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ONE

‘Just shut up! I’m chucking you out of the window if you make another sound.’ As Mary Kersey turned through a pair of wide stone gates, the mobile on the seat beside her rang again.

She swung her Land Rover over on to the verge and stamped on the brake pedal, scoring muddy tyre marks through the neat turf edging the long, twisting drive to her daughter’s school. A blackbird, chattering in alarm, took off from almost under the wheels. Mary switched off the engine and glanced at her watch. Ten minutes until she was due to see the headmistress. Just time to sort out whatever drama had erupted back in the office.

‘Welcome to your mobile messaging service. Please enter your PIN number followed by the hash key. You have twen-ty-se-ven new messages. To listen to your messages, press one.’

‘Damn! I really haven’t got time for this.’ She ended the call and dialled her office number.

‘Hi, Mary, what’s up?’

‘Bella, help! My mobile’s got a ton of messages on it and I absolutely haven’t got time to go through them. D’you know what’s going on?’

‘I’m so sorry you’ve been disturbed. You just won’t turn that mobile off, will you? But if you really want to know, I’ve got the list of your calls here. I must say, the phone’s been ringing itself off the hook. Hang on a second.’

There was a long pause. Mary caught herself chewing her knuckles in agitation as she waited for Bella to come back to her.

‘Still there?’

‘Still here, but in a bit of a screaming hurry.’

‘I’ll talk fast then.’ Bella laughed cheerfully. ‘Let’s see, the London Business School want you to speak at their Top Women conference in September – no, that can wait. Here’s another, I don’t know if this one’s urgent or not. Your block of flats rang about that water leak you’ve had in your ceiling. Your own insurance has to pay, apparently. Oh, and here’s some good news. You know that card company with an unpronounceable name that you were pitching to in Sweden last week? They called to say Lock Chase has won the business. They want to talk to you about arrangements but I’m sure that can wait till tomorrow.’

‘Listen, Bella, I’ve only got time to deal with anything if it’s seriously urgent.’ Mary often wished that her PA was a bit quicker on the uptake, but she’d never dream of telling her so. She depended on Bella to keep her office life in order. And besides, Bella would always watch her back for her.

Mary had seen this only a few days ago when she’d dashed into the Ladies for a quick pee and had been unable to miss overhearing two of the Lock Chase assistants who had sauntered in shortly afterwards for a gossip in front of the mirror.

From her embarrassing perch, Mary recognized one of the voices as belonging to an assistant whom she’d caught helping herself to the contents of the office stationery cupboard and who clearly resented being told off for it. ‘Bossy cow’ had been one of the less offensive things she heard about herself. ‘None of her business, was it? Nag, nag, nag. Taking a pencil that doesn’t belong to me isn’t exactly the Great Train Robbery, is it?’

There was the audible click of a lipstick top being removed before her companion replied, ‘That Mary Kersey and her bloody ethics. Gave me a right bollocking when she heard I’d taken an extra forty minutes on my lunch break the other day while my boss was out. She said it was like stealing from the company.’

Then came the sound of a door opening and ‘Oh, hi Bella’ came clearly through her cubicle door. ‘We were just talking about your Mary and her flipping morals.’

‘And what’s wrong with having morals?’ Mary felt a flash of gratitude for her assistant’s immediate response. ‘She’s always ready to help anyone out, as you both know perfectly well.’

‘Keep your hair on. I didn’t say she was bad, I meant she was a goody-goody.’

‘That’s rubbish. She’s a lovely person and lots of fun!’ Hearing this, Mary wanted to rush out and give Bella a hug. ‘And anyway, she only sticks by the same way of working as the whole company does. If you don’t like being in a place with morals, you shouldn’t stay at Lock Chase.’

‘Oh, don’t be such a prig, you know why I stay.’ There was a giggle. ‘I’m hanging around in case Urban needs a new assistant.’

There was a general murmur of understanding. ‘Mmmm. Heaven, isn’t he?’

Desperate to get back to her office, Mary had then been forced to listen to a eulogy about Urban Palewski’s hawkish good looks, his marriageability and his earning power as Managing Partner of Lock Chase’s London office. It was a good five minutes before she heard the final snap of a powder compact and then at last the door sighed shut. Good old Bella. Rushing out a couple of minutes later, Mary vowed never be annoyed again by Bella’s tendency to focus on detail rather than speed.

That vow was sorely tested as she sat in her car, willing Bella to run through her messages a bit faster.

‘Matt from Accounts rang to say your December expenses still aren’t in. I’ve got them here. You just need to sign them.’

‘Anything really urgent?’ Mary controlled her impatience with some difficulty.

‘There’s one call you’ll definitely need to make today. The new head of Cirrus Bank wants to talk to you. I’ve sent a diary note about it.’ There was a pause. ‘Mary, you have checked your calendar, haven’t you?’

Scrabbling guiltily in her briefcase, Mary pulled out her personal organizer. Sure enough, there was the message about Cirrus. ‘You’re a duck, Bella, thanks.’

From a corner of her organizer, the digital time blinked at her. Only five minutes till her appointment, and it would take at least four of them to get down the drive. No point in trying to ring the client now. She’d need to keep the meeting with Grace’s headmistress short and get on the phone straight afterwards. There was never enough time.

