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About the Book

Toby and Liza Hamcroft share a life of wealth, privilege and marital bliss. Parents of three adorable children, members of Lloyd’s of London, and part of England’s elite – not a day goes by without Liza counting her blessings. Then her life is thrown into turmoil when Toby disappears without a trace.

Lloyd’s, where Toby is a successful broker, is suffering huge insurance losses and as the syndicates start to crash, Liza realises the implications could be catastrophic for those involved. Disaster for her brother Freddy whose wife Melissa is only after his money; ruin for Sir Humphrey and Lady Rosemary Davenport who put their trust in Toby; and humiliation for her parents who are set to lose everything.

As the days go by, Liza frantically searches for clues to Toby’s whereabouts. But who can she turn to for help? Toby’s colleagues show concern, but can they be trusted? When events take a more sinister turn Liza realises she must take the law into her own hands if she is to find her husband before it is too late . . .


This is for my mother,
Laura Nepean-Gubbins,
a star in her own right.



God said take what you want and pay for it.

St Thomas Aquinas

c. 1225-74




Whilst this novel was inspired by reports of recent events at Lloyd’s of London it is a work of complete fiction; all characters and institutions are imaginary and their actions bear no relation whatsoever to those in real life except by coincidence. Nevertheless, I would like to thank the many people who so kindly helped me with my research into the subject.


Chapter One

London, 1991

Liza did not realise her husband was missing until two police officers knocked on her door one afternoon, asking if she knew of his whereabouts or if she thought he was likely to have committed suicide.

She stared at them, blankly. ‘What are you talking about?’

The chief constable drew a notebook from his back pocket and flipped it open. ‘This is the home of Mr Toby Hamcroft?’ He glanced at the brass numbers screwed to the smart black front door. ‘This is twenty-two Holland Park Walk, isn’t it?’

Liza nodded. A creeping numbness was crawling up her spine and her heart was being stabbed by icy shards of fear. Something had happened to Toby, she was sure of it.

‘Has . . . has there been an accident?’

‘Not that we know of, ma’am.’

‘Then what’s happened?’

‘May we come in for a moment, ma’am?’

She stood aside to let them enter. The hall was full of luggage: Liza, her three children and the au pair had only just returned to London from the country. She led them into a large, airy drawing room. French windows opened out on to the garden at the back of the early Edwardian house.

Suddenly, from the depths of a sofa, a velvety face looked up, dark eyes gleaming with shining expectation. Then a bolt of amber-coloured silk hurled itself joyfully forward, to greet them with exuberant delight.

‘Down, Lottie!’ It was no use. The Cavalier King Charles spaniel quivered with excitement, tail wagging, mouth grinning, and barked ecstatically.

‘Quiet, girl! Down!’ Liza’s voice was stern now. Lottie gave another defiant wriggle before leaping back on to the sofa, where she scrabbled herself into a comfortable position once more, looking at them between golden tufted paws.

In silence, the policemen looked around, taking in the expensive clutter of a rich man’s home. They’d been told Toby Hamcroft had made a packet; now they were seeing how he’d spent it. The large pale yellow and green room was arranged into several seating areas, divided by small tables on which stood large orchid plants, their blooms as delicate-looking as finely carved jade. Pale pink and sky-blue silk covered some of the chairs and sofas with surprisingly good effect, preventing the room looking bland. Amid the fine French antique furniture were the modern gadgets associated with wealth; state-of-the-art adult toys. Also to be seen were the toys of the rich man’s child: two Gameboys and a stack of video cartoons. And among the arrangement of valuable trinkets, including a Fabergé box, stood a touching collection of pottery animals, painstakingly moulded by loving little hands. Trophies of achievement brought home from school for proud and doting parents.

Liza sat on the pink sofa, indicating two chairs that faced her.

‘What’s happened to my husband? Why are you here?’ she asked anxiously.

The more senior of the two, Detective Inspector Robin Buck, consulted his notes. He was a sharp-featured man with piercing brown eyes and a blunt manner.

‘Your husband’s with an insurance company called Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s, I believe?’

Liza nodded silently, wondering what on earth was coming next.

‘And Mr Declan Connolly is a colleague of your husband’s?’

‘Yes. But I don’t see . . .’

‘Mr Connolly contacted Scotland Yard this morning, saying he has reason to believe your husband is missing. Mr Connolly has been trying to get hold of you since Saturday but he didn’t know where you were either. He even phoned your parents in Scotland, and when they said they had no idea where you or your husband were, he became most concerned.’

‘But this is absurd!’ Liza exclaimed. ‘No one’s missing! My husband is in New York on business, which I would have thought Declan would know, and the children and I have been staying with friends in the country. My husband certainly knew where I was.’

‘But no one knows where your husband is, Mrs Hamcroft,’ Buck pointed out. ‘When did you last have any contact with him?’

Liza’s heart started to pound uncomfortably. ‘Last Thursday,’ she replied.

‘Nearly a week ago?’

Nearly a week ago! Oh, God! If only she’d swallowed her stupid pride and instead of waiting for him to ring and apologise, why hadn’t she phoned him first? Now she felt dreadful, and it had been such a silly argument they’d had too. How could she have got so heated over something like how much they should spend on the children’s birthday presents? Toby had said he wasn’t having his children spoilt by giving them gifts that cost hundreds of pounds; she had said to give children something that made them happy wasn’t the same as spoiling them. Because it was late and they’d both been tired, what had started as a fairly petty row had blown out of all proportion.

