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About the Book

1931. The new, luxurious transatlantic liner Empress of Britain is on her eastward passage. Among the first-class passengers on board are two English confidence tricksters, making a discreet exit from a scam they have left behind them in the United States. A chance meeting on deck brings them a tempting new target in the shape of the beautiful and wealthy heiress, Diana Charnwood.

It’s a trick they’ve pulled before, with some success. Charm the daughter into an engagement to marry, then get the father to buy you off. So confident are they of success, in fact, that they make a pact: whichever of them wins Diana Charnwood’s love will share his fortune with the other.

But a violent death is to interrupt their neat little scheme. And they find themselves stumbling into something much darker than either had suspected …
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CLOSED CIRCLE

Robert Goddard


1

CHANCE HAD BEEN our ally too often. We had grown complacent, over-confident of its loyalty. And so the moment when it first chose to betray us was also the moment when we were least likely to suspect that it might.

Max and I were leaning against the railings on the empty starboard promenade of the lounge deck, smoking cigarettes and gazing ahead at the widening river as the liner eased away from the shore. On the port side, a crush of passengers were still waving goodbye to the friends and family they were leaving behind in Quebec, but of wistful farewells we had no need. In Max’s hand, folded open at an inside page, rested a two-day-old copy of the Wall Street Journal, and in the emboldened headline of one of the columns blared silently the reason why we had eyes only for the seaway, babcock fraud case to go to trial in fall. I watched Max scan the words once more and clench his jaw muscles in frustration or shame or relief or whatever he truly felt. Then he took a long pull on his cigarette and said, ‘Well, that tears it, doesn’t it?’

‘We knew it was coming,’ I said, by way of consolation. But in the look that passed between us there was an admission that foreknowledge only compounded the offence. ‘He’ll have a good lawyer,’ I added with a shrug.

‘He’ll need one. They both will.’

‘And there’s nothing we could have done, except …’

‘Go down with them?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Which isn’t our style?’

‘No. It isn’t.’

For an instant, I expected him to deplore what we had done. Not simply our desertion of the Babcocks, but all the other immoralities and illegalities which lay scattered across our pasts. It was a rare sentiment in either of us, though perhaps not as rare as we cared to pretend. And, in this case, it remained unspoken. Max crushed the last inch of his cigarette against the guard-rail and turned towards me with that crooked smile I knew so well. ‘It’s bad luck on Dick. But we’re well out of it, I reckon, don’t you?’

‘Assuredly.’

‘Even if it means going back to Blighty.’ He sighed and pushed himself upright. ‘I’m for a bath before dinner. Meet for cocktails at seven?’

‘Good idea.’

‘And don’t worry.’ He slapped the newspaper against my shoulder. ‘I won’t bring this with me. What do you say to a ban on the subject – at least until we reach England?’

‘I agree. Whole-heartedly.’

‘Good. See you later, then.’

He moved past me, grinning with a sort of stubborn jauntiness, and headed for the companion-way. I finished my cigarette, watching the tugs fall away behind us in the rippling shadows of the funnels. Then I too decided to make for my cabin.

As I turned from the rail, I saw ahead of me a bulky figure – female and tweed-clad – descending the companion-way from the sports deck, an unlikely eyrie, I remember thinking, for one so stout and venerable, the creak of whose stays I almost believed I could hear above the rumble of the engines. Her ankles were swollen and her feet squeezed into what looked like an excruciatingly under-sized pair of high-heeled shoes on which she teetered top-heavily. The roll of the ship was modest, but still I would have bet against her completing the descent without mishap. And I would have won. A breath of Laurentian air twitched at the brim of her Alpine hat, she raised a hand from the rail to prevent it blowing off and a misplaced foot hovered ominously in mid-air.

‘Oh … Oh my goodness …’

‘It’s all right,’ I said, gripping her firmly by the elbow. ‘I’ve got you.’ I smiled as reassuringly as I could and did not release her until we were both standing square upon the deck, she staring up at me from a foot below, pale blue eyes wide and bosom heaving in alarm, perfume and naphthalene neutralizing each other bizarrely in the air around us.

‘Dear me, dear me. Thank you so much, young man.’ She was English, sixty or sixty-five I would have judged, with the butter-ball build of a dowager, all quivering jowl and pigeon chest. A triple necklace of pearls caught my eye, as did a flower-bouquet brooch on her left lapel in which rubies and sapphires glittered abundantly. ‘What would have happened if you’d not been passing by I dread to think,’ she said as she recovered her breath.

‘Glad to have been of assistance, Miss …’

‘Charnwood. Vita Charnwood. And how nice of you not to call me madam.’ Thus was my guess of lifelong spinsterhood confirmed. ‘Do I detect the accent of my own homeland?’

‘England? Yes, though corrupted by many years on this side of the Atlantic.’

‘In Canada?’

‘No. The United States, actually, but …’

‘Like me, you’ve been lured north by Canadian Pacific’s promise that nearly a third of the crossing will be in the calm waters of the Gulf of St Lawrence? I quite understand. I too am a martyr to sea-sickness, Mr …’

‘Horton.’ I plucked off my hat and shook her hand, surprised to find that her grip was considerably stronger than her stumble on the companion-way had implied. ‘Guy Horton.’

‘Yes, Mr Horton, a martyr. There is no other word. Our voyage out was purgatorial.’ Our voyage, I noticed. So, she was not alone. ‘We must hope for better from this route, must we not?’

‘Indeed.’ I smiled, content to let her assume I had chosen to sail from Quebec rather than New York for the same reason she had. The truth would have been altogether too alarming for an owner of natural pearls and genuine rubies. And I was not in the habit of telling the truth except when strictly necessary.

‘The only disadvantage is that there is nobody to see one off. Hence, I suppose, your presence on this side of the vessel. I happened to see you talking to another gentleman by the rail while I was craning out above you admiring the view.’

‘That was Max. We’re old friends.’

‘And both going home after lengthy absences?’

‘Yes. It must be … oh, seven years or more.’ It was, in fact, nearer nine since either of us had lived in England, nine years which had, on the whole, treated us generously. The last two had been the least generous, but even so not as parsimonious as they might have been. To stand, well-dressed and sleekly groomed, on the first-class deck of the ocean’s newest liner, while ashore depression sinks towards slump, is no mean achievement, even if riches do not await at the end of the voyage. Besides, there was always the hope of discovering riches en route to lift the spirits if they were in danger of sagging.

‘You will notice many changes in England, Mr Horton. They will not all be to your taste. Seven years ago, everything was so much … jollier.’ A thought seemed suddenly to occur to her. She planted an imperious forefinger on my sleeve. ‘You must come to a little party I am holding tomorrow night – before the Atlantic does its worst. My niece and I would be delighted to see you. And your friend too.’

‘Well, I …’ Briefly and discouragingly, I imagined the niece, as thin as her aunt was fat, moth-balled and bespectacled. And then a shaft of sunlight struck the brooch below me. ‘I’d be charmed to attend. As would Max, I’m sure.’

‘Diana and I will expect you at six o’clock in our suite, Mr Horton. The gathering will not be a large one. But you will enjoy the company, I feel sure.’

‘So do I, Miss Charnwood. So do I.’

