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    The Church of St-Germain des Prés, at the start of what was supposed to be spring, was a miserable place, made worse by the drabness of a city still in a state of shock, worse still by the little coffin in front of the altar which was my reason for being there, worse again by the aches and pains of my body as I kneeled.


    She’d died a week before I arrived. I hadn’t even realised she was still alive; she must have been well into her eighties, and the hardships of the past few years had weakened many a younger person. She would not have been impressed, but something approaching a real prayer for her did come into my mind just before I struggled back onto the pew. Age has few compensations; the indignity of discomfort, the effort to conceal constant nagging pain, is most certainly not one of them.


    Until I read the Figaro that morning and saw the announcement, I had been enjoying myself. I was on a farewell tour; the powers that be had scraped together enough foreign currency to allow me to travel. My last visit to the foreign bureaux before I retired. Not many people could do that sort of thing these days and would not until foreign exchange restrictions were lifted. It was a little mark of respect, and one that I appreciated.


    It was a fine enough service, I thought, although I was not an expert. The priests took their time, the choir sang prettily, the prayers were said, and it was all over. A short eulogy paid tribute to her tireless, selfless work for the unfortunate but said nothing of her character. The congregation was mainly freshly scrubbed and intense-looking children, who were clipped around the ear by teachers if they made any untoward noise. I looked around, to see who would take charge of the next round, but no one seemed to know what to do. Eventually the undertaker took over. The body, he said, would be interred in Père Lachaise that afternoon, at two o’clock, at 15 Chemin du Dragon. All who wished to attend were welcome. Then the pallbearers picked up the coffin and marched out, leaving the mourners feeling lost and cold.


    ‘Excuse me, but is your name Braddock? Matthew Braddock?’


    A quiet voice of a young man, neatly dressed, with a black band around his arm. I nodded, and he held out his hand. ‘My name is Whitely,’ he said. ‘Harold Whitely, of Henderson, Lansbury, Fenton. I recognised you from newsreels.’


    ‘Oh?’


    ‘Solicitors, you know. We dealt with Madame Robillard’s residual legal business in England. Not that there was much of it. I am so glad to meet you; I was planning to write in any case, once I got back.’


    ‘Really? She didn’t leave me any money, did she?’


    He smiled. ‘I’m afraid not. By the time she died she was really quite poor.’


    ‘Goodness gracious me,’ I said, with a smile.


    ‘Why the surprise?’


    ‘She was very wealthy when I knew her.’


    ‘I’d heard that. I knew her only as a sweet old lady with a weakness for worthy causes. But I found her charming on the few occasions we met. Quite captivating, in fact.’


    ‘Yes, that’s her,’ I replied. ‘Why did you come to the funeral?’


    ‘A tradition of the firm,’ he said with a grimace. ‘We bury all our clients. A last service. But, you know it’s a trip to Paris, and there’s not much opportunity for that these days. Unfortunately, I could get hold of so little currency I have to go straight back this evening.’


    ‘I have a little more than that, so would you care for a drink?’


    He nodded, and we walked down the Boulevard St-Germain to a café, past grim buildings blackened with the filth of a century or more of smoke and fumes. Whitely formerly Captain Whitely, so he told me had an annoying tendency to grip my elbow at the difficult bits to make sure I did not trip and fall. It was thoughtful, although the assumption of decrepitude was irritating.


    A good brandy: she deserved no less, and we drank her health by the plate-glass window as we sat on our rickety wooden chairs. ‘Madame Robillard,’ we intoned several times over, becoming more garrulous as we drank. He told me of life in Intelligence during the war the time of his life, he said wistfully, now gone for good and replaced with daily toil as a London solicitor. I told him stories of reporting for the BBC; of D-Day, of telling the world about the Blitz. All yesterday, and another age.


    ‘Who was her husband?’ I asked. ‘I assume he is long dead.’


    ‘Robillard died about a decade ago. He ran the orphanages and schools with her.’


    ‘Is that why all those children were in the church?’


    ‘I imagine so. She started her first home after the war the first war. There were so many orphans and abandoned children, and she somehow got involved with them. By the end there were about ten or twelve schools and orphanages, I gather, all run on the very latest humanitarian principles. They consumed her entire fortune, in fact, so much so that I imagine they will all be taken over by the State now.’


    ‘A good enough use for it. When I knew her she was married to Lord Ravenscliff. That was more than forty years ago, though.’


    I paused. Whitely looked blank. ‘Have you heard of Ravenscliff?’ I enquired.


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘Should I have?’


    I thought, then shook my head. ‘Maybe not. He was an industrialist, but most of his companies disappeared in the Depression. Some closed, others were bought up. Vickers took over a few, I remember. The lone and level sands stretch far away, you know.’


    ‘Pardon?’


    ‘Nothing.’ I breathed in the thick air of cigarette smoke and damp, then attracted the waiter’s eye and called for more drinks. It seemed a good idea. Whitely was not cheering me up at all. It was quiet; not many people around, and the waiters were prepared to work hard for the few customers they had. One of them almost smiled, but managed to restrain himself.


    ‘Tell me about her,’ I said when our glasses were refilled once more. ‘I hadn’t seen her for many years. I only discovered she was dead by chance.’


    ‘Not much to say. She lived in an apartment just up the road here, went to church, did good works, and outlived her friends. She read a great deal, and loved going to the cinema. I understand she had a weakness for Humphrey Bogart films. Her English was excellent, for a Frenchwoman.’


