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PROLOGUE


[image: image]


23:35 hours, Mid-March - Omsk, Siberia

It was minus twenty degrees Celsius, and biting wind threatened to cut right through the old man’s barely adequate clothing as he trudged the four kilometres to his tiny apartment. It hadn’t snowed since the previous night, but he could feel that it wouldn’t be long. The last snowfall had been compacted into a glass-like sheet by hundreds of trampling feet throughout the day, but like all Russians, he’d schooled himself to stay upright. 

Dmitri Turgenev was sixty-eight and didn’t know if he would survive this winter let alone the following one. He’d been born in a small village on the Baltic Coast in Leningrad Oblast where the climate was much warmer. At the time, his father, an active and loyal member of the Communist Party, was mayor of the small nearby town of Sosnovy Bor. The town, which otherwise would have been a non-entity on the Russian map, only earned recognition by virtue of the nearby nuclear plant that provided much of its employment. 

Encouraged by his parents, as a single child Dmitri worked hard at school and eventually earned a first-class degree in political science at Saint Petersburg University at the time when it was still known as Leningrad State. His work ethic earned him a place in the St Petersburg administration under Anatoly Sobchak, a co-author of the Constitution of the Russian Federation, and an early influence upon Vladimir Putin. 

Dmitri, recruited by Putin acolytes before the fall of the Soviet Union, rode the wave that swept the ruthless man to power, becoming a close ally during his first premiership. Like all those that had remained loyal, Dmitri was rewarded with a position of power and the wealth that went with it.

The advantages that went with Putin’s sponsorship included access to huge wealth but carried with it all the dangers of holding a tiger by its tail. As long as you were able to produce results - in other words enrich the Russian state - your position was secure. However, if performance slipped, everything you thought was yours was at risk of being taken away. In Dmitri’s case his success in creating foreign currency for the Russian State was better than most; the prestige and rewards he’d received reflected that.

Seven months earlier Dmitri Turgenev had been a dollar billionaire, one of Russia’s elite. He’d wielded the power to demand subservience or issue punishment which he exercised without compassion or conscience at the slightest provocation. With three homes inside the country and two in Europe, a yacht, a property portfolio which included chains of department stores, supermarkets, luxury hotels and interests in shipbuilding, his wealth was quite literally beyond the dreams of almost every Russian citizen.

Several years earlier however, someone in whom he’d placed a great deal of faith, had proposed a scheme that, had it succeeded, would have gained the country a huge military advantage and potentially massive financial gain. The ambitious long-term plan involved an enormous investment in time and money, requiring the personal approval of the president himself. It had taken a great deal of persuasion on Dmitri’s behalf, but in the end his friend Vladimir had grantehis approval for the plan to go ahead. 

After a significant setback there was little hope of salvaging the scheme but the friend had persuaded Turgenev to double down and seek permission to try again. Putin had granted permission, but made it clear what the consequences for Dmitri would be, should there be any further significant losses. Already at risk of losing much of his wealth, he gambled that the potential for profit and prestige were too great to be ignored. 

Four years later the plan had spectacularly failed, effectively losing the whole investment of well over a billion dollars and leaving the Russian state open to ridicule. Putin’s response had been to strip Dmitri of everything, banish him to Omsk and give him the post of Ticket Office Manager at one of the city’s Railway stations. His long-term friendship and loyalty to President spared him the fall from a balcony. Instead the oligarch’s fate was arguably something worse, something which to all intents and purposes was still a death sentence. At his age, with no other means of support than a pitiful salary, a poor diet and with little suitable clothing beyond what he could steal or buy second-hand, the likelihood of long-term survival was slim.

With another two kilometres to traipse to his meagre home, a pickup truck pulled up beside him. The passenger door opened, and the driver shouted, “Get in Turgenev.”

He didn’t know the man who looked menacing. 

“No, I don’t want to.” Turgenev quickly turned attempting to hurry away. At his age and in these conditions, running wasn’t an option. The worn tread of his second-hand boots skidded from under him on the frozen ground and he fell onto his hip. The pain when he landed was excruciating, and he feared he might have broken a pelvic bone. At his age in this part of the world that would mean the start of a long painful end to his life.

The driver didn’t get out of the vehicle. He just pointed a gun and impatiently said, “Stop fucking around and get in the car you stupid old bastard, or I’ll put a bullet in your knee and leave you here; you’ll be dead before breakfast.”

Knowing the man was right, Dmitri struggled to his knees, crawled to the car and with great difficulty, painfully climbed inside.

When the man ordered him to shut the door, it was a struggle to obey, but he eventually succeeded. Seconds later the man did a U-turn and drove back the way he’d come.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Somewhere we can have a very long talk.”

“I have to be back at work by six o’clock in the morning or I’ll lose my job.”

“You’re not going back to work; you’re going to help me, and if I’m happy with your help I’ll let you live and reward you with one hundred thousand US dollars. If not I’ll kill you.”

“I work in a ticket office, what help can I be?” 

“I’m not interested in a train ride to Vladivostok. You know things from your former life that can help me get my hands on millions of dollars.”