‘I’ll see you next week,’ Toby had said curtly, as he’d left the next morning. Liza hadn’t answered because she’d still felt so cross. And he hadn’t phoned in the meantime . . . and she was damned if she was going to ring him first.

Guilt made Liza blush.

‘Yes, nearly a week ago,’ she admitted.

‘What time did your husband leave here last Thursday?’

‘He left at about seven in the morning. He had to catch a flight to New York. I don’t understand what’s happening? Why are you here?’

The atmosphere in the room was tense.

Buck spoke again. ‘Do you know for certain he flew to the States, Mrs Hamcroft?’

Liza looked at him in disbelief. ‘Of course he flew to the States! He had a lot of business to do in New York. I don’t understand what you’re saying. Are you sure you’ve got the right person?’ It couldn’t be Toby, she assured herself. There had been some terrible mix-up.

‘Isn’t it strange that you haven’t talked to each other on the phone in that time?’ Buck asked.

Liza hedged and then decided to be honest. ‘Toby usually rings me when he lands, but we’d had a stupid quarrel . . . and I decided I wouldn’t ring him. I don’t understand any of this. What’s going on?’ Fear now hammered in her head alongside bewilderment.

‘Mr Declan Connolly has reported your husband as missing, Mrs Hamcroft. If you can tell us where he is, we won’t trouble you any further. But it’s our job to follow up reports of this kind.’

Liza got to her feet. ‘But this is madness! I tell you Toby isn’t missing! He’s working in New York!’

Buck sat stiffly, looking up at her as she stood with her back to the fireplace, her hands clenched by her side.

‘We’ve checked with the hotel, and the airline, but although he was booked on the New York flight, he did not go to New York. In fact, we’ve been unable to confirm he has even left the country.’

‘Dear God!’ She turned her face to look out of the window, as if she would find the answer among the sun-dappled leaves of their paved garden. Then she turned sharply to Buck again.

‘Are you sure? Millions of people must fly abroad every day . . . There are so many airlines. Surely you can’t have checked them all?’

‘We’re certain he never left the country,’ Buck replied. ‘Unless he used an assumed name and a false passport. From our enquiries, no one seems to have seen him since last Wednesday evening, with the exception of yourself. You say you saw him Thursday morning.’

Liza flopped down on to the sofa again, as if the strength had drained away from her legs.

‘I don’t believe this is happening,’ she said desperately. ‘There’s got to be an explanation.’ She was scared now. Declan wouldn’t have contacted the police unless he thought something was seriously wrong. Toby had known Declan Connolly for fifteen years; he was a reliable friend and colleague. But why hadn’t he told her Toby had failed to turn up in New York before reporting it to the police? Then she remembered she’d been visiting her old schoolfriend, Emma; he wouldn’t know where she lived, now she was married.

‘We were hoping,’ Buck began, breaking into her thoughts, ‘that you might be able to give us a lead? Tell us where you think your husband might have gone?’

Liza looked at him miserably, her eyes deeply troubled. ‘I don’t know! I’ve no idea! There has to be some ghastly mistake.’

Buck’s partner spoke for the first time. He was a much younger man, keen and open-looking.

‘Your husband has a private helicopter, I believe?’ he remarked, almost with eagerness.

She shook her head. ‘Not any more. He sold it. Because his business trips are all in the States, he wasn’t getting enough use out of it.’

‘But you still have a yacht?’ Buck intervened.

‘Yes. Morning Glory. She’s moored in Monte Carlo; that is when we don’t hire her out for charter.’

The two men exchanged looks. Buck’s expression seemed to say, Nice for some. The younger man looked impressed.

‘Oh, I wish to God I knew what was happening!’ Liza exclaimed, suddenly on the edge of tears. ‘I don’t believe Toby’s missing. It’s not possible, unless he’s had an accident and no one knows who he is.’ The thought terrified her. Supposing he was lying unconscious in some hospital having lost identifying papers? Maybe he’d even lost his memory?

‘Tell me, Mrs Hamcroft,’ Buck spoke as if he were picking his words with care, ‘does your husband have any business worries? His syndicate is in Lloyd’s of London, isn’t it? Is he in financial difficulties?’

Liza looked incredulous. ‘Toby with money worries?’ If the situation hadn’t been so serious, she’d have laughed.

‘He certainly doesn’t have money worries,’ she protested. ‘He’s a very successful businessman. He’s been at Lloyd’s for over twenty years,’ she added, ‘in a syndicate started by his father.’

At that moment, howls broke out in the hall outside the drawing room; children’s voices high-pitched and angry.

‘I did not use your paints!’

‘Yes, you did! You used them without asking . . . and you haven’t put the tops back on the tubes . . . and now they’re ruined!’

‘Don’t lie! They’re not ruined!’

‘They are!’ Sobs filled the air.

Liza jumped to her feet and hurried towards the hall. ‘Tilly! Thomas! Stop that at once, Tom.’ She scolded her nine-year-old son as he executed a well-placed kick on his sister’s shin.

‘Mummy . . . Tom took my new paints,’ wept Tilly, who at eleven already showed signs of being a beauty when she grew up, but at this moment looked quite plain, with her face flushed and her hair dishevelled.

‘We don’t tell tales,’ Liza said firmly. ‘Give me that box of paints and go down to the kitchen and have your tea.’

‘What are you going to do with the paints?’ Thomas asked suspiciously. ‘I only borrowed them for a minute.’

‘I’m going to look after them for now,’ Liza replied, giving him a warning look. He was an expert at winding up his sister, and Tilly always fell for it.

‘You didn’t borrow them, you took them,’ Tilly said shrilly, determined to have the last word.