Starting the engine in a hurry, Mary took her foot off the clutch too fast for the old car, which bounded off down the drive in a series of staccato leaps. Round the next bend, she passed the school groundsman raking up fallen leaves and hoped he wouldn’t guess who it was who had gouged tracks through one of his perfect verges. Guiltily, she slowed down to the school’s mandatory fifteen miles per hour. Her day wouldn’t be improved if she flattened a bunch of schoolgirls loitering on the drive.

Mary wound down the window to let the cold, fresh air into the car and forced herself to calm down. It was a perfect winter’s day. She noticed for the first time how blue the sky was, that milky sapphire only seen near the sea. Even at Trister, scarcely ten miles inland, they never got skies like this, while in London the sky never seemed to be any colour at all. How lovely it was here, and so peaceful. How could her daughter not be happy?

She and Guy had agonized over the right school for their only child. One of the big London day schools was an option. They could have kept on the nanny and Grace could simply have gone on staying with Mary in the London flat during the week, coming down to Trister at the weekends. But Grace was eleven, still a child. Girls grew up too fast in cities.

Grace herself had been enthusiastic about St Blaise’s, but that was before she had started boarding, before she’d been hit by a terrible homesickness. This was her second term and it wasn’t getting any better. The last week of the Christmas holidays had been almost insupportable, as were her letters. At first they’d been tear-blotched litanies of misery. More recently, Grace just wrote, ‘Mummy, Mummy, Mummy,’ which was even worse.

Mary was at her wits’ end. The only answer seemed to be for Grace to go to St Blaise’s as a day-girl, but her long hours working in London made a daily commute from Suffolk quite impossible. Guy, deep in Cambridge academic life, wouldn’t be much of a help either.

Mary had finally accepted that she was going to have to do something when she received a letter from Grace’s headmistress:

Dear Mrs Kersey

I am sorry to have to trouble you again about Grace. She is working hard and is a good little Catholic, of whom we are all very fond. I fear, however, that she continues to be far from happy. When you and I last discussed the matter, we agreed that it would take her a little time to settle in, but that she should ultimately be a happy boarder.

I am no longer convinced that this is going to be the case and suggest that we meet to discuss Grace’s future. I do appreciate that you are a busy woman but I am sure that your daughter’s happiness and security will weigh strongly with you. Perhaps you could arrange to see me here during the course of next week?

Yours in Christ,

M. Ligouri

Mary pulled up in front of the stolid grey Victoriana of St Blaise’s Convent School. She flipped her mobile on to Silent and was just reaching to turn off her personal organizer when she saw its red light flashing with a new message.

Reminder: Partner meeting moved to 7.00 pm tonight. Imperative whole Partner group attends. Urban.

Damn, she’d forgotten to change the date. That was the trouble with this electronic diary system. Lock Chase insisted on it, as it made global time management simple, but Mary loathed it and was always forgetting to click on the updates. Paper diaries were so much easier.

She had planned to stop off at Trister for a couple of hours once she’d seen Grace’s headmistress. Now she would have to drive straight to Ipswich station and go back to London for the Partner meeting. Climbing from the car, Mary tugged down the woollen jacket of her fawn suit, rather too tight across the stomach, and hurried across to the school’s main entrance. The big double doors swung open before she had a chance to ring the bell.

‘Ah, Mrs Kersey, now isn’t it wonderful to see you! An honour, indeed. Do come in. And won’t you be careful of the step? Sister Ligouri is waiting to see you right this very minute. I’ll be bringing the tea in straight away. I’ve Earl Grey for you, Mrs Kersey. And biscuits. If you’ll just be so very good as to follow me.’

The school secretary always met Mary with this mixture of unctuousness and awe. Word had got out that she was a direct descendant of the Earls of Ivybridge on her mother’s side. Not only were they one of England’s leading Catholic families, but there was a real saint in their ancestry, one of the Blessed Martyrs, hanged, drawn and quartered. A particularly nasty evisceration, or so Mary had always been told.

Sister Ligouri came straight to the point. ‘Grace is very happy here as a pupil, Mrs Kersey, but extremely unhappy as a boarder. If we allow this to continue, her academic work and her health will suffer.’ She paused to let the words sink in. ‘I suggest that Grace comes as a day-girl from next term and we’ll see how she settles down.’

Mary found herself gabbling, ‘Oh! But that would be so difficult. My husband’s in Cambridge all week and I’m in London. I work ridiculously long hours.’ She stopped, ashamed to be caught making excuses. ‘But of course you’re right, Sister. We’ll just have to thrash out a way to make it work.’ She smiled at the headmistress. ‘I’ve got to rush back to London now, but I’ll talk to my husband as soon as I can. May I let you know by the end of next week?’

Outside Sister Ligouri’s office Mary found Grace sitting in the panelled window seat usually occupied by miscreants waiting for a ticking-off. Her body was almost hidden by the shapeless green jersey and long kilt which the school thought a suitably warm and sexless uniform for pubescent girls.

‘Gracie, how nice! I thought you’d be in lessons.’

