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PROLOGUE

SIMON WINCHCOMBE HENRY HOWARD HARTLEY saw the Prime Minister for the first time that morning, and his father for the last time that night.

It happened thus:

For the past two hundred years, the Hartley family had either taken holy orders, ending their days as bishops, or entered the House of Commons, before joining the Cabinet as a minister of the Crown.

Simon’s father, the Rt Hon. John Hartley PC KBE MC, was no exception and ended a distinguished career as Home Secretary before being elevated to the upper house as Lord Hartley of Bucklebury. His wife Sybil was first and foremost a housewife and a mother, who occasionally involved herself in good works, which was no more than was expected of a Hartley spouse. So, when Sybil delivered a son, Simon – all Hartley children were named after disciples – they both assumed he would follow in the family tradition and either become a bishop or a Cabinet minister. Had he done so, this tale would never have been written.

Their only child, Simon Hartley, showed from an early age that he had no interest in the family tradition, when at the age of eleven he won a scholarship to the North London Grammar School, despite having been offered a place at Harrow, the family alma mater. And on leaving school, he progressed to King’s College London to study law, rather than going up to King’s College Cambridge to read divinity or politics.

When Simon graduated three years later, he bucked another Hartley trend by becoming the first member of the family to be awarded a first-class honours degree, rather than the usual second or even the occasional third. And, if that wasn’t enough, after leaving university Simon migrated to Boston to join a bunch of colonials at somewhere called the Harvard Business School, an establishment his father wasn’t sure he approved of.

Two years later, as a graduate of the other Cambridge, Simon returned to his native soil to be offered a dozen jobs in the City of London, ending up as a trainee at Kestrals Bank with a starting salary well in excess of anything his father had earned as a minister of the Crown.

During the next decade, he rarely left the square mile, other than to travel to distant lands, where he would negotiate deals that left his colleagues in awe, while making a fortune for his bank.

By the age of forty, Simon had married a beautiful and talented woman, Hannah, who had borne him two sons, Robert and Christopher – neither disciples – and had joined the board of Kestrals as the company’s youngest director. It was assumed it could only be a matter of time before he would become chairman of the bank. 

And, indeed, he might have done, had he not received a call from Number 10 Downing Street asking if he would be kind enough to join the Prime Minister to discuss a matter of national importance.

By the time Simon left the Prime Minister’s residence, he’d promised Mr Blair he would consider his proposal and let him know his decision by the end of the week.

Once Simon was back on Whitehall, he hailed a cab that took him to Paddington, well in time to catch a train to his family home in Berkshire.

During the journey to Bucklebury, he reflected on the Prime Minister’s offer and how his family might react to the news. His father would tell him he had no choice, repeating words such as ‘honour’, ‘duty’ and ‘self-sacrifice’. He couldn’t be sure how Hannah would respond, although he was in no doubt his two teenage sons would express their firmly held opinions on human rights – or the lack of them – in Saudi Arabia, especially when it came to women.

Hannah was waiting for Simon outside the station, a sad and forlorn look on her face.

He kissed her on the cheek before climbing into the passenger seat of their car and immediately asking, ‘How’s Father?’

‘No better, I’m afraid,’ she replied, as she switched on the engine and eased the Mini out of the car park and onto the main road. ‘Your mother spoke to the doctor this morning, and he’s saying it can only be a matter of weeks, possibly days before …’

Both of them fell silent as Hannah drove onto a quiet country lane surrounded by acres of green fields with little groups of sheep huddled in corners, suggesting rain. 

‘I know he’s looking forward to seeing you,’ said Hannah, breaking the silence. ‘He was saying earlier that there are a couple of family matters he needs to discuss with you.’

Simon knew exactly what his father had in mind, painfully aware one of them couldn’t be avoided any longer.

After a couple more miles, Hannah turned off the main road, lowered her speed and proceeded slowly down the long drive that led to Hartley Hall, a home the family had lived in since 1562.

As Hannah brought the car to a halt, the front door opened and Lady Hartley appeared on the doorstep. She came down the steps to greet them, giving her only son a warm hug, while whispering in his ear, ‘I know your father wants to see you, so why don’t you go up and join him while I give the rest of the family some tea?’

Simon walked into the house and proceeded slowly up the stairs. When he reached the landing, he stopped to admire an oil painting of his distinguished ancestor, the Rt Hon. David Hartley MP, before knocking quietly on the bedroom door. 

It had only been a few days since his last visit, but his father had visibly worsened. Simon hardly recognized the frail figure with thinning hair and a sallow complexion, who was propped up in bed, his head resting against two pillows. Breathing heavily, he held out a bony hand, which Simon held onto, as he sat down on the bed next to him.

‘So why did the Prime Minister want to see you?’ were his father’s opening words, before he’d even said hello to his son. 

‘He’s invited me to lead a British delegation to Saudi Arabia in order to negotiate a major arms deal.’

His father couldn’t hide his surprise. ‘That won’t be greeted with overwhelming acclamation,’ he suggested, ‘not least by the Prime Minister’s colleagues on the left of his party, who keep reminding us that the Saudis continue to outlaw trade unions.’

‘Possibly,’ said Simon. ‘However, if we could land the contract, those same trade unions would welcome the thousands of jobs that would suddenly become available up and down the country.’ 

‘Not to mention the millions that would start flowing into the Treasury.’

‘Billions,’ said Simon, ‘and Blair didn’t stop reminding me that if we don’t get the contract, the French will.’

‘Reason enough for you to accept this assignment, my boy,’ said his father, ‘and as you are bound to be away for several weeks, possibly months, there are one or two matters we need to discuss before you go.