‘That’s enough. Off you go. Ingrid will give you tea.’

‘Who are you talking to, Mummy?’ Thomas asked, as he swung on the banister rail.

‘Some policemen,’ Liza replied lightly. ‘Where’s Sarah?’

‘Having tea. Why are you talking to the policemen, Mummy?’

‘I’ll tell you later; now run along or Sarah will eat all the biscuits.’ Her four-year-old daughter had a prodigious appetite and, when given the chance, stuffed food into her mouth with relentless determination.

Tilly spoke. ‘I want to know why the policemen are here, Mummy. What do they want?’

‘They’re just asking some questions,’ Liza replied evasively. ‘Now do hurry up.’ She gave them a gentle push in the direction of the stairs that led to the basement kitchen. ‘If you’re good you can watch television for half an hour before you go to bed.’ She hurried back into the drawing room.

‘You’ll have to excuse me,’ she told Buck and his colleague. ‘I’m afraid I can’t help you. There’s obviously been a hideous mistake. I don’t believe my husband is really missing at all. He’s a most reliable man. If he’d changed his plans, he’d have let me know.’ Even if we had quarrelled, she thought. Aloud she said: ‘I’m certain there’s been a mix-up somewhere along the line.’

Buck handed her what looked like a business card. ‘If you hear anything, will you call me immediately at this number?’ he asked.

Liza took the card. ‘My husband’s due back tomorrow evening; why don’t you give us a ring then, and you can ask him yourself where he’s been?’

Down in the warm and comfortable pine kitchen, there was temporary silence as the children ate bread and honey sandwiches made by Ingrid, the Norwegian au pair. She looked up as Liza entered. She was a striking-looking girl, with blonde hair cut in a fringe and a wide smile that showed even teeth.

‘You like a cup of tea, Mrs Hamcroft?’ she enquired.

Liza sank on to one of the pine chairs. ‘Yes, please, Ingrid.’

‘Hello, Mummy!’ Sarah crowed, clapping her hands with delight, her small mouth rimmed with honeyed crumbs.

Liza smiled vaguely, too worried to pay much attention. She felt totally stunned, as if she’d had all the breath squeezed out of her body. And terribly guilty too. She and Toby had never parted on a row, in all their married life; supposing something dreadful had happened to him?

‘Mummy, I want Coke for tea,’ Thomas complained. ‘I hate milk.’

‘You know you’re not allowed anything but milk for tea,’ Liza replied automatically.

‘Can I have a chocolate milkshake, then?’ His tone was querulous.

‘Yes, OK.’ Anything for a bit of peace and quiet, she thought.

Tilly looked at her half-empty cup of milk. ‘Can I have a milkshake, too?’

‘You’ve already drunk most of your milk,’ Liza pointed out.

‘But it’s not fair that he should have a milkshake if I can’t,’ Tilly whined.

‘Can you make them both chocolate milkshakes, Ingrid, and then get them into the bath?’ Liza said in desperation, knowing they were manipulating her, but too anxious about Toby to care.

Ingrid nodded.

‘Do I have to have a bath?’ asked Sarah.

‘Yes. And your hair has to be washed, too.’

‘No way, José,’ she replied cheerfully. She was always picking up Tom’s catchphrases.

Liza rose, taking her cup of tea with her. ‘Can you manage, Ingrid? I’ve got to make some urgent phone-calls.’

‘Of course, Mrs Hamcroft. It no problem.’

Upstairs, in the cosy privacy of her sitting room which led off the drawing room, she dialled the familiar number of Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s.

‘Can I speak to Declan Connolly, please?’ she asked the girl on the switchboard.

‘Hold on, please.’ There was a pause and then she came back on the line.

‘I’m afraid Mr Connolly is in a meeting.’ Her voice was high-pitched and sing-song. ‘Can I get him to call you back?’

‘Could you ask him to phone Mrs Hamcroft, please? It’s very urgent.’

‘I’ll do that.’ There was a click and she was gone.

‘Damn!’ Liza swore. She dialled the number again and got the same telephonist. ‘You cut me off,’ she complained. ‘I want to speak to Mr Charles Bryer, please.’ He was Toby’s boss and chairman of Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s, appointed by Toby’s father before he’d retired.

‘Sorry, Mrs Hamcroft,’ she trilled, not sounding sorry at all. ‘I’m afraid Mr Bryer has left for the day.’

What the hell was going on? The police turn up at her house and tell her Toby had been listed as missing, and she can’t even get hold of anyone in his office to find out what was happening.

‘Mr Bryer has left already?’ she asked. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Well, it is half past six. We’re all going home in a minute!’ The girl sounded quite offended.

Liza hadn’t realised it was so late. All she could do now was wait for Declan to return her call.

The house was silent, the children asleep on the top floor, and Lottie curled up on her bean-bag in the corner. Ingrid had gone out for the evening, and Liza, not bothering to cook herself anything, sat at her desk going through the pages of her address book for the umpteenth time. Declan had never returned her call and when she tried his home there was no reply. There was no reply from Charles Bryer’s home number either. It was now eight o’clock and a dreadful thought had just struck her. It swooped out from nowhere with black wings of fear that enshrouded her, smothered her, made her go cold with horror and her heart stand still. No, it couldn’t be that! Not in a million years! She and Toby were so happily married. He’d never looked at anyone else in the thirteen years they’d been together . . . and yet the thought persisted. Supposing Toby had run away with another woman? It hadn’t occurred to her until she came across the name Victoria Burchfield in her address book, and she remembered how Victoria had been the last person to know her husband was having an affair with his secretary, until the day he walked out saying he wasn’t coming back.