The heater of the fifteen-year-old UAZ pickup bravely struggled against the external temperature but barely held its own. At least it was above freezing inside the cab, and Turgenev was grateful for that.

“Who’re you?” the old man asked.

“You don’t recognise me? I must have come into your office giving you copies of reports once a month for at least eleven years, and yet you don’t know who I am? You arrogant asshole, I’m Miron Sokolov. I was Chief Accountant for your chain of department stores.”

“I know your name. Didn’t you stand in after Zaitsev was arrested?”

“That’s right and uncovered the size of his fraudulent activities over the previous eleven years, for which you rewarded me by sending me back to work in the poxy little office in Nekrasovka and installing that cock-sucking asshole Gurin.”

“You did good work. I don’t know why I don’t recognise your face.”

“Probably because when I came into the room, you rarely bothered to look up. Most of the time you wouldn’t even bother to say thank you.”

“What is it you think I know that can help you. They stripped me of everything I owned?”

“I know you’ve got money stashed away that the authorities know nothing about for just this eventuality.”

“If I did, why would I still be in Omsk?”

“Because you know that if you made a run for it they’d know you still had reserves and would then kill you for concealing them.”

“There’d be no point in having this alleged stash then, would there?”

“You’ve been stealing things and selling them so you can gather enough to make a break and grab the cash. I’ve watched you. That will take years, and I bet you’ve no plan of what to do when you get it.”

“So your plan is to force me to tell you where this supposed secret hoard is and take it?”

“Only if you don’t help me find where the real money is. All I need from you is enough to get me out of the country, and the information to help me locate the mother lode.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Stamelis; I need to find him.”

“He’s almost certainly dead. If not, he will be as soon as he reveals himself.”

Sokolov took his eyes off the road and turned to his hostage. “It won’t matter if he’s dead; you know things about him that will help me find his money.”

“Putin’s people will have taken all he had left, like they did mine.”

Sokolov sneered. “And we both know that he didn’t get all of yours.”

“How can you get out of the country?”

“Unlike you, I’ve made some preparations and I know someone. Now shut the fuck up and let me drive.”

“Where are we headed?”

“Kingisepp.”

“That’ll take days.”

“No more than three if we’re lucky with the weather, and you can do your share of the driving.”

“What if I refuse?”

“By the time I need to take a break your chances of getting back to your job will be zero, so you’ll be as good as a dead man anyway, and you’d be pretty stupid not to stay with me. Your days as a railway employee are over; your only chance of survival now is to stick to me like a second skin.”

Turgenev lapsed into silence, exhausted from the sixteen hour shift he’d not long finished, and ten minutes later he was fast asleep. When he next woke it was already daylight. He glanced at the dashboard cloc. It was almost 10am; he’d slept for nearly ten hours. He wasn’t surprised. It was the warmest he’d been since October, and he’d been working twelve and sixteen hour shifts six days a week for six months.

He was stiff and his neck hurt where he’d slept awkwardly. When he tried to move a sharp pain shot through his left hip joint making him cry out.

“Awake at last; about time. I’m going to stop and fuel up at the next gas station then you can take over while I sleep.”

“Where are we?”

“Approaching Suksan.”

“Won’t they miss you at work today?”

“I was sacked over a month ago. They told me that I should have known that Stamelis’ scheme could never have succeeded. Fucking ridiculous; I’d no idea that Stamelis even had a scheme, I still don’t, although I could have taken a wild guess. I wasn’t even supposed to have anything to do with your business with that Greek bastard, but then there were a lot of things I wasn’t supposed to have anything to do with. I learnt a lot during my time as Zaitsev’s stand in.

“I expect all you Putin ass-licking bastards have been lining your pockets in case stealing from the state like you’ve all been doing becomes unfashionable and your benefactor in the Kremlin dies or you run out of luck. What I did know about was your little trick of milking off small amounts of money at a time from defaulting accounts after the bailiffs had been in. That was very clever by the way. My guess is you were doing the same thing with all the other businesses, so wherever that nest egg is now, it's probably quite big.”

“Why didn’t you report me?”

“Because they would have sent me to somewhere like Omsk for not spotting it earlier or reporting my suspicions. You know how they work.”

“How can I trust you not to take it all?”

“You can’t, but Stamelis has been operating outside Russia, so it’s my guess that his stash is massively bigger than yours, and if you want any of it you’re going to need me.”

“Unless you agree to take me with you, I won’t cooperate.”

“I was planning to take you with me anyway unless you fuck me around. I need you to help me find my way through that Greek bastard’s web of deceit.”

They topped up the fuel tank at Suksan and agreed to six hour shifts in driving. The boredom and need for sleep prevented any meaningful conversation over the following two days. The weather had been kind to them, but it was 19:30 on Wednesday when they arrived at the Miranda Aparthotel in Kingisepp. Sokolov had been driving and he shook his fellow traveller awake.

“This will do, for the next night or two anyway.”

Turgenev stirred and looked up at the dull featureless building. “I hope you’ve got some money to pay for this because all I’ve got is about a hundred roubles.”

