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Foreword

In England and Wales, lawyers fall into two categories, barristers and solicitors, dependent on their course of qualification. Barristers are regulated by the Bar Council and solicitors by the Law Society. Scotland and Northern Ireland have their own separate judicial systems.

A barrister specializing in criminal law acts as an advocate in court, arguing cases in front of juries in the Crown Court or in front of senior judges in the Court of Appeal, the High Court of Justice, and the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom, whereas a solicitor does everything else that requires compliance with the law, such as wills, contracts, divorce petitions, transfers of property etc. In addition, in criminal cases, solicitors generally prepare the ‘brief’, the documentation in the case. A barrister may act as either the prosecution or defence counsel, but not as both in the same trial!

In the English criminal justice system, the accused will generally appoint a solicitor to advise them (or have one appointed for them). If the case goes to trial in the Crown Court, the solicitor will instruct a barrister to act as the advocate in the proceedings. Throughout the case, the solicitor and the barrister work closely together to plan strategy. There is no distinction in seniority due to their separate roles.

A Queen’s Counsel, QC, is a senior member of the legal profession, usually, but not always, a barrister, and the term is an honorary title that conveys esteem, experience and recognition within the ranks of lawyers. Persons appointed QC will have made a substantial contribution to the administration and delivery of the law.

Unlike in the United States, where it effectively means ‘lawyer’, the term ‘attorney’ in the UK is reserved for someone who is appointed to act specifically on someone else’s behalf, often through a power of attorney document. Such an attorney may be a lawyer but is often a non-legally-qualified family member.

Judges in England and Wales are selected by the politically-independent Judicial Appointments Commission. They are chosen solely on merit from the ranks of senior lawyers, mostly barristers. Judges are never elected, nor appointed by the holder of a political office.

In this book, lawyers, both barristers and solicitors are referred to using these terms, and the court proceedings are described in accordance with generally accepted practice in England and Wales.
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It is said that everyone over a certain age can remember what they were doing when they heard that President Kennedy had been assassinated, or that Princess Diana had been killed in a Paris car crash, but I, for one, could recall all too clearly where I was standing when a policeman told me that my wife had been murdered.

‘Detective Sergeant Dowdeswell, Thames Valley Police,’ announced the plain-clothed officer, holding out his police warrant card. I glanced down at it. ‘This is PC Roberts, Warwickshire Constabulary.’ He indicated towards a uniformed officer by his side. ‘Are you The Honourable William Gordon-Russell?’

I was, although I never used that name.

‘Bill Russell,’ I said, nodding. ‘That’s me.’

The detective seemed slightly confused but quickly recovered.

‘From Banbury in Oxfordshire?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Well, I live just outside Banbury.’

‘The Old Forge in Hanwell?’

‘Yes,’ I said again, nervously. ‘That’s right. Now what’s this all about?’

‘Bit of bad news, sir, I’m afraid,’ he said.

Not more. I’d had nothing but bad news for weeks.

‘What is it now?’ I asked with a sigh, fearing the worst.

That’s when he told me. Brusquely and without any compassion.

‘Murdered?’ I said, my voice somewhat squeaky from the sudden constriction I could feel in my throat. I also felt weak at the knees.

‘I’m afraid so, sir,’ the policeman said.

‘How?’ I asked. ‘And where?’

‘All in good time,’ the policeman said. ‘Now, sir, we would like you to come with us.’

It all sounded rather official.

‘Where to?’ I asked.

‘The station,’ he replied, and I didn’t think he meant the railway station.

‘I’d rather go and see my wife,’ I said.

‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible at this time. You need to come with us.’

There was something about the policeman’s tone I didn’t like.

‘Am I being arrested?’ I asked.

‘No, sir. We just need to ask you some questions.’ He said it in a manner that made me think that I might very well be arrested if I didn’t play ball.

‘But I have duties to fulfil here,’ I said. ‘I can’t just leave.’

That seemed to flummox him somewhat.

‘What duties?’

‘I’m a steward.’

‘A steward?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I am one of the four stewards at the race meeting this afternoon. We are responsible for ensuring the Rules of Racing are observed.’

‘Oh,’ he said, suddenly nodding in understanding. Perhaps he’d thought I would be serving drinks or keeping the crowd in order.

The three of us were standing alone in the Stewards’ Room, which was attached to the weighing room at Warwick Racecourse. It was just after one-thirty in the afternoon. The first race was due off at two.

‘Someone else will have to take over,’ stated the detective unequivocally.

Indeed they would. Even if I hadn’t had to go with the policemen, I was no longer in a fit state to adjudicate on a children’s game of tiddlywinks, let alone six competitive horse races.

I suddenly felt very unwell.

I sat down heavily on one of the chairs and leaned my head down on the table.

‘Are you all right, sir?’ asked the detective.

‘No,’ I said, without looking up.

Murdered!

‘Here,’ said the policeman, holding out a glass of water. ‘Drink this. My colleague has gone to fetch medical assistance.’

I drank the water.

‘I don’t need medical assistance,’ I said. ‘It’s just the shock, that’s all.’

How could Amelia be murdered? Suicide I could have understood. We had lived on that knife-edge for the past three years. But murder? Surely not. Who would have wanted to murder the kindest and gentlest person on this earth?

‘Her brother,’ I said, glancing up at the detective. ‘Now that’s who you ought to question.’

‘That’s funny,’ he replied without smiling. ‘That’s exactly what he said about you.’

‘So you’ve spoken to him?’

He didn’t answer and I sensed he was berating himself for revealing anything at all.

One of the racecourse doctors arrived carrying his regulation bright-red medical kit slung over his shoulder. Dr Jack Westcott. I knew him well. He was a long-time friend. His regular job was as my GP but his role at the races was to be on hand to tend to any fallen jockeys. An unwell steward was clearly also within his remit, especially one who was his regular patient.