‘The old order changeth, yielding place to new,’ the old man continued, quoting his favourite poet, ‘so I can only hope that in time you will come and live in Hartley Hall and take care of your mother. ’Tis the natural order of things.’

‘You have my word on it,’ promised Simon.

‘And I don’t want your mother worrying about financial matters. She still tips waiters a shilling and considers it extravagant.’

‘Fear not, Father,’ said Simon. ‘I’ve already set up a trust fund in her name, which I’ll personally administer on her behalf, so she won’t have to fuss about any temporary financial difficulties.’

‘And then there’s the important issue,’ said his father, ‘of what you should do with Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence which, as you know, has been in our family for over two hundred years. We should have carried out the President’s wishes long before now. With that in mind, I made an appointment to see the American Ambassador in order to hand over the Fair Copy along with the letter that shows the great man had always intended it to be bequeathed to the American people.’

‘“In the fullness of time”,’ Simon reminded him.

‘To be fair,’ said the old man, ‘it hadn’t occurred to me that it was of any value other than as an historic memento, until I read recently that one of Benjamin Franklin’s printed copies of the Declaration sold for over a million dollars, which is when I felt concerned for the first time.’

‘No need to feel concern, Father. Once the negotiations for the arms deal have been completed, the first thing I’ll do when I get home is visit the American Embassy and hand the Declaration over to the Ambassador in your name.’

‘Along with the letter expressing Jefferson’s wish that it should be given to Congress, which will remind people that our family played their part in a footnote of history. However, the other five letters should remain in the family archives and must be passed on to your firstborn, who I do believe I can hear heading towards us – either that or it’s a pack of wolfhounds that are about to appear.’

Simon smiled, glad to see that his father hadn’t lost his sense of humour. He climbed off the bed and opened the door to allow the rest of the family to join them.

Robert was the first to greet his grandfather, but even before he reached his bedside, the old man said, ‘Robert, I need to be sure you can repeat the words Thomas Jefferson wrote to your great ancestor over two hundred years ago.’

Robert grinned, looking rather pleased with himself. He stood up straight and began, ‘Dear Mr Hartley.’

‘Date and address,’ demanded the old man.

‘Hôtel de Langeac, Paris, August 11th, 1787.’

‘Carry on,’ said his grandfather.

‘I hope you will grant me your permission to impose upon your time by allowing me to send you my Fair Copy of the Declaration of Independence, which I earlier delivered to Congress for their consideration. You will see that it includes the two clauses you and I discussed in London, namely the abolition of slavery and our future relationship with King George III once we become an independent nation. Copies were made by my friend and colleague Benjamin Franklin and distributed among interested parties. Much to my dismay, when members of Congress divided, both clauses were rejected. However, I would not want you to think I had not taken to heart your wise and sound counsel and tried to convince my fellow congressmen of the merit of your judgement. 

‘Once you have had a proper chance to peruse the Fair Copy at your leisure, perhaps you would be kind enough, in the fullness of time, to return it to me. I thought you would want to know that it is my intention to bequeath this memento to the Nation in order that future generations of Americans might fully appreciate what the founding fathers were trying to achieve, and not least the role you played. I look forward to hearing from you at some time in the future, and be assured of my sincere esteem and respect. 

‘I remain, your most obedient and humble servant,

‘Thomas Jefferson.’

Simon placed an arm around his mother while his son completed the letter, which like his father and grandfather before him, he had learnt by heart.

‘And will you promise me to teach your firstborn those same words and make sure he can also repeat them by his twelfth birthday?’ Lord Hartley demanded.

‘I give you my word,’ said Robert.

Simon could not hold back the tears when he saw the smile of satisfaction on the old man’s face, although he feared he was seeing his father for the last time.





BOOK 1

‘I think this is the most extraordinary collection of talent, of human knowledge, that has ever been gathered at the White House, with the possible exception of when Thomas Jefferson dined alone.’

President John F. Kennedy addressing a dinner honouring Nobel Prize winners.

29 April 1962





CHAPTER 1 

WHEN THE CAR DREW UP outside the club, a guard glanced in the back and nodded before the barrier was raised so the chauffeur could continue on up a long drive, finally coming to a halt outside a palatial villa that could have been plucked out of Monte Carlo. The Saudis can duplicate anything money can buy, thought Simon, as he climbed out of the car and made his way into the club. 

Simon had been in Riyadh for a week, after a crash course of ‘familiarisation training’ at the Ministry of Defence. He had been briefed by a small team of experts, who covered everything from submarine pistons to Sharia customs and beliefs, and how to correctly address a prince of the royal blood. A Mr Trevelyan from the Foreign Office had been on hand to assist him, but tonight Simon was on his own.

He was about to meet Hani Khalil, the local agent recommended by the Ambassador. Although Kestrals Bank disapproved of go-betweens when conducting business in a foreign field, the British government were far less squeamish, not least because their rivals for the arms deal, the French, the Italians and the Americans, all lived in the real world.

Simon already knew that the going rate for an official agent was ten per cent, and if they were willing to do the job for any less, it was because they didn’t have the ear of the Minister. If they demanded even more, they were greedy and ‘skimming off’ from both sides. Simon had wanted neither the former nor the latter, and was well aware that selecting the right person to represent the British for such an important contract would be the most important decision he would make, if they were to have any chance of closing the deal ahead of the French. In the end, he had reluctantly settled on a Lebanese agent called Hani Khalil, who, he had been assured, could bend the ear of Prince Majid bin Talal Al Saud, the Minister of Defence.

It was Khalil whom Simon had been invited to meet tonight, at his club a few miles outside Riyadh – technically called the Overseas Club but known, the Ambassador had warned him, as ‘the compromise club’. 