Her daughter flew across the narrow corridor. ‘I’m so sorry to be a trouble. What did Gory say?’ Grace’s grey eyes stared up anxiously, and as she hugged her, Mary was shocked by how thin her daughter had got.

‘Sister Ligouri and I had a nice chat and we’ve agreed we’ll see how things are at the end of this term. You think you can manage till then?’

‘Oh yes, I’m sure I can.’ Grace forced a smile but Mary could see her eyes filling with tears.

‘Gracie, darling one. Please try not to cry.’ Catching sight of a clock, she felt her throat tighten. She’d never make the Partner meeting at this rate. ‘I don’t want to but I simply must go now. Don’t forget next weekend’s an exeat, so Daddy or I’ll be here on Friday to take you to Trister.’

Grace clutched at her hand. ‘Oh Mummy, please don’t go yet. Just come and see the dorm. My cubie’s got more pony posters than anyone else’s.’

‘Oh, I’d love to. I’d much, much rather stay here with you, but I’ve got such a lot of work to get through.’

Grace was gripping Mary’s hand amazingly hard for someone so frail-looking. ‘OK, Mummy,’ she gulped. ‘I’m sorry, I know you’re really busy. But couldn’t you stay for a few minutes more?’ Mary felt near to tears herself as Grace looked imploringly up at her. ‘Please?’

‘Honestly darling, I think the longer I stay the worse it will be for both of us.’ Mary waved at two smiling girls coming down the corridor towards them. ‘Look, here are Cordelia and Alicia to look after you.’

Cordelia put her arms around Grace.

‘Poor Gracie, don’t be sad.’

‘Everyone gets homesick, Mrs Kersey,’ said Alicia earnestly. ‘I was so homesick I was really and actually sick. I had to go to the San. But I’m better now.’

‘It’s jam puffs for tea, Gracie, Mrs Jones just told us.’

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Kersey, we’ll look after her.’

After a few minutes of this, Mary was relieved to see Grace looking a bit more cheerful. ‘I’ll just go and see Mummy off then. Meet you in the Ref.’

With her arm round Grace and trying to chat about ordinary things, Mary went out to her car. Although she felt wretchedly guilty at abandoning her child, common sense told her that it was the right thing to do. Giving her a firm but final hug, Mary climbed into the Land Rover and after a last wave, drove off straight away, in the hope that Grace would settle down quicker if she didn’t hang around.

The school was soon hidden as the drive twisted between dark banks of rhododendron. Mary was thinking abstractedly how ominous they looked when a movement in her rear-view mirror caught her eye. Grace was running at full tilt after the car. As she neared a bend in the drive, another glance showed the child tripping on her long kilt and falling to her knees.

Beside her, her mobile phone sang unheeded. At the first possible turning space she swung the car round and drove back to stop beside Grace. She scrambled out and knelt down beside her sobbing daughter, not caring at all if she stained the light fawn wool of her suit. Her arms reached out for Grace, who clung to her, eyes and nose streaming, collar-bones sticking out.

‘It’s all right, Gracie.’

‘No, Mummy, it isn’t.’ The voice rose to a wail. ‘I’m sorry, but I miss you so much I can’t bear it.’

Mary was suddenly and completely certain about what she should do.

‘Grace, look at me! I’m the one who’s sorry. I love you more than the whole world and I’ve made you miserable. I’ll never do it again, I promise. You’re coming home to Trister with me now and you’ll never be a boarder again. I love you, Gracie, more than anything. Stop crying now. It’s all right. I’m taking you home.’

Mary half carried her daughter to the car, feeling Grace’s breath coming in jerky shudders as she started to calm down.

‘I’ll just pop back into school to let them know what’s happening.’

‘But what about my things, Mummy, and my homework? Won’t they be cross with me?’ Grace’s voice started to rise again.

‘I’ll make sure they don’t care if you miss a bit of homework. And there’s everything else you need at home, though you might have to share my toothbrush for the night if you don’t mind my spit? Stop worrying. It’ll be all right, Grace.’ Mary stroked her child’s hair and repeated under her breath, ‘It will all be all right.’


TWO

Ivan Straw ground out a cigarette on his glass reproduction of the Virgin and Child and paced up and down the grey carpet of his office. Thank Christ he was on his own. He could move about when he wanted to, with no one to raise an eyebrow when one of his hyperactive moods came on. Wolkenbank had finally got the message that he preferred to work solo. Human Resources hadn’t tried to saddle him with another bag-carrier since he’d managed to get rid of that woman.

He’d been quite pleased with Cherry at first. She was quite sexy if you went for that spiky dyke look in a woman. And she had rarity value, since virtually no girls got into the aggressively deal-driven Mergers and Acquisitions department. Normally they were put in the softer areas like Corporate Banking, where their job was primarily oiling up to clients. Or they went into Syndicated Loans and sucked up to other bankers, but it came down to the same thing. Girls were good at toadying but they were useless at closing deals. Mergers and Acquisitions was too tough for them.

In M & A you were hustling all the time, looking for clients who might want to buy a company, pushing to get their business, shafting any other banks that tried to elbow their way in. Then you watched everyone getting legless when the deal completed before setting straight out to find the next one.