‘Hi, Bill,’ he said, crouching down to my level. ‘What’s the problem?’

‘I feel a little faint, Jack, that’s all. I’ve just had some bad news.’

‘Not Amelia, I hope,’ he said.

He was only too well aware of how badly our lives had been in turmoil. Over the previous three years, Jack had acted not only as our family doctor, but also as our confidant and unofficial therapist.

I nodded. ‘She’s been found . . .’

I stopped. I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

‘Dead,’ said the detective, over my head.

‘My God, Bill. That’s awful.’

Jack laid a comforting arm across my shoulder.

‘Doctor, can you just hurry up and check him over?’ the detective said impatiently. ‘Mr Gordon-Russell needs to come with me.’

‘For God’s sake, man,’ the doctor replied, looking up at him. ‘Have some sympathy. The man’s just heard his wife has killed herself.’

‘She didn’t kill herself,’ Detective Sergeant Dowdeswell said bluntly. ‘She was strangled.’

If Jack was shocked, he didn’t show it.

‘There must be some mistake.’

‘There’s no mistake,’ replied the detective. ‘Mrs Gordon-Russell was found on her kitchen floor with a ligature still round her neck.’

I wondered if the policeman had again said more than he should. It was certainly more than I wanted to hear. I felt ill again.

‘But you surely can’t suspect Mr Russell,’ said the doctor.

‘Mr Gordon-Russell,’ – the detective placed the emphasis on the Gordon – ‘needs to come with me in order to assist us with our inquiries.’

‘And if he won’t?’

‘Then he will be arrested for obstructing a constable in the execution of his duty.’

At least it wasn’t for murder.

I looked forlornly at the doctor and he stared back at me.

‘I didn’t kill her,’ I mouthed at him.

He wrinkled his forehead with incredulity and shook his head as if the thought had never crossed his mind.

It had mine.

I had often wondered if I could have done more to alleviate Amelia’s mental anguish. Had I done enough? Was her death now a further manifestation of her psychiatric problems? Or was it something entirely different and infinitely more sinister?

Murder?

I still couldn’t quite believe it.

‘I’m not at all sure that Mr Russell is well enough to go with you,’ Jack declared, standing up. ‘I consider that he needs to go to hospital for a full medical check-up.’

To say that DS Dowdeswell was unhappy with this announcement was an understatement – he was apoplectic.

‘He will be seen by a doctor at the police station,’ he said decisively.

‘No!’ Jack replied loudly with even greater determination. ‘Mr Russell should go to hospital now. And I trust you won’t be arresting me for obstructing a constable in the execution of his duty.’

I knew what he was doing. He was trying to protect his friend. But it was like attempting to hold back the tide – hopeless and impossible.

‘It’s all right, Jack,’ I said to him. ‘I’m feeling a bit better now. I’ll go with the police. I have nothing to hide.’

‘Are you sure?’ he asked, looking straight at me. ‘I can still insist that you go to hospital.’

‘No, Jack. I’m fine. It’s best if I go with them now. They won’t give up.’

He smiled. ‘I’ll send you a cake with a file in it.’

I glared at him. ‘I didn’t do it.’

‘No, of course not.’

But I could see a touch of doubt creeping into his eyes.

‘Please tell George Longcross that I can’t act as a steward today after all.’

‘He won’t like it.’

‘Tough,’ I said. ‘It’s not as if I have any choice.’

George Longcross was the designated chairman of the stewards for this day’s racing, and he was a stickler for everything to be done exactly by the book. He abhorred absence or lateness and was determined that nothing should go amiss on his watch.

As if on cue, George Longcross walked into the Stewards’ Room, no doubt having enjoyed a lavish luncheon courtesy of the directors of the racecourse. Not that I hadn’t been invited. But I had learned from experience that a plate of roast beef and Yorkshire pudding in the middle of the day, together with all the trimmings and a dessert, was no good for my waistline, and also had a tendency to send me to sleep at the very time when I needed to be alert and on my mettle.

George took a quick look around the room, and then settled his stare on the uniformed policeman.

‘What is going on here?’ he asked in his usual booming authoritarian voice.

There was a brief pause before the detective sergeant answered.

‘Mr Gordon-Russell has had some bad news,’ he said.

The chairman of the stewards transferred his gaze to the detective in his open-fronted leather bomber jacket over a black T-shirt, blue jeans and trainers. George Longcross, meanwhile, was, as always, attired in a dark pin-stripe suit, highly polished brogues, white shirt and silk tie, with a matching handkerchief in his breast pocket. I couldn’t imagine that he even possessed a black T-shirt or a pair of jeans, and certainly not a leather bomber jacket.

‘And who are you?’ he asked in an accusing tone.

‘DS Dowdeswell, Thames Valley Police.’ The detective again flashed his warrant card. ‘Mr Gordon-Russell needs to leave.’

‘But I require him here,’ George said. ‘He’s a steward.’

‘Find somebody else,’ said the detective decisively. ‘He’s coming with us, and right now.’

It seemed to take the wind out of George’s sails.

‘Oh,’ he said. He looked at me. ‘It’s all very inconvenient. Very inconvenient indeed.’

I felt like telling him that it was not as inconvenient as one’s wife having been found murdered, but I said nothing. I just turned away and accompanied the policemen out of the door.

I may not have been arrested but it certainly felt as if I had, especially if the reaction to my departure was anything to go by.

The weighing room was filling up as the time for the first race approached, with trainers and officials milling around completing their duties, and jockeys weighing out.

However, as I was being escorted through the throng by the police, the general hubbub died away to silence and I could almost feel the stares of those watching.
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‘You are being interviewed under caution,’ said the detective sergeant formally. ‘You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

We were sitting in a stark windowless interview room at Banbury Police Station. Alongside the sergeant was another plain-clothed policeman who was introduced as Detective Constable Parkinson.