Those of us who live by our wits can never afford to relax completely. Since abandoning the humdrum world of fixed hours and monthly salary ten years before, I had ceased to relish total idleness, tinged as it always was with a suspicion that I was wasting my time rather than somebody else’s. Where was the profit in it, I would inevitably wonder, where the opportunity?

Knowing Max to be of like mind, I sauntered up from my cabin to meet him that evening feeling distinctly pleased with myself. Miss Charnwood’s party might yet prove the dreariest of non-events, but, then again, it might not. Unpredictability had been the key to many of our successes and I was not about to lose faith in it. Stepping out onto the promenade, I filled my lungs with the sun-cleansed air of New World confidence, then went in to infect my friend.

It was an infection of which he was badly in need. He had installed himself in one of the farthest reaches of the orientally styled lounge and was regarding his fellow-passengers with what amounted to morose indifference as they gazed in wonder at the ebony pillars and exotic decor. Dick’s arrest had struck him hard, harder, it seemed to me, than it should. The Wall Street Crash had obliged the Babcocks to sail too close to the wind – and we had sailed with them. The outcome could have been a great deal worse – especially if Max had not insisted on storing our nest egg in a Toronto bank. Yet he seemed unable to derive any comfort from his own prudence.

Perhaps age was the problem. Max was only a few months older than me, but in recent years his hair had thinned and his waist had thickened, so that he could have been taken for ten years my senior. He drank little more than me, but seemed to carry it less well than once he had. There was a vagueness sometimes to his thoughts and words, a vacuity to his gaze. He frequently complained of migraines and I could not help suspecting some connection with the head-wound he had suffered in Macedonia. I did not voice my suspicion, of course, so whether he feared the same himself I had no way of knowing. Whatever the cause, he was not quite the devil-may-care Max with whom I had first crossed the Atlantic years before.

No doubt he could have said something similar about me. And yet, studying my reflection in a mirror on my way through the ship, I would have begged to differ. My hair was still dark and vigorous, my face unmarked, my figure slender and elegantly tailored. There was no sign of physical decline, no hint of inner doubt. I was what the world and I had made of me between us: vain and egotistical no doubt, but then what handsome realist is not?

‘You look a trifle down, old man,’ I remarked, joining Max on his sofa.

He smiled ruefully. ‘I’ll snap out of it.’

‘I know. I’ve devised the perfect restorative. Or perhaps I should say I’ve been presented with it.’ The arrival of a steward imposed at this point a dramatic pause while I chose a cocktail and Max ordered what I estimated to be his third scotch and soda. When I told him my news, his initial reaction was one of unconcealed disappointment.

‘Some frowsty old dame and her plain Jane niece? Sounds ghastly to me.’

‘Perhaps. But Miss Charnwood’s clearly not short of money.’

‘Who is aboard this—’ He broke off and stared at me, his eyebrows meeting in a frown. ‘What did you say her name was?’

‘Charnwood. Miss Vita Charnwood.’

‘And the niece?’

‘Um …’ I struggled to remember.

‘Diana?’

‘Yes. That’s it. How did—’

‘Hah!’ He slapped my knee and grinned broadly. ‘You’re right, Guy. Lady Luck has smiled on us once more.’

The steward loomed up with our drinks before he could continue. When we were alone again, I was made to wait till we had toasted our good fortune before Max consented to explain.

‘Haven’t you ever heard of Diana Charnwood?’

‘Not that I can recall.’

‘You should read the gossip columns. I’ve told you so often enough.’

‘But you do it for me, Max. So, who is Diana Charnwood?’

‘Daughter of Fabian Charnwood, head of Charnwood Investments. Presumably, you do know that name?’

I did indeed. Charnwood Investments was known to any student of the financial world as an influential holder of stakes in a score or more of major companies, so discreet in its exercise of power that it enjoyed a reputation far exceeding its size, so diverse in its holdings that it seemed to be riding out the Depression with ease. A chance encounter with its founder’s sister was therefore a gift from the gods – one it had simply not occurred to me to think they might be generous enough to bestow.

‘Diana is not just Charnwood’s daughter. She’s his only child.’

‘Unmarried?’

‘Notoriously so. There was an engagement about five years ago to the younger son of a marquess, but it ended at the graveside, not the altar.’

‘Suicide. I do remember. Lord Peter Gressingham. Shot himself after she’d jilted him.’

‘That was never confirmed. The inquest jury preferred to believe it was an accident. Either way, his former fiancée must count as one of the most eligible heiresses a chap could wish to meet.’

‘And dangerous, if Lord Peter’s example is anything to go by.’

‘The fellow obviously let his heart rule his head. We wouldn’t make that mistake, would we? We never have and we never will.’

I knew at once what Max was thinking of. Le Touquet, 1924. My brief but highly remunerative engagement to Caroline, only daughter of Sir Antony Toogood, sewing-machine magnate and doting father. It had been, in many respects, our finest coup. We had both set our caps at her, but even then I was Max’s superior when it came to wooing. I had won poor Caroline’s heart within a fortnight, and broken it within another, bought off by Sir Antony for a price I had not thought he would go to. There was a perfection to it, a simplicity which surpassed anything we had subsequently done. We had turned a handsome profit for nil outlay and nobody had lost what they could not easily replace – Sir Antony by cutting his salesmen’s commission for a month and Caroline by finding a husband who really could make her happy.

‘The man who wheedles his way into Diana Charnwood’s affections wheedles his way into a fortune,’ said Max. ‘One way or another.’

‘This isn’t Le Touquet.’

‘No? In principle, I should have said it was.’

‘I mean it isn’t the same situation. From what you tell me, Diana Charnwood is no blushing ingénue. In short, she isn’t Caroline Toogood.’

‘We don’t know what she is – until we find out. And this party gives us the chance to do so. You’re not suggesting we just let it slip away, are you?’

‘Of course not.’ Strangely, Max’s enthusiasm now eclipsed my own.

‘Good man.’ He downed some more scotch with obvious relish. Unpredictability had revived him as I had hoped. In fact, my hopes had been altogether exceeded. ‘What say we play to the same rules as in Le Touquet?’

‘There’s no need for that, surely? We weren’t so trusting then.’

He smiled mockingly. ‘And we are now?’

‘Well, we’ve come a long way since on share and share alike. It’s never had to be written down.’

‘You can’t share a wife, Guy.’ Seeing my eyebrows shoot up, he added: ‘Or a fiancée. It worked for us then, didn’t it?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘So it could be just the good luck charm we need this time as well.’ He raised a finger to summon the steward, ordered two sheets of writing paper to the fellow’s well-disguised surprise, then lounged back, beaming from ear to ear. ‘She’ll be a tough nut to crack, I don’t deny. Maybe too tough. Certainly her reputation’s no encouragement. It suggests she has a heart about as yielding as a diamond. But even diamonds can be cut if you have the knack of it – and the proper equipment. I’d say we have both, wouldn’t you?’

‘I’d say our record spoke for itself.’ We exchanged a smile of mutual remembrance, acknowledging all the things we had done that it was infinitely better not to speak of. When the steward returned with the paper, Max whipped out his fountain-pen and, leaning forward to reach the angular table beside us, began to write on one of the sheets, handing the other to me.