Liza drew a deep, frightened breath. Had Toby gone off with another woman? Was that why he hadn’t phoned her all week? Perhaps he’d even engineered their quarrel, knowing her pride would make it hard for her to make the first move?

For a long time she sat gazing into space, wondering what to do, unable to bear the thought that he might have left her. Then it occurred to her that Declan surely wouldn’t have phoned the police to say Toby was missing . . . unless of course Declan had no idea either? Liza racked her brains, wondering who Toby might be having an affair with? When could it have started? Had he changed towards her in the last few months? Had he been coming home late, saying he was working? Panic made her mind spin in increasingly demented circles. Was it all her fault?

Liza got up from the desk and started pacing the room in her stockinged feet. Lottie glanced up but then, deciding there was nothing exciting in the offing like a biscuit or a walk, settled again with her head resting on her paws.

‘Toby . . . Toby.’ Weeping now, Liza repeated his name, saying it aloud, as if she could conjure him up. ‘Oh, Toby! What’s happening?’ She was shaking all over, her breath catching in sobs. He couldn’t have found someone else, could he?

Liza awoke after a restless night. The minute she opened her eyes, the most appalling sense of anxiety washed over her again. She looked at the bedside clock. Half-past seven. On the floor above she could hear Ingrid getting the children ready for breakfast. There were yells from Tilly as Ingrid tried to brush the knots out of her long fair hair, and then came Thomas’s voice, loudly complaining, ‘I can’t find my shoes.’

Oh, God! she thought. Another day. Toby is supposed to be coming home this evening . . . She pulled herself into an upright position. She stretched out her hand, knowing his side of the bed would be cold.

‘Oh, Toby!’ she whispered, looking round the blue and white bedroom they’d shared for so many years. She tried to control the fear that filled her heart.

‘Toby, you must come home . . . God, what’ll I do if . . .’

It didn’t bear thinking about. Her breath caught in a sob and she jumped out of bed and pulled on her jeans and a sweater. Then she hurried down to the kitchen to make herself a cup of coffee, wanting to get to her desk before the children came downstairs, bombarding her with their usual early-morning racket, which never failed to include wails of dismay at unfinished homework, mislaid school uniforms, and Tilly fussing over her hair.

As soon as she’d let Lottie into the garden, she hurried up to the ground floor again and, slipping into her little sitting room, shut the door and went to the phone. A minute later the phone rang and it was Declan Connolly.

‘Liza! Christ! Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get hold of you all week.’ He sounded agitated. ‘I tried to call you last night, but your phone was engaged all the time. In the end, Maxine and I had to go out, and we didn’t get back until three o’clock this morning; I didn’t like to ring you then. What’s happening?’

‘I took the children to Surrey, to stay with Emma Turnbull. Declan, what’s going on? Why have you reported Toby as missing?’

‘Oh, Jesus!’ He sounded dismayed. ‘The police have contacted you, have they? I’d hoped to be able to speak to you first, but we’re really worried about Toby. No one’s heard from him for a week now. He never turned up in the States; have you any idea where he is?’

‘No idea at all, Declan. I’m frantic with worry. I don’t understand what’s happening.’ Liza couldn’t bring herself to voice her fear that she thought perhaps another woman might be involved.

‘He was due to call us on Monday,’ Declan’s voice was filled with anxiety, ‘to tell us how things were going, but we haven’t heard from him at all, and frankly, Liza, I’m worried sick. I talked to Charles Bryer before calling the police, and he agreed we should report Toby as missing.’

‘I tried to get hold of you and Charles last night, but there was no reply from either of you,’ said Liza.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. Charles has gone to New York to see to things that end. Liza, have you any idea where Toby is? It’s so unlike him to vanish like this.’ He sounded strained. ‘I’m afraid something’s dreadfully wrong.’

‘I know, that’s what scares me.’ Liza’s voice broke.

‘You’ve no idea where he could be?’

‘None.’ She paused. ‘We had a fight before he left, and it blew up in the most ridiculous way, and we were hardly talking. Oh! It was all so silly, but he didn’t phone me as usual and . . .’ her voice broke. ‘Declan . . . Could he have run off with another woman?’

‘Liza!’ Declan sounded shocked. ‘How can you even think such a thing? You know Toby wouldn’t even look at anyone else; he adores you.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ she said, fighting back tears. ‘Toby is a very attractive man, and the wife is always the last to know if a husband is playing around.’

‘Listen, Liza, put the idea right out of your mind. You’re crazy to think Toby’s left you. Not in a million years would he do such a thing: you must know that.’

Liza sighed. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Toby. To her knowledge, he’d never looked at anyone else, but what other explanation was there? The alternatives of him committing suicide or having been killed in an accident were even worse.

‘What shall I do, Declan?’ she asked, helplessly.

‘Nothing for the time being,’ Declan advised, ‘and let’s keep this quiet. Don’t tell anyone Toby’s missing. The last thing we want is for it to get into the newspapers. I’ve already told the police that on no account must the story be leaked.’

Liza felt stunned. ‘Why on earth not?’

‘Because people will start asking questions.’

‘What sort of questions?’

‘It will draw attention to the syndicate, and Lloyd’s, and we don’t want that.’

‘Why the hell not? Listen, Declan, I want to know what’s happened to Toby. If he hasn’t run off with someone else, then we’ve got to find out what’s going on. Anything could have happened.’

‘I realise how worried and upset you are; we all are. But you must be brave, Liza, and pretend to the outside world that Toby’s still away on business. It’s vital no one knows anything’s wrong.’ There was a veiled threat in his voice.