As he approached the front door, Simon had only to murmur the hallowed name of Hani Khalil and he was immediately invited to enter by the manager who accompanied him down a long corridor into a large palatial room. He was ushered towards a man sitting at one end of the bar, an empty seat by his side.

The man wore a smart fashionable suit that had probably been tailored in Savile Row and a smile that suggested they were old friends, despite the fact they had never met before.

‘My name is Hani Khalil,’ he announced, thrusting out his hand. ‘Thank you for joining me. The Defence Minister has asked me to welcome you to Riyadh and say how much he’s looking forward to meeting you.’ The same warm smile followed. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Just an orange juice,’ said Simon, recalling the Ambassador’s warning. Over the years, Simon had often dealt with sharks who swam in the same water as Khalil, some of whom had ended up in jail, while others got knighthoods. He had learned to live with both of them.

Once he’d taken his seat, Simon’s eyes slowly circled the room, which was decorated with expensive paintings, stylish furniture, and available women. 

‘A man of your reputation,’ Khalil was saying, ‘will be well aware there are only two serious candidates being considered for the arms contract: the French and the British.’

‘What about the Americans?’ asked Simon, well aware why they had recently made a tactical withdrawal.

‘They are no longer in the running while Gore is still hoping to be president,’ said Khalil. ‘He’s clearly not interested in being involved in a deal that might prevent his Jewish supporters back home from bankrolling him.’

‘And the Italians?’ asked Simon.

‘Want too large a slice of the cake,’ said Khalil, ‘and in any case, everyone knows they can’t supply the necessary equipment, so they were never really in the game.’

Although Simon had learnt nothing he didn’t already know, he was beginning to get a feel for the man who was sitting beside him. He delivered his next well-prepared line, ‘But that doesn’t apply to the French.’

‘You’re right my friend, and in truth, they are your only real rivals. However, with me as your representative, I can promise you they will be returning to Paris empty-handed,’ Khalil said, as if the contract had already been signed.

‘And what do you expect in return for your services?’ asked Simon. 

‘I feel sure you are well aware, Simon, that ten per cent is the going rate for such deals.’

‘Ten per cent of three billion pounds is a very large sum of money, Mr Khalil.’

‘And ten per cent of nothing is nothing,’ countered Khalil. ‘And you have to remember that the Minister has a large family to support, and one in particular who will be expecting to get a big slice of the cake, while, let me assure you, I will have to satisfy myself with a few well-earned crumbs.’

‘One in particular?’ repeated Simon.

‘Prince Ahmed bin Majid, the Defence Minister’s second son, who has been a personal friend of mine for many years. Indeed, we have closed several deals together in the past.’

The Foreign Office had already supplied Simon with a thick file on Prince Ahmed bin Majid, and it wasn’t flattering, referring to him as the Black Prince.

‘I’ve already arranged for you to have an audience with Prince Majid at ten o’clock tomorrow morning,’ Khalil went on, ‘which is why I needed to see you this evening.’ 

Simon listened as Khalil tried to reassure his guest, a little bit too enthusiastically, that the deal was already in the bag. This made Simon even more convinced that Khalil and the Black Prince would eventually walk away with several million more pounds deposited in a Swiss bank account, while he was left to explain to the Prime Minister that the deal had been closed even before he got off the plane. 

Simon sipped his orange juice, while Khalil showed no such inhibitions, allowing the barman to pour him a brown liquid from an unmarked bottle, from which the label of a contented grouse had been removed. He tried to concentrate on what the Defence Minister’s representative on earth was saying.

‘I see that your Italian rival, Paolo Conti, is with us tonight.’

Simon glanced across the room to see a man who had an arm draped around an attractive young blonde, while the other hand rested on her thigh. The Italian looked slightly inebriated, but then he didn’t have an appointment with the Minister in the morning. According to the Foreign Office brief, Mr Conti was famed for his Italian good looks and Mafia connections, and although the Italians were on the shortlist, it was no more than what diplomats described as ‘a face-saving exercise’.

Khalil took another sip of whisky before remarking, ‘And that’s another contract he won’t be closing.’

Simon took a closer look at the woman seated next to Conti, who was sipping a glass of champagne. She looked to be in her late twenties, possibly early thirties, and there wasn’t any doubt how she earned her living; the black leather mini skirt and sheer silk blouse would not have been acceptable on the streets of Riyadh, or even in one of the five-star hotels that littered the city. But inside this private enclave such rules didn’t apply, as the scantily clad women and shelves of unlabelled bottles testified.

‘Conti still believes he’s in with a chance,’ said Khalil, as an attentive barman refilled his glass with another shot of the forbidden nectar.

‘With the girl or the contract?’ quipped Simon.

‘Both,’ replied Khalil. ‘But what Conti doesn’t realize is that Avril is one of Prince Ahmed’s favourites, and if he turns up and sees her with another man, believe me, sparks will fly. The Minister’s son has a short fuse, and I have a feeling Conti’s about to light it.’

‘Should I assume Avril is aware of the consequences, should the Prince turn up?’

‘You catch on fast, Simon, so my advice is to go back to your hotel before Prince Ahmed arrives. Meanwhile, I’ll remove the Italian from the shortlist – unless you want Avril after the Prince has left?’

‘No, thank you,’ said Simon. ‘I think I’ll take your advice and have an early night.’ He didn’t give Avril a second look as he thought about Hannah, who would probably be preparing supper for the boys while they did their homework. He’d done his homework; all he needed now was a good night’s sleep. 

‘By the way,’ said Khalil, as Simon drained his glass, ‘Avril’s not French. Her name is Jenny Prescott, and she comes from somewhere called Cleethorpes.’