I hesitated for a moment, staring at the embossed letterhead, then letting my eye wander across the watermarked space below. Max had spoken of the promissory notes we were about to exchange as good luck charms, but in my mind they were already beginning to seem more like omens of ill fortune. Whether this was because following in our own footsteps of seven years before struck me as tempting providence or because I was in the grip of some more general foreboding I cannot say. Whatever the cause, I had still not written a word when Max tossed his sheet into my lap and announced: ‘That covers it, I reckon.’

I hereby undertake to share equally with my good friend Guy Randolph Horton all financial proceeds, however they may accrue, of any engagement to marry and/or actual marriage I contract with Miss Diana Charnwood if and whenever it may occur.

M. A. Wingate

19th July 1931

Such a document had no legal weight, of course. Neither of us could be bound by what we wrote. It amounted to something only if our friendship amounted to more than an alliance of financial convenience. And that, I suppose, is why I was so reluctant to commit the words to paper. These were hard times, as we and all the world knew. There was no telling what adversity might persuade us we needed to sacrifice in order to prosper. We had not scrupled to leave Dick to his fate. If it came to the point, would we be any more loyal to each other? It was a question I preferred not to answer, but, in his eagerness for written undertakings, perhaps Max had already delivered his verdict.

‘This may be a waste of effort,’ I protested in vain. ‘Miss Charnwood may be impervious to our charms.’

‘Then you can toss your copy over the side. And I’ll do the same with mine – assuming I ever lay hands on it.’ Our eyes met. ‘What’s holding you up?’

‘Nothing.’ And, so saying, I began to write.

Max and I dined at separate tables that evening, thus doubling our chances of striking up other promising acquaintances among our well-heeled fellow-passengers. Those whose company I was obliged to endure through so many gourmet courses that I lost count included a Newfoundland wood-pulp millionaire and his mountainous wife, an actress of the unrestrained school and her lugubrious husband, a Polish countess of enigmatic mien, the ship’s surgeon, who nearly had to spring into action when milady wood-pulp suffered a choking fit, and the reticent but watchful Mr Faraday.

Faraday worried me more in retrospect than at the time, when, lulled by good wine and egregious service, I failed to notice that he was playing much the same game as me: listening to the revealing babble of others while disclosing virtually nothing of himself. He was about fifty years of age, short and slightly built, with close-cropped black hair and moustache, a mobile mouth that seemed to be savouring some delicacy even when it was empty, the faintest of quivers to his head as he concentrated on what was being said and, most disturbing of all, an unblinking gaze of moist and feline intensity. His manners were impeccable, his remarks unobjectionable and yet I did not like Mr Faraday. More precisely, I did not understand him. Worse still, I had the disquieting impression that he might understand me all too well. I resolved to avoid him for the rest of the voyage.

Of Miss Charnwood, aunt or niece, I saw no sign. They either dined later than us or in their suite. Perhaps the diamond-hearted Diana had decided to make her social début when she could be assured of being the centre of attention. Or perhaps she did not care for the seating lottery of the restaurant, a prejudice I was inclined to share even though I could not afford to indulge it.

Yet my hopes of seeing her before the party and so taking the measure of our task were not to be dashed. All next day, the Empress of Britain cruised serenely out across the Gulf of St Lawrence, white-hulled and resplendent beneath a cloudless sky. And out into the air came its passengers, to sit beneath plaid rugs and play at quoits, to walk off breakfast and squint at the horizon, or, in some cases, to observe without being observed.

For this purpose, Max and I spent much of the day wandering the ship, steamer-capped and mufflered, apparently idle but actually intent upon our particular occupation. It was while nearing the stern end of the sports deck promenade shortly before noon that I noticed below us on the lounge deck, waddling out to sniff the ozone, none other than Miss Vita Charnwood, unmistakable in brogues and tweed. But, on this occasion, she was not alone. Beside her, walking with considerably more grace, was a slim young woman in fur-trimmed coat and cloche hat.

‘The Charnwoods,’ I whispered to Max. We stopped in the shadow of a lifeboat and peered down at them. ‘Do you recognize her?’

‘From a few old magazine photographs?’ exclaimed Max. ‘Not at this range. Why don’t I step down and take a closer look while you stay here? It’s the only chance I’ll have of a dekko before we meet them tonight. And you’ve already met the aunt.’

‘Good idea.’

So Max headed for the nearest companion-way while I remained where I was. The Charnwoods were halfway round a circuit of the stern rail when he appeared below me. By following the same route in the opposite direction, he was able to engineer a good view of them, especially since they paused at one point to speak to somebody. At length, they passed out of my sight back into the lounges, leaving Max leaning against the rail. Waiting only to be sure I would not encounter them on my way, I went down to join him.

He had lit a cigarette by the time I reached him and seemed to be lost in thought, eyes fixed on the blue ensign fluttering above us in the breeze. ‘Well?’ I demanded, when it became obvious that he was about to volunteer nothing.

‘Sorry,’ he murmured, smiling faintly and looking at me like a man waking from a dream. ‘It’s her all right. The photographs don’t do her justice.’

‘Quite a looker, then?’

‘You could say so, yes.’

‘But what would you say? All I could see was the brim of her hat.’

‘Yes. I suppose it was.’ His gaze drifted past me once more. ‘As a matter of fact, old man, I’d say she was probably the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.’

The curse of a classical education is that mythological parallels occur unbidden to the mind when dealing with everyday realities. As soon as Max had praised Diana Charnwood’s beauty, the fate of Actaeon when he spied on another Diana insinuated itself into my thoughts. Yet the goddess, I reminded myself, had been bathing, the heiress merely promenading. And Max had always understood that the pursuit of wealth is more rewarding than the pursuit of beauty. I felt sure I could rely upon him not to forget this simple truth.

There was no denying, however, that his tantalizing glimpse of what lay beneath the cloche hat had made him even more determined to exploit our opportunity. We had agreed to present ourselves at the Charnwood suite a quarter of an hour after the party was due to commence, in order to avert any suspicion of over-eagerness. But when I came to leave my cabin at ten past six, I found a note had been slipped beneath my door. It was from Max.

Decided to go on ahead. See you there.

M.

I could not help smiling at his cunning. The embarrassment of introducing himself was nothing compared with the disadvantage of arriving in my incontestably handsome shadow. But the night was scarcely born. I had no reason to expect I would continue to be outmanoeuvred.

The Charnwood suite was one of the largest on the ship and I found it already comfortably full, golden shafts of sunlight from the port-side windows lancing through a gabbling press of party-goers. Running a gauntlet of champagne- and canapé-wielding stewards, I came upon the elder Miss Charnwood, looking even vaster in low-cut pink satin than she had in straining tweed.

‘Mr Horton!’ she proclaimed. ‘You were able to join us after all, then. I’m so glad.’

‘There was never any doubt of it, Miss Charnwood.’

‘But your friend, Mr Wingate, implied you might be detained elsewhere.’

‘Really?’