‘So I am under arrest?’

‘Not at all,’ said the DS with a forced smile. ‘This is simply an opportunity for us to ask you some questions concerning the death of your wife. I have cautioned you solely to ensure that whatever you say can be used in future court proceedings if there are any. Hence, we are recording this interview, but you are free to leave whenever you like.’

‘Should I have a solicitor here?’ I asked.

‘Is there any reason why you need one?’

‘No,’ I said. But I wasn’t sure if it might not be a good idea anyway.

The detective nodded as if pleased. ‘For the recording, state your full name.’

‘Bill Russell.’

‘Your full name, please.’

‘The Honourable William Herbert Millgate Gordon-Russell,’ I said. ‘The last two are hyphenated.’

‘Quite a mouthful.’

I ignored him but he was right. That’s partly why I called myself just plain Bill Russell.

‘How do you get to be an Honourable?’ the DS asked.

‘My father is an earl.’

The ninth Earl of Wrexham, to be precise.

‘So you’ll be an earl when he dies?’

‘No chance,’ I said. ‘I have two older brothers. And they both have two sons apiece. Far too many members of the family would have to die first for me to inherit the title.’

‘But it could happen.’

‘Only in the movies,’ I replied.

Specifically in Kind Hearts and Coronets.

When I’d been aged about twelve I’d obsessed over that film, watching Alec Guinness in black-and-white on an old video recorder, daydreaming for hours about cunning ways I could emulate him and elevate myself up the family pecking order. Third-son syndrome, I called it. Neither the heir, nor the spare. Hence the chances of inheriting anything were slim, let alone the title and the family seat – not that I’d ever been very keen on the draughty thirteenth-century castle in the Welsh Borders where I’d been raised.

Fortunately, my childhood obsession with bumping off my brothers in order to become the tenth earl hadn’t progressed beyond fantasy, not least because I had adored my siblings. I still did, albeit from a safe distance.

The detective sergeant changed tactic. ‘You don’t seem very distressed by the news of your wife’s death.’

‘I am devastated,’ I said. ‘My wife and I were very close.’

‘That isn’t how it appears to me.’

‘But you can’t see how I’m feeling on the inside,’ I replied.

I had been taught as a child not to display my emotions. ‘Big boys don’t cry’ had been a mantra for my grandfather, the eighth earl, with whom I had spent much of my early years.

I was devastated. I hurt, badly, and part of me wanted to scream and shout, but the ‘Captain Sensible’ within simply asked what good it would do, so I didn’t.

And it was not as if I hadn’t prepared myself for this moment.

For the previous three years, I had half-expected on a daily basis to hear that Amelia was dead. She had seriously tried to kill herself twice and openly discussed the likelihood of taking her own life almost every week.

Over time, I had discovered that there was a limit on how much I could accompany and chaperone her. If someone was determined to kill themselves, then it was nearly impossible to stop them. To keep Amelia safe for every single moment of every day was unachievable short of locking her up in a mental hospital – something that had happened more than once in the recent past.

‘When did you last see your wife?’

‘Yesterday afternoon about five,’ I said.

‘Can you account for your movements over the past twenty-four hours?’

‘I was at work in my study yesterday until about four,’ I said.

‘Where is your study?’

‘At my house. I’m a self-employed business consultant. I work mainly from home unless I have meetings, and they are usually in London. Mostly with insurance companies.’

The look on his face indicated clearly that he didn’t think much of insurance companies. Not a lot of people do.

‘Doing what, exactly?’ he asked.

‘I’m an actuary.’

I could see a quizzical look spread into his eyes.

‘I deal in all sorts of insurance but mostly life cover and annuities.’

I don’t think it helped him much.

‘Basically, I calculate risk against reward,’ I said. ‘I calculate mortality rates and investment risk and then I turn those into insurance premiums.’

‘Clever, then, are you?’ he asked with irony.

I shook my head. ‘Just good at maths.’

‘So what did you do after you left your study?’

‘I changed into a suit and then drove myself to Birmingham. To Edgbaston. I attended a charity event in the banqueting suite at the cricket ground. It started at seven and finished about eleven. Then I stayed the night in a hotel.’

‘Which hotel?’

‘The Edgbaston Manor Hotel. It’s near the cricket ground. Walking distance. I checked in around six and walked to the ground.’

‘It’s not far from your house to Birmingham. Why didn’t you simply drive home afterwards?’

‘Because the event was a dinner and I knew I’d be drinking.’

‘Drink often, do you, Mr Gordon-Russell?’

Was he trying to rile me?

‘No,’ I said calmly. ‘I had maybe three or four glasses of wine throughout the whole evening. Too much to drive but I certainly wasn’t drunk, if that’s what you’re implying.’

‘Why didn’t your wife go with you?’

‘Charity dinners are not really her thing.’

Were not.

‘Is there anyone who can vouch that you were at this dinner?’ he asked.

‘Lots of people,’ I said. ‘I sat at a table with friends.’

‘And were they staying at the same hotel?’

‘Not that I’m aware of. I walked to the hotel alone.’

‘For a nightcap?’

‘No,’ I said patiently. ‘I went straight to bed. I needed to be well rested for my role as a steward at Warwick Races today.’

‘Did you call your wife?’

‘I spoke to her at about six, before I went to the dinner, to tell her I’d arrived safely at the hotel. She told me she was just going out for an hour to meet a friend at the village pub for a drink.’

‘What is the name of this friend?’

‘Nancy Fadeley,’ I said. ‘She lives right across the road from us in the same village.’

The detective sergeant nodded as if he already knew.

‘She was spoken to this morning as part of our house-to-house inquiries.’

‘What did she say?’ I asked.