Simon laughed as a door on the far side of the room was flung open and half a dozen men, dressed in long white thawbs and keffiyehs, marched in as if they owned the place – and they probably did. There wasn’t any doubt which one was Prince Ahmed bin Majid Al Saud, or the role his courtiers were expected to play if they hoped to remain on the payroll. 

The moment Avril saw the Prince, she moved back, despite Conti leaving his hand on her thigh. The result was exactly what Khalil had predicted, because the Prince walked quickly across the room and, without warning, pushed the Italian to one side before sitting down between them. 

‘You can fuck off, Eyetie,’ said the Prince, a sentiment that didn’t need to be translated into any language.

Conti rose unsteadily to his feet, a fist half raised. Although the Prince ducked, the Italian landed a glancing blow that knocked off his keffiyeh, revealing a bald head, which clearly didn’t please the Prince.

Simon couldn’t believe what was happening in front of his eyes, and it quickly became clear several of the other guests were equally surprised. Only Khalil remained unmoved, almost as if he’d scripted it.

As the Prince adjusted his headgear, Conti began to raise his fist a second time, but not before two of Ahmed’s bodyguards came charging towards the Italian, grabbed him by the arms and held him down. They were about to escort him off the premises when Conti defiantly leant forward and spat in the Prince’s face. Ahmed immediately leapt on him and Conti tried to defend himself by grabbing the Prince around the throat, which only caused Ahmed to become even more angry. 

Before his minders could drag Conti off, the Prince pulled a short, curved dagger from inside his thawb and, without a second thought, thrust it into his assailant’s chest. Avril let out a piercing scream, while Ahmed pushed him away and laughed.

The bodyguards let go of their prey, and could only watch as Conti collapsed on the ground, clutching his chest while gasping for breath. 

Simon was horrified, and even though the Ambassador had warned him about the Black Prince, he hadn’t been prepared for this. He turned to the barman and shouted, ‘For God’s sake, call an ambulance,’ but the man didn’t move.

‘Best not to get involved,’ Khalil said, ‘especially remembering he’s the Defence Minister’s son, and without his backing it won’t be your name on the bottom of the contract.’

Simon hesitated while Avril’s screams had turned to tears. The Prince ignored her as he bent down and slowly extracted the dagger from Conti’s chest, causing him to let out a long, whimpering groan which brought a smile of satisfaction to Ahmed’s face. 

Simon watched in horror as several other foreigners in the room began to slip quietly away, not wanting to be involved in the unfolding drama. Simon would have followed them, but couldn’t come to terms with what was happening in front of him.

An older man who Simon hadn’t noticed walked calmly across the room and whispered in the Prince’s ear. Ahmed hesitated for a moment before wiping the blade of his dagger clean on Conti’s trouser leg. He then adjusted his keffiyeh and walked slowly towards a door that was being held open by one of his followers. He looked back, not at his victim, but at Avril. 

‘If you’re still hoping to keep your good looks,’ said Ahmed, crossing his throat with the dagger, ‘make sure you keep your mouth shut.’ He placed the dagger back in its sheath and left without another word, followed by all but one of his entourage.

Simon couldn’t take his eyes off Conti, who was still trying to stem the flow of blood now oozing from the wound like water from a running tap. Khalil seemed to be the only person in the room who remained calm, as if he were watching a scene from a horror movie and had already seen the last reel. 

Simon decided to ignore Khalil’s advice and go to Conti’s aid, hoping he still had time – then he heard the sound of a siren in the distance. 

‘There’s nothing you can do for him now,’ said Khalil, placing a hand firmly on Simon’s arm, ‘so I suggest you leave before the police arrive; and when you see the Minister of Defence in the morning, just remember you were never here.’

Simon still didn’t move while the sound of a police siren became louder and louder.

‘I’ll pick you up from your hotel at nine thirty, so we’ll be well in time for your meeting with the Minister.’

Simon stared down at the Italian, who was no longer moving, and reluctantly accepted there was little he could do to help him. After taking one last look at the prostrate body, he made his way out of the club. Once he was on the street, he climbed into the back of his waiting car. 

‘Back to the hotel,’ he said, when he heard the sound of the siren coming closer and closer. ‘Get moving!’ he added even more firmly, as a police car swung around the corner and moments later screeched to a halt outside the entrance to the club. 

That’s when he heard the second siren and once again felt guilty he hadn’t gone to the Italian’s aid. 

Simon prayed it was an ambulance and would get there in time.





Back in the club, the Prince’s right-hand man approached Khalil and, without a word passing between them, handed the Lebanese agent a thick wad of cash. He, too, disappeared without even glancing at the victim. 

Khalil peeled off some notes from the bundle and handed the first payment to the barman, who pocketed the cash. He then offered Avril a bonus, but she threw the money back in his face. Khalil shrugged and gathered up the notes, before handing out smaller amounts to some of the girls who’d remained behind. They would claim they hadn’t seen a thing – not for the first time. 

Just as he was handing out the last payment to a waiter, the police came charging into the room. Khalil was still holding on to half the cash, which he immediately handed over to the officer in charge, who pocketed the money before turning his attention to the body lying in a pool of blood on the floor.

Having disposed of the entire baksheesh, Khalil made his own exit, not bothering with his ten per cent on this occasion. 

But then he had his eyes on a far bigger prize.





Once Simon’s driver had dropped him back at his hotel, he took the lift to his suite on the top floor, got undressed and had a long cold shower before collapsing onto the bed. 

He couldn’t sleep as the nightmare relentlessly repeated itself without him having to press the playback button. He tried to concentrate on the carefully worded questions he would need to ask the Defence Minister if he had any chance of finding out if he was aware what his son and Khalil were up to. If he did, he would be catching a plane back to London later that afternoon as murder wasn’t part of any contract Simon would be willing to sign. 