‘Perhaps I misunderstood. No matter. Diana will be so pleased to meet you. She’s … oh … on the balcony at present, I think. Let me first introduce you to some of our guests.’ She flapped one hand towards a bearded man of about her own age and some timid creature I took to be his wife. ‘We first encountered Mr and Mrs Preece here at Niagara Falls. Then again at our hotel in Quebec. Mr Preece is something of an expert on Esperanto. He’s just been telling me all about it.’

I had no intention of allowing Preece to tell me anything, let alone all, about Esperanto and I slipped away from him a matter of seconds after Miss Charnwood had done the same. The balcony was, needless to say, my destination.

It was there, where sea breezes offered relief from the noise and heat within, that Diana had taken up her station, surrounded by admirers both young and old. There they were, Max among them, shoulders squared to exclude newcomers, tense with the effort of capping each other’s remarks, taut with ill-suppressed rivalry. The scene was not a new one. I had witnessed it before, at parties in New York graced by the presence of a Hollywood starlet. And I knew better than to join the ruck. To be late on such occasions is to be lost. Better to hover hopefully, perhaps even mysteriously. Which is what I endeavoured to do, retreating to the other end of the balcony, where I could sip my champagne and examine the object of so much attention.

She was beautiful. There was no pretending otherwise. Her dark brown hair was drawn back in a chignon, leaving her face clear and open. Normally, however pleasing a face may be, there is some flaw, some thinness of lip or fullness of jaw, to preclude the suggestion of perfection. But not in this case. The eyes as they sparkled in the sunlight, the mouth as it opened in an easy smile, the neck as it stretched in languid gesture: all conspired to stray beyond the limits of visual appeal into the realm of immediate fascination.

She wore an ultramarine dress of quiet elegance, a topaz pendant and a slim gold bracelet on her left wrist. But really these adornments were irrelevant, as her ease with herself suggested she realized. She was polite and amiable, yet also remote, glancing just often enough out to sea to imply that the company, however witty, however flattering, would always fall short of what she deserved. Whether Max was faring better than the others I could not tell, but there was no disputing that he was faring better than me.

I was just debating whether to make some effort to supplant him when the odious Faraday appeared on the balcony and instantly caught my eye.

‘I hadn’t realized you were acquainted with the Charnwoods, Mr Horton,’ he remarked with a smile.

‘Nor I you, Mr Faraday.’

‘Oh, I rendered the elder Miss Charnwood some small service while she was in Quebec.’

‘What manner of service?’

He tapped the side of his nose and smiled more broadly. ‘You’re enjoying the party?’

‘Of course. And you?’

‘Why, yes. I find it most … instructive.’

‘Mr Horton?’ Suddenly, Diana was standing next to us, smiling straight at me. She had broken free of her retinue, who were straggling the length of the balcony, uncertain at what pace it was seemly to follow.

‘Er … yes.’ I shook her hand, noticing the sinuousness of her fingers. ‘Delighted to meet you.’

‘I recognized you from my aunt’s description.’ At closer quarters, the remoteness in her bearing seemed to vanish, the warmth of her gaze to become irresistible. ‘And from your friend’s.’ She glanced back at Max, whose grin was for my benefit: a mixture of the sheepish and the superior. ‘You know Mr Faraday?’

‘Only very slightly.’

‘Then you know him as well as anyone can.’ She glanced at him as she said it, but if the remark was intended to be provocative, it did not succeed. His only response was a faint twitch of the eyebrows. ‘I’m so grateful to you for coming to Aunt Vita’s aid yesterday,’ she added, looking back at me.

‘It was nothing, really. Do you share her preference for this route?’

‘Yes. But not for the same reason.’ Growing suddenly solemn, she said, ‘Excuse me,’ and moved swiftly away into the cabin.

Seeing me frown at her abruptness, Faraday sidled closer and said: ‘An ill-chosen question, I’m afraid, Mr Horton.’

‘It seemed harmless enough.’

‘Her mother died on the Lusitania. Didn’t you know?’

‘No,’ I snapped. ‘I did not. Obviously.’ Then, deciding to glean as much as I could, I added more moderately: ‘You seem remarkably well-informed about the family.’

‘Not really. Merely better informed than you.’

Refusing to be riled, I smiled and asked as casually as I could contrive, ‘Was Miss Charnwood rescued from the Lusitania? Or was she not aboard?’

‘The latter. Her mother had travelled alone to visit her family in Pittsburgh. She was a McGowan, you know.’ Diana’s connection with the famous Pennsylvania steel dynasty made her an even more desirable catch. I sensed Faraday judging my reaction to this revelation and endeavoured to ensure there was none for him to judge. ‘Well,’ he said after a pause, ‘I really must circulate.’ And, with a condescending little bow, he was gone.

‘What do you make of him?’ asked Max, who had remained on the balcony and now stepped across to join me by the rail.

‘Even more treacherous than you, I’d say.’

He smirked. ‘No good blaming me for your poor tactics, old man.’

‘A word to the wise. Her mother went down on the Lusitania. And she was a McGowan.’

‘I know.’

‘You do?’

‘Gossip columns. Remember?’ His smirk began to verge on the intolerable. ‘You’ll be glad to know I’m doing rather well.’

‘Really?’

‘I think she may have her eye on me.’

‘If you say so.’

‘I do. Perhaps I’m the type she’s always been wanting to meet.’ My expression must have made my incredulity obvious. His smirk evaporated. ‘You’ve always thought me a dull dog when it comes to the fairer sex, haven’t you, Guy? Well, maybe you’re about to discover that not all women want their men to look like hand-me-down Valentinos.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ I slapped the rail in irritation. ‘She is beautiful. I agree. Memorably so. Desirable from every point of view. But she’s also very much the mistress of her own destiny. I don’t think you – or I – have the slightest chance of winning her heart.’

Max’s gaze narrowed. ‘We’ll have to see about that, won’t we?’ And, turning on his heel, he left me to my champagne and dented pride.

Max turned out to be a good judge of his own success. When the party fizzled out, he was near the centre of the favoured group that accompanied Diana and her aunt to dinner. So, to my horror, was Faraday, although his attentions, in so far as one could tell, seemed to be focused on Vita. Perhaps he knew his limitations even if Max did not know his.

I had certainly been given a salutary lesson in mine and consoled myself by buttering up the Atkinson-Whites, an innocent Home Counties couple eager for advice on what to do with a recent and substantial inheritance. This struck me as a problem which it would have been churlish of me not to assist them in solving and they seemed grateful to know that I would be in touch soon after we reached England.

As to Max, the first opportunity I had of gauging his progress in a more dispassionate light came the following morning, after a game of real tennis. He had won most of our matches over the years at the Tuxedo Club in New York, but the unfamiliarity of a floating court was not the reason why I recorded a rare victory on this occasion. The truth is that jealousy makes a fine coach.

Max took defeat in his stride, as, in the circumstances, he could afford to. ‘The high seas agree with your game, Guy,’ he remarked in the changing-room afterwards. ‘Or perhaps something disagrees with mine.’

‘Smugness, you mean?’ I retorted. ‘I’ve certainly never seen you lose so many points with a smile.’

‘I’ve plenty to smile about, as it happens. A chase to beat any you made out there.’

‘It goes well, then?’

‘Uncommonly well. She likes me. Call it my good fortune or her good taste. Either way—’ He tossed a damp towel at me to silence my guffaw. ‘Either way, old man, why should you complain? You’ll share whatever I earn from this venture.’