He ignored me.

‘Did you call your wife again later?’

‘No. It was after eleven when I got back to the hotel and I didn’t want to disturb her. She might have gone to bed early. She often does when I’m away.’

Did.

‘And she knew she could call me if she needed something. I always have my phone on. I leave it by the bed all night when I’m away, just in case.’

‘But she didn’t call?’

‘No.’

‘How about this morning?’

‘I tried the house number about nine but there was no answer so I thought she must have gone out. She often goes food shopping in Waitrose on Wednesday mornings.’

Went.

‘How about her mobile phone?’

‘I tried that too but there was no answer. It went to voicemail so I left a message saying I’d be home around six-thirty. The last race at Warwick today is at five but we have to complete our report before we can leave.’

‘So you also work for Warwick Racecourse.’

‘It’s not exactly work,’ I said. ‘Not paid work anyway. I’m what is called an honorary steward. For the BHA – the racing authority. It’s a volunteer role. I suppose you could call it my hobby. I act for about thirty-five days a year at the local racecourses – Warwick and Stratford mostly. It is something I choose to do in addition to my usual day job.’

The detective made some notes before again looking at me.

‘Did anyone see you at the hotel last night?’

‘Not that I specially remember. The restaurant staff would have seen me at breakfast. Plus the receptionist when I checked out.’ I dug into my pocket and produced the credit card receipt from my wallet and put it on the table. ‘There. I checked out at . . .’ I glanced at the slip. ‘Nine fifty-two this morning.’

‘But no one saw you from the time you left the dinner until breakfast. So there would have been plenty of time for you to drive home, kill your wife, and get back to Birmingham.’

‘That’s nonsense,’ I said, standing up. ‘I didn’t kill her. In fact, I’ve had enough of this. You said I was free to go at any time, so I’m going. Which way is it to the exit?’

It was obviously not what he’d been expecting.

‘But we need to ask you some more questions.’

‘Then you will have to make an appointment. I will attend only with my solicitor. I want to see my wife.’

‘As I told you before, that’s not possible.’

‘Why not?’ I asked belligerently.

He said nothing but his sidekick finally broke his silence. ‘Post-mortem.’

Oh, shit.

Too much information. I’d have been better off not knowing.

‘Don’t you need official identification first?’ I asked. ‘It may not be Amelia at all.’

‘We already have a positive identification,’ said the DS. ‘Joseph Bradbury, your wife’s brother, confirmed it was her.’

‘How come?’ I asked angrily. ‘What’s he got to do with it? He’s not her next of kin. I am.’

‘Formal identification of a body doesn’t have to be done by the next of kin. A close relative is good enough, and Mr Bradbury was there. He was the one who called the police. He says he went to visit his sister and found her lying dead on your kitchen floor.’

‘How did he get in?’ I asked with rising rage.

‘He said he looked through the kitchen window and saw her.’

‘And you believed him, I suppose?’ I shook my head in frustration. ‘He’s the man you should be questioning, not me. If I were you, I wouldn’t have confidence in a single word my brother-in-law says.’

‘Why is that?’ the DS asked with all seriousness.

‘Because the man’s a pathological liar. He wouldn’t know the truth if it punched him in the face.’

‘He told us where to find you.’

‘And I suppose he told you that I’d killed my wife.’

He nodded. ‘And he also said you’d deny it.’

‘Of course I deny it. Because I didn’t do it.’

He looked up at me. ‘Then answer my questions.’

‘Not without my solicitor being present.’

‘But you said there was no reason for you to need a solicitor. Changed your mind about that, have you, Mr Gordon-Russell? Why don’t you just tell us what really happened between you and your wife?’

The detective clearly believed I had murdered Amelia. It was plain to see in his manner.

‘I am leaving now,’ I said.

‘I could arrest you.’

‘What for?’ I asked. ‘Murder? You don’t have any evidence. If you did, you’d have done it by now.’
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I stood outside Banbury Police Station in a bit of a daze.

I’d half-expected to be prevented from leaving but here I was alone on the side of the road, not quite knowing what to do next.

The detective sergeant had unhelpfully told me that I wouldn’t be able to go home as my house was sealed off and it would remain so for some time, maybe for days, or even weeks. And my car was still in the officials’ car park at Warwick Racecourse where I’d parked it that morning, with my overnight bag in the boot.

But at least I had kept hold of my mobile phone, in spite of the detective wanting to take it from me.

‘Have you got a warrant?’ I’d asked as he’d held out his hand for it.

The police may have been allowed to forensically search my house as a crime scene, but I was damned if they were going to do the same to my phone. Not yet anyway. Not without arresting me first.

I looked at its screen: 15.58.

Racing at Warwick would still be going on but there was no point in going back. My car would be quite safe in their car park. I would collect it when I felt a little better.

I called my brother. Not the to-be-earl. The other one.

‘Douglas,’ I said when he answered, ‘I’m in a bit of trouble. Can I come and see you?’

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘When?’

‘Right now.’

There was a slight pause from the other end.

‘Is it a big bit of trouble?’ he asked.

‘Huge.’

Another pause.

‘I won’t be home for another forty minutes.’

‘I’m still in Banbury,’ I said. ‘The train takes an hour to London. I should be with you about six.’

‘Come,’ he replied. ‘I’ll be waiting.’

I hung up.

Good old Douglas.

No ifs, no buts, no questions – just come.

Ever since I could first walk and talk, Douglas had been the port I had run to in a storm. Eight years my senior, he had always seemed to me to be so calm and wise, traits he now employed daily in the courts as a QC, a Queen’s Counsel.

I made my way through Banbury town centre to the railway station without really feeling my feet on the ground.

Amelia murdered.

It had to be a mistake or some sort of cruel joke.