Cherry hadn’t been able to get her cropped head round the fact that M & A was just about doing deals. She had some idiot idea that Wolkenbank should be adding value to its clients and she’d simply lost it over that mega estate agency merger. He’d put ten million into last year’s bonus pool with that deal, though she’d nearly managed to fuck it up.

‘But Ivan,’ she’d whined at him, ‘I studied this sector during my MBA. Estate agency’s just a series of local businesses. There simply aren’t any merger synergies and I don’t believe the numbers. If our client goes ahead with this deal it’ll destroy massive amounts of value and I really think we should tell them.’

‘I don’t care if both companies go bust five minutes after the deal’s closed,’ he had hissed at her. ‘My bonus gets paid if the deal gets done, so the deal gets done. Period.’

He’d had another bust-up with her when one of the bulge bracket Yanks had tried to nick a client from him. He’d told her to see his client’s Chief Financial Officer. ‘Just have a bit of a weep,’ he’d said. ‘Say that if Wolkenbank don’t get the deal it’ll be very career-limiting for you. Flirt with the bugger. Just get me back on track and you won’t regret it.’ Cherry had refused. He couldn’t believe it. And she’d sat and sniffed disapprovingly when he’d had to make the call himself.

He’d managed to get rid of her pretty sharpish after that. She said she was leaving the City for ever, it was too amoral. Off to some do-gooding career. He pitied the poor sods she was doing good to.

Ivan perched on a corner of his desk and gazed thoughtfully out of the window at the murky rain dripping down on the City of London. Shame he’d never managed to get a leg over Cherry. His mind wandered to a brief fantasy about what he’d have done once he had tugged down those black tights of hers, but it didn’t stay there for long. His thoughts reverted to how he could get his earnings up high enough this year.

The phone rang and he reached behind his back to pick it up.

‘Your wife for you, Ivan.’

‘Thanks, doll. Put her through.’

‘Oh, hi babes,’ Francesca purred. ‘It’s the builders. They need to know what kind of lights you want in your shooting range.’

He felt a rush of pleasure. Not only did he have a gorgeous wife and a six-million-quid house in Kensington, but soon he’d have his own shooting gallery in the basement. He was pretty good with a gun now, but with regular practice he’d be fantastic. And he’d be ready for any little shit who came thieving. He’d fire first and ask questions later.

‘And we have to buy the mews at the end of the garden,’ Francesca’s honeyed voice sighed into his ear. ‘Daddy says house prices are never going to stop rising and it’d be a cast-iron investment.’

‘Two million for a tiny cottage is ridiculous.’

‘Oh babes, why not?’ She sounded so disappointed, he could hardly bear it. ‘You earn a fortune. Your bonus is massive.’

This had him up and pacing again, stretching the cord of his desk phone as far as it would reach. ‘Massive? My bonus is pitiful. A million quid, two million quid in a good year, how far d’you think that goes? For starters there’s Julie’s alimony. Three hundred grand and school fees for the boys on top.’

‘Poor thing.’ Francesca’s voice took on a softly sympathetic tone. ‘So sad you loathed her.’

Ivan had never let on, but actually he’d been fond of Julie. She’d been a real brick through those dreadful early years when all the old-style merchant bankers had looked down their noses at him, wincing when he used the wrong knife and fork at client lunches, raising an incredulous eyebrow when his pronunciation let him down. Forehead, forrid. Hotel, ’otel. Valet, vallit. Who the fuck cared? And yet the snotty accents, the nonchalance of their frayed shirt-collars and those old public school jokes had created a gulf that no boy from a Swindon comprehensive could ever hope to cross.

Ivan had hated their idleness, too. While he worked until eight every night, they would casually leave the office at two on a Friday afternoon, drawling, ‘Sorry old fellow, have to get to Gloucestershire in time for drinks. Staying with the St Clair-Gaskells. Know them by any chance?’ Of course Ivan never knew any St Clair-Gaskells. The question was asked only to reinforce the chasm of class that yawned between them.

Then, quite suddenly, he had been liberated. The old merchant bank was taken over and its hierarchy had felt the boot up their overbred bums. And as the big bastards from Wolkenbank came in and shook the place up, Ivan had felt at home at last. The Wolkenbank culture was not a nurturing one, it was sink or swim. He was a good swimmer.

But while his star had waxed at Wolkenbank, so Julie had also waxed after the birth of their second son. She’d had to go. The newly successful Ivan Straw needed a glamorous wife to entertain his growing client list, not some plump frump. Francesca had come along at exactly the right time, though he’d learnt fast that young wives needed a lot of money if you were to live up to their and their Daddy’s expectations.

‘Are you still there, babes?’ Any minute she’d start on about a swimming-pool at their place in the hills above Grasse. Christ. Refurbing the house, buying the mews, digging a pool, he’d need to trouser something a lot longer than a two-million-pound bonus to pay for that lot.

‘Got to go. Talk about it later.’ As he put the phone down, he noticed the fine tremor in his hand. Those bastard pills. They kept him on an even keel emotionally but he hated the side effects. Perhaps if he didn’t have to worry so much about money his symptoms would improve.