‘You think we will earn something?’

‘It’s too soon to say. But I’m … quietly confident.’

Confident? Yes, he was. But that was not all. Nor was money what he was necessarily confident of obtaining. Reluctant though I was to believe it, Max was beginning to look and sound happier than he had in years, to look and sound, indeed, like a man falling in love. After our shower, we stopped for a drink in the trellis-and-wicker café adjoining the tennis court. There I had the chance to study him at leisure, staring dreamily through the smoke from his cigarette, failing to finish sentences, losing track of whatever we were discussing. The signs were clear and I did not ignore them. But there was no reason to be alarmed. Infatuation might lend conviction to his performance. I knew him too well to believe it could ever rival the governing motive of our lives.

Besides, as Max had pointed out, I had no grounds for complaint. While he went off to meet Diana for lunch, I adjourned to the ship’s library and looked up her father’s entry in Who’s Who.

CHARNWOOD, Fabian Melville, MA; JP, Surrey; Proprietor, Charnwood Investments; b 17 May 1870; o s of Andrew Charnwood; m 1901, Maud (d 1915), d of Zachary McGowan, Pittsburgh, USA; one d. Educ: Christ’s Hospital; Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge. BA 1892; MA 1897. Entered 1893 his father’s firm, Moss Charnwood Ltd, rifle and small arms manufacturers, London; Director, 1901; Chairman, 1906. Resigned to establish Charnwood Investments, 1907. Address: Amber Court, Dorking, Surrey. T: Bookham 258. Clubs: Ambassador, Gresham, St James’.

It was, by the standards of the publication, a brief and uninformative biography. But I found this strangely reassuring, for reticence is often the surest symptom of wealth. And wealth was our target as well as our ambition. While Max aspired to the daughter, we could both aim at the father. Fabian Melville Charnwood was in our sights.
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THE VOYAGE PROCEEDED smoothly and so, somewhat against my expectations, did Max’s courtship of Diana Charnwood. They lunched and dined together, usually without even Vita for company, the oceanic phase of the trip having had its predicted effect on her constitution. They waltzed by night and promenaded by day. They displayed on every occasion that exclusive delight in each other which to the cynical observer is an unmistakable sign of the psychiatric disorder commonly called love.

Like any man of reasonable intelligence, I had long since realized that love amounts to no more than physical desire draped for decency’s sake in some skimpy shreds of philosophy. I had convinced a good many women over the years that they loved me, but I had never for one second believed that I loved them. And the same went for Max. Or so, until now, I had supposed.

But, as day followed day and my only glimpses of Max were in moonstruck contemplation of the beauteous Diana, I was forced to revise my opinion. Thirty-four was late in life for such foolishness, worryingly so in view of the tendency for childhood ailments to be more serious when contracted by adults. Yet I was not worried. In the unlikely event of them marrying, Max would do well by me. The contract he had signed – and our long association – guaranteed that. In the far more likely event of Diana’s father trying to buy him off, Max could be relied upon to see reason. As for Diana, I hoped this was no mere shipboard romance. All I could do to sustain it was to let it flourish unhindered. Accordingly, I gave the pair a wide berth. And the little I saw of them suggested I was wise to do so.

Happily, I saw even less of Faraday, whom I imagined to be busy dancing attendance upon the prostrated Vita. Certainly he was not among the nightbirds whose company I kept. They were generally rich insomniacs who played poker even less well than they slept. By the time the last evening of the voyage approached, I was beginning to wish we were on a round-the-world cruise. But all good things must come to an end and I had no wish for my luck to be one of them. So, on balance, I was quite pleased to be nearly home – even if England did not seem very homely, either in recollection or anticipation.

After letting Atkinson-White beat me at squash – a far from simple task – I took a lengthy bath, then dressed early for dinner and ascended to the principal lounge, a Ritzy cavern of marble and plaster, where I thought to consume a restful Manhattan in a bay-window armchair, gazing out at the limitless blue of sea and sky. But there was nothing restful about being surprised after only a few minutes by the soft-footed arrival of Mr Faraday.

‘May I join you, Mr Horton?’ The fellow’s politeness was one of his keenest weapons. ‘Our paths don’t seem to have crossed of late.’

‘It’s a big ship,’ I countered.

‘But not big enough to prevent certain … social developments … becoming apparent in the course of a few days.’ He lowered himself effortlessly into the armchair next to mine. ‘Wouldn’t you say?’

‘I’m not sure I know what you mean.’

‘Diana Charnwood’s latest conquest, for instance. You of all people must be aware of that.’

‘Must I?’

‘Well, you and Mr Wingate are old friends, aren’t you? School-friends, I believe.’ He broke off as the steward brought him a drink. It looked disgustingly like crème de menthe. The shock of realizing he knew more about me than I knew about him fused horribly with the suspicion that he might have ordered his drink while spying on me from the far side of the lounge. Then shock and suspicion grew infinitely worse. ‘Winchester, wasn’t it?’ he enquired with a grin.

‘Max and I were at Winchester together, yes. But—’

‘And in Macedonia during the war, with the King’s Royal Rifle Corps?’

I paused and lit a cigarette to compose my thoughts. ‘Do you mind explaining how you come to know all this, Mr Faraday?’

‘I listen and observe.’ He sipped at his crème de menthe. ‘In this case, I listen to what Diana tells her aunt about the new man in her life. And I observe the ties he wears during their promenades on deck – old school and regimental.’

‘How perspicacious of you.’ I was relieved to know he had to engage in some limited form of deduction. Nevertheless, a possibility I had not previously considered was now lodged in my thoughts: the possibility that Max’s tongue might grow dangerously loose under Diana’s influence. ‘You are Miss Vita’s confidant, I take it?’

‘She looks to me for occasional advice. Nothing more.’

‘On any particular subject?’

‘Her niece’s welfare is naturally close to her heart. And her brother is not here to consult. In truth, I merely act as a sounding-board for her own thoughts.’

‘And what are her thoughts about the budding romance?’

‘You think it is budding?’

‘I thought you did.’

He chuckled. ‘Perhaps we can agree they seem to be attracted to each other. I confess myself somewhat surprised. As to Mr Charnwood’s reaction …’

‘You’re acquainted with him?’

‘I’ve had certain business dealings with him. Sufficient to make me doubt that he would wholly approve of Diana associating with … such a man.’

‘Isn’t she old enough not to need his approval?’

‘Her age is neither here nor there. She has always abided by her father’s wishes.’ He glanced away for a moment, then said: ‘So her aunt tells me.’

‘Then what is Miss Vita’s problem? Why not simply await her brother’s verdict?’

‘Because—’ Faraday broke off to swallow some more crème de menthe. ‘She might be able to influence him … in Mr Wingate’s favour. If she knew more about Mr Wingate, that is. Winchester and the Rifle Corps take us only so far. What of the last … twelve or thirteen years, for instance?’

‘They featured nothing in the least discreditable to Max.’

‘But what did they feature?’

I smiled, as much at his effrontery as at his evidently low estimate of my intelligence. ‘I think I’d better leave Max to speak for himself, don’t you?’