The detective sergeant had said during the interview that I didn’t seem very distressed by her death and I had replied that I was devastated, but, in fact, I was totally numb. I didn’t feel anything.

It was as if this was happening to somebody else, like a drama unfolding on the television. It wasn’t like reality.

Except that it was.

I bought a train ticket from the machine using my credit card.

My cognitive brain was working fine – I could remember my PIN without a moment’s hesitation. But my emotional brain was in disarray, with synapses failing to fire as if anaesthetised.

I knew I ought to be sad, miserable even, or inconsolable and grief-stricken. I should be wretched and in despair, unable to bear the torment of my loss.

But I was none of those things.

If anything, I was angry.

I was angry with Amelia for getting herself killed but angrier with her brother, whom I was absolutely certain was responsible.

I stared out as the rolling green hills of Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire gave way to the great metropolis of London, and the daylight began to dwindle towards darkness.

The second half of October.

It had never been a favourite time of the year for me. The clocks would go back in a few days and then we would be into winter, with many seemingly endless months to come before the re-emergence of spring. That in itself was depressing enough without the knowledge that I would now be spending them alone, cruelly deprived of my soulmate.

And, as if to add to my woes, it started to rain, beating loudly against the carriage windows. Hence I took a taxi from Marylebone to Chester Square in Belgravia where Douglas lived in a four-storey town house.

The rain was still hosing down as I climbed out of the taxi and I was pretty well drenched even by the time I’d walked across the pavement and pushed the doorbell.

Douglas opened the door almost immediately.

‘My God, William, you look terrible. Come in, dear boy. Come in.’

He led me through to his kitchen. ‘What’s the problem?’

‘Can I have a drink? G and T. And make it a strong one.’

And to hell with DS Dowdeswell.

Douglas clinked ice into two tumblers, added generous portions of gin plus a splash of tonic water and some slices of lemon from the fridge.

‘There,’ he said, handing me one of the glasses. ‘Get that down your neck.’

I drank deeply, enjoying the effect of the spirit in my throat.

Douglas looked at me expectantly.

‘Amelia’s dead,’ I said.

His shoulders slumped but there was no look of great surprise on his face – more one of resignation. My brother was fully up to speed on my family situation. He had been quietly advising Amelia and me for months.

‘She was murdered,’ I said.

Now there was shock in his eyes. ‘Are you sure?’

‘The police told me she was strangled. And they think I did it.’

He looked straight at me. ‘And did you?’

I told myself it was the lawyer in him.

‘What would you suggest if I had?’

‘I’d call the best criminal solicitor I know and arrange to meet him, with you, at Charing Cross Police Station in half an hour.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I didn’t, so there’s no need.’

‘Good. I didn’t think so.’

I told him everything that had happened to me on that day and what I could remember from my interview with the detective sergeant.

‘You should have never allowed yourself to be interviewed without a solicitor being present, especially after the police cautioned you.’

I knew he’d say that. And he was right.

‘So what should I do now?’ I asked.

‘There’s not a lot you can do. The police will conduct their investigation and, undoubtedly, they’ll want to speak to you again. But make sure you have a solicitor present next time.’ He wagged his finger at me as if to emphasise the point. ‘So why do they think you did it?’

‘Because . . .’ I couldn’t even bring myself to say his name. ‘Amelia’s damn brother told them I’d done it. More likely it was him. What was he doing there otherwise? He hasn’t been to our house for well over two years. And neither Amelia nor I have been in contact with him for months, so why did he turn up out of the blue? And on the day Amelia died? That’s bloody fishy if you ask me.’

‘I’m sure the police will have worked that out.’

‘But shouldn’t I tell them what’s been going on? Especially before he puts his oar in with all his nonsense.’

‘He’s probably already done it,’ Douglas remarked.

‘Isn’t that all the more reason to show them the sort of man he is?’

Douglas stroked his chin as if thinking. He was always keen for me to take a ‘stand back and watch’ position rather than jumping in with both feet. But I found it was hard sometimes not to respond to my brother-in-law’s lies.

‘How about Amelia’s mother?’ Douglas said, changing the subject and not answering my question. ‘Does she know her daughter is dead?’

‘I’ve no idea. And, what’s more, I don’t really care.’

‘But I thought you had a good relationship with your mother-in-law – what’s her name?’

‘Mary Bradbury. And you’re right in so far that I had a good relationship with her, but not any more. Her damn son has turned her against us with his lies. She, of course, accepts as true every word he says. I gave the old bat more credit but Joe keeps whispering in her ear about how wonderful he is and how awful Amelia was, and eventually she believed it. God knows why after all Amelia and I have done for her, taking her on holiday with us and so on. We even took her with us on a Mediterranean cruise.’

‘How old is she now?’

‘Seventy-five. But she’s a very old seventy-five. Nothing like our dad. I’m certain she’s losing her marbles, but her doctor keeps telling her she’s fine and has still got full mental capacity. And Joe Bradbury exploits that fact to get her to sign all sorts of papers. He now controls her completely. I think he must have been jealous of how close Amelia was to her mother so he set out to drive a wedge between them, and he managed it.’

‘I suspect it wasn’t only that that made him jealous,’ Douglas said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘What does he do for a living?’

‘He’s a High Court enforcement officer,’ I said.

Douglas looked at me. ‘So he’s a glorified debt collector. I bet that doesn’t make him much. Does he own his own house?’

‘No. He lives with his wife and three girls in a rented flat in Uxbridge.’

‘There you are then. He is obviously jealous of your lifestyle – successful in the City, making lots of money, living in the country in your own home, two-car family, cruises to the Mediterranean. I bet jealousy has been eating away at him for years.’

‘You might be right,’ I said. ‘Last year, Joe returned the Christmas presents we sent for his girls with a curt note stating that they didn’t need our charity.’

‘There you are then – he’s clearly insanely jealous.’