But his thoughts kept returning to Conti, who had ended up with a contract he hadn’t bargained for. Once again, he prayed that the ambulance had got there in time.

Simon woke just after five, his body covered in a sticky sweat. He took another long, cold shower, but nothing was going to wash away the memory of the previous night. 

He put on a dressing gown, sat down on the end of the bed and began to pen a series of questions that he hoped would lull the Minister into a false sense of security. He finally gave up and got dressed: a navy blue suit his father would have approved of, a white shirt he would be wearing for the first time, and a green silk tie chosen by his wife. He began to pace around the suite, checking his watch every few minutes as he waited for Khalil to join him. 

Simon made an even greater effort to put his questions in the correct order, aware of how much was at stake, when the long-term consequences of the three-billion-pound contract would guarantee a flow of income and jobs for his countrymen for over a decade, or more.

If the Saudis backed the British, a billion pounds would be transferred to the government coffers, one hundred million of which would be deposited in a numbered account in Geneva, with no questions asked as to how it would be disposed of, or to whom.

A second payment of a further billion would be made once the equipment had been despatched to Riyadh.

And the final payment of another billion would be handed over once the equipment had arrived safely in Riyadh, along with six hundred highly trained operatives, who would spend the next six months instructing the local mariners, pilots, engineers and foot soldiers on how to operate their newly acquired equipment.

Simon checked his watch once again, aware that while ministers could keep you waiting for an hour, sometimes two, he still needed to be on time for the meeting that morning.

When the door finally opened, Simon assumed it would be Hani Khalil who would be joining him before they left for the ministry, but to his surprise three men dressed in police uniforms marched in unannounced. 

‘Are you Simon Hartley?’ demanded an officer with three silver pips on his shoulder, before Simon could respond.

‘Yes,’ said Simon without hesitation, assuming they had been sent to accompany him to the Defence Minister’s office. 

But without another word, the two younger officers stepped forward, grabbed Simon by the arms, thrust them behind his back and handcuffed him.

Simon was about to protest when Khalil entered the room, no suggestion of surprise on his face. He was confident the handcuffs would be removed within moments and he’d be set free, but his agent remained silent, his expression unmoved, when the senior officer said authoritatively, ‘You are under arrest, Mr Hartley.’

It was some time before Simon recovered enough to ask, ‘On what charge?’ 

‘Murder,’ said the Chief of Police, as the two officers escorted him out of the room.




CHAPTER 2

ARTEMISIA WARWICK STOOD ON HER toes and removed an atlas from the top of the bookshelf. She placed it on the kitchen table and turned to the index at the back. Her eye ran down a long list of countries, coming to a halt when she reached S. She leafed backwards until she came to page 126, when she studied a vast area of land described as the Middle East.

She glanced across at her brother, who was munching his cornflakes, and wondered if he knew the answer.

‘Why are we so dependent on oil?’ she asked, wondering who would be the first to respond.

‘Think about it,’ replied her father. ‘We need oil for our power stations, not to mention everything from cars to planes.’

‘And as we don’t have enough of our own,’ added her mother, ‘we have to rely on other countries to supply us.’

‘Including Saudi Arabia, it would seem,’ said Artemisia, unable to hide the contempt in her voice.

‘And what has Saudi Arabia done to annoy you this morning?’ asked her father, as he put his paper down.

‘It’s not the country that has annoyed me,’ said Artemisia, ‘so much as the Labour government, who are trying to close an arms deal with the Saudis in exchange for oil.’

‘That’s what’s known as bartering,’ her father tried to assure her. ‘We supply the Saudis with arms and in return they give us oil. Nothing new in that.’

‘But you’ve always taught us,’ said Peter, siding with his sister, ‘that two wrongs don’t make a right.’

‘What makes you think they’ve done anything wrong?’ asked Beth, who agreed with her daughter but wanted her to argue her case.

‘If I had been born in that country,’ said Artemisia, looking directly at her mother, ‘I wouldn’t have been treated as an equal.’

‘Examples?’ said Beth. ‘You can’t get away with generalizations. Facts win an argument.’

‘Women still don’t get the vote in Saudi, despite the fact we’re in the twenty-first century.’

‘If Arte had been born in Riyadh, not London,’ chipped in Peter, putting down his spoon, ‘she wouldn’t have been allowed to go to a school with boys.’

‘And if you’re gay,’ said Artemisia, taking both her parents by surprise, ‘you could end up being stoned to death in the market square.’

‘I think you’ll find that barbaric custom ceased some time ago,’ said William. ‘In fact, everyone accepts the new Saudi leader is more enlightened and is instigating far-reaching reforms.’

‘Not far-reaching enough for those women sitting at home, while their less competent brothers go to work and are overpaid.’

‘So what are you up to today, Beth?’ William asked his wife, as he suspected he was in a minority of one when it came to the Saudis and the supply of oil.

‘Dealing with a lack of funds,’ said Beth. ‘Not an unusual situation for the director of a gallery like the Fitzmolean,’ she added, with a wry smile, ‘but this time I need to raise an extra half a million.’

‘Is it a new roof or a new boiler you need this time?’ enquired William.

‘A new picture,’ said Beth, ‘or to be more accurate, an old picture. The Fitzmolean has been offered a rare preparatory Rembrandt drawing of an angel for a million pounds, and the government has agreed to match us pound for pound if we can raise the first half million and quickly.’

‘How long have you got?’ asked William.

‘Only until the end of the month,’ replied Beth, ‘and if we haven’t raised our half by the deadline, the drawing will come on the open market and probably end up going abroad, never to be seen again. We’re past the two hundred thousand pound mark, but I just don’t know if we’ll get the full amount in time.’