‘What are you saying, Declan?’ She was angry now, frustrated by his desire for secrecy.

‘Think of the alternatives, Liza. Do you want banner headlines in all the newspapers, and great splashes on the TV news, declaring LLOYD’S UNDERWRITER VANISHES? Do you want the media camping on your doorstep? Questioning you and your children? Following your every move and exposing your whole private life to the world?’ He sounded furious now, and she burst into tears.

‘I don’t care what happens as long as he’s found,’ she wept. ‘I’m desperate, Declan. We’ve got to do everything we can to find him.’

‘Believe me, between the police and Interpol he’ll be found without the media getting in on the act.’ His tone was more soothing now. ‘You see,’ he continued, ‘we must handle this in the right way or it could be devastating for us.’

‘What do you mean by “us”?’

‘The syndicate. Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s, of course.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Liza, it doesn’t do for a company to be associated with a scandal and, let’s face it, Toby has a high profile in Lloyd’s.’

‘What are you suggesting? What do you think’s happened?’

There was silence on the line.

‘You know something, don’t you, Declan?’ she said with sudden intuition.

‘We’ve got to talk.’ He sounded immensely tired. ‘I’ll be with you in half an hour.’

Then he hung up without another word.


Chapter Two

London, 1976–1990

Liza would always remember the summer of ’76, because the weather was endlessly wonderful, with blisteringly hot days and long, languid, balmy nights. More importantly it was the summer she met Toby Hamcroft.

Sharing a flat in Chelsea with her old school friend, Emma, her life was an endless round of parties, interrupted only by the various courses she had been taking since leaving school. Having been a débutante, she was now, at twenty-one, proficient in typing, arranging flowers, cordon-bleu cooking and was currently learning the art of curtain-making. Emma, who was more ambitious, had become a journalist, and had recently got a job on the Evening Standard, having worked on a provincial newspaper for the two previous years.

‘Why don’t we give a party?’ Emma said one evening. ‘Nothing grand, you know. Just wine and dead bits on toast.’

Liza surveyed their living room. They had a flat on the top floor of a converted house; its low ceilings and small windows were almost level with the treetops of the central garden of Paulton Square.

‘We could do,’ she replied, ‘if we can put all the furniture in the bedroom, but it will still be a squash.’

‘Who shall we invite?’ said Emma, getting excited at the prospect.

They drew up a list.

‘How many is that?’ Liza asked, sitting cross-legged on the floor. She wore a pair of old flared white trousers reminiscent of the sixties, and one of her brother’s shirts, pinched from him the last time she’d been up to her home in Scotland. In the heat, her fair skin looked pink and flushed. She ran her hand up the back of her damp neck, lifting her long blonde hair out of the way.

‘Twenty-six,’ Emma replied. ‘Of course they won’t all come.’

Liza studied the list, her blue eyes scanning her friend’s scrawled handwriting. ‘We’ve got too many girls; don’t we know any more men?’

Emma sat bolt upright from her lounging position on the sofa.

‘I know! Let’s ask Toby Hamcroft.’

‘Who’s Toby Hamcroft? I’ve never heard of him.’

Emma laughed. ‘He’s . . . the older man.’

‘What older man?’ Liza asked suspiciously. Emma’s taste in men could be really way-out, and was definitely suspect. ‘We don’t know any older men.’

‘I met Toby skiing in February. He’s quite amazing.’ Emma added seriously, ‘Sadly, not my type, though.’

‘What do you mean by old?’

Emma pushed her almost black hair behind her ears, and looked at Liza with dancing black eyes. ‘Oh, about forty-something, I suppose,’ she said casually.

‘What?’ Liza’s eyes widened. ‘You can’t be serious.’

Her friend laughed again. ‘You should see your face! No, I’m only joking. I’d say he was about thirty, actually.’

‘What does he do?’

‘I think he’s in Lloyd’s. You’ll like him. He’s really dishy, full of energy, quite a high-flyer.’

Liza laughed. ‘Then get busy with your invitation to this Toby whatever-his-name-is!’

On the night of the party, the girls greeted their guests in the little hallway of their flat, where they’d set up the kitchen table as a bar for dispensing red and white wine. In no time at all the place was crowded, cut-glass voices drowning out all other sounds, cigarette smoke turning the air blue.

Liza was at the far end of the living room, refilling people’s glasses, when she looked over to the doorway and saw that Toby Hamcroft had arrived. There was no mistaking who it must be: he stood out from all the other men like a sophisticated adult among a group of teenagers.

She was also aware that there was something incredibly charismatic about him, a powerful sexuality in the way he stood, hand in pocket, other hand holding a glass of wine; his eyes, too, very dark and penetrating, seemed to be regarding the assembled company with mild amusement, and his full mouth hovered on the edge of a smile. Then he caught Liza’s eye and, as she returned his stare, something deep inside her tugged with excitement. He moved towards her and the smile deepened, broke, revealing attractively crooked teeth.

‘You must be Liza Mortimer. Emma’s told me all about you. I gather you both went to Tudor Hall?’ He spoke with an easy charm, as if they were already old friends.

‘That’s right,’ Liza replied, suddenly shy.

‘What are you doing with yourself now?

‘I think I’m fast falling into the category of being an eternal student,’ she admitted. ‘I’m doing a course on curtain-making at the moment.’

He didn’t laugh, as she’d expected. He looked interested, but their conversation was interrupted as Emma came up with some new arrivals. It wasn’t until near the end of the party that they found themselves face to face again.

‘Hi, there!’ he said chummily. ‘Great party! Have you managed to enjoy it?’