Funny that, I thought, when Amelia had been so incredibly jealous of him for having children while we did not.

‘He also tells everyone that, because Amelia has been a patient in a psychiatric hospital, she is totally unhinged and not to be trusted.’

Was.

‘But that’s rubbish,’ Douglas said. ‘Winston Churchill had psychiatric problems and where would we be now without his astute wartime leadership. Everyone trusted him.’

‘Exactly. But that hasn’t stopped that damn Joe Bradbury from saying it.’

I was getting quite agitated.

‘Here,’ my brother said, ‘let me refill your glass.’

Douglas had a masterly way of taking the heat out of any situation. He always had. ‘Justice is determined by the facts,’ he would often say, ‘not by how we feel about the facts. Sentiment should have no place in court.’

He handed me another strong gin and tonic.

‘Have you eaten?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ve not had anything since breakfast. But I’m not hungry.’

‘You need to eat, dear boy,’ he said. ‘It’s important to keep up your strength.’ He clapped his hands together. ‘Now, do you fancy taking a chance on my signature spaghetti Bolognese or shall we nip out for a Chinese?’

Difficult choice.

I didn’t really feel up to going out but the opportunity to sample Douglas’s culinary masterpiece didn’t particularly thrill me either. Whereas his former wife had been Cordon Bleu trained, Douglas had always boasted that he couldn’t even boil an egg.

‘How’s the cooking going?’ I asked.

He pulled a face. ‘I miss Charlotte in many ways, but mostly for her food.’

Charlotte had walked out on him four years previously, claiming that she could no longer live with a man who never stopped working, one who regularly left home at six in the morning and often didn’t return until nearly midnight, even at weekends. She wanted more romance in her life and had left him to find it.

In truth, they had simply drifted apart after twelve years of marriage and, with their two sons away at prep school, Charlotte had become bored with preparing gourmet meals for a husband who never came home to eat them.

In the end Douglas and I went to the Chinese, not least because, on close inspection, the minced beef in the fridge that he had planned to use in his Bolognese sauce was well past its use-by date and was looking a touch green.

We didn’t have a reservation but that didn’t seem to worry Douglas.

‘The best Chinese restaurant in London,’ he informed me as we walked round the corner into Ebury Street and to Ken Lo’s Memories of China, where he was greeted like a long-lost family member.

‘So what do I do?’ I asked over crispy duck pancakes.

‘Nothing,’ Charles replied. ‘Other than grieve.’

‘What about funeral arrangements?’

‘There’s no hurry,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry to tell you this but, in murder cases, it is usually some considerable time before the victim’s body is released by the coroner. It can take several weeks or even longer.’

‘Oh.’

The prospect of Amelia’s funeral was bad enough without having the agony prolonged.

‘As the next of kin, do I have to register the death?’

‘That will be a job for the coroner once the inquest has concluded. That too could be some time off as it would likely be after any criminal proceedings. There really isn’t anything you have to do. Just wait and see how the police investigation unfolds.’

‘It seems all wrong,’ I said. ‘I feel I ought to be doing something.’

A waiter placed an iron plate of sizzling chicken in black-bean sauce down on the table between us. The smell was magnificent and I found that I was more hungry than I’d realised.

‘Can I stay tonight?’ I asked between mouthfuls. ‘I’ve got nowhere else to go.’

‘Of course you can,’ Douglas replied. ‘But you’ll have to go in one of the boys’ rooms. The spare is being redecorated. I had a leak from a pipe. Damn nuisance.’

‘I’ll find somewhere else tomorrow,’ I said.

‘No need. Stay as long as you like. I’d enjoy the company. I keep the boys’ beds made up ready, just in case, although they won’t be back until Christmas at the earliest, that’s if their mother lets them come at all.’ He smiled lopsidedly at me.

In a strange way, I felt sorry for Douglas. Amelia and I had never enjoyed the delight of having children, not that we hadn’t tried. Five rounds of fertility treatment had ultimately proved fruitless and, by the time we reached our mid-thirties, we had reconciled ourselves to spending our lives childless. But Douglas had become accustomed to a house full of young voices only for them to be snatched away when custody of the boys had been awarded to their mother.

‘How frequently do you see your kids?’ I asked.

‘Not as often as I would like. They’re so far away.’

Charlotte had not only left him but London too, choosing to spend a large portion of her divorce settlement purchasing a property in the Yorkshire Dales. She had also cancelled the boys’ registrations for Eton and had sent them instead to Sedbergh School, nearly three hundred miles north of Belgravia.

‘I do try to get up there to see them occasionally, especially if they are in a play or something, but I’m so busy. I have to work so hard down here just to pay the school fees.’

I thought it was a poor excuse, but probably a true one with independent schools now charging a king’s ransom every term.

We walked back to Chester Square for coffee, arriving in time to watch the BBC ten o’clock news on the television in Douglas’s sitting room.

Amelia was the third item.

‘Mrs Gordon-Russell, the daughter-in-law of the Earl of Wrexham, has been found dead at her Oxfordshire home,’ voiced the newsreader over a photograph of Amelia taken by the paparazzi outside Royal Ascot the previous year – all smiles with a large hat. ‘Police inquiries are continuing at the house near Banbury after Mrs Gordon-Russell’s body was found at about ten o’clock this morning by her brother, Mr Joseph Bradbury.’ There was footage of some men in white overalls and masks going into the house while a uniformed policeman stood guard outside. ‘Sources have told the BBC that the death is being considered as suspicious and Thames Valley Police have confirmed this evening that they are conducting a murder investigation. Mr Bradbury made the following statement to journalists.’

The shot showed Joe Bradbury standing on the road with my house clearly visible in the background.