‘If someone from Saudi Arabia were to offer you the half million,’ asked Artemisia, not willing to let go, ‘would you take it?’

William looked across at Beth, glad he hadn’t been asked the same question.

‘It wouldn’t be my decision,’ said Beth. ‘But if the board were to seek my opinion, I would recommend accepting it, so that millions of women would be able to see Rembrandt’s masterpiece.’

‘None of them from Saudi Arabia,’ Artemisia reminded her mother.

‘Perhaps we don’t have the right to disapprove of the laws and customs of another country,’ suggested William, testing his daughter’s resolve.

‘Possibly,’ said Artemisia, ‘but we do have the right not to make deals with a country who refuses to grant women equal rights.’

‘But it was no less a figure than Winston Churchill,’ said William, ‘who told us he preferred Jaw Jaw to War War, even when dealing with his enemies.’

‘Does that include Miles Faulkner?’ asked Peter, silencing his father. ‘Because I have a feeling he doesn’t do Jaw Jaw when dealing with his enemies, and I heard Mum saying that he’ll be coming out of prison in a few weeks’ time.’

‘Well, I ought to get moving,’ said William, ‘if I’m not going to be late for work.’

The rest of the family burst out laughing.

‘Was it something I said?’ asked William as he got up from the table.

‘No,’ said Beth. ‘I think you’ll find it was something you didn’t say.’

Artemisia closed her atlas with a bang and returned it to the top shelf of the bookcase, while Peter held the door open for his father.



Prisoner number 4602 held a cup of steaming black coffee in one hand and a digestive biscuit in the other. He stared out of the window onto a patch of green grass; had it not been for the sixteen-foot wall topped with razor wire on the far side of the square, he might well have been at his home in Cadogan Place, rather than in the library of a category B prison.

Miles Faulkner placed his coffee cup on the counter before glancing at the calendar on the wall. Eighteen more days of his sentence to complete before he would finally be released, having served three years at Her Majesty’s pleasure for attempting to steal the Crown Jewels, and finally bring William Warwick down. Although the theft had ended in failure, and it was he who had been brought down, Faulkner hadn’t wasted the last three years, and already had plans to continue disrupting the lives of Chief Superintendent William Warwick and his perfect wife. If they imagined, even for one moment, that Miles had learnt his lesson and was a reformed character, they could think again. In his case time wasn’t a healer.

There was a tap on the library door. Miles walked slowly across and opened it, to find Prison Officer Simpson standing out in the cold.

‘Good morning, Mr Faulkner,’ he said, handing over a copy of the Financial Times to the chief librarian.

‘Good morning, Bill,’ responded Miles.

‘Is there anything else you need?’ asked the duty officer, whose income was increased whenever he visited the local newsagent on the prisoner’s behalf.

‘Not at the moment, but if anything should arise, Tulip will be in touch,’ said Faulkner as he closed the door.

Faulkner returned to his chair by the window, settled down and began to read the morning paper, while his trusted deputy, Tulip, made him another cup of coffee – black, steaming hot, with one spoonful of sugar. 

He turned to the Footsie 100 and checked his shares. During his incarceration they had risen year on year by nine per cent, and his stockbroker had continued trading on his behalf as if he was still calling from his home in Chelsea.

Every prison officer was aware that Miles had a mobile phone hidden somewhere in the library. However, only Tolstoy knew where it was secreted: in a copy of War and Peace, on the top shelf of the classics section. Not a book that was regularly taken out.

Miles turned the page, satisfied his fortune remained intact, even though he still had to pay his ex-wife Christina a monthly alimony payment that a judge had decided would allow her to continue living in the style to which she had become accustomed.

He continued to turn the pages of his paper until a headline in the arts section caught his eye. FITZMOLEAN ATTEMPTING TO RAISE A MILLION TO SAVE REMBRANDT DRAWING. Miles read the article slowly, but then he had the time on his hands.

A third reading of an interview with the museum’s director, Dr Beth Warwick, confirmed that Rembrandt’s Jacob Wrestling with the Angel, a rare preparatory drawing by the Dutch master, could be acquired by the gallery, if they could raise one million pounds under the government’s new inheritance tax incentive scheme – but only then if the full amount was raised by the end of June. Dr Warwick told the Financial Times arts editor that they had so far only managed to raise £241,000, and she was no longer confident they could get the full amount before the deadline. Should they fail to do so, Dr Warwick was in no doubt the masterpiece would sell for a far larger sum when it came on the open market. 

An idea began to form in Miles’s mind. He leant back and closed his eyes, not because he was tired, but because he needed to concentrate on how he might be able to take advantage of Dr Warwick’s situation.

Tulip topped up his coffee but wouldn’t have considered interrupting his thoughts. He didn’t want to annoy Mr Faulkner while he was still in with a chance of taking his place as chief librarian in eighteen days’ time. He placed the pot of coffee back on its little gas ring and continued to put recently returned books in their correct places on the shelves. Once the job was completed, he would begin his morning rounds and collect overdue books from prisoners who were either very slow readers or couldn’t be bothered to return them.

The morning rounds were nothing more than an excuse for Tulip to visit his fellow inmates and pick up any inside information he could then pass on to Mr Faulkner, so that he remained one step ahead of everyone in the prison, including the Governor.

Tulip pushed his little trolley silently towards the door, making sure he didn’t disturb Mr Faulkner.

Miles opened one eye as Tulip touched the door handle. ‘I need to see Billy the Forger,’ he announced. ‘Tell him to come to the library after breakfast tomorrow morning.’