    ‘She lived in England when I knew her. Hungarian by birth, though.’


    ‘Apart from that there’s nothing to say is there?’


    ‘I suppose not. A quiet and blameless life. What were you going to write to me about?’


    ‘Hmm? Oh, that. Well, Mr Henderson, you know, our senior partner. He died a year ago and we’ve been clearing out his papers. There was a package for you.’


    ‘For me? What is it? Gold? Jewels? Dollar bills? Swiss watches? I could use some of those. We prospective old-age pensioners . . .’


    ‘I couldn’t say what’s in it. It‘s sealed. It was part of the estate of Mr Henry Cort . . .’


    ‘Good heavens.’


    ‘You knew him, I assume?’


    ‘We met many years ago.’


    ‘As I say, part of the Cort estate. Curious thing is that it carried instructions that you were to be given it only on Madame Robillard’s death. Which was very exciting for us. There isn’t much excitement in a solicitor‘s office, let me tell you. Hence my intention to write to you. Do you know what is in it?’


    ‘I have absolutely no idea. I scarcely knew Cort at all, and certainly haven’t even cast eyes on him for more than thirty years. I came across him when I was writing a biography of Madame Robillard’s first husband. That‘s how I knew her as well.’


    ‘I hope it was a great success.’


    ‘Unfortunately not. I never even finished it. The reaction of most publishers was about as enthusiastic as your own was when I mentioned his name.’


    ‘My apologies.’


    ‘It was a long time ago. I went back to being a journalist, then joined the BBC when it started up. When did Cort die?’ Curious how, the older you get, the more important other people’s deaths become.


    ‘Nineteen forty-four.’


    ‘When I get back, send me your package. If it’s valuable, I’ll be glad to get it. But I doubt it will be. As far as I remember, Cort didn‘t like me very much. I certainly didn‘t like him.’


    And then we ran out of things to say to each other, as strangers of different generations do. I paid and began my old man’s routine of wrapping myself up, coat, hat, scarf, gloves, pulling everything tight to keep out the bitterness of the weather. Whitely pulled on a thin, threadbare coat. Army demob, by the look of it. But he didn’t seem half as cold as I was at the thought of going outside.


    ‘Are you going to the cemetery?’


    ‘That would be the death of me. She would not have expected it and probably would have thought me sentimental. And I have a train at four. When I get back I will dig out my old notes to see how much I actually remember, and how much I merely think I remember.’


    I took my train from the Gare de Lyon that afternoon, and the cold of Paris faded, along with thoughts of Madame Robillard, formerly Elizabeth, Lady Ravenscliff, as I went south to the greater warmth of a Mediterranean spring.


    She remained in the back of my mind wherever I went, whatever I saw, until I returned to my little house in Hampstead to dig out my old notes. Then I went to visit Mr Whitely.

  


  
    London 1909
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    CHAPTER 1
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    When I became involved in the life and death of John William Stone, First (and last) Baron Ravenscliff, I was working as a journalist. You note I do not say I was a journalist. Merely working as one. It is one of the better-kept secrets of the trade that you have to be quite serious if you wish to have any success. You spend long hours hanging around in pubs, waiting for something to happen, and when it does, it is often of no great interest. I specialised in court cases, and so lived my life around the Old Bailey, eating with my fellows, dozing with them during boring testimony, drinking with them as we awaited a verdict, then running back to the office to knock out some deathless prose.


    Murders were the best: ‘Railway Trunk Murderer to Hang.’ ‘Ealing Strangler Begs for Mercy.’ They all had nicknames, the good ones, anyway. I made up many of them myself; I had a sort of facility for a snappy phrase. I even did what no other reporter did, which was occasionally to investigate a case myself. I spent a portion of my paper’s money on policemen, who were as susceptible then to a small inducement a drink, a meal, a present for their children as they are now. I became adept at understanding how the police and murderers worked. Far too good at it, in the eyes of my grander colleagues, who thought me squalid. In my defence I can say that it was an interest shared with much of the newspaper-buying public, who loved nothing more than a good garrotting to read about. The best thing was a beautiful young woman, done to death in a particularly horrible way. Always a crowd pleaser, that.


    And it was because of this small expertise of mine that I came across Lord Ravenscliff. Or his widow, from whom I received a letter one fine April morning, asking me to come and see her. This was about a fortnight after he died, although that event had rather passed me by at the time.


    ‘Anyone know anything about Lady Elizabeth Ravenscliff?’ I asked in the Duck, where I was breakfasting on a pint of beer and a sausage roll. It was fairly empty that morning; there had not been a decent trial for weeks and none in the offing either. Even the judges were complaining that the criminal classes seemed to have lost their appetite for work.


    My enquiry was met with a communal grunt that signified a total lack of interest.


    ‘Elizabeth, Lady Ravenscliff. Do get it right.’ It was George Short who replied, an old man who was the very definition of a hack. He could turn his hand to anything, and was a better reporter blind drunk than any of his fellows including me sober. Give him some information and he would write it up. And if you didn’t give him some information, he would make it up so perfectly the result was better than the truth. Which is, in fact, another rule of journalism. Fiction is generally better than reality, is usually more trustworthy, and always more believable.