‘The family are understandably devastated by the death of my darling sister,’ he said, self-assured and looking straight into the camera, his horn-rimmed spectacles reflecting the multiple flashes from the assembled press photographers. ‘We are helping the police in every way to bring the perpetrator of this horrendous crime to justice. I would ask that anyone who knows anything about my sister’s death to come forward and speak to the police.’

It almost made me vomit just to watch it.

Seeing the news report, with its happy-looking image of Amelia and the police activity at my house, seemed to bring home to me the appalling reality of the situation.

My gorgeous loving wife was dead and I would never again see her smiling and laughing as she had done at Ascot in the summer, as in the photo.

My eyes began to well up and my stiff upper lip started to tremble.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said to Douglas, trying hard to fight back the tears. ‘I need to go up.’

I stumbled through the sitting-room door and almost ran up the stairs.

‘Second floor, on the right,’ Douglas shouted up after me.

I didn’t quite make it.

I lay down on the stairs and sobbed, my whole body convulsing as I gasped for air. I cried and cried for what seemed like an age, until I simply ran out of the energy to cry any more.

When I had finished, Douglas came up, his eyes also showing red from weeping.

‘Come on, my dear chap,’ he said, putting a kindly hand on my shoulder. ‘Let’s get you to bed.’

He almost lifted me to a standing position and guided me up the last few steps to the second floor and then into his elder son’s bedroom, the one with ‘Philip’s Room’ painted on a small oval ceramic plate screwed to the door.

Philip may have now grown into a burly fifteen-year-old rugby-playing teenager but his room had changed little since he’d left it as an eleven-year-old child. Dozens of miniature Star Wars characters stood to attention, staring out from a shelf, while the bed was covered in soft toys, which Douglas now threw onto the carpet as I removed my shirt, trousers, shoes and socks.

I climbed in between the sheets, exhausted.

‘Thanks,’ I said.

‘No problem,’ Douglas replied. ‘Sleep as late as you like. I’m currently prosecuting a murder case at the Old Bailey and I have several meetings to attend before the court sits so I need to be gone from here by seven. I’ll see you tomorrow evening.’

‘Okay. Thanks again.’

He started to go but turned back to me.

‘Be assured,’ he said, in a rare expression of raw emotion, ‘we’ll get even with the bastard who did this.’
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In spite of my tiredness, sleep would not come and I lay awake in the darkness for hours longing so much for things to be different, to be as they had been just a couple of days ago.

Why had I gone to the dinner? Why hadn’t I made her come with me? Why hadn’t I gone home afterwards? Why? Why? Why?

Why was she dead?

Was I somehow to blame?

Before I eventually drifted off into restless and sporadic sleep, I experienced two more overwhelming bouts of sobbing.

It felt like it was all too much to bear but I had no choice in the matter.

Misery, it seemed, was not an option and I discovered that my former attempts at advance mental preparation were, in the end, of no benefit whatsoever in relieving the devastating heartbreak of the actual loss.

Grief was the price we paid for love – the greater the love, the worse the grief.

My love for Amelia had been absolute and, consequently, my grief was desperate.

By the time the morning light began to show through the curtains, I was a wreck.

I turned on the bedside light and looked at my watch. Seven-thirty. I may have been in bed for more than eight hours but I’d been asleep for less than half of that time. I did not feel rested.

I dragged myself out of bed and walked across the landing to the bathroom.

I had a vague recollection of having earlier heard Douglas leaving the house but he had not forgotten me. He had left a pile of clothes outside my door with a note on top – ‘hope these fit’. Pants, socks, blue corduroy trousers and a new checked shirt still wrapped in the maker’s plastic.

I showered and put on the clothes. All was well except for the cords, which were far too long, so I replaced them with the trousers from my suit. It was not a surprise really. Douglas was a good five inches taller than I, although our upper bodies must have been similar as the shirt fitted fairly well.

I went down to the kitchen where, once again, Douglas had come to my aid, leaving out the essentials for making breakfast. There was even a spare front-door key on the kitchen counter with another note saying that I could come and go as I pleased. He would be back later.

I was so lucky to have such a brother. We had always been close, even though Douglas had been much nearer in age to Edward, the eldest son. Indeed, the two of us had often ganged up together against our elder brother on the grounds that, as the heir, he would have his day later. And he never let us forget it, reminding us constantly that, in time, it would be he who would become the earl and own the castle, and not us.

Nevertheless, I smiled at the happy memories of our childhood spent largely in make-believe adventures within our grandfather’s medieval castle, with Edward always as the baddie – often the wicked Sheriff of Nottingham up against our Robin Hood and Little John, although, in our case, Little John really had been little, i.e. me.

Somehow, I had not inherited from our father the ‘tall’ gene like my older six-foot-plus siblings but, overall, this omission to my genetic code had served me well. Not only had it helped make me the undisputed castle hide-and-seek champion but, in my twenties, it had enabled me to fulfil my ambition of becoming an amateur jockey.

There had been a period of about eight years when my whole life had been determined by the date and venue of the amateur steeplechase races around the country. Saturdays and Sundays were fine but taking my annual leave as midweek days off work to ride half a ton of racehorse at thirty miles an hour over huge jumps without a seatbelt was not my boss’s idea of a sensible way to behave, especially since, as he often pointed out, my day job was to calculate the risks to other people’s lives, not to totally disregard those to my own.

Nevertheless, he regularly released me to go to the big events like the Foxhunter Steeplechases at Aintree and Cheltenham, and he even seemed pleased one year when I won one of them. And he didn’t seem to mind too much when I had turned up on Monday mornings with a bruised and battered body after things had not gone quite as planned on the track.

And it had been an injury rather than the pressure of work that had caused me to hang up my riding boots permanently. A horse I’d been on fell at the open ditch on the far side of Sandown Park in the early December of my thirtieth year. The fall itself had been easy enough but another horse behind had kicked me as he landed and had fractured two of the cervical vertebrae at the base of my neck.