‘You could speak for yourself, though. After all, you and he have long been business associates. What applies to you applies to him.’

I leaned forward to stab out my cigarette and asked quietly, ‘What precisely is your interest in this matter, Mr Faraday?’

‘I’m simply trying to help.’

‘Help whom? Vita? Diana? Fabian Charnwood? Or yourself?’

For answer he merely grinned.

‘Well, whoever it is, I don’t think you’re making a good job of it. Now, excuse me, will you?’ I rose and hurried out, overwhelmed by a powerful need of the open air.

The cards did not favour me that night. So I told myself, anyway, although it was also true that Faraday’s words lingered in my mind, sapping my powers of concentration. And a distracted man makes a poor poker player. There was nothing for it but to quit early.

The following morning found me up and restless at dawn, eager for the end of our voyage. I decided to take a swim before breakfast and descended to the pool hoping to find it deserted at such an hour. And so it seemed to be, just the stone turtle who kept permanent guard over the deep end waiting to greet me. But solitude, as so often aboard ship, proved illusory. While I was hanging my robe and towel in one of the cubicles, I heard a door further down the row open and close, followed by a splash as somebody dived into the pool.

It was a woman, swimming fast and vigorously. As I stepped out of the cubicle, I moved instinctively behind a pillar and watched her reach the end nearest me, then turn and complete another length. It was only then, as she pushed herself away from the edge and slowed into a backstroke, that I could be certain who she was: Diana Charnwood. As soon as I emerged from behind the pillar, she saw me and stopped, treading water in the centre of the pool.

‘Most impressive,’ I said, raising my hand and smiling.

‘Mr Horton,’ she replied breathlessly. ‘I didn’t … I thought I was alone.’

‘So did I.’

‘I come here most mornings … at this time.’

‘Then you could reasonably expect to be alone. I’m sorry to have disturbed you.’

‘Don’t be silly. Aren’t you going to join me?’ Her smile seemed genuinely inviting. With as much athleticism as I could muster, I dived in, swam past her once, then joined her beneath the turtle, where she had moved to rest against the rail. Even in a bathing cap, with her face wet and bare of make-up, her uncommon beauty was apparent.

‘I don’t suppose you’ve succeeded in luring Max down here,’ I remarked.

‘No. He says he can’t swim.’

‘Quite true, I’m afraid. You’ll have to teach him.’

‘I’d like to if …’ She blushed slightly. ‘You and Max are close friends, Guy, I know. May I call you Guy? Max has told me such a lot about you it’s hard to think of you as Mr Horton. And please call me Diana. Max and I … well, we … It sounds silly, schoolgirlish almost, but I’ve never met anyone quite so … I like him a lot. He’s able to make me happy. Some men I’ve known seem to have found that difficult. Even impossible.’

‘Surely not.’

‘It’s true. But … Look, what I want to say is this. I think Max and I are actually rather good for each other. But I’ve no intention of trying to change what he is. Too many people have tried to change what I am for me to make the same mistake. So, there’s no question of my coming between Max and his friends. Especially his best and oldest friend of all.’

‘I never thought there was.’

‘Good.’

‘I wish I could say the same for Mr Faraday.’ She frowned. ‘He’s been quizzing me about Max. On your aunt’s behalf, I gather.’

‘On nobody’s behalf but his own.’ Her tone had suddenly altered. ‘What Aunt Vita sees in the horrible little man I don’t … I advise you to ignore Mr Faraday, Guy. As I do. And as I wish Aunt Vita would.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘How about doing your best over a couple of lengths? A race will give me an appetite for breakfast.’

And so it may have done. But, in my case, another kind of appetite was sharpened at the end of our race – which we agreed to pronounce a tie – when she climbed from the pool, costume plastered to her skin, and walked slowly round to her cubicle. It had been easy – and safe – to admire her facial beauty. But now, confronted with the physical reality of her seemingly perfect body, it was even easier – and far less safe – to acknowledge the stirrings of sexual desire. How I wished then that I rather than Max had taken her fancy. Profit was one thing, but Max seemed likely to have more than his share of pleasure as well. While all I could do was watch – and imagine.

A pall of cloud over the ship heralded England in all its summer glumness. With the Cornish coast looming grey and sodden off the port bow, I headed for my cabin to pack. But hardly had I commenced the task when a visitor arrived. It was Max.

‘I thought we should have a word, old man,’ he announced.

‘It would make a pleasant change, Max, certainly.’

‘I’ve been rather preoccupied of late.’

‘Oh, I quite understand. Diana explained everything to me this morning.’

‘So she told me.’

‘Your campaign seems to have been a resounding success.’

‘So far, yes. And remember – it’s our campaign.’

‘I haven’t forgotten. It’s just that I’m finding it difficult to believe. I mean, how far is this romance going to go? Should I be preparing a best man’s speech?’

‘Very funny, Guy.’ But he was not laughing. There was an earnestness about him which suggested matrimony might not be so very far from his thoughts. ‘Wouldn’t a dowry be just as acceptable as a bribe?’

‘It would. Especially for you, I imagine.’

Pursing his lips, he moved away across the cabin, stopping by the window to gaze out at the unwelcoming shores of home. ‘She’s no fool, Guy. You said so yourself. I have to tread carefully.’

‘Of course.’

‘There’s her father to consider. He’ll need delicate handling.’ He took out a cigarette and propped it between his lips, but seemed disinclined to light it. ‘Very delicate handling.’ Then he removed the cigarette and turned to look at me. ‘She’s invited me down to their house in Surrey next week. To stay for a few days.’

‘Sounds promising.’

‘The invitation’s extended to you as well.’

‘That’s kind of her.’

‘Yes. But then she is. Very. The snag is … Well, we want this to go smoothly, don’t we? And … that being the case …’

‘Spit it out, Max, for God’s sake.’

‘I don’t want you there.’

‘What?’

‘I want you to decline the invitation.’

‘Why?’

‘Because …’ He put the cigarette back in his mouth and began patting his pockets in search of a lighter. Exasperated, I offered him mine. He accepted with a flickering smile of embarrassment and inhaled the smoke gratefully. ‘You’d feel the same in my position, Guy.’

‘Would I?’

‘You know you would.’

He was right, but I was not about to admit it. He knew, and so did I, that I would not be content to play gooseberry during a long week-end in the country. And, even if I were, it would only set back our cause. Yet I could not rid my mind of the memory of Diana as I had seen her that morning. Not promenading, of course, but bathing. ‘I’ll decline,’ I said with a grudging nod. ‘As politely as I can.’

‘Thanks, old man.’

‘What about Faraday? Will he be there?’

‘I hope not. With any luck, we’ll soon have seen the last of Mr Faraday. I met him over breakfast this morning and he said he’d be leaving on the tender at Plymouth in order to catch a fast train to London. Important business to attend to, apparently.’

‘But whose business? He seems uncommonly interested in ours.’

‘Don’t worry about him. He’s no threat. In fact, don’t worry about anything.’ He was suddenly cheerful now I had agreed to give him a clear run, optimistic to a degree I only wished I could share. ‘I didn’t want to scuttle back to England, Guy. You know that. But now … Well, I think it may have been the best move we ever made.’