    George, who dressed so appallingly that he was once arrested for vagrancy, put down his pint his fourth that morning, and it was only ten o’clock and wiped his stubbly chin. Like the aristocracy, you can tell a reporter’s status by his clothes and manners. The worse they are, the higher up they are, as only the lowly have to make a good impression. George had to impress no one. Everyone knew him, from judges down to the criminals themselves, and all called him George, and most would stand him a drink. At that stage I was more than a beginner, but less than an old hand I had abandoned my dark suit and was now affecting tweeds and a pipe, aiming at the literary, raffish look which, I thought, quite suited me. Few agreed with my opinion, but I felt rather splendid when I looked at myself in the mirror of a morning.


    ‘Very well. Elizabeth, Lady Ravenscliff, then. Who is she?’ I replied.


    ‘The wife of Lord Ravenscliff. Widow, rather.’


    ‘And he was?’


    ‘A baron,’ said George, who sometimes took the rule about giving all relevant information a little too far. ‘Given a peerage in 1902, as I recall. I don’t know why, he probably bought it like they all do. John Stone was his name. Money man of some sort. Fell out of a window a couple of weeks back. Only an accident, unfortunately.’


    ‘What sort of money man?’


    ‘How should I know? He had money. What’s it to you, anyway?’


    I handed him the letter.


    George tapped his pipe on the heel of his shoe and sniffed loudly. ‘Not very informative,’ he replied, handing it back. ‘Can’t be for your looks, or your talent, or your dress sense. Or your wit and charm. Maybe she needs a gardener?’


    I made a face at him.


    ‘Are you going to go?’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘Don’t expect much. And be on your guard. These people take a lot, and give nothing back.’ It was the nearest I ever heard him come to a political opinion.


    CHAPTER 2
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    I presented myself the next day at the address in St James’s Square an impressive town house of the sort occupied by the wealthy merchant and financial classes, although these were gradually moving out to leafier parts of town. I had found out all but nothing about Lady Ravenscliff herself, so filled the gap with imaginings. A dowager in her late sixties, dressed in the high fashion of thirty years ago when she was young and (I was prepared to bet) tolerably pretty. An air of geraniums about her my grandmother used to grow them, and the particular heavy smell of the plant has always been associated in my mind with respectable old age. Or perhaps not; perhaps a little blowsy and crude, North Country made good, still socially insecure, a chip on her shoulder from having wealth but little position to go with it.


    My thoughts were interrupted when I was ushered in to meet a woman I took to be a daughter or a companion. I guessed her age to be about forty or so, while Ravenscliff had been nearly seventy when he died.


    ‘Good afternoon,’ I said. ‘My name is Matthew Braddock. I have an appointment with your mother? Perhaps . . . ?’


    She smiled in a vaguely perplexed way. ‘I very much hope not, Mr Braddock,’ she replied. ‘Unless you are in contact with the spirit world, you can have no rendezvous with her.’


    ‘I received a letter from Lady Ravenscliff . . .’ I began.


    ‘I am she,’ she said in a soft voice, ‘and I will take your confusion as a compliment. A slightly fumbled one, perhaps, but appreciated, nonetheless.’


    She had enjoyed the little exchange; I could see her eyes dancing in her otherwise expressionless face, as though she was grateful for the first amusement she had had for many days. She was dressed in mourning, but made the black attire seem alluring; she was wearing what was then called a lampshade dress, with a jacket that fitted close around the neck, and a simple necklace of very large grey pearls which stood out against the black velvet of the clothes. I knew next to nothing of such things, only enough to realise that the clothes were the latest in what women considered fashionable. Certainly, even to an amateur like me, the general impression was all very striking. And only the colour suggested anything like mourning.


    I sat down. Nobody likes appearing to be a fool, and I had not made a very good start. The fact that she was quite pleased with the way things were going did not help. Only later very much later did I consider that my inept beginnings might have had something to do with the lady herself, for she was beautiful, although if you considered her face there was no obvious reason to think so. It was not what you might call conventionally handsome; in fact, you might have almost concluded she was slightly odd looking. There was a distinct asymmetry to her features: her nose and mouth too big; her eyebrows too dark. But she was beautiful because she thought she was so, and so dressed and sat and moved in a fashion which elicited the appropriate response from those who saw her. I did not consciously notice this at the time, but it must have had some effect on me.


    The best thing to do, I decided, was nothing. She had summoned me, so it was for her to begin. This allowed her to take control of the meeting, but that was no more than recognising reality. So I arranged myself as best I could and tried hard to conceal my discomfiture.


    ‘I have spent much time recently reading the newspapers, Mr Braddock,’ she began. ‘What I am told are your innumerable contributions.’


    ‘I am gratified, your ladyship.’


    ‘It was not for your literary talent although I have no doubt you are skilled in your chosen occupation. It is because I have need of someone with an ability to amass information and study it dispassionately. You seem to be just such a person.’


    ‘Thank you.’


    ‘Unfortunately, I also need someone who can be discreet, which I believe is not normally a characteristic of reporters.’


    ‘We are professional gossips,’ I said, cheerful again now I was on to a topic I knew about. ‘I am paid to be indiscreet.’


    ‘And if you are paid to be discreet?’


    ‘Oh, in that case the sphinx will seem like a chatterbox in comparison.’


    She waved her hand and thought a while. I had been offered no refreshment of any sort. ‘I have a proposition for you. How much do you earn at the moment?’


    This was an impolite question. By the standards of journalism I was paid adequately, although I knew that by the standards of Lady Ravenscliff it was probably a pitiful sum. Masculine pride does not like to be so easily damaged.


    ‘Why do you want to know that?’ I asked cautiously.