The surgeon who had operated informed me in no uncertain terms that a severe weakness now existed and another similar incident would probably result in me being paralysed from the shoulders down, that was if I lived at all.

I had quickly done the maths and concluded that the gain-to-loss ratio was insufficient. Indeed, it was a no-brainer.

I’d had a good run and had been contemplating my retirement from the saddle anyway, so it simply accelerated my decision, something that Amelia had been absolutely delighted about. As she had often said, she was fed up of picking up the pieces from whichever hospital I ended up in.

And as one racing door closed, another magically opened when I was invited to attend an honorary stewards’ training day.

I’d been on the stewards list now for five years and I greatly valued my continuing involvement in the sport.

But neither the race riding nor the stewarding paid the bills. That was the role of my job as an actuary.

I had joined Forehanded Life Ltd, one of the large London insurance companies, direct from Cambridge after their chairman had come to the university to give a careers talk to the third-year mathematics students. The firm had then sponsored me through a postgraduate master’s degree in Business Analytics at Imperial College, after which I entered their actuarial department as an eager young buck aged just twenty-two.

Four more years of study on the job had led to a fully fledged qualification from the Institute and Faculty of Actuaries and a promotion into a new team within the same firm.

‘Your job is simply to predict the future,’ my new boss told me in all seriousness.

‘If I could do that,’ I said, smiling, ‘I’d have won the lottery by now.’

He laughed. ‘You just have, by passing your exams.’

And, in a way, he was right.

On days when I wasn’t race riding, I had looked forward to going to work and being thrust into a world of probability and statistical analysis, financial planning and risk management – crunching numbers on a computer and then explaining my conclusions in simple terms to those who needed to know.

I absolutely loved it.

Insurance is all about spreading risk and we all use it on a daily basis, whether to insure our houses, our cars or our lives, to say nothing of our pensions and investments.

My job was to study data from the past and the present for such things as the economy, interest rates and inflation, and to combine that with my judgement and experience to foresee what was likely to happen ahead, and hence to determine the premiums for life policies, or the contributions needed for a certain level of retirement income.

If I got it right, everyone was happy and the company was profitable. But if I got it wrong then we might not have enough reserves to pay out our claims, or provide the level of pensions that we’d promised.

And then I would get fired.

Fortunately, that hadn’t occurred and I had steadily climbed up the greasy pole of the corporate structure.

That was until Amelia had become unwell.

She and I had first met at one of the regular dinners held in London for Cambridge alumni. The seating plan had us placed next to each other and we’d hit it off immediately.

She was an art historian and was working as a curator in the historic royal palaces, maintaining the fabric not so much of the buildings themselves but of their contents – paintings, furniture and tapestries mostly, with the occasional sculpture or antique timepiece thrown in for good measure.

At the end of the evening, we had swapped numbers and within a week we were an ‘item’, spending as much time together as our busy schedules would allow. Six months later she moved in to my flat in Harlesden and we started looking for a house to buy together in Wimbledon.

We were married on her twenty-seventh birthday in the private chapel of my father’s castle and I’d never been so happy, before or since.

The first years of our married life were blissful other than the fact that Amelia was failing to become pregnant as we had hoped and tried for. While most of her girlfriends seemed to be dropping babies left, right and centre, my wife was becoming more and more stressed by her own inability to conceive, all the more so when the doctors couldn’t identify the reason. ‘Maybe it’s an abnormality with your ovaries,’ they said, shaking their heads. So we had tried using donated eggs. They had fertilised happily in a petri dish but had failed to convert to a full-blown pregnancy.

The situation was not aided by her mother, who kept going on at her about wanting grandchildren, while totally failing to grasp the fact that we were trying our best to do just that.

Amelia became obsessed that I would leave her for someone more fertile, someone who could bear me children. I tried to reassure her that I wouldn’t but she didn’t really believe me.

The issue affected her work, which began to suffer from inattention and carelessness, neither particularly helpful attributes when you were dealing with the nation’s priceless treasures, and she started coming home every night in tears. In the end she had no option but to resign from her job before she was dismissed.

That made her deeply unhappy, so I decided we needed a complete change of scenery, a change of life.

We went house-hunting and fell in love with a Grade II listed converted blacksmith’s workshop in the tiny village of Hanwell, a few miles north of Banbury in Oxfordshire. It meant my journey to my London office was much longer but it was all worth it as Amelia threw herself into village life and seemed so much happier.

We were welcomed by the locals, not least because Amelia was immediately drafted in to help with the cleaning and flower arranging in the parish church, parts of which dated back to the twelfth century, as well as arranging coffee mornings in the village hall and becoming a major help at HanFEST, the annual food and farming festival.

Life for us returned pretty much to normal and the lack-of-baby thing faded into the background as we were accepted for who we were, not for whom we might become.

But then her stupid brother waded in with his size-twelve boots and abusive emails, upsetting her again badly and pushing her into full-blown clinical depression.

Just the thought of him raised my blood pressure.

It had all started with a quite innocuous-looking email from him to Amelia concerning the sale of the family home.

Their father had died of bladder cancer not long after our move and Amelia had convinced her mother that it was sensible for her to sell their big house in commuter-belt Surrey and move into something smaller up in Oxfordshire, to be closer to us. It would also release the funds she needed to support herself.

As my work with pensions showed, widows were often left asset-rich but cash-poor, with so much of their wealth tied up in their home. This had certainly been true of my mother-in-law, so much so that Amelia and I had had to help with her day-to-day expenses in spite of her living in a multimillion-pound seven-bedroomed mansion. As one of my financial advisors regularly pointed out to those who ignored his recommendation to buy shares as an investment rather than property, one can’t sell just a single window when a little money is needed.
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