Faraday did leave at Plymouth. I watched him go, unsure whether to be pleased we were rid of him or perturbed by the urgency of his departure. Then, summoning a brave face, I lunched with Max and Diana and explained why my own ‘important business’ meant I could not join them in Surrey. Vita was still feeling queasy and, to aid her recovery, Diana had persuaded her to stay in Southampton that night, at the South Western Hotel adjoining the docks. Max, it briskly transpired, had volunteered to stay with them. I, needless to say, could not spare the time for such dallying.

Which was ironic, in view of the fact that absolutely nothing awaited me in London except an empty flat near Berkeley Square. It belonged to Max’s father, but was now seldom used by him. For a pair of returning exiles, it offered an adequate bolt-hole and Max had cabled ahead to say we would make use of it. I had not anticipated arriving there as now I would: alone.

We reached Southampton late in the afternoon. Viewing our stately progress up the Solent from the aft rail, I could not keep at bay the melancholy thoughts of many a traveller concerning the certainties he has left behind and the uncertainties he has yet to confront. Until 1922, this orderly land of jetties and fields had been my home. But 1922 was a long time ago. I had visited it only twice since then, most recently for my mother’s funeral, which fog in mid-Atlantic had caused me to arrive twelve hours too late for. I could hardly claim to know it any more, but I supposed it would admit to knowing me.

And so to the gloomy chaos of disembarkation. The pampered ease of a first-class cabin was exchanged for the weary discomfort of the passport queue and the customs shed. Eventually, we reached the waiting boat-train. There, on the crowded platform, as porters scurried back and forth with huge numbers of trunks and portmanteaux, I said goodbye to Max, whose eagerness for me to be gone was transparent, and to Diana, who at any rate pretended she was sorry I could not remain. As for Vita, whom dry land was already reviving, the news that I would not be joining them in Surrey seemed genuinely to disappoint her. Affecting a different kind of regret from the one I actually felt, I took my leave of them all and, as the train moved out, headed straight for the restaurant car.

Only to find myself sharing a table with a bibulous prophet of doom called Millington, whose acquaintance I had mercifully not made aboard ship. As soon as he heard how long I had been out of England, he launched himself on a colourful recital of the nation’s woes. ‘Nearly three million unemployed. Closures and bankruptcies wherever you look. Gold flowing out of the Bank of England like blood from a severed artery. The Chancellor of the Exchequer no more able to balance the budget than he is a needle on its point. But what can you expect from a Labour government? Funk and folly’s their recipe for everything. We’ll end up like the Germans did, mark my words. Pushing barrow-loads of sovereigns down the street to buy a loaf of bread. A fine country brought to its knees by sheer bloody incompetence.’ He broke off to order another bottle of champagne, then glanced out of the window at the passing scene. ‘All I can foresee is total unmitigated catastrophe.’

We were passing through Winchester at the time and all I could see, in my mind’s eye, was the thirteen-year-old boy I had once been arriving for his first day at College, which was also the first day I met Max Wingate. There, on the station platform that was now but a fleeting blur, we had stepped down, overloaded with luggage and home-sickness, hot and nervous in the September sun. And, on discovering we were both scholars, had inaugurated our friendship with a solemn handshake. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ Max had said. And I had said the same.

‘If I were you,’ Millington remarked, leaning towards me across the table, ‘I should clear straight off back to America. There’s nothing here for an enterprising chap like you.’

I smiled and said nothing, but silently agreed.

The flat in Hay Hill was small but comfortable, attended to by the redoubtable Mrs Dodd, who ran a tobacconist’s shop with her husband in Oxford Street. From them I obtained the key, settled in as best I could and awaited Max’s arrival. In the event, the whole of a desolate week-end had passed before he put in an appearance, having telephoned me on Saturday from Southampton to say he was popping up to Gloucestershire first to see his parents. When he burst through the door on Sunday night with a merry laugh and a spring in his step, the contrast with my own mood was all too apparent.

‘Down in the dumps, old man?’

‘Somewhat.’

‘Well, why not look up your folks while I prosecute our ambitions in Surrey?’ He rubbed his hands in glee at the prospect before him. ‘You’ve nothing else to do, have you?’

‘Because,’ I replied with heavy emphasis, ‘my family don’t know I’m in England, a state of affairs I’m very happy with, and because, as a matter of fact, I have plenty to do – once this rotten week-end’s out of the way.’

‘No need to get shirty about it. Do as you please.’

‘Thanks. I believe I will.’

Max set off for Surrey on Tuesday, bright-eyed and confident. I wished him luck, though no more sincerely than I wished it for myself. Millington’s analysis of England in the summer of 1931 seemed only too accurate to me as I wandered London’s streets in weather more suited to February than July, read gloom-laden newspaper articles about the state of the economy and generally did my best to work up a fine sense of self-pity.

Tea with the Atkinson-Whites in Windsor on the afternoon of Max’s departure supplied some welcome solace. Cheered by their willingness to follow my financial advice, I arranged to have lunch the following day with ‘Trojan’ Doyle. He had been a year below me at Winchester and was still making, as he had been in 1922, a comfortable living out of managing other people’s money. Negotiating a share of the commission he would charge the Atkinson-Whites was unlikely to make me rich, but would at least keep me busy until Max brought home the bacon. Besides, Trojan – who had earned his sobriquet by continually mispronouncing the name of the Latin poet Horace – kept his ear to the ground in City circles. I wanted to know what he could tell me about Charnwood Investments. So, as soon as we had reached agreement where the Atkinson-Whites were concerned, I changed the subject.

‘Charnwood Investments, Trojan. Ever had occasion to give it the once-over?’

‘Can’t say I have. Fabian Charnwood plays his cards close to his chest. Always has.’

‘But doing well?’

‘Better than most.’ Trojan’s eyebrows, which had developed into a pair of tangled hedges over the years, bunched together in a frown. ‘What’s your interest?’

‘I might – just might – do some business with him, that’s all.’

‘I wouldn’t if I were you. A slippery customer.’

‘More slippery than you?’

He grinned. ‘A sea-serpent to my eel. Simply no comparison. His father was in munitions before the war.’ I let the slight inaccuracy pass, calculating that the more ignorant he thought me, the more informative he might be. ‘Charnwood started with the firm as a salesman, flogging howitzers to Balkan hotheads. Ended up on the board. Became chairman when his father died. Then, within a year, he sold up. Lock, stock and barrel.’ He laughed at the aptness of the phrase. ‘That must be nearly twenty-five years ago. Since then, he’s contented himself with investing in all manner of enterprises, here and overseas. Armaments, of course, but also shipbuilding, aircraft production, banking, gold mines, telephones, newspapers. He chooses well – and profitably. And he takes risks. He’s said to be active in all the currency and futures markets. Well, they’re no place for the faint-hearted. Never have been. But he goes from strength to strength. His judgement can’t be faulted.’

‘But something else can?’

‘Did I say so?’

‘No. But your expression implied it.’

He shrugged. ‘I told you he plays his cards close to his chest. Well, that’s the point. Altogether too close. Too mysterious. And mystery is worrying. Some find it fascinating, I suppose. Plenty of people – big companies, not just individuals – have backed Charnwood’s investments. And they’ve done well out of them. But he’s too unfathomable for my taste. And for yours, I should guess. Which reminds me … Didn’t I hear you and Max Wingate were in business in America with Richard Babcock, the banker’s son?’