“I’ve got plenty, about twenty thousand if I counted it correctly. You should know; I took it from your apartment.”

“What?! You bastard!”

“I shouldn’t complain if I were you; if I’d left it there you were never going to get access to it again anyway. Stop moaning, grab your bag out of the back and let’s go get us a room.”

“Bag?”

“I put a few of those pathetic rags from your apartment in a bag.”

They were soon alone in their twin bedroom.

“First things first, get yourself in the shower; you stink like a horse with diarrhoea. So do I, but you’re worse.”

Once they were both clean, they set about finding somewhere to eat and found that Burger King was the only place open.

At first light, Sokolov chased Turgenev out of bed. “Come on you lazy old bastard. We’ve got work to do. Repack your bag in case we decide not to come back.

Over the last six months Dmitri had become accustomed to taking orders and silently obeyed.

After breakfasting in a café, Sokolov hustled Turgenev into the car.

“Where are we going?”

“We’re going to pay your old friend Killip a visit. He won’t be expecting you, but if we hurry we can catch him before he leaves for work at the glass factory.”

“How did you know about Killip?”

“You’ve been writing to each other every month since you were exiled.”

“But how do you know that?”

“You didn’t think that Sunday was my first visit to your apartment did you? I’ve looked in about five times; you’ve been saving his letters. Don’t worry; I’ve destroyed them.”

“Does that mean that you’ve been exiled too?”

“No, I was lucky enough to just be dismissed. Like you though, I’ve salted bits away over the years and it’s been enough to last me until now, and they won’t be looking for me yet. Let’s go.”

They dragged themselves up interminable flights of stairs to the top floor of the apartment block where Killip lived. There was a lift, but nobody would trust lifts in residential buildings in a rural town, even if they did work. 

Severely out of breath, and in pain, Turgenev knocked on the door. 

It opened and an elderly man opened it. “Dmitri, what on earth are you doing here? Are you alright, you look awful, and you’ve lost so much weight. Come in.”

“Killip, this is my friend Miron,” Turgenev said after he’d caught his breath, and searched in his coat for glucose tablets.

They were soon all seated with cups of black tea and glasses of vodka.

Over the next hour Sokolov learnt that Killip had been holding a bank account on behalf of his second cousin Dmitri for fifteen years, on the understanding that Killip could retain half of all deposits for himself. An astonishing act of loyalty, in a country where loyalty to anything other than the state normally came at a very high price. It was also an extraordinary risk by both Killip and Turgenev. From a quick look around Killip’s apartment, it didn’t look as if he’d been spending much of it.

The system they’d devised was that as soon as deposits accumulated to the market equivalent of 200 Euros, Killip would withdraw it and exchange it on the black market for Euros, split the proceeds and then hide them in an agreed place. The net result for Dmitri was he had a nest egg of four hundred thousand Euros, equivalent to about half a million US dollars. Killip had about the same. Deposits had ceased after Dmitri’s exile but the pair of them had done well out of it.

“What are you going to do now, Dmitri?” Killip asked.

“We’re going to leave the country.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Miron has a plan. Don’t you?”

“Yes but I don’t want to speak about the detail just yet. Killip, you do realise that your position here in Russia is now untenable don’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

“If I’ve discovered Dmitri’s secret bank account, and his cousin who lives in Kingisepp; now that he’s disappeared it won’t be long before the police find their way here too. You need to disappear as well, and soon.”

“But my job...”

“You’ve got half a million dollars hidden away somewhere; what’s keeping you in Russia? You’re a widower, you’ve got no children. You’ve got a crappy job working shit hours for not much more than minimum wages. Unless you’ve got a girlfriend...”

“Are you saying I should go with you?”

“That’s exactly what I’m suggesting, yes.”

Killip looked perplexed. “I’m an old man, how can I start again in a new country?”

“A lot easier if you’re alive than if you stayed here to be relentlessly tortured by the FSB to get you to tell what happened to Dmitri, before being thrown into the Lubyanka jail for treason.”

“You’re saying that I don’t have a choice.”

“None at all from where I sit. So you need to get a move on and pack a bag. Just the essentials you understand.”

“Now?”

“Yes, now. Dmitri has been missing for three days; it won’t be long before the police start looking, and they’ll begin by searching his apartment in Omsk. They may find something that leads them directly to you or they may not; I cleared out most of it, but I can’t be sure. Either way they’ll get here sooner or later.”

Within two hours the three of them were in the car and Miron turned to the others; “Right, where’s the money?”

The others looked at each other and hesitated.

“Okay, if that’s the way you’re going to play it, let me make an educated guess. Is the word Kolgompya familiar to you?”

“How did you know about that?”

“Because I didn’t just decide to start this on the spur of the moment. I’ve been researching this for months. I learned about your father’s dacha in December, Dmitri. You allegedly sold it after his death, but the person you supposedly sold it to doesn’t exist, and it’s now let out to senior Communist Party members for summer fishing trips. What I don’t know is where on the site you’ve cached your stash. Am I on the right track?”