Money. Wolkenbank would never pay more than a few million. Piss in the wind. His eyes flickered across to the rain-swept view from his window. Serious money was what he needed, and at the party last night he’d glimpsed how he might get it.

Ivan had been thrilled when he’d got the invitation. Jules Dix was a successful player in the hedge fund world. The whisper on the street was that he’d been bought out by one of the Russian billionaire boys, but this evidently hadn’t stopped him throwing his annual party, his thank-you to those who had co-operated with him in one profitable way or another over the past twelve months. Modest wine, an unostentatious venue, no big-name speaker, yet for the handful of City professionals invited, it was unmissable. Ivan had met Dix occasionally, had slipped him a few bits of inside information, but this was the first time he’d been asked to the party.

Before going in, he’d smoked a quick cigarette in Berkeley Square. Sod the drugs, a fag was the best mood stabilizer he knew. Looking towards the Mayfair side-street known as Hedge Fund Alley, he had watched Dix arriving at the unobtrusive club where the party was being held. The sight had him grinding out his cigarette in disgust. Poseur. What was the point of driving that crap little car when he could be in a Maserati? And why ever did Dix prat around in chinos and a jumper when he earned fifty million quid a year?

Once inside, he forgot to be supercilious. Moving between the club’s heavy leather sofas were some of the richest men in London. He ignored the hangers-on. Bankers, accountants, the odd spook who’d retired into the twilight world of corporate investigations. Ivan wasn’t interested in men on the take. He wanted men on the give.

He was watching a muscle-bound, black-clad man standing below an over-lit Stubbs and wondering whom he was protecting when suddenly the minder moved aside to reveal the much shorter man behind him. Ivan felt his heart thump with excitement. So that was Dix’s new Russian investor! He was across the room like an eel and within moments was looking down into the small black eyes of Platon Dyengi. The Russian’s handshake was a warm, fleshy clamp.

‘Ivan Straw, Wolkenbank.’

‘Ivaan? Vui Russki?’

‘Pure English. Swindon, I’m afraid. My mother was a romantic.’

Ivan didn’t need to ask anything about Dyengi. Everyone knew the story. Born to poverty in the Urals, he had got rich during the Gold Rush days when Russia was selling herself off to the highest bidder. He’d grabbed at the chance to rape and pillage his motherland’s assets. Flying from city to city to keep ahead of the opening markets, Dyengi had bought up shares, companies, commodities, buildings, whatever he could get his hands on. In a few brief months, he had sprinted from the poverty line into the billionaires’ enclosure; then, keeping his head well below the political barricades, he’d quietly moved everything out of Russia.

Although Dyengi was known to be obsessively secretive, Ivan had heard the gossip in the City. Once safe in Western Europe, the man had settled down to playing multiplication games with his money. Offshore funds, third world gaming, global trade finance, occasionally tarts or drugs, the Russian was said to keep his billions on the move and always working for him.

As soon as they started talking, the minder moved back in front of them to protect Dyengi and block him from view. Ivan dived in straight away, alluding to a couple of very private deals that he’d heard whispers of. The black eyes stared back unmoved.

‘So?’

‘Look,’ Ivan tried again. ‘I hear about more takeovers than all this lot put together.’ He waved a hand towards the guests in the room behind them. Lowering his voice, he went on, ‘So far, all I’ve told Dix has been chicken-feed. But if the hedge fund pays me real money I’ll put you on the track of some decent deals.’

A thin smile appeared on Dyengi’s face and hung there throughout the rest of their brief conversation.

‘You bring deal. Then we see. Ubiraisya,’ Dyengi added quietly to the man guarding him. There was a touch on Ivan’s elbow and before he knew what was happening he’d found himself ejected from the position below the Stubbs as the minder blocked him off from any further conversation with the Russian.

He left the party soon afterwards and had been thinking about it ever since. You bring deal. Then we see. Ivan was determined to bring Platon Dyengi a deal, a bloody good deal.

‘Oh shit!’ he said aloud, looking down at his hand. He’d been chewing a finger absent-mindedly and had ripped a piece of skin from the nail bed.

The pain brought him sharply back to the present. He was in his hard-fought-for corner office on the twenty-second floor of Wolkenbank’s London headquarters and he was supposed to be planning a meeting with some small-time chief executive who wanted his help with an acquisition. He felt a little smile crossing his face. Small-time didn’t need to mean unprofitable. You bring deal. Then we see. If he was going to stand a chance of a legover with the Russian, this Alan Dove and his ambitious plans might be as good a place as any to start.

His thoughts were interrupted by a call from his secretary. ‘Taxi’s here, Ivan, you’d better get going. Pneumatech’s office is miles away, over in Covent Garden.’

In the cab, Ivan flicked through the notes that one of Wolkenbank’s analysts had prepared for him.

21 January 2005

DR ALAN DOVE, CHIEF EXECUTIVE, BIOSCIENCES PNEUMATECH PLC

Studied Medicine at Southampton University, won highest academic prize two years running.

Successful career in the NHS; specialized in gastro-enterology.

By age 30 he was Senior Registrar at one of the big London teaching hospitals.

Abandoned medicine in 1990 to found Pneumatech Biosciences plc.

