched her gaze to her grandmother. ‘Honestly, it wasn’t till Jonas talked with Silvano Grimandi . . .’

			‘That’s Jonas’s American uncle, dear? Great-uncle. Not his father? I’m sorry, I’m not good on foreign . . . on Italian names.’

			‘Well that’s who he is, yes, Grandma. He’s the one Jonas lived with when he was studying in New York. Jonas says he’s the wisest man he knows. You’ll meet him. He’s coming to the wedding. Or supposed to be. They saw each other when Jonas was in the States about the Hong Kong job.’

			‘And wise old Great-Uncle Silvano advised you to go ahead and get married despite your father’s objection,’ said Ware without emotion. ‘Is that what Jonas’s parents think too?’

			‘They don’t come into it, Grandfather.’ She noticed the glance that passed between him and her mother. ‘It’s not that Jonas doesn’t respect them and all that . . .’

			‘It’s just he respects his great-uncle more.’ ‘He’s closer to Silvano.’

			‘I’m beginning to understand. And how about your respect for your mother and Jack.’

			‘I love them very much. They know that. It’s just different in this case. We’ve really made our own decision.’ She folded her arms across her body and began walking towards the door. Palmerston followed, sitting when she stopped. ‘As for my father’s motives, you can ask him yourselves. We just picked him up at Hereford station. By mistake. We went to meet old Mr Grimandi. He wasn’t there. My father was. He’s staying at the Orchard. Jonas is arranging a room. He’s coming to the wedding. Well, don’t look so shocked, Mummy. You did invite him.’

			‘But you didn’t tell us. We never expected . . .’ Amanda began, clearly dumbfounded.

			‘Here’s his acceptance.’ Amanda pulled an envelope from her back pocket.

			‘Don’t you think you should ring Jack, Amanda?’ suggested Ware, breaking the awkward pause.

			‘Voluntary liquidation’s your best bet, Jack. Better than having your creditors liquidate you. You’ll have over a year to sell up. We calculate you can meet the liabilities with a bit over. Not much, but a bit.’ ‘And you definitely don’t think I should hang on? That there could still be a buyer for us? As a going concern? Up to now, the fact we’re for sale’s only been put out very circumspectly.’

			‘Look, there are companies available all over the West Midlands. Perfectly good manufacturing businesses like yours . . .’

			‘And this is your formal . . . instruction? As our accountant, Peter?’

			‘If you like. And advice as a friend,’ replied Peter Brown. He and Jack Figgle were finishing lunch at the Plough & Harrow Hotel in Birmingham.

			Figgie was host. The way things were, he ruminated, it would soon amount to a defiant gesture to come to places as grand as this one. ‘I needed another two years. I’m sure I could have turned the corner by then.’

			‘Two years with the bank pretty close to calling in a million-pound overdraft. You need another million fast to tool up, and then start building stock on those new contracts. You have mountains of unsaleable finished products . . .’

			Not strictly unsaleable. They’re standards, most of them.

			They’ll sell out over the years. Either as original equipment or replacements. Here or overseas.’

			Brown shook his head. Figgle made metal-to-plastic high-impact mouldings for motor cars: bits for a wide range of models. When the British car industry had slumped, he had gone on producing to be ready for the recovery he was sure would come: the recovery had taken too long. His export trade had suffered even more.

			When demand started to pick up Figgle was over-stocked with product — a lot of it obsolete: models had changed. There were new sub-contracts available from the car manufacturers, but the cost of financing slow-moving existing stock as well as producing new had proved too much for the under-capitalised company.

			‘If only the car makers would underwrite us.’ Figgle re-lit his cigar.

			‘Well, they won’t, and this is the least likely time in the history of the industry for them to start.’ Brown’s accounting firm were auditors to a number of car-component makers in the area. Figgle was the least up-to-date of them, also the most uncompetitive. ‘If they could afford to guarantee you financially, they might as well own you and take the profit along with the risk.’

			Figgle frowned. He looked a good deal older than his sixty-three years. He was a heavily built man – an ex-athlete, as well as a war hero – an infantry officer who won a DSO at the Normandy landings. He had inherited the family business from a father and grandfather who had been on first-name terms with William Morris, Herbert Austin and the Rootes brothers.

			The company had had its ups and downs. Jack Figgle had never consolidated enough on the ups: he knew that now. There came the point where he could only look back reproachfully at himself for procrastinating too long on whether to go for a public floatation — also the times when he had turned down some very attractive take-over bids.

			He supposed he had never been professional enough: too content with the way things were: too jealous of his independence when it came to going public or becoming a paid manager for some conglomerate.

			To his credit he had always protected the welfare of his employees: earned their loyalty — or thought he had. It had been a strike a few years back that had led to the cancellation of the company’s biggest ever contract, due to the impossibility of maintaining delivery schedules. The experience had changed his paternalistic attitude quite a bit: not enough probably. He had remained the sole shareholder though — gone on believing he could still please himself about the future.