“Yes,” he admitted.

Sokolov set the GPS, started the car, and headed toward Kolgompya, a small village on the Gulf of Finland. They’d been driving for less than fifteen minutes when Killip’s cell phone rang.

“Hello Yulia. Is something wrong?...Oh God I wonder what's that all about?...I’m not at work, I’m on my way to Petersburg to see my nephew...I’ll be back tomorrow about five o’clock. Thank you for letting me know.” He hung up. “That was my neighbour; the police have been to my apartment.”

“Turn the phone off, remove the SIM card and throw them both out of the window, but not in the same place. You haven’t got a cell phone have you Dmitri?”

“No, I’m not allowed. Not that I could afford one anyway.”

They’d only driven another ten minutes when Miron turned off the small country road they’d been following and onto an unmade forest track. When they were out of sight of the road he stopped.

“Why have you stopped?”

“We can’t go to the dacha in daylight; we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.”

“So we have to sit here until seven o’clock?” Dmitri complained.

“More like ten o’clock. The tides need to be right, and we don’t want to arouse suspicion of locals who might be out and about. But don’t worry, in the intervening time you can tell me everything you remember about Manos Stamelis. Sorry if this gets boring for you Killip, but it’s kind of essential to what comes next for us.”

In the event it was closer to eleven before they pulled onto the drive of the beach front holiday home. Within minutes Dmitri and Killip had located their stashes in the crawlspace beneath the house. They shovelled long frozen snow away from the access hatch with a shovel that Miron had brought in the back of his truck. Then retrieved the two matching metal lined wooden trunks marked ‘D’ and ‘K’ that the money that had been stored in.

“What now?” Dmitri wanted to know.

“Help me with the boat.”

“Where is it?” Killip asked.

“Behind those trees. I put it there a week ago. It’s heavy so it’ll take all three of us to drag it to the jetty.”

The Gemini Rib had lost none of its rigidity since Miron had inflated it and put it there with the assistance of a teenaged neighbour whom he’d paid off with a thousand Roubles.

“Are we supposed to paddle the 60 kilometres across the Estonian border?” Dmitri complained. The effort of dragging the heavy boat across the sandy beach had obviously taken it out of him. Although the pain in his hip had receded, it was clearly still troubling him.

“No, if you’ll let me reverse the truck up to it, we can attach the outboard I’ve brought. It’s heavy but between us we should be able to manhandle it into place.”

“I need to eat something soon; all this exertion will give me a hypo.”

“There are some more energy bars in the truck. Will they be enough?”

“I expect so. How long will it take to get across the border?”

“No more than two hours I’m told. The tide should be favourable if we leave within the next hour, but it’ll depend on the wind, or if we hear a patrol boat and have to temporarily shut the engine down.”

In the event they were at sea in fifty minutes and were once again lucky with wind and sea. There was a waxing crescent moon and intermittent cloud, so in the dark, the safest way to make the journey by boat would have been by hugging the coast. Doing that though, would add more than an hour to the journey and Miron didn’t know if the fuel in the small tank would last that long, so he decided to risk cutting across inlets and bays using the app on his phone to navigate.

The exertion had been almost too much for Dmitri and soon after they left the jetty he started to become hypoglycemic. Fortunately, Killip spotted his cousin’s lack of response to his shouts. Rummaging in Dmitri’s pockets by the light from Miron’s cell phone, the cousin found his glucose tablets. The old man hadn’t quite lapsed into a diabetic coma and was conscious enough to chew them.

The air temperature was minus two but with the wind chill and spray it felt much colder. Miron had provided second-hand waterproof fishermen’s clothes that he’d bought from charity stores over the previous weeks. There were jackets, bib and brace trousers, and boots, but he had expected them to rely on their own ushanka headwear and glove; every Russian knew to provide those for themselves.

They were an hour and a half into their journey when Dmitri asked, “How much further?”

“We can’t be far from Estonian waters now, but FSB Coastguards won’t worry too much about territorial waters this close to a European Union country, so we won’t be entirely safe until we’re on land.”

Almost as soon as he’d spoken, Killip spotted a momentary flash of light off their starboard bow. Miron killed the engine and they all ducked as low as they could and waited. The throbbing sound of a powerful patrol boat engine grew louder and louder as it slowly moved past them heading eastwards. Although they couldn’t see it, the vessel sounded as if it could be less than fifty metres away. It seemed impossible they hadn’t been spotted. 

Then suddenly a shout; “There, one hundred metres, five points off the port bow.” 

The powerful engine suddenly accelerated. The three fugitives cowered in the bottom of the boat as they heard three bursts of machine gun fire. Astonishingly none of the bullets penetrated the skin of their boat and when Miron peeped over the side he saw a small fishing boat lit up in the patrol boat’s floodlights. It was towing a semi-inflatable similar to their own that had about six people in it.

“Stay down and keep quiet. They’ve caught others trying to do the same thing.”