‘I have, actually,’ she replied.

‘What are you doing afterwards?’

‘The washing-up, I expect.’

‘Oh, come on! Let me take you out to dinner. I can’t let you turn into Cinderella as soon as everyone’s gone home. What sort of food do you like? French? Italian? Indian?’

Laughing, Liza accepted, realising he’d taken it for  granted she’d agree anyway. Suddenly and unaccountably, she felt very feminine and protected; it was a sensation she discovered she liked.

In the weeks that followed, they became increasingly close. Liza had never imagined that falling in love could be so wonderful. There was not a single thing about Toby that she didn’t admire and adore, from the way he looked to the way he spoke. He was athletic, playing tennis, skiing off-piste and riding, and he loved country pursuits such as shooting and fishing.

‘He’s everything I ever dreamed of,’ Liza confided to Emma one evening as they got ready for bed.

Emma nodded wisely. ‘I told you, didn’t I? And he also loves London, and being sociable, like you. You’re made for each other.’

Liza’s parents flew down from Scotland to meet this paragon of virtue their only daughter kept talking about.

‘We’ll be staying at the Berkeley; why don’t you bring him to dinner?’ her mother, Lady Mortimer, suggested.

‘That’ll look a bit obvious, won’t it?’ Liza pointed out. ‘Why don’t you come to the flat for a drink, so that you bump into him “accidentally”?’

‘Why can’t we meet him “on purpose”?’

‘Well . . .’ Liza hesitated. ‘I don’t want to make it look obvious . . . like I hope he’s going to ask me to marry him.’

There was a stunned silence.

‘It’s as serious as that, is it, darling?’ Lady Mortimer’s voice sounded hollow. ‘You’re only twenty-one, Liza. Do you really want to get married so soon?’

‘Oh, yes! If he asks me I’ll say yes, at once.’

When Toby heard her parents were in London, he took the matter out of their hands by inviting them all to dine with him at the Connaught.

‘I just hope he doesn’t break Liza’s heart,’ General Sir George Mortimer said worriedly to his wife. ‘We don’t really know anything about him or his family. I hope to God he’s not some rich, flashy philanderer.’

‘He sounds all right,’ his wife, Helen, replied.

‘At least he’s in Lloyd’s so that’s something.’ Lloyd’s was more like a club for the élite than an insurance institution: as far as George was concerned, the right public school, the right club, and being a member of Lloyd’s were the credentials of a gentleman.

‘His father was in Lloyd’s, too, but he’s retired. He founded his own syndicate, Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s.’

‘How did you find that out?’ Sir George asked.

‘Liza told me. That’s why Toby joined the firm ten years ago, and why he’s destined for great things, according to Liza.’

Sir George smiled in approval. ‘Ah, yes. The old-boy network. It never fails.’

‘Not just “old boys” now; women can become members too,’ Lady Mortimer pointed out mildly.

Her husband shuddered. ‘Unbelievable!’ he snorted. Then he added: ‘This Hamcroft chap sounds fairly suitable. Pity Liza is quite so young. I’d have liked to have seen her kicking up her heels for a bit longer!’

‘She’s not one of your horses, George,’ Lady Mortimer reminded him. ‘As to whether she’ll ever marry Toby, we’ll just have to wait and see.’

They didn’t have long to wait. Six months later, Liza and Toby were married in the small kirk adjoining her father’s estate in Scotland, and Emma was one of the bridesmaids.

Freddy, Liza’s twenty-two-year-old brother, was very impressed with his new brother-in-law.

‘He’s good news,’ he told his best friend, Archie Cummings, who’d been at Eton with Freddy, and who was equally in awe of Toby.

‘He’s so rich!’ Archie commented. ‘And yet he’s so nice!’

‘I’ve a good mind to join Lloyd’s myself,’ Freddy commented. It was the day after the wedding and they were travelling back to Oxford where they were both reading English and Philosophy.

‘You’d hate working in an office!’ Archie said, ‘and do you want to live in London?’

‘I wouldn’t necessarily have to work in Lloyd’s if I became a Name.’

‘How do you make that out? What exactly does being a Name mean?’

‘A Name is a person who puts up money to become a member of several syndicates, where insurance policies are underwritten. Let’s say you have a boat, and you want to insure it. You’d give the business to a broker in Lloyd’s, and he in turn would go to a syndicate to place your policy. If, at the end of a year, your boat is still OK, I, as a member of the syndicate, get a share of the profits. If, on the other hand, the boat sinks, I’ve made an agreement to compensate you up to an agreed figure.’

‘So I can replace my boat?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you’d have to work in an office, wouldn’t you?’ Archie pointed out.

Freddy’s smile was slightly smug. ‘That’s just where you’re wrong. There are such things as “Outside Names”. That means I don’t work in an insurance company, I merely put my money at their disposal.’

‘How much?’ Archie asked, intrigued.

‘Toby said seventy-five thousand pounds.’

Archie burst out laughing. ‘And where are you going to get that sort of money?’

Freddy looked thoughtful. ‘It could be worked . . . I think.’

‘I’d like to know how. You’ve either got seventy-five thousand, or you haven’t.’

‘Yes, but I wouldn’t actually have to produce all the money. I’d merely have to show assets to the value of that amount.’

‘Same thing,’ Archie pointed out. ‘What assets have you got that’re worth seventy-five thousand? You haven’t even got a car! And you live on an allowance from your father.’