Ivan gazed out of the window as the taxi crawled along the Embankment. Brave decision that must have been, leaving a safe job to start a whole new career in business. Why had Dove done it? Money. Of course. What other reason could there be?

Dove took three research scientists with him when he left the National Health Service.

By 1995 they had two lung drugs on the market and turned in their first profit.

That was impressive. Five years from start-up to profit was bloody good going in the biotech industry. Those scientists must have brought some well-developed research along with them. Ivan approved of that. No point in seeing your money-spinning ideas frittered away by the NHS monolith. Much better to take all the cash for yourself.

As at 13 Jan 2005, Pneumatch’s market cap was £450 million.

Ivan skimmed down the list of figures that showed what he already knew. It was a small but profitable company. From an initial conversation with Alan Dove over the phone, what he also knew was that Pneumatech’s Chief Executive was an ambitious businessman with his eye on expansion.

F-ACE plc. Also in the biotech sector.

Specialist in skincare and cosmeceuticals.

As at 13 Jan 2005, F-ACE market cap was £400 million.

Chairman: Jock Hillyard, ex Brigade of Guards.

Dove had said he wanted to combine F-ACE with Pneumatech, that the two businesses were a brilliant fit, but that there was a problem he’d like to discuss if Ivan would come and see him. Running his eye down the numbers, Ivan couldn’t immediately see what that problem might be. The businesses were of similar size and profitability; it looked as if all that was needed was a simple merger. Ivan didn’t do simple mergers. There must be more to it than that.

‘Here we are, guv.’ The taxi-driver had pulled up outside a modern, steel-pillared building on Long Acre. ‘Have a nice day,’ he added cheerfully as Ivan got out.

One of those mother-hen types ushered him up to the Chief Executive’s office. ‘Dr Dove will be with you in a moment. Do make yourself comfortable, Mr Straw.’

Comfortable? The room was like a flipping operating theatre. Ivan had a quick scan round for clues to Dove’s personality. The walls were stark white, bare of anything except for one large frame holding an impressive number of certificates from Southampton University’s medical school. An immaculate sheet of polished marble presumably served as a desk, and there was a set of bookshelves on which were propped a photograph of a pedestrian-looking woman and some heavy-looking reference tomes. Apart from these and a few chairs, the room was clinically empty.

For some reason, Ivan had drawn a mental picture of Alan Dove as being a tall, bearded boffin, and he was momentarily taken aback when the man himself walked in. Short and broad-shouldered, he had a peculiar rolling gait which Ivan guessed must be due to the disproportionate length of his back compared to the stumpiness of his legs. The poor chap had a face like a bespectacled gargoyle. He must have found it bloody hard to pull the birds.

Casting around for a friendly subject to start with, Ivan nodded towards the photograph on the bookshelf, taking in the large nose and the brown, cow-like eyes. ‘Nice-looking woman. Your wife?’

‘Oh yes, that’s Juliana.’ Dove hardly glanced at the picture. ‘She used to be my secretary. Now can we get down to business?’

Making a mental note not to bother with small-talk in future, Ivan switched on a more serious expression. ‘So, Alan, you want to merge with F-ACE. It makes strategic sense, and combining the two firms would take you into a whole new league size-wise.’

‘And it’s only the start of my growth plans.’ As he said this, Dove’s fleshy lips broke into a grin. It was only there for a moment but it made him look boyishly excited. Small man, big ambitions. Ivan felt a sudden rush of optimism. There were fees to be made here.

‘Have you approached F-ACE yet?’

‘I met the Chairman but I didn’t get very far. One of those tall army types. He made it abundantly clear he thought that both I and my idea of a merger were a waste of time.’ Dove took off his thick glasses and began to rub them vigorously with a cloth. His face looked vulnerable without them as he peered across at Ivan. ‘Jock Hillyard, he’s called. D’you know him?’

‘Not personally, but I can guess the type. Army haircut, polished shoes and six foot of pig-headed arrogance in between.’

‘You’ve got him exactly, the conceited bastard. An agreed merger would be impossible. Even if Hillyard begged me, I couldn’t work alongside him.’ Dove hid his weak eyes behind his pebble glasses again. ‘I’m going to have to make a hostile bid for F-ACE, but I don’t see how I can afford it.’

‘I understand the problem. F-ACE’s market value’s four hundred million quid and there’d be a bid premium on top of that. You’d never be able to raise that much either in cash or Pneumatech shares.’

Dove was looking at him steadily. ‘So is there any way of doing it?’

Ivan gave a slow nod. ‘You’ve come to the right person.’


THREE

Mary plodded around the edge of the field known as Ladyleaze, about half a mile away from Trister. Head down, she was only vaguely aware of a chilly east wind blowing her hair into her eyes and the occasional struggle through patches of sticky mud where the farm tractor had turned too close in to the hedge. Time. Time was the problem. Never enough time to get everything done. She was trapped on the twin hamster-wheels of office work and domestic drudgery.

Weekends when she’d been able to read serious books or to swap ideas and silly jokes with her husband felt light years away. Recently, her conversations with her family seemed to have degenerated into endless petty demands.

‘Grace has lost her hockey boot. D’you know where it is?’