It was nearly another hour before the fishing boat and inflatable had been taken in tow by the patrol boat, during which time they’d drifted westwards on the tide for almost a mile. Although they were definitely inside Estonian waters they were probably still more than two miles offshore. They waited until they could no longer see the bridge lights of the patrol boat before restarting the engine and heading south toward the coast. The tide continued to push them westwards, so by the time they could see the white surf of waves breaking on the shore, they’d passed the place that Miron had arranged to be met. 

By four-fifteen it was slack water and Miron was able to steer directly toward their pre-planned landing place, a beach no more than five hundred metres long. 

The relief they all felt when the bow scrunched on the stony beach was immeasurable.

Separated from the narrow coastal road by a thin strip of trees, the beach was only three metres deep in places. 

As he fumbled trying to change the SIM card in his phone with his cold hands, Miron told them, “Okay you two, get these trunks on land while I contact my friend.” 

“We’re here,” he simply told whoever answered his call, then replying to whatever had been said, “Okay that’s’ fantastic.” 

“They’ll be here in a few minutes,” Miron announced.

When he turned back to the others, the first of the two trunks was already on the beach well above the surf and only six feet from the trees that separated the beach from the road. The second box was still in the boat and Dmitri was slumped on the side with his head in his hands. “I can’t do any more, you’ll have to help Killip with the other one.”

Anxious to get off the beach Miron didn’t argue and climbed into the boat. Killip was already gripping the front lifting handle, so Miron clambered toward the stern and reached for the second strap. As he bent to lift the heavy trunk, a shot rang out and he dropped to the bottom board for cover.

“You’re safe now Miron, you can stand up,” a woman’s voice announced.

“What the fuck?”

“This bastard was about to shoot you.” The speaker was an elderly woman gripping a modern rifle as she approached from the trees, lifting night vision glasses from her eyes. She pointed at Killip’s body, and the pistol swinging from his trigger finger.

“Iliya, thank god.”

“How are you, Miron. It’s been far too long?”

“A lot better now thanks, but we’d better get these things loaded into your car in case anybody heard that shot.”

“We’re over a kilometre from the nearest house, and people like me are always shooting at night around here, lamping for wild boar and the like. Nobody will think twice.”

Miron turned to Dmitri. “Did you know he was going to do that, you bastard?”

“I knew he had a gun. I thought he was only going to use it if you threatened us.”

“If I detect any attempt on my life by you, I’ll kill you without drawing breath.”

“I’m not going to kill you; you’ve saved my life, and I’ve no idea where Stamelis might have cached any money, but I hope we can find it if we work together.”

Miron decided to take him at his word, if only because he had little choice. Between them, they pushed the inflatable afloat again, started the motor, and released it to sail Killip’s body out to sea.

It took twenty minutes to drag the boxes through the trees to Iliya’s ten-year-old VW Amarok, then an hour and a half to her home on the outskirts of Tallinn. They unloaded the boxes into her garage, before going inside the centrally heated home to get themselves properly warm for the first time in months.
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15:00 hours, First Wednesday, Late June, 15 months later – Pangbourne Grange, Berkshire, UK

The ten-year-old BMW X7 pulled up next to the front steps at, Pangbourne Grange, and a tall, lithe, seventeen-year-old girl stepped out to be enveloped in the arms of Jason Anstruther who had been housekeeper to the Parker-West family since she’d been a small child.

“Cassie, you’re home at last. For a few months we get to see you for more than two days at a time. How are you?”

“I’m fine; glad the exams are over though. What time will Mummy and Daddy be home, do you know?”

“Anna won’t be home until about six I think. She says she’s expecting some shenanigans at a board meeting. Drew is due back any moment though. His plane landed early and he’s going to take a cab.”

“Can I help bring your bags in, Cassie?” the driver asked.

“Would you, Toby, thank you. There’s so much more this time because I’m not going back.”

“If we all pitch in we can do it in a single trip,” Jason suggested.

When all the paraphernalia that went with a teenager permanently returning home from boarding school had been deposited in her room they all returned to the ground floor.

“Thank you so much for coming to collect me, Toby. I could have waited until tomorrow, but all my best friends had already gone home, and I was so desperate to see everybody.”

“It was no problem, Cassie. Will you be riding much now you’re back?” Toby was the groom and sometime driver for the family.

“Gosh, I hadn’t thought about it. I haven’t been on horseback since Christmas. That’s terrible isn’t it?”

“You’ve been too busy, so I’m not surprised. You’re getting a bit tall for Ginger now. Perhaps you should move up to Rocky or Jilly.”

“That’s a good thought. We should get a horse big enough for Daddy.”

“I suggested that, but he said, it wouldn’t get enough use to make it worthwhile.”

“Do you want tea, Cassie?” Jason asked.

“Oh yes please, I’ll make it though. Do you want one Toby?”

“No thanks, I need to finish off in the stable.”

Cassie settled at the kitchen table with Jason.

“So what’ve you decided; which uni and which course?”

“It’s too soon; my applications went in with everybody else’s, my interviews went okay, and I’ve had some offers, but you already know about them. I’m just going to wait for my results.”

“We all know the results are a formality. It’ll be ‘A-star’ across the board. 