Mrs Christina Faulkner is delighted to accept Lord and Lady Mulberry’s kind invitation to join them at Royal Ascot for British Champions’ Day. 

Christina placed the invitation card on her mantelpiece, and was already thinking about the new outfit she would need and, of course, a hat that mustn’t go unnoticed. She had thought about little else all morning. Once a taxi had dropped her off in Mayfair, she set about her task with a shopaholic’s conviction.

She spent the first hour walking slowly up one side of Bond Street, and even more slowly back down the other, before ending up at Armani – an Italian who understood that forty was just a number. Elegance and style knew no age. 

She tried on several outfits, and one in particular that caught her attention. Although it was a little more expensive – Giorgio Armani rather than Emporio Armani – one had to remember this was Royal Ascot. Christina asked the sales assistant to wrap it before handing over her credit card. While she waited, she began to consider which establishments she would grace to complete the ensemble with a hat and a pair of shoes when an assistant interrupted her thoughts.

‘I do apologize, madam,’ he said, ‘but I’m afraid your card has been declined.’ A Bond Street word for ‘rejected’.

‘Declined?’ she repeated. ‘That’s just not possible. Try again.’

‘Of course, madam,’ he said, and hurried away, only to return moments later with the same embarrassed look on his face.

‘I’ll deal with the problem immediately,’ said Christina, taking out her phone and checking her contact list. 

‘Craig Trotman,’ said a voice after she’d dialled the number.

‘Mr Trotman, it’s Christina Faulkner,’ she announced as if addressing a bank clerk rather than the deputy manager. ‘You’ve just caused me some considerable embarrassment.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs Faulkner,’ said Trotman. ‘Is there anything I can do to assist you?’

‘You most certainly can,’ said Christina. ‘I have just purchased an exquisite outfit from Armani,’ she paused before adding, ‘for Royal Ascot, where I’ll be a guest of the Mulberrys, and when I presented my credit card, it was declined. No doubt you have a simple explanation?’

‘Could you hold on for a moment, Mrs Faulkner, while I look into it.’

‘A technical glitch,’ said Christina, causing the sales assistant to smile.

Christina began to pace up and down the shop, pretending to consider other items while she waited for Trotman to come back on the line.

In far less salubrious surroundings, Tulip heard the phone ringing and quickly locked the library door, while Faulkner walked across to the classics section and removed Tolstoy from the top shelf. He took out the mobile, pressed the green button, and listened.

‘Good morning, Mr Faulkner, it’s Craig Trotman,’ he whispered, addressing one of his most valued customers. ‘You asked me to let you know if your ex-wife needed any,’ he hesitated, ‘temporary assistance.’

‘And does she?’ asked Miles.

‘I’m afraid she does, sir. It’s only a small amount, but she has already gone well over her credit limit. However, if you felt able to cover the cost?’

‘How much?’ demanded Miles, sensing Christina was waiting on the other end of the line.

‘Fourteen hundred pounds, sir, for an Armani outfit that she wishes to purchase for Royal Ascot.’

‘Tell her to get lost,’ said Miles. ‘But thank you for keeping me informed.’ He touched the red button and put the mobile back between pages 320 and 572 of War and Peace, before returning Tolstoy to his place on the top shelf next to Resurrection. Tulip unlocked the library door.

‘Are you still there, Mrs Faulkner?’ asked Trotman, switching phones. 

‘I most certainly am.’

‘I’m sorry to have to tell you you’ve exceeded your credit limit.’ He avoided adding, ‘by some considerable amount’.

‘And I’m sorry to have to tell you, Mr Trotman, that if you don’t clear this paltry sum immediately, I will have to consider moving my account to another bank.’

‘As you wish, madam.’

Christina switched off her mobile and marched out of the shop back onto Bond Street, leaving behind a bemused sales assistant and an Armani suit. She walked by Ferragamo, Prada and Cartier without even glancing into their windows. When Christina passed the Ritz, the doorman saluted. She didn’t go in, but continued on her way, hoping the fridge wasn’t empty.



Once Miles’s monthly alimony cheque had been cleared, Christina decided to treat herself after suffering three weeks of champagne famine. She weighed up the alternatives – Bond Street or Tramp – and decided an evening at her favourite nightclub would cheer her up, even if she could no longer afford the company of a younger man and would have to satisfy herself with a Caesar salad and perhaps one glass of champagne, possibly two.

Christina arrived at the club fashionably late and fashionably dressed that evening, even if her skirt might have been considered by an uncharitable observer as a little too short for someone of her age. 

Tony Guido, the maître d’, guided his customer to her usual table and moments later a glass of champagne appeared by her side. 

‘We’ve missed you, Mrs Faulkner,’ said Tony, ‘but no doubt you’ve spent the spring in the Mediterranean.’

‘St Paul de Vence followed by Lake Como,’ said Christina, although she hadn’t strayed far beyond her flat in Chelsea for several weeks. Christina knew she could just about cover the bill, but nonetheless, she sipped her drink while her eyes scanned a dimly lit room, full of gorgeous men, too many of them accompanied by beautiful young women. 

She had just reluctantly decided against a second glass of champagne when the maître d’ reappeared, bent down and whispered in her ear, ‘There’s a gentleman seated on the far side of the room who wonders if you would care to join him.’ 

Christina looked across the crowded dance floor to see a handsome, middle-aged man sitting alone, toying with a drink. She was about to give him a warm smile when a stunning young woman joined him. Christina’s eyes moved on to the occupant of the next table. 

‘But he looks as if it won’t be too long before he’s collecting his bus pass!’ she exclaimed. 

‘Possibly,’ said the maître d’, ‘but if the Sunday Times Rich List is to be believed, Mr W. T. Hackensack III is the nineteenth richest man in America.’