‘Did you?’

‘Yes. And now I read he and his father, Hiram Babcock – the chairman, or should I say ex-chairman, of the Housatonic Bank – have been arrested for fraud, embezzlement and God knows what else. You must have still been in New York when that happened. What can you tell me about it?’

‘Nothing.’ I summoned my most disingenuous smile. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘Come off it.’

‘It’s true. The Babcock affair is a closed book to me.’ And so it was, along with a great many other affairs I preferred to forget. But Fabian Charnwood was different. He was a closed book only because he had not yet been opened.

Doyle’s parting remark after lunch was a recommendation to back Poor Lad in the Stewards’ Cup at Goodwood that afternoon. Naturally, I did nothing about it, only to learn from the evening paper that the wretched horse had romped home at nine to one. I hoped Max was having better luck in Surrey – or making more of whatever came his way – and a telephone call from him the following evening suggested he was.

‘I’m in a call-box near the house, old man. Ostensibly taking a stroll before dinner. Actually, I thought you’d like to know the state of play.’

‘I would. Very much.’

‘Everything’s going famously. Diana and I seem to be made for each other. Likes, dislikes, sense of humour, approach to life – we see eye to eye on everything. I was afraid it might be different on her home ground, but I needn’t have worried. She’s a lovely girl, she really is. I wish I’d met her years ago.’

‘Sounds like you might be popping the question any day.’

‘I might at that. But don’t rush me.’

‘What about her father? Have you met him yet?’

‘We dine with him nightly. Seems a perfect gent. I think he’s taken a shine to me.’

‘Really?’

‘It’s not so strange. I am a charming fellow, after all. And at the moment I can do no wrong. Diana’s been showing me round the neighbourhood in her sports car and you could wish for no more fetching chauffeuse, believe you me. We took Vita to Goodwood yesterday and had a couple of big wins.’

‘Including Poor Lad in the Stewards’ Cup?’

‘Yes. Did you back it too?’

Before I could reply, the pips intervened.

‘I’ll be staying until after the week-end,’ Max bellowed in their wake. ‘See you on Tuesday.’

‘Good luck,’ I managed to respond through gritted teeth. There was every reason to be exultant at how well he was doing, but such is human nature that I could not help resenting it. After he had rung off, there really seemed to be nothing for it but to become horribly drunk. And to dream of Diana Charnwood riding naked on horseback.

I was roused on Friday morning, head splitting, by a hammering at the door. Blundering down, I found a uniformed messenger standing outside. No sooner had I confirmed my identity than he thrust a letter into my hand and bustled off. I tore the envelope open and found myself squinting in puzzlement at a wholly unexpected invitation, written on the headed notepaper of Charnwood Investments, Cornhill, London EC2.

31st July 1931

Dear Mr Horton,

I should esteem it a favour if you would join me for luncheon at the Ambassador Club, 26 Conduit Street, this afternoon at one o’clock.

Yours truly,

Fabian Charnwood.

After throwing on some clothes and forcing down a cup of strong black coffee, I re-read the letter, but was none the wiser about Charnwood’s intentions. What he wanted with me as opposed to Max I could not imagine, but fortunately I did not have long to wait in order to find out.

The Ambassador Club had not existed in 1922, so far as I could recall. From what circles it drew its membership I did not know. The Gresham was synonymous with banking and the St James’ with diplomacy. I might not have felt at home in either of them, but at least I would have understood why Fabian Charnwood should. Perhaps that was why he had chosen to meet me instead in the mirror-walled dining-room of the Ambassador, where Doric columns, multifarious reflections and roseate light from a tinted glass roof created a thoroughly bemusing environment.

In that sense it was also highly appropriate, since Fabian Charnwood was a thoroughly bemusing man. The frock-coat, wing-collar, carnation button-hole and stiff-backed bearing all confirmed Max’s description of him as ‘a perfect gent’, but he was far from being the stout red-faced sexagenarian I had expected. There was something almost athletic in his build. His hair, though white, was as plentiful as mine, his features regular and singularly unlined, his gaze uncomfortably direct. He spoke quietly but firmly, as if used to being obeyed without question and came to the point as soon as we had settled ourselves at a corner table and ordered our meals, with which, I noticed, he specified wine for me and Malvern water for himself.

‘I’m obliged to you for coming at such short notice, Mr Horton. I wish to discuss the blossoming romance between my daughter Diana and your friend, Max Wingate.’

‘What can we possibly discuss on that score, Mr Charnwood?’

‘We can discuss how it’s to be brought to an end.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Mr Wingate has been a guest in my house for the past three days. I have been left in no doubt as to how matters stand between him and Diana. She has told me she loves him. I think it only a question of time before he proclaims his love for her and asks me for her hand in marriage. Don’t you?’

‘Well … I … I’m pleased for Max if …’

‘Spare me your pleasure, Mr Horton. There’s none to be felt by a father whose daughter is entangled with such a man.’

‘Damn it,’ I said, simulating outrage on my friend’s behalf, ‘if that’s the way—’

‘Spare me your play-acting too. It really isn’t necessary. I know exactly what you’re up to. Both of you. You are a pair of unprincipled adventurers who understand the value of nothing except money.’ A silence fell while his mineral water and my aperitif arrived, but his eyes never left me. When the waiter had retreated, he said: ‘Happily, I have no difficulty with people such as you. We agree a price and we have done with it.’

‘Your frankness, Mr Charnwood … er …’ I struggled to frame a response, disarmed by the blatancy of his approach. ‘It takes me somewhat aback.’

‘My frankness is the product of my knowledge. That is naturally not confined to what Mr Wingate has told Diana about himself, which is true as far as it goes but goes hardly anywhere. You were contemporaries at Winchester, I believe, and served together during the war in the King’s Royal Rifle Corps. In 1919, Mr Wingate went up to Oxford, while you took up a junior position with the firm for which your father worked: the Goddess Foundation Garment Company in Letchworth. Mr Wingate described you as “a corsetry clerk”, unflattering but presumably accurate.’

‘Very amusing,’ I said levelly.

‘Your friend’s joke, Mr Horton, not mine. Besides, you cannot help coming from a poorer background than him. I do not blame you for that. I do not even blame you for throwing it all up two years later to join Mr Wingate in business. He has told my daughter he left Oxford of his own accord, but you and I know he was actually sent down for acting as an agent for an illegal lottery. A humble start to a career of fraud and trickery, in which you have been his loyal partner.’

‘Who dug this rubbish up for you?’ I countered. ‘Faraday?’

He frowned at me. ‘Who is Faraday?’

‘Your spy on the Empress of Britain.’

‘I do not employ spies, on land or sea. My information has been given to me by a fellow-member of this club whose name will be familiar to you: Sir Antony Toogood.’

‘Toogood? I’m not sure I …’

‘You met him at Le Touquet in 1924, when his daughter was the object of your attentions just as mine is now the object of Mr Wingate’s.’ He smiled. ‘Perhaps you think it unfortunate that I should be acquainted with
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