“Nothing is certain, I want to do History and English Lit. but I had a bit of a blip in history at the beginning of the last school year.”

“Nonsense, we all know why that was, it’s all behind you now, and to misquote a well-known novelist, it is a truth universally acknowledged that you are a genius.”

“Stop it,” she said. Jason was always far too effusive in his praise of her.

The security system sounded an alert that someone had just come through the pedestrian gate. They both looked up to the screen.

“Daddy!”

Jason smiled as he watched the girl rush to the front door and run down the drive to greet her adoptive father, wrapping her arms around his neck and smothering his face with kisses.

Drew Parker accepted his daughter’s welcome with his normal apparent indifference, but everyone knew that he worshipped her, as much as he did her mother.

“We weren’t expecting you back until tomorrow, sweetheart. I was going to collect you.”

“I couldn’t wait. I had my last paper this morning, I was already packed up to go so I couldn’t see the point in waiting. I rang Jason, but he told me that you and Mummy weren’t here, so he asked Toby to come and collect me. Aren’t you pleased to see me?”

“You know I am. Always pleased to see you, sweetheart.”

“Where have you been?”

“Only France, nowhere exotic. I’ve no plans to go away again, not for a few weeks at least.”

“Are you too tired to go for a run? I haven’t had chance to properly stretch myself since the weekend before last.”

“Give me a few minutes to change,” he told her.

Their joint exercise routines had been a big element in helping them bond after Drew had come into their lives when she was eleven. At school she’d been in a small minority that almost religiously began the day with a tough exercise routine, but that had all had to take a back seat to exam prep over the last few weeks.

They ran silently for the first five laps of the mile long Grange property perimeter. He was taller than her and with his long legs and extraordinary stamina he could outrun her over long distances with ease, in spite of a difference of twenty-two years in their age, but he enjoyed her company. 

He was a quiet person. Cassie recognised that, and never pressed him for idle conversation. When they talked it was usually for a purpose. Often she sought his opinion, occasionally his advice, more often his reassurance.

She slowed and stopped at the old oak tree which he recognised as a signal that she wanted to talk.

“How were the exams?” he asked.

“Not terrible. Had a bit of a wobble in my second English Lit paper, but I think I did enough.”

“So what next?”

“Reading I hope.”

“Not Cambridge? Most people would choose that if it were an option.”

“I want to live at home, at least for a while. After what happened in Canada I’m not ready to go out into the world on my own.”

“Nothing wrong with that, except we’ll need to get you a driving licence maybe.”

“Can I start driving lessons right away?”

“Sure, I’ll try to find someone suitable in the next day or two.”

“Can’t you teach me?”

“The generally accepted wisdom is that it’s not a good idea to learn to drive from a family member.”

“I know but you’re different.”

“Different, how?”

“You’re patient with everybody. And you already showed me how to drive.”

“I showed you how to operate the controls; that’s not the same thing. Not only that; I’m a Yank. It would be better to learn from a Brit.”

“I suppose you’re right. As usual.”

“Another lap or two, then skip the gym fore a few laps in the pool eh?” he suggested.

“Okay.”

They hadn’t gone more than another twenty yards when she pulled up again and announced, “I’ve got a boyfriend.”

He stopped and turned to see her looking worried.

“That’s nice. Have you known him long?”

“About six weeks.”

“If I ask you about him, will it upset you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well you’ve just announced that you’ve got a boyfriend for the first time. In normal circumstances that wouldn’t be a big deal, even if a load of dads, especially American ones, would think it was. But given who you are, and what with recent history it sort of ups the ante, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose.”

“Most girls would get upset if their dad started asking searching questions.”

“I could ask you not to check him out, but I know you’re going to anyway. And I guess it’s the right thing to do and best that I tell you what I do know. His name is Robert. He goes to Padbury College which is quite near Downley. Our two schools sometimes have joint events, and we go to see each other’s plays and concerts and stuff. He came to our production of Lysistrata, and we got chatting afterwards.”

“How old is he?”

“Eighteen. He’s starting at Reading College in September studying art and design.”

“That’s a good area to work in. Does he treat you well?”

“We haven’t done anything yet, if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s not what I meant, and unless you’d rather not, I think it might be better if you have that half of the conversation with your mom. What I was talking about was, is he considerate? Does he try to boss you around or get you to do things you’d prefer not to?”

“No. Actually he’s really a bit shy, but I don’t mind that.”

“What do you do together? I mean, what with school and coming home at weekends you can’t have much time.”

“We go to the cinema or theatre on Thursday evenings. He picks me up after school; we go to somewhere like Nando’s or KFC first.”

“So he can drive already.”

“Yes, he’s got an old hatchback, but I think it’s in quite good condition.”

“Are they allowed to have cars at Padbury?”

“He’s not a boarder.”

“Why did you choose to talk to me about this rather than your mom?”

“Because Mummy will panic, and I thought if you checked him out first I could tell her there’s nothing to worry about.”

“What does he know about you?”