‘Can you sew in this name tag for me, Mummy?’

‘I can’t find any clean socks, Mary. And the laundry basket’s overflowing with Grace’s dirty clothes.’

She had heard her own replies becoming equally petty. ‘Just stop nagging me, can’t you? Grace is a day-girl now, remember? The school doesn’t do her washing any more. Or her ironing, or her mending for that matter.’

Stumbling over a tree-root, she stubbed a toe painfully and found herself almost in tears of self-pity. It was just all too much. She’d spent the entire day cooking for the freezer and now she should be getting ready for her only night out in ages. Instead, she was having to trek all over the farm to find Guy because he hadn’t bothered to take his mobile. It was maddening how thoughtless he could be. He’d promised to be back half an hour ago, and she couldn’t go off leaving Grace all alone in their huge house.

Still, at least her daughter was happy, and so was her father-in-law. Mary remembered how Sir John’s face had lit up on finding her sitting with Grace at the kitchen table that afternoon when she had brought her back from St Blaise’s. She’d immediately broken into a near-hysterical litany of her troubles.

‘I simply couldn’t leave Grace at school. She was unbearably miserable. Oh God, I don’t know what to do now. And there’s the Partner meeting tonight.’

As her voice tailed off, Sir John had leaned down to pat her hand. ‘Don’t worry, Mary, I’ve an easy answer to this. Didn’t want to interfere before. The thing is, boarding made a man of me. Made a man of Guy too. But we don’t want Gracie made a man of, do we? It’s quite simple. Gracie stays here with me. Bangers and mash every night, eh? Bangers and bacon for breakfast too if you like.’

Grace had been immediately enthusiastic. ‘That’s brilliant, Grandpa! Of course! Why didn’t we think of it before? You can be my nanny when Mummy and Daddy are working.’

Sir John had nodded seriously. ‘About time you learned about the countryside, too. Hardly know a tern from a tit, do you? You’re a Kersey, Grace, and a Kersey needs to know three things. His manners, his breeding and his farmland. Your manners are sound and I’ll be able to teach you the other two in the evenings after school.’

‘But won’t it be a bore for you?’ Mary had asked. ‘Having Gracie here’s going to disturb your peace and quiet.’

‘Not a bit of it.’ He had looked almost bashful. ‘As a matter of fact, the evenings can be a little solitary with you away in London and Guy in Cambridge.’

Solitary? The word had shocked her. It had never occurred to her that her father-in-law’s weekday evenings at Trister might feel lonely. ‘Well, if you’re absolutely sure,’ she’d said quickly, ‘it might just be the perfect answer.’ Mary remembered that she’d felt a rush of optimism. If Sir John looked after Grace in the evenings, he wouldn’t be alone and her daughter could give up boarding entirely.

‘All settled then, eh, Gracie?’

And so it had been settled, and the arrangement had worked out well. Everyone was happy. Everyone, that was, except her.

If only Guy would help more. Morosely, Mary pushed a dead branch out of the way, ignoring the soft tick-tick-tick of a wren disturbed by the noise. Whenever she thought of asking her husband to take on one of the myriad jobs that needed doing at Trister, he never seemed to be around. He was always just on his way out to give a lecture, or rushing off to research some ancient Greek poet in the Cambridge University library. It wasn’t as if being a Fellow of Pentecost College was exactly a high-earning job. She brought in ten times more than he did. Her shoulders sagged as another wave of self-pity washed over her.

As she was trudging on around the field, a cock pheasant erupted at her feet in an artillery barrage of offended squawks, making her leap in surprise. She stopped to watch its whirring flight away across the farmland that undulated towards the horizon, punctuated at intervals by the spires of village churches standing out dark against a flaming sunset. Calmed by the homely beauty of the Suffolk landscape, she found herself noticing the hedgerow beside her, where grey puffballs of last year’s Old Man’s Beard were jewelled with scarlet hawthorn berries, dusty blue sloes and the dark purple of a few wizened blackberries. Peeping out from below the hedge she caught a glimpse of primrose yellow. The promise of spring.

Surprised by a sudden joy, Mary started walking again, briskly this time, pulling the sharp scents of the evening field deep into her lungs. Of course she could make things work. She just needed a bit more planning and some self-discipline. That was all.

It wasn’t long before she heard the sound of men’s voices floating through the twilight. They were shouting and joking like schoolboys.

‘Would you mind peeing in that hole and not down my boots?’

‘Sorry, my aim’s gone. I used to be able to drown a flying wasp.’

‘Smells like the bogs at Bertie’s, but will it work?’

‘Course it will.’ Mary recognized Sir John’s voice. ‘Badgers always leave. I would too, lot of men pissing on my head.’

‘Funny thing, urine,’ she heard her husband cut in conversationally. ‘Animals make it a language of their own. Now the hare, for example, uses a technique called “retromicturation”.’

‘Silly ass my son is. What he means is that hares piddle backwards. Reads too many books, that’s Guy’s problem.’

Rounding a corner of the hedge she saw them, her husband, her father-in-law and four of their neighbours, all crowded together and urinating vigorously into the entrances to a badger sett.

‘Cave muscas!’ Guy was the first to spot her.