    ‘Because in order to secure your services I will no doubt have to pay you somewhat more than you receive already. I wish to know how much more.’


    I grunted. ‘Well, if you must know, I am paid £125 a year.’


    ‘Yes,’ she said sweetly, ‘you are.’


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘Naturally, I discovered this for myself. I wanted to see whether you would give me an accurate figure, or inflate it in the hope of getting more out of me. You have made a good start as an honest man.’


    ‘And you have made a very poor start as a worthy employer.’


    She acknowledged the reproof, although without any sign of remorse.


    ‘That is true. But you will see in a moment why I am so cautious.’


    ‘I am waiting.’


    She frowned, which did not suit her naturally even complexion, and thought for a moment. ‘Well,’ she said eventually, ‘I would like to offer you a job. It will pay £350 a year, plus any expenses you might incur, and continue for seven years, no matter how long you take to fulfil the task I will give you. This will be an inducement for you to accept the offer, and be discreet. Should you fail in the latter, then all payment will be suspended immediately.’


    It took a few moments to absorb this. It was a phenomenal sum. I would easily be able to save a hundred a year, and so could look forward to perhaps another four years afterwards without having to worry about money. Eleven years of blessed security, in all. What could she possibly want that would justify that sum? Whatever it was, I intended to do it. As long as it didn’t involve too long a gaol sentence.


    ‘You are aware, perhaps, that my husband, Lord Ravenscliff, died a fortnight ago?’


    I nodded.


    ‘It was a terrible accident I still cannot believe it. However, it happened. And I must now live as a widow.’


    Not for long, though, I bet, I thought to myself as I composed my face into an expression of suitable sympathy.


    ‘Please accept my condolences for your loss,’ I said piously.


    She treated the conventional remark with the solemnity it deserved, which is to say that she ignored it totally.


    ‘As you no doubt know, death is not merely an emotional matter for those who are bereaved. The law demands attention as well.’


    ‘The police are involved?’


    She looked very queerly at me. ‘Of course not,’ she replied. ‘I mean that there is a will to be read, estates to be settled, bequests to be made.’


    ‘Oh. Yes. I’m sorry.’


    She paused for a long while after that little exchange; perhaps the calm presentation was more difficult for her than it appeared.


    ‘We were married for nearly twenty years, Mr Braddock. In that time we were as happy and content as a couple can be. I hope you can appreciate that.’


    ‘I’m sure of it,’ I replied, wondering what this was all about.


    ‘So you can realise that when I was read his will, which gave a substantial legacy to his child, I was surprised.’


    ‘Were you?’ I asked cautiously.


    ‘We had no children.’


    ‘Ah.’


    ‘And so I wish you to discover the identity of this child, so that the terms of his will can’


    ‘Just a moment,’ I said in a rush, holding up my hand. The small amount of information she’d given me had already generated so many questions that I was having difficulties holding all of them in my head at the same time.


    ‘Just a moment,’ I repeated more calmly. ‘Can we go through this a little more slowly? First of all, why are you telling me this? I mean, why me? You know nothing about me.’


    ‘Oh, I do. You come recommended.’


    ‘Really? By whom?’


    ‘By your editor. We have known him for some time. He said you were a fine ferreter out of other people’s secrets. He also told me you could be discreet and, incidentally, told me how much you are paid.’


    ‘There must be someone better than me.’


    ‘That is modest of you. And do not think I have not considered the matter carefully. In fact, there are few people capable of performing such a task. Lawyers occasionally employ such people, but none I know of. There are investigative agencies, but I do not feel inclined to trust someone who does not come personally recommended. Besides, they might well require more information than I can provide. I do not know whether this child is alive, when he or she was born, who the mother was. I do not even know in which country it might have been born. There is just one sentence in his will.’


    ‘And that’s it? Nothing else at all?’


    ‘Nothing at all.’


    ‘What did the will say, exactly?’


    She paused for a moment, and then recited. ‘ “Conscious of my failings in so many matters, and wishing to make amends for past ills, I direct that the sum of £250,000 be left to my child, whom I have never previously acknowledged.” So you see, it is not a small matter.’ She looked at me evenly as she spoke.


    I gaped. Money wasn’t my speciality, but I knew a gigantic fortune when I lost track of the noughts dancing in my head.


    ‘That’s some failing,’ I commented. She replied with a frosty look. ‘Sorry.’


    ‘I wish to honour my husband’s will to the letter, if it is possible. I need to inform this person of the bequest. I cannot do that until I know who he, or she, is.’


    ‘You really have no more information?’


    She shook her head. ‘The will referred to some papers in his safe. There were none there. At least, nothing of any relevance. I have looked several times.’


    ‘But if your husband conducted an ah ‘


    I really did not know at all how to manage this conversation. Even with women of my own social class it would have been impossible to ask directly your husband had a mistress? When? Where? Who? With a lady in the first flush of mourning it was completely beyond my capabilities.


    Luckily, she decided to help me out. I rather wished she hadn’t, as it made me even more uncomfortable. ‘I do not believe my husband was in the habit of taking lovers,’ she said calmly. ‘Certainly not in the last decade or so. Before then I know of no one, and there is no reason why I should not have known had any such person existed.’


    ‘Why is that?’


    She smiled at me, again with a slightly mocking twinkle in her eye. ‘You are trying to contain your shock, but not doing it very well. Let me simply say that I never doubted his love for me, nor he mine, even though he made it perfectly clear to me that I was free to do as I chose. Do you understand?’