“Nothing very much as far as I know. He knows my mum and dad are quite well off, and he knows you’re in the security industry. That’s all I think. We don’t really talk about our parents.”

“So what do you talk about?”

“He talks about cricket, I talk about literature. He’s not very knowledgeable about it but he makes a lot of intelligent remarks. I pretend I’m interested in cricket, and he laughs when I say something silly because I don’t know enough about the rules. I suppose we don’t have much in common, but we enjoy each other’s company.”

“I’m not sure that matters. On the face of things, me and your mom don’t have much in common and that seems to work okay.”

“Should I go on the pill do you think?”

“You should speak to your mom about that.”

“I will, but I don’t mean the medical aspect of it. I mean is it a good idea?”

“I don’t remember much about my life when I was your age; nothing good anyway. I do remember the first few occasions I went with a girl that way, I was younger then than you are now, and the subject of contraception never came up. I didn’t use a condom, the girls never mentioned being on the pill, so I guess either they were, or we just got lucky. My guess is that in the heat of the moment nothing has changed in that regard, but there are other considerations. We’re straying into territory that’s better discussed with your mom.”

“But you’re not telling me not to have sex?”

“Sweetheart, if I told you not to; like millions of dads before me have, it wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference if that’s what you’ve decided to do. You’re a clever girl. You already know the pitfalls of not taking precautions, and I know you’re not going to just fall into that sort of relationship just because you think it’s expected.”

“You’re such a great Daddy. I love you so much. My friends say they can’t talk to their dads like this.”

“You need to talk about it with your mom as well though.”

“I know, but can I leave it until you’ve checked him out?”

“Tell me where he lives.”

“I don’t know exactly, somewhere in Newbury.”

“Then just give me his cell phone number and email address. That should be enough for my purpose. I promise not to read any of your emails or texts.”

They did three more laps, then spent half an hour in the pool.

Later, Jason looked up as the lady of the house entered the kitchen from the coach house entrance, the scowl on her face painting a picture.

“Bad day?”

“I hate people whose only motive in life is to make money.”

“I thought that was the purpose of big business,” Drew said coming into the kitchen.

“It is I suppose, but it shouldn’t be to the exclusion of everything else. Nor should it be seen as some sort of weakness or failure if personal gain isn’t your raison d’etre. Those assholes were trying to convince me to get the trust to sell their NorArm/Silico shares and invest in other things.” Asshole was a new addition to her vocabulary since marrying Drew. “They told me it didn’t look good that so much of the company was owned by a charitable trust. I told them that as my personal holdings together with the trust holdings had a controlling interest and they would need to live with it, because I wasn’t going to budge.”

“You knew they weren’t going to be happy when you created the trust.”

“I know, but it doesn’t affect the working model or the share price. They’re only trying to get an opportunity to buy up additional shares to give them a bigger slice of the pie, giving them greater control, and enabling them to club together and vote me out of the chair.”

“Hasn’t Percy still got a big chunk?”

“Yes, and he’ll always vote with me, but he’s no longer a director and his health isn’t so good these days. What’s worrying too, is that he’s on the board of trustees, so when he retires, whoever takes over won’t necessarily vote the same way.”

“Who’s making the most noise?”

“The ringleader is Steve Boardman.”

“Is he that smarmy bastard with Brioni suits, gelled hair, and ten-thousand-dollar teeth?”

“That’s him. He’s holding the seat for his hedge fund which has a 15% holding.”

“What happened in the end?”

“I told the three troublemakers that if they were that unhappy I’d buy them out.”

“Could you still do that?”

“Just about I think. It would mean selling a few things, and juggling a few others. It’s not what I want. I don’t want any more people calling me Madam Munitions, like that tabloid paper did. Then the same three wanted to drop ‘Silico’ from the name of the company. I told them that NorArm is the subordinate part of the company in revenue terms and if there were going to be changes it would be that name to be dropped. It’ll be over my dead body, that they’d launder the last remnants of Henry’s memory from that company.” Henry was her first husband, with whom she’d set up the company.

As she was speaking Cassie joined them. “Mummy!”

Anna’s face instantly lit up. “Cassie, sweetheart, what are you doing back? We were going to collect you tomorrow.” 

“I was impatient to get home, and Toby collected me.”

“It’s wonderful to see you. A lovely end to a horrible day.”

The rest of the day passed without Drew revealing the conversation he’d had with Cassie, and the next day began with her asking him to confirm that he hadn’t.
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08:30 hours, First Thursday – Pangbourne Grange, Berkshire

“I’m going to be out for an hour or two this morning, sweetheart,” Drew announced over breakfast.

“Now we don’t have to pick Cassie up, I thought you’d be free.”

“Sorry, but something came up. It’s nothing big so I thought I’d get it out of the way while things are quiet.”

“Okay, I suppose I can use the time to be putting a few things to bed from yesterday’s meeting. What’ve you got planned, Cassie?”

“Nothing much. I think I might take up Toby’s suggestion and take Rocky out.”

“Don’t book anything for any mornings next week or the week after,” Drew told her.

“Why not?”