‘I know.’ Freddy felt impatient with his friend for being so negative. He had the whole thing worked out in his head, and he was sure it was possible. ‘My idea,’ he continued, ‘is that Dad should make over Balnabreck to me now, instead of my inheriting it when he dies, in which case—’

Archie looked appalled. ‘Why should he do that? It’s his and your mother’s home! You can’t expect him to give it to you lock, stock and barrel, now?’

‘Oh, I don’t!’ Freddy looked equally shocked at the idea. ‘Nothing like that. I mean he should make the deeds over to me, which would be advantageous in two respects.’

‘I don’t see how,’ Archie said doubtfully.

‘Firstly, it would save having to pay death duties on the property, providing Dad doesn’t die within the next seven years, which he’s not likely to; in the meantime – and this is what makes the proposition so attractive – I only have to show assets worth seventy-five thousand. I don’t have to produce the actual cash. Even if I had seventy-five thousand pounds in the bank, I wouldn’t have to hand it over to Lloyd’s; I could use it to invest elsewhere at the same time! That means a double income from the same amount of capital – I think it’s incredible!’

‘It sounds almost too good to be true,’ Archie queried. ‘If, as you say, you don’t even have to hand over the capital to Lloyd’s, just let them see you have it, why don’t more people become “Outside Names”? I might try and get hold of some money and do it myself!’

‘Because you have to be invited – or have family links, to get in. It’s like a club, Archie. But Toby has advised me to do it soon if I’m going to, because soon it’s going to cost a hundred thousand pounds to join as an “Outside Name”.’

Archie was making mental calculations, muttering under his breath. At last he spoke. ‘Forgive me for playing the devil’s advocate, but what happens if a lot of people put in claims at the same time? Isn’t it possible that Lloyd’s might ask for your actual money? To pay the claims?’

Freddy laughed uproariously. ‘Not a chance, mate! One would, individually speaking, spread one’s money over several different syndicates. Toby called it “spreading one’s losses”, so you can’t be wiped out! Don’t forget there’s reinsurance, too. I’d be able to insure against losses. Toby says Lloyd’s is as safe as houses. Look at how much money he’s made!’

Liza and Toby returned from their honeymoon in Jamaica, tanned and with the flushed look of supreme happiness.

‘It was glorious,’ Liza told Emma, when they met a few days later for lunch. ‘I can’t tell you how wonderful married life is.’ Liza was limpid-eyed and dazed from a surfeit of passionate sex and blazing sun. ‘I never dreamed that life could be so fantastic,’ she added in a reverent voice.

Emma, snatching an hour between covering a fashion show and interviewing the designer for an Evening Standard feature, grinned with delight.

‘As good as that?’ she enquired.

‘Even better,’ breathed Liza. In the days when they’d both been virgins, they’d discussed sex, wondering what ‘it’ would be like; now that it had happened to both of them they no longer went into the details. It was too private, too sacred, to be shared except in the broadest terms.

‘I’m so pleased,’ said Emma. ‘Aren’t you glad I introduced you to Toby?’

Liza closed her eyes rapturously. ‘My God, supposing you hadn’t? I’ll never be able to thank you enough, Em. It was fate; you meeting him skiing, and then asking him to the party so that I could meet him. It was destiny. I just know it.’

Emma looked at her friend affectionately. ‘How is the new house?’

‘I love it. Holland Park is a fantastic area, and as soon as the decorators have finished you must come to dinner.’

‘I’d love to,’ Emma grinned. ‘Actually, I wanted to ask you . . . Do you think Toby would introduce me to some people at Lloyd’s? I want to do a piece on it.’

‘Well, it’s a huge place. But it would be the underwriters and the brokers you’d want to meet, wouldn’t it? They’re the only ones who actually work in “The Room”, as it’s called.’

‘Is that what it’s called? “The Room”? Could you fix it for me, Liza? There’s so much mystique surrounding Lloyd’s, it would be a great coup for me if I could get an exclusive for the Standard.’ Emma had cheered up visibly at the thought of a good story.

‘I’ll see what I can do. Toby hasn’t taken me around the place yet; I have a feeling that women, especially glamorous women, are not encouraged,’ she added with a laugh.

‘How typical of men! Why on earth do they keep on behaving as if they were still at prep school?’ Emma demanded.

After she’d left Emma, Liza did some shopping before returning home. She hadn’t exaggerated when she’d told her friend how blissful life was with Toby. For the first time in her life she awoke each morning filled with excited anticipation. Sometimes she just lay still, looking at Toby as he slept, his face young and smooth in repose, his dark hair ruffled at the back, glossy as a raven’s feathers. Other times she’d move closer to him, moulding her body to fit against his, breathing deeply of the warm, sweet smell of his skin.

‘Morning, sweetheart,’ he’d say sleepily, and she’d snuggle closer still, hot with sudden desire, wanting him with fierce urgency. As if he sensed her need, he’d put his arms around her, kissing first her neck, then the soft skin just below her ear, and then her mouth, which was soft and responsive and pink like a child’s.

‘Oh, I love you . . .’ she’d gasp, arching her back, spreading her legs, hands stroking his back, her warm breath soft on his cheek. ‘I love you so much I could die.’

Quickly aroused, excited by the sight of her smoothly rounded breasts and the curved line of her hips, Toby took her hand and placed it where he wanted her to touch him, stroke him, bring him nearer to the moment when he’d ease himself gently into her young body.

Then she’d cry out, the delicate edge between pleasure and pain leaving her balanced for a precarious moment between heaven and hell, and then finding it was paradise all the way, her cries became rapturous, fervent, desperate for him to bring her to the crest of the wave that would curve and then crash gloriously, overwhelming them both in undulating ripples, until they lay spent on the shore.