‘Is he indeed?’ said Christina, returning his smile. She waited for a few moments before she stood up and slowly made her way across the crowded dance floor. The gentleman rose from his place while she was still a few paces away and waited for her to be seated before he sat back down.

‘Hi, I’m Wilbur,’ he said with an accent that wouldn’t have left anyone in any doubt which continent he hailed from. 

‘Christina Faulkner,’ she replied, offering her hand.

‘Can I get you a drink, Christina?’ he asked, but the maître d’ had already anticipated that.

‘Do you live in London, Wilbur, or are you just visiting our shores?’ she asked, setting out on a fishing expedition.

‘Visiting,’ he said, as their two glasses touched. ‘I’m about to go on what your countrymen used to call the European tour.’

‘All alone?’ she said hopefully.

‘I’m afraid so. My wife and I planned this trip to coincide with my retirement, but sadly Irene died of cancer a few months back but, as everything had been booked, I decided to go ahead with the trip.’

‘How sad,’ said Christina. ‘No children to join you?’ she asked, still fishing.

‘Two sons who now run the business but couldn’t get away. In fact, I was beginning to think I might as well return to Columbus earlier than planned.’

‘I’ve never been to Ohio,’ she said, hoping to impress.

‘You should – it’s full of magnificent parks, theatres, and galleries.’

‘I sit on the board of a gallery,’ said Christina, waiting for him to ask.

‘Which one?’

‘The Fitzmolean,’ said Christina.

‘Packed with Dutch masterpieces, I’m told. It’s on my must do list.’

‘I’d be delighted to show you around, Wilbur, if you’re in town for a few more days.’

‘I’m here until the end of the week.’

‘And staying nearby?’

‘Just up the road at the Ritz.’

‘My favourite hostelry,’ she assured him. At least this time she was telling the truth.

‘Then perhaps you’d care to join me for lunch later in the week? That is if you’re not too—’

‘I’ve just got back from the south of France in time for the season,’ said Christina. ‘I do so enjoy Royal Ascot. But of course, you have a famous racetrack in Columbus,’ she said, hoping they did.

‘Beulah Park,’ said Wilbur, ‘where I’ve spent many happy hours watching my horses fail to be led into the winners’ enclosure.’

Christina laughed and raised her glass. ‘So, are you in the horse-breeding business, Wilbur?’ she asked, casting another fly.

‘Nothing so glamorous, I’m afraid. I’m in refuse.’

‘Refuse?’ she repeated, as if it was a word she was unacquainted with.

‘My company collects waste, burns and recycles everything people no longer want, and thanks to my great-grandpa,’ he raised his glass once again, ‘who founded the company over a hundred years ago, we’ve led a comfortable existence ever since, and will continue to do so for as long as there are politicians needing to raise funds to fight the next election.’

‘Where do the politicians come in?’ Christina asked, genuinely puzzled.

‘They regularly want to be re-elected, and if you’re in business and hope to survive in Ohio, you have to learn to live with them.’

‘Which party do you support?’ asked Christina, trying to keep up.

‘Both the Democrats and the Republicans,’ admitted Wilbur. ‘We’re a swing state, so I can never be sure whether the Grand Old Party or the Donkeys will be in power the next time around. But that doesn’t stop them both from knocking on my door looking for a contribution, and if there’s the slightest chance of them being elected, they get one. That way I can’t lose.’

‘That can’t come cheap,’ suggested Christina.

‘It doesn’t. And with nineteen mayors, thirty-one state legislators, countless chiefs of police, not to mention a governor and two state senators, it costs me several million a year. But our system is so corrupt I’m allowed to claim any political contributions against tax, even when I support both sides.’

‘But who do you vote for on election day?’ teased Christina.

‘Neither and both, according to who I’m talking to at the time. Whenever they ask, I swear blind I’ll be backing them on election day, whereas in truth, I never vote. A piece of advice my grandfather passed on to me and I’ve passed on to both my boys.’

Christina burst out laughing – a genuine laugh. She was surprised how much she was enjoying Wilbur’s company.

‘But enough about me,’ said Wilbur. ‘Why don’t you tell me what a beautiful woman like you is doing all alone?’



Eleven o’clock. Miles had chosen the time carefully, an hour before the library opened, so he was confident they would not be disturbed. Tulip had already left to fetch Billy Mumford from the arts and crafts room, on the flimsy excuse that he needed to collect a catalogue on Rembrandt from the library before he could continue his work. That much was true, as Prison Officer Simpson had collected the appeal brochure from the Fitzmolean the night before and delivered it to Miles’s cell earlier that morning. 

When Tulip reappeared with Mumford in tow, Miles ushered his guest towards the only other chair in the room. He waited for him to settle while Tulip made them both a cup of coffee along with a plate of digestive biscuits supplied by the Governor – the equivalent to lunch at the Savoy when you’re in prison.

‘How can I help you, Mr Faulkner?’ asked Billy, well aware no one was invited to join the chief librarian for coffee and biscuits unless he wanted something.

Seven precious minutes had already evaporated before the library would open at twelve, so Miles didn’t waste any more time. 

‘First, Billy, I’d like to check if the rumours on the prison grapevine can be relied on?’

‘Which ones?’ asked Billy.

‘That you once forged a Murillo that ended up in the Prado.’

‘Which is how I ended up in the Scrubs,’ admitted Billy, as two cups of steaming black coffee were placed on the table between them.

‘But you managed to fool several experts along the way.’

‘For just over a year,’ said Billy, ‘and it wasn’t the picture that gave me away, but some bastard who shopped me in exchange for a lighter sentence.’

Miles was
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