“You’ve got driving lessons starting nine-thirty Monday.”

“You booked them already!? You’re the best Daddy a girl could wish for.”

“You’ve got a licence and you’ve passed the theory test, so you might as well get on with lessons. Y

ou don’t know how long it will take you to learn, or to book a test. 

Anna groaned. “Oh God, I’ve been dreading this moment.”

*****
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The young teenager anxiously waited at the bus stop on the outskirts of Newbury. He was worried that the next one wouldn’t get him to the middle of town in time for his interview at the government job centre. If he was even a minute late he’d lose his job seekers allowance, and without work it was something he relied on. His parents ran a small dry cleaning and garment repair shop in the town and weren’t in a position to completely subsidise him. Looking at his phone for the umpteenth time, he saw that the bus was already late. 

He'd have had plenty of time, but when he came out of the house his car wouldn’t start. He knew nothing about the internal workings of cars and wouldn’t have had time to fix it even if he did, so he ran to the bus stop.

Another glance at his phone told him it was five past ten already. It would take at least an hour to walk, so even if the bus arrived now, it would take half an hour. His shoulders slumped as he realised that there was now no chance of getting there in time. 

That was when a big SUV stopped beside him, and the passenger window rolled down. “Can I offer you a ride into town son?” the driver asked in an American accent.

“Are you going into the town centre?”

“Oxford Street, is that any use to you?”

“That would be amazing, thank you so much.”

He climbed in, and the vehicle was moving in seconds.

“You’ve saved my life; I can’t tell you.”

“An important appointment?” the huge man in the driving seat asked.

“Job centre. They cancel your benefits, if you’re even moments late,” he said. “Bloody car wouldn’t start.”

“I’d better get a move on then. What time is your appointment?”

“Ten-thirty-five.”

“I’m going to be coming back this way again in half an hour or so, I’ll look out for you if you need a ride back.”

“There’s no need but thank you.”

“It won’t be a problem.”

“I’m not gay.”

“Neither am I.”

Robert couldn’t think of anything else to say, but when they stopped almost opposite the government building, he opened the door to get out, and thanked the driver.

“I’ll see you in a few then.”

“I don’t know how long...”

“It won’t matter. Don’t be late for your interview, Robert; we can chat after.”

As he crossed the road with only five minutes to spare, he looked back and watched the man drive away, asking himself, ‘How did he know my name?’

Twenty-five minutes later he stepped outside the government building hoping, that the strange man wouldn’t be there. But there he was. Standing in the open space, the man appeared bigger than ever.

“How was the interview,” he asked? “I hope it went okay.”

“Fine thanks. You really didn’t need to wait,” Robert nervously answered.

“I thought it would be the best way we could have our little chat. There’s a pub a few doors that way. Let me treat you to a sandwich and a beer.”

“Why do we need to talk?”

“If it helps you to know, it’s in both our interests. You won’t have to sign anything, pay for anything, or agree to anything that I’m quite sure you wouldn’t be happy to anyway.”

“Okay, but I can’t be long. I’ve got to get back and try to fix my car.”

In the pub they found a table and took their seats. Almost as soon as they sat down a girl with a crisp, clean, maroon apron and white blouse placed a small glass of beer and an elaborate sandwich in front of each of them.

“I ordered for both of us. I hope that’s okay. Please say if you’d prefer something else.”

“N-no, this is fine, thank you.”

“So Robert, what school did you attend until recently?”

“St Bartholomews.”

“Is it a good school?”

“I guess.” 

“So you’re not ashamed that you went there?”

“Ashamed? No of course not.”

“How well do you think your A-levels went?”

“Could have been better, but I think I’ve done enough to get the course I want.”

“That’s art and design at Reading College isn’t it?”

“H-how did you know?”

“I know quite a lot about you Robert, and most of it is very good, but there are one or two little things that still trouble me.”

“Who are you?”

“Just call me Parker, until we know each other better.”

“I think I’d better go. Thank you for the sandwich.”

“You haven’t eaten any of it yet, and it would be a shame to let it go to waste.”

“I’m going out tonight, and I’ve got to fix my car.”

“You don’t need to worry about your car. It’s in the workshop. We can go and pick it up after.”

“What!”

“We’ll talk about it in a minute. First tell me; if you’re not ashamed of your school, why have you been telling people that you go to Padbury College?”

“H-how...?”

“Don’t be bashful, just tell me.”

“A friend of mine from cricket goes to Padbury, and they go to concerts and plays at a posh girls’ school. He said if I went with him I might be able to meet a nice girl. I’m not very good with girls, and all the ones at my school think I’m a nerd.”

“And did you? Meet a nice girl, I mean.”

“Yes.”

“Have you told her which school you go to?”

“Not yet, I’m scared she might break it off if she finds out I’ve been lying.”

“Do you think it’ll be easier if you leave it a bit longer?”

“No, probably not.

“I think you’re right. Let’s move on. Three weeks or so ago you received an email asking you to find out more about someone. Tell me about that.”

“How do you know these things?”

“I know a lot more than that. Just answer my question, I’ll explain in
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