			He had married Amanda not long after the death of his first wife. Later, when he was fifty-seven, he had made up his mind to sell out and retire in five years. That had been six years back — during the last of the company ‘ups’. It was why he’d bought the manor house at Marton. It was nearly fifty miles from the factory much too far to make daily commuting sensible on a long-term basis, even with a chauffeur.

			Life with Amanda had proved expensive from the start, and had become more so. Furnishing the manor had cost a fortune. She had insisted on doing the thing properly, in a style that matched the provenance of the place. Jack had approved at the time, even when it became apparent she paid too much for things, especially pictures — buying at galleries instead of auctions. The cost of maintaining the place had never been a problem until lately: neither had adding to his modest collection of antique weapons, educating an eight-year-old son, marrying off a step-daughter in style, and, damn it, taking friends to lunch in first-class restaurants. The prospect of bankruptcy concentrated the mind no end.

			‘You mentioned Mark Treasure was coming to the wedding. I should have thought . . .’

			‘That he could over-rule the decision of the team he sent up in

			June? That he could have Grenwood, Phipps back us, ignoring the facts?’ Figgle interrupted. ‘It’s not on, I’m afraid. I told you, his people are trying quietly to find us a buyer.’

			‘He might have provided some loan capital. Enough to . . .’ ‘The report was pretty damning. Well, you know it was. You got a copy.’ Figgle poured them both more coffee. ‘The recommendation was to sell or merge the company. I accepted it. Haven’t bothered Mark since. Not professionally. Gets embarrassing. His chaps said we’re too small. We didn’t expand, diversify when we should have done. Management out of date. In all senses.’

			‘That wasn’t in the report.’

			‘Not in so many words. Clear enough it was meant though.’ Figgle paused. ‘Mark’s a good fellow. Good friend. But why should he put a million plus at risk in an outfit with a track record as bad as ours? He knows the local bank would probably want Grenwood, Phipps to guarantee our existing overdraft with them for a start. It’s the cost of borrowing that’s killing off companies like mine. It’s not as though we’re brand new. Young. Innovative. We’re the absolute opposite.’

			‘There’s plenty of risk capital on offer for developments in high technology, of course,’ said Brown, forgetting to deny the last proposition. Absently he pinched the top of his nose. He was putting on weight again: the flesh on his nose was always the sign.

			Peter Brown was a self-satisfied, middle-aged accountant in a flourishing practice, thankful he was in a profession, and one in which the incidence of failure and deprivation was almost nil, even in times of slump. He was sorry for Jack Figgle, but deep down he had little natural respect for people who inherited businesses and let them fade away. Brown had come by his qualifications the hard way: he doubted Jack Figgle had ever made much effort at self-improvement — or ever had to.

			‘You suggesting we should switch to making bits for computers?’ asked Figgle. ‘Bit late, I’d have thought.’ He ruminated for a moment. ‘Strange, though. The chap my step-daughter’s marrying had a similar idea. Fleur went along with it too. She was supposed to come into a good deal of money next year. She offered to put it into the firm — naturally in return for shares. Ordinary shares at a nominal price, and loan capital at very low interest. Very decent of her, I thought.’

			‘I see. Computer components? You could do it?’

			‘In tandem with the old business. Jonas Grimandi, that’s the fiancé, he’s in the business. Could have put us on to some useful contracts. Long-term stuff, too. So he said. Could have worked, I suppose. Very little tooling involved.’

			‘So? What’s stopping you?’

			Figgle explained briefly. ‘There was nothing definite, you understand?’ he ended. ‘It was just talk. Fleur has no idea how much it could have meant to the business. How much of a mess I’m in. I wouldn’t want her to know, either.’

			‘And Kit Jarvas is really against the marriage?’ Brown enquired thoughtfully. ‘Or is he feathering his own nest? I only know him by reputation. Who doesn’t? Incidentally, haven’t heard of him in years.’ If Brown had less sympathy for Figgle than he was affecting, he had none at all for Jarvas. Like many others, he recalled the man as a socialite of nearly three decades before — debutante’s delight, occasional escort to royalty, trend-setter, favourite of the gossip columnists, a drone who had frittered away a fortune, wrecked a number of marriages, including two of his own, been in trouble with the law, and actually served a jail sentence for fraud, before crashing into obscurity.

			Figgle grunted. ‘You know, I’ve always been grateful to Jarvas. In a curious way. I mean, if he hadn’t left Amanda she couldn’t have divorced him and married me.’

			‘I think that’s extending charity too far, old boy. And you haven’t answered my question.’

			‘I can’t see anything wrong with young Grimandi. With Jarvas it could be a case of genuine dislike. I mean, can you credit Jarvas has to grub so low . . . ?’



OEBPS/image/pi.png





OEBPS/image/1.png
Wedding

Treasure






OEBPS/image/Wedding_Treasure.png