When she heard Toby’s groan of exquisite pleasure in that vulnerable moment when he gave himself to her, when he was defenceless and drained of the juices of life, it was then she loved him most of all. She would hold him close, nurture him until his strength returned, press her head against his and tell him softly that he was the most wonderful man in the world.

Liza, with Toby standing on one side and Emma on the other, gazed with amazement at the vast marble-pillared ground-floor room in the Lloyd’s building. It reminded her of one of the display rooms in the Victoria and Albert Museum, except that there was nothing still and silent about this place. The Room, as it is known, was crowded by well-turned-out dark-suited men, of all ages; some dashing from one point to another, but most wandering languidly about, stopping occasionally to chat to a friend. Hundreds of oak desks, with wooden benches placed on either side, divided the room into dozens of small sections, each desk having wood partitions down the centre holding stacks of files. It gave the desks a cubby-hole feel, and had earned them the name of ‘boxes’.

‘The underwriters sit in the boxes,’ Toby explained, ‘and when a broker such as myself wants to place an insurance policy, or maybe wants to renew a policy for a client for another year, we take the slips to an underwriter. If he wishes to take a line, he’ll stamp and sign the agreed percentage he’ll take.’

‘Hey, wait a minute, you’ve lost me!’ Emma said. ‘What’s a “slip”?’

‘A “slip” is a white card, folded three times. It’s about the same size as a business envelope, and it’s got the name and address of the person wanting insurance, plus the details. Hopefully the underwriter will be satisfied with the person’s track record and, if no claims have been made in the past year, he will take a line.’

‘And what’s a “line”?’

‘A line is a percentage of the amount requiring to be covered. A small syndicate might only want to be responsible for, say, point three of a per cent, while another might go as high as ten per cent. Then it’s my job as a broker to go on queueing up at the various boxes until I get enough lines to cover the whole policy.’

Emma was looking fascinated. ‘Let me get this right,’ she said, still hoping she’d be granted permission to write a feature on the most famous insurance institution in the world. ‘Are you saying, Toby, that not one of those chaps sitting in their little boxes – syndicates you call them, don’t you? – is prepared to insure the whole policy? If I wanted to insure, say, my house, would my policy be spread over all these syndicates?’

‘Yes, but at the same time, your policy would be dealt with by someone in a company like Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s; we’d be the ones picking up all the various “lines” for you; so if you put in a claim, we’d collect up all the money and send you your cheque.’

‘Yes, I see,’ Emma said slowly.

‘There are non-marine and marine syndicates, too. Horses for courses, you might say. Some syndicates specialise in insuring ships or oil-rigs or aeroplanes, others play it safer by covering houses or cars, or maybe jewellery, providing it’s kept in the vault of a bank! The important thing, from my point of view as a broker, is to know which is which, and to strike up a good friendship with them all; you never know when you might need a favour.’

As he talked, Toby led them round the room. The atmosphere was surprisingly relaxed, considering that people were gambling with billions of pounds, even if it was in a controlled and organised way.

Standing on a central podium talking into a microphone, was a very tall man. He wore a scarlet coat which reached down to his knees and had wide black cuffs and collar. With it he wore black trousers and a black silk top hat trimmed with a wide gilt band with a buckle in the front. On his hands were immaculate white gloves.

‘What is that commissionaire doing?’ Liza asked Toby in a low voice. He reminded her of one of the grand figures at the Mansion House.

Toby looked amused. ‘He’s known as a “waiter”. He’s paging someone.’

‘Is that what the loudspeaker is doing?’ She giggled. ‘Any minute I expect to hear, “The train standing at platform three is for Axminster”!’

‘I admit it’s a rather antiquated system in this day and age, but Lloyd’s loves tradition. The top boys lunch in The Captain’s Room: that’s the holy of holies; the room was brought lock, stock and barrel from a country mansion. It was designed by Robert Adam; plasterwork, pillars, chandeliers, the lot.’

‘How extraordinary,’ Emma said. ‘And how would you actually describe Lloyd’s?’ she asked Toby. ‘People talk about “being in Lloyd’s”, but what does that actually mean?’

‘Lloyd’s is an insurance market made up of underwriters, brokers and members’ agents. We all have offices of our own nearby; collectively though, we are all a part of Lloyd’s, and it’s here, in the Room, that we carry out our transactions. The Room is like a marketplace where we come to get the best deals; where we try to give a service to the general public by insuring their goods, and where we hope to make some money for ourselves.’ Toby looked round the crowded room with pride. ‘The money we make is what I call “Happy Money”, too. We make a profit simply from collecting premiums and renewing policies. As long as nothing happens to whatever is insured, we make a profit.’ He turned to look at her, dark eyes earnest. ‘If we suffer a loss,’ he said quietly, ‘then it means someone else has made an even greater loss, in emotional and material terms.’

‘My God, isn’t it fascinating?’ Emma said, awestruck. ‘There’s something so glamorous about this place.’ She glanced up at the large bell, famous the world over, suspended from a wooden frame.

‘I presume that’s the Lutine bell?’

Toby nodded. ‘It belonged to the British frigate HMS Lutine, which sank in 1799 off the coast of Holland. It’s struck once when there’s a disaster at sea and twice when a missing ship comes safely back. They say the tradition is going to stop soon.’

‘Oh, what a shame! Why do people constantly want to change things, just for the sake of change? Toby, can’t you get me permission to write about all this?’ She gestured to the room with a swing of her arm. ‘It would make a fascinating feature; it really would,’ she begged.

He smiled at her ruefully, understanding her fascination. ‘I don’t think it will be possible
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