    ‘I think so.’


    ‘He knew perfectly well that I would accept anything he wished to tell me about and so had no reason to conceal anything from me.’


    ‘I see.’


    I didn’t of course; I didn’t see at all. My morals were and still are those of my class and background, that is to say far more strict than those of people like the Ravenscliffs. It was an early lesson: the rich are a good deal tougher than most people. I suppose it is why they are rich.


    ‘If you will excuse me for saying so, why did he make life so complicated for people? He must have known that it was going to be difficult to find this child.’


    ‘It may be you will find an answer to that in your enquiries.’


    She would never have made much of a living as a saleswoman in a department store, so it was perhaps as well that she was wealthy. Still, it would be an intriguing problem and, best of all, I got paid whatever the result: £350 a year was a powerful incentive. I was getting increasingly ill-humoured about the succession of bachelor lodging houses I had lived in for the past few years. I wasn’t entirely certain whether I wanted domesticity and stability wife, dog, house in the country. Or whether I wanted to flee abroad, and ride Arabian stallions across the desert, and sleep by flickering campfires at night. Either would do, as long as I could get away from the smell of boiled vegetables and furniture polish that hit me full in the face every time I returned home at night.


    I was bored, and the presence of this beautiful woman with her extraordinary request and air of unfathomable wealth stirred up feelings I had long ignored. I wanted to do something different from hanging around the law courts and the pubs. This task she was offering me, and the money that went with it, were the only things likely to show up that could change my circumstances.


    ‘You have become very thoughtful, Mr Braddock.’


    ‘I was wondering how I would go about this task, if I decide to accept your offer.’


    ‘You have decided to accept it,’ she said gravely. From many people, there would have been a tone of contempt in the statement. She, on the other hand, managed to say it in a serene, almost friendly tone that was quite disarming.


    ‘I suppose I have. Not without misgivings, though.’


    ‘I’m sure those will pass.’


    ‘I need, first of all, to discover everything I can about your husband’s life. I will need to talk to his lawyer about the will. I don’t know. Have you looked through his correspondence?’


    She shook her head, tears suddenly welling up into her eyes. ‘I can’t face it yet,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’


    I thought she was apologising for her laziness, then realised it was for the display of weakness she was showing me. Quite right. People like her weren’t supposed to get emotional about a little thing like a husband dying. Should I have taken out a handkerchief and helped to dab her eyes? I would have enjoyed it; it would have required me to go and sit by her on the sofa, bring strength to her frailty. I changed the subject instead, and pretended I hadn’t noticed.


    ‘I imagine I will have to ensure that no one knows why I am asking these questions,’ I said in a louder voice than necessary. ‘I do not wish to cause you embarrassment.’


    ‘It would cause me no embarrassment,’ she replied, the absurdity of the idea bringing her back to her senses. ‘But I suppose a general knowledge of your task might generate false claimants. I have already told a few people your editor included that I am thinking of commissioning a biography. It is the sentimental thing that a woman with much grief and money might do.’


    ‘And as I am a reporter,’ I said, cheerful once more to find myself back on home territory, ‘I can ask indiscreet questions and seem merely as though I am fired by a love of the squalid and vulgar.’


    ‘Precisely. You will fit the part very well, I’m sure. Now, I have made an appointment for you with Mr Joseph Bartoli, my husband’s general manager. He has drawn up a contract for you.’


    ‘And you?’


    ‘I think you should come and see me every week to report progress. All Lord Ravenscliff ‘s private correspondence is here, and you will have to read it as well, I imagine. You may ask any questions you have then. Although I do intend to travel to France in the near future. Much as I loved my husband and miss him, the conventions on mourning in this country I find very oppressive. But I know I would shock and scandalise if I acted inappropriately, so I must seek a little relief elsewhere.’


    ‘You are not English.’


    Another smile. ‘My goodness, if that is how quick you are, we are not going to make much progress. No, I am not English. I am Hungarian by origin, although I lived in France until I married.’


    ‘You have not the slightest trace of any foreign accent,’ I said, feeling a little ruffled.


    ‘Thank you. I have been in England for a long time. And I have never found languages difficult. Manners are a different matter, though. Those are more difficult to learn.’


    She stood and shook my hand as I prepared to leave; she wore a soft, utterly feminine perfume which complemented perfectly the black clothes she wore. Her large grey eyes held mine as she said goodbye.


    A drink. Either to celebrate or to recover, I wasn’t sure, but I certainly needed assistance to think about the wave of change that had just swept over my life. In about forty-five minutes I had changed from being a jobbing reporter on £125 a year to someone earning nearly three times as much and able to do pretty much as I pleased. If that did not call for a celebration, I do not know what would, and there is a decent pub in Apple Tree Yard, just round the corner from St James’s Square, which caters for the servants who work in the big houses, and the suppliers who keep those inhabitants in the style they require. Two drinks later, I was beginning to feel fairly grand. I would take a house, buy some new clothes. A decent pair of shoes. A new hat. Eat in hotel restaurants. Take a cab every now and then. Life would be very fine.


    And I could do my appointed task with as much diligence as I chose. Lady Ravenscliff, it appeared, was still in shock over the loss of her husband and the discovery of his secret life. She had depended on him and looked up to him. Not surprising that she was now throwing his money around.


    Why investigate at all? I wouldn’t have done. If her husband hadn’t troubled to find out who his wretched child was, why should his widow? It seemed to me like inflicting quite unnecessary self-punishment, but what did I know about the mentality of widows? Maybe it was just curiosity, being childless herself, to discover what a child of her husband would be like. Maybe she wanted to find out something about the woman who had succeeded where she had failed.


    CHAPTER 3
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    The offices of Ravenscliff ‘s general manager were in the City, at 15 Moorgate, an anonymous street of five- and six-storey buildings, all erected for commercial use in the past half century. There was nothing remarkable about the street or the people in it; the usual bustle of traders and agents, of young men with spotty faces, top hats, ill-fitting suits and shirts with stiff collars. It was a street of insurance brokers and stockbrokers and grain traders and metal dealers, those who imported and exported, sold before they bought and contrived to keep themselves and the Empire at whose centre they were in liquid funds. I had never liked it very much, this part of town; the City absorbs bright youths and knocks the spirit out of them. It has to; it is the inevitable result of poring over figures eleven hours a day, six days a week, in chilly offices where no talking is allowed and frivolity is punishable by dismissal.


    The Stock Exchange is different; I was passing through once when some jobbers decided to set fire to the coat-tails of a grandee, who was billowing plumes of smoke for several minutes before he noticed. Fights with bread rolls arcing over the trading floor are a daily event, American Funds assaulting Foreign Railways. They work hideous hours for low pay, and lose their jobs easily even though they make their masters much money. It is not surprising that they have a tendency towards the infantile, for that is how they are treated. In the pubs and taverns of the City I had made many good friends amongst the jobbers and brokers, but among the bankers few, if any. They are different; they see themselves as gentlemen not an accusation that could ever be hurled at a stockbroker.


    I did not know what to expect of Mr Joseph Bartoli. This is not surprising, as he filled an unusual position, although the evolution of capitalism will throw up more of his type as industry becomes more complex. Ravenscliff (I later learned) had so many fingers in so many pies that it was difficult for him to keep track of them; nor could he involve himself in day-to-day operations as a mine owner or steel founder might be expected to do. For this he had managers in each enterprise. Mr Bartoli oversaw the managers, and informed Ravenscliff how each business was developing.


    The offices he occupied, above a ships’ chandler, were modest enough one room for himself, one for clerks, of whom there were about a dozen, and one room for ranks of files and records, but he was so large that the room he had taken as his own was nearly filled by his presence. The little space left over was inhabited by a strange pixie-like character with bright eyes and a pointed goatee beard. Somewhere in his forties, medium height, slender, wearing a brown suit and carrying a pair of bright yellow leather gloves in one hand. He said almost nothing all the time I was there, and we were not introduced; rather, he sat on a seat in a corner reading a file, only occasionally looking up and smiling sympathetically at me. I wished I had been dealing with him, rather than with Bartoli. He seemed a much more agreeable fellow.


    In contrast, Bartoli wore an orthodox black suit, but kept on scratching himself and running his finger around his collar as though it irked him. His vast belly fitted behind the desk with difficulty, and his red face and whiskers reminded me greatly of many of the regulars I often saw ranged alongside the bars of nearby pubs. His voice was loud and heavily accented, although it took me some time to realise what the accent was. Manchester-Italian, I decided after a while.


    ‘Sit down,’ he said, gesturing at an uncomfortable chair on the other side of the desk. ‘You’ll be Burdock.’


    ‘Braddock,’ I replied. ‘Mr.’


    ‘Yes, yes. Sit down.’ He had the gestures of the foreigner; extravagant, and excessive, the sort of mannerisms which an Englishman distrusts. I took against Bartoli instantly. And (I must admit) against Ravenscliff, for putting such a man in a position to give orders. I was a great patriot then. I do not know whether I say so in pride or in sorrow.


    He looked at me piercingly, as though sizing me up for some appointment and finding me wanting. ‘I do not approve of what Lady Ravenscliff has decided to do,’ he said eventually. ‘I should tell you this frankly, as you might as well know now that you will get little encouragement from me.’


    ‘What do you think she has asked me to do?’ I asked, wondering whether he knew of the will.


    ‘The biography of Lord Ravenscliff,’ he said.


    ‘Yes. Well, as you please. But I cannot see what your objection is.’


    He snorted. ‘You are a journalist.’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘What do you know of business?’


    ‘All but nothing.’


    ‘That’s what I thought. Ravenscliff was a businessman. Perhaps the greatest this country has ever known. To understand him, you have to understand business, industry, finance. Do you?’


    ‘No. And until yesterday morning I’d never even heard of him. All I can say is that Lady Ravenscliff has asked me to do this job. I did not solicit it. If you want to know why she chose me, you must ask her. Like you, I could think of many people better able to do justice to the subject. But that was her decision and she offered such terms that I would have been mad to refuse. Perhaps I will do poorly; certainly I will unless I have the co-operation of those who knew him.’


    He grunted and pulled a folder from his desk. At least I had not puffed myself up and claimed an expertise I did not possess.


    ‘The payment is absurd,’ he commented.


    ‘I quite agree. But if someone offers you a higher price than you anticipated for one of your products do you bargain them down?’


    He tossed it over. ‘Sign, then,’ he said.


    ‘I think I should read it first.’


    ‘You won’t find anything unexpected. You are to write a biography of Lord Ravenscliff and will submit the finished manuscript to Her Ladyship for approval. You are forbidden to discuss anything which might be relevant to any of the companies listed in the appendix. Expenses will be paid at my discretion.’


    I had never come across a contract with an appendix before, nor one so big, but then I had never been paid so much either.


    ‘How do I get paid?’ I asked as I read more for form’s sake than anything else. He had summed the contents up admirably.


    ‘I will send a cheque to your address every week.’


    ‘I do not have a bank account.’


    ‘Then you’d better get one.’


    I felt like asking him where do I start? But knew that his already low opinion of me would fall even further. The paper paid me weekly in a brown envelope. By the time I had paid bed and board, what was left over usually remained although only for a short while in my pocket until it was handed over to publicans or music hall owners.


    I had thought when I arrived at the office that Bartoli would give me all the information I needed on Ravenscliff ‘s business, but in fact he told me nothing. He would answer questions, but first of all I would have to know what to ask. I would need to make specific requests before he would let me see any papers and even then such was the hint he might prove unco-operative.


    ‘In that case,’ I said cheerfully, ‘I would like to know if it is possible everywhere he went.’


    ‘When?’


    ‘Throughout his career.’


    ‘Are you mad?’


    ‘No. I also want a list of everybody he knew, or met.’


    Bartoli looked at me. ‘Lord Ravenscliff must have encountered tens of thousands of people. He travelled incessantly, throughout Europe, the Empire and to the Americas.’


    ‘Look,’ I said patiently. ‘I am meant to write a biography which people will want to read. I am going to need personal details. How did he start? Who were his friends and family? What is it like travelling around the world? This is the sort of thing people are interested in. Not how much money he made in one year or the next. No one cares about that.’


    He annoyed me; he treated me with neither seriousness nor consideration. I have never liked being treated like that. My colleagues believe I am overly sensitive to slights, real or imagined. Perhaps so, but it is a tendency which has served me well over the years. Dislike and resentment are great stimulants. Bartoli had converted me from someone who thought solely about the amount of money he was paid into someone who would have been determined to do the job properly even if he hadn’t been paid at all.


    CHAPTER 4
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    I emerged from the office thinking it was time to start work, and there was one obvious place to begin. Seyd & Co was, by the standards of the City of London, a venerable institution. It had begun near half a century before to report on the credit-worthiness of traders wishing to borrow money from banks, and its investigations had gradually come to cover all aspects of finance. The more complex business became, the more obscure the origins of merchants, the greater the possibilities for duplicity and deception. And the more opportunities for companies like Seyd’s to make money by shining light into the murkier recesses of man’s greed.


    For the most part and officially their business was to produce guides. The Birmingham Commercial List. California and Its Resources . All of which had to be bought by importers and exporters, dealers and merchants to avoid imposition by scoundrels. But very quietly and discreetly they did much more than that. By its nature, the City was full of rogues and thieves. But thieves have their codes of honour, and Seyd’s winkled out those who did not follow the rules. Those who claimed financial backers who did not exist, who forgot to mention convictions for fraud in far-off countries. Who mentioned their assets, but not their debts. Whose word, in other words, was not their bond.


    Once upon a time a company like Seyd was not necessary, for the city of money was a small place, and everyone knew their clients. Life was simple when bankers only accepted people they had dined with. They dealt with gentlemen, and there was nothing easier to know about than the extent of a gentleman’s estate, or the solvency of his family. Now it is a gibbering Babel of unknowns. Is a man a penniless scoundrel or really one of the richest men in the Habsburg Empire? Does he really have a lucrative contract in Buenos Aires, or in reality should he be in gaol for having run from his creditors? How can one tell? Dissimulation is the first trick of banker and conman alike.


    Seyd’s discovered the truth. Not always, and not perfectly, but better than anyone else. I knew because I had on occasion done some work for them. I had been approached a few years previously to discover something of a man who was setting up as a company promoter in the north of England. He claimed to be able to bring seven cotton producers together to combine into one larger unit that could then be offered for sale. All he needed was some capital . . .


    I had to take a day off work to travel north, but I got the truth out soon enough. Ernest Mason left the country a day before he could be arrested for fraud, but only because I tipped him off. He offered me money in return, but my conscience rebelled at being paid thrice for the same work. Once by my newspaper, as I wrote up the story of the fraudulent promotions, once by Seyd, who paid me for my report, and once by Mason. But undoubtedly many in the company’s employ do so profit from their knowledge, and do worse. There is good money to be had in the City of London for those who really want it.


    Wilf Cornford was too lazy ever to become rich. Had he possessed easy wealth by inheritance he would have been a scientist working out the various species and subspecies of the insect world. Instead, he catalogued the character and follies of homo economicus ; it was his duty and his pleasure, and he was one of the few men I have ever met who could be considered truly happy. He could have been a power in the land, for all would have been afraid of him had they truly appreciated how much he knew. But he could not be bothered and, so he told me once, it would spoil his observations. All those people who gave him such an interesting time with their activities would begin to behave differently if they knew they were being watched.


    It was he who first had the idea of hiring me for the occasional bit of investigation down in the police courts, and payment was occasionally some money, and more often a useful tip about a forthcoming arrest or scandal which his network of blabbermouths had passed on to him. On several occasions he had suggested I come to work for Seyd’s properly, but I had never taken him up. I liked a more varied diet.


    ‘Matthew,’ he said in his even fashion when I knocked on his door and was admitted. ‘Nice to see you again. We haven’t seen you here for a long time.’


    Wilf ‘s way of speaking was as anonymous as his appearance. He was a portly fellow in his fifties, but not excessively so. He spoke with a measured neutrality, neither sounding like a toff, nor yet betraying any trace of his West Country origins, for his father had been a labourer in Dorset, and he had been sent as a child to serve in the house of the local gentry. There he had somehow learned to read and write, and when the family had brought him to London for the season some thirty-five years ago he had walked out one morning and never gone back. He found a job at a tallow chandler’s writing up the books, for he had a fine script. Then he moved on to a corn broker, then a discount house, and finally to Seyd’s.


    ‘I was busy with the Mornington Crescent trial.’


    He wrinkled his nose in disapproval. As well he might. This had not been a classic in the annals of British crime, and the only interesting aspect of the case had been the sheer stupidity of William Goulding, the murderer, who had kept the head of his unfortunate victim in a box under his bed, so when the police came calling as they were bound to do, for the woman had lived in his house even they could not have failed to notice the smell and the pool of dried blood which had dripped through the floorboards from the bedroom above and stained the parlour carpet. Goulding had not read the penny press, and so was possibly the only person left in England who did not know about the wonders of fingerprints for identifying even headless corpses. It was an open-and-shut case, but the trial took place in an otherwise quiet period, and the public does love its gore.


    ‘I really don’t know how you do your job,’ he said. ‘I would find it very dull.’


    ‘In comparison to the account books you like to read?’


    ‘Oh, yes. They are fascinating. If you know how to read them.’


    ‘Which I don’t. And that is one of the reasons I am here.’


    ‘I was rather hoping you had come to give me information, not ask for it.’


    ‘Do you know of a man called Ravenscliff?’


    He stared at me for a minute, then very uncharacteristically leant back and laughed out loud. ‘Well,’ he said indulgently, ‘yes. Yes, I think I can say I have heard of him.’


    ‘I need to find out about him.’


    ‘How many years do you have at your disposal?’ He paused, and looked rather patronisingly at me. ‘You could spend the rest of your life learning about him, and still never find out everything. Where are you starting from? How much do you know already?’


    ‘Very little. I know he was rich, was some sort of financier and is dead. And that his wife wants me to write a biography of him.’


    That got his attention. ‘Really? Why you?’


    I summarised my interview leaving out the truly important bit and threw in for good measure my brief interview with Bartoli.


    ‘What a strange choice,’ he said when I’d finished, staring up at the ceiling with a dreamy look in his eye, a bit like a cat that had just finished a particularly large bowl of cream.


    ‘I’m glad you find it so,’ I said, rather nettled. ‘And if you could tell me what in particular . . .’


    He let out a long sigh. ‘It’s difficult to know where to begin, really,’ he said after a while. ‘Are you really as ignorant as you say?’


    ‘Pretty much.’


    ‘You reporters never cease to amaze me. Do you never read your own newspaper?’


    ‘Not if I can help it.’


    ‘You should. You’d find it invaluable. And fascinating. But I forgot. You are a socialist. Dedicated to eradicating the ruling class and bringing in the New Jerusalem.’


    I scowled. ‘Most people live in poverty while the rich.’


    ‘Grind the faces of the poor. Yes, indeed they do. How they grind them, though, is of great importance and interest. Know thine enemy, young man. If you insist on thinking of them as your enemy. Although as you are now a fully paid-up servant of the worst of the grinders or at least his widow I have no doubt your views will have to undergo a certain modification. Had you been better informed you might have refused the money, and thus kept the purity of your soul intact.’


    ‘What do you mean, the worst of them?’


    ‘John Stone, First Baron Ravenscliff. Chairman of the Rialto Investment Trust, with holdings in the Gosport Torpedo Company, Gleeson’s Steel, Beswick Shipyards, Northcote Rifle and Machine Gun. Chemical works. Explosives. Mines. Now even an aircraft company, although I doubt those will ever amount to much. You name it. Very secretive man. When he travelled on the Orient Express he had his own private coach that no one but he used. No one really knows what he owned or controlled.’


    ‘Not even you?’


    ‘Not even me. We did begin an investigation on behalf of a foreign client about a year ago, but stopped.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Ah, well. Why indeed? All I know is that one day I was called in by young Seyd the son, that is, and you know how rarely he ever comes near the place and asked if we were looking at Rialto. He took the papers and told us not to continue.’


    ‘Does that often happen?’


    ‘Never. Mr Seyd junior is not like his father, and is not known for his backbone. He prefers life in the country, saving souls and living off his dividends. But he’s an amiable enough man, and never interferes. This was the first and last time.’


    ‘So what caused this?’


    Wilf shrugged. ‘I cannot say. I don’t know that a biography would interest many people, except me,’ he went on with a slight sniff of disapproval. ‘Ravenscliff was money. It’s all he did. All he ever did. From the standpoint of someone like you, obsessed with the tawdry details of humanity‘s failings, he was an utter bore. You couldn‘t even justify a paragraph on him. Which was why his death was so little reported, I suppose. He got up in the morning. He worked. He went to bed. As far as I am aware, he was a faithful husband’


    ‘Was he?’ I asked quickly, hoping that my interest wouldn’t seem suspicious. Wilf, however, put it down to natural squalor.


    ‘Yes, I fear so. He might have owned a brothel and have patronised it on a regular basis, of course, but it never came to my attention. What I mean is, that he never had any notable alliances, if you get my meaning. With People.’


    Now, by ‘People’ Wilf meant the sort of folk he was interested in. The rich and the powerful and, in this case, their wives and daughters. Shopgirls and women of that sort never came to his attention. ‘People’ had money. Everyone else was