‘Oh, very droll,’ Mary said. ‘And I do realize that a musca is a fly, in case you were wondering,’ she added, fighting a flash of irritation with her husband’s endless Latin quips. ‘Aren’t you coming in? It is my night off the domestic leash. And besides,’ she lowered her voice, ‘your father looks cold.’

Guy was at Sir John’s side in an instant, arm protectively around his shoulders. ‘Come on. Let’s get back to the house.’ Touched as always by Guy’s solicitous love for his father, Mary’s annoyance vanished. As they strolled across the fields towards Trister, the men exchanged jokes while Mary’s mind drifted back to that evening in Cambridge when she had first seen just what a good son her husband was.

She and Guy had been exact contemporaries at Cambridge University, though at different colleges. They had met by chance at a lecture on Judaism and Hellenism. Mary had been waiting in a virtually empty seminar room in the Classics Faculty when Guy had come in, glanced around, caught her eye and had slipped into a seat next to her.

‘You must skip a lot of lectures,’ was the first thing he said. ‘I’ve never seen you here before.’

The lazy smile, that hair flopping over his strong nose, something about him had taken her breath away. Instead of making a nonchalant reply to show how cool she was, Mary had found herself trying to impress him with her views on the overlap between Classical studies and her own subject, Theology. ‘St Paul was a Roman citizen and Christ Himself was probably fluent in Greek,’ she remembered saying earnestly.

‘So you’re a member of the God squad, are you?’ His laughing eyes had looked deep into hers, flirting, challenging. ‘Good. You can keep me on the straight and narrow path. Let’s go out for a drink as soon as this lecture’s over.’

In a very short time they had become inseparable. They had studied together, got drunk together, danced together and slept together. Whenever Mary thought of her undergraduate days, they seemed to have passed in a glorious haze of sunshine, laughter and love. Halfway through their third year, Guy had proposed to her and they had begun to plan a six-month honeymoon. They would make their way slowly round the Mediterranean exploring Graeco-Roman remains, finding occasional work whenever they ran out of money. They would joke and read, they would make love under olive trees, and only when they got back would they think about doing anything more serious with their lives.

When she saw their exam results pasted up outside the Senate House, Mary had thought that life couldn’t get any better. Not only had they both got First Class degrees, but Guy had won a prize of quite a large sum of money for gaining the top Classics result of his year. That evening was etched into her memory. They had been wandering hand-in-hand down King’s Parade towards Guy’s college, Pentecost, bickering gently about where their honeymoon was going to start.

‘Don’t be silly, Mary, of course we must go to Athens first. It’s where everything began.’

‘It may be where your everything began, but mine started in Jerusalem. If we go there first, we can move on north through Syria and see Damascus.’

‘Tell you what.’ Guy stopped outside Trinity. ‘Let’s toss for it. Heads for Jerusalem, tails for Athens.’ Feeling in his pocket, he found a coin and spun it in the air saying, ‘Iacta alea est,’ as it tumbled among the cobbles.

‘Do try and get your Latin right,’ Mary remembered joking as they bent down to see which way the coin was facing. ‘That’s money, not dice. And you’ve thrown it so badly I can’t see which side’s up.’

The Porter from Pentecost found them there, squabbling happily as the daylight gradually faded into dusk. ‘Mr Kersey!’ They both looked up as he hurried towards them. ‘I was told you were out here. There’s been a phone call. You’d better come along to the college.’ The message was a simple one but it had changed their lives. Guy’s mother Jane had felt tired that afternoon, had gone up to bed for a rest and had never woken up. It was the first time Mary had seen Guy cry.

Within a couple of weeks it became obvious that their honeymoon dream was over. Sir John slipped into a period of deep mourning and needed Guy, his only child, to help him through it. Trister needed them too. Guy’s parents had managed to scrape by, using buckets to catch the drips where the roof leaked and ignoring peculiar smells from the aged drains, but the house couldn’t be allowed to decay any further. Trister was a voracious heritage and wanted urgent attention.

Guy and Mary had shouldered their responsibilities without a fuss. Guy’s prize-winning degree brought him an immediate offer of postgraduate work at Pentecost, while Mary found herself a graduate trainee role at Lock Chase and set about earning enough money to keep Trister standing. Now, as she watched Guy steering his father home through the deepening dusk, Mary had a fleeting regret for the carefree honeymoon that they’d never managed to take, but she knew they’d done the right thing. Sir John had eventually recovered from the shock of his wife’s death, and while Trister would always need money spent on it, at least its structure was sound. Without Guy’s support and her income, both man and house might have collapsed.

As they crossed the four-arched brick bridge over the moat, light spilled out on to the courtyard that opened up in front of Trister and Mary felt as if her home was throwing out its arms to welcome them. It was, as Sir John so often pointed out, one of East Anglia’s more perfect medieval manor houses, having been built by a fifteenth-century Kersey using the local silvery-red brick hung on a timber frame. Mary loved the irregularity of Trister’s H-shape, whose two wings didn’t quite match each other, and whose oak front door had been set off-centre to allow for the oriel window that provided light for the Great Hall. As they walked inside, Mary felt a wave of affectionate responsibility for the house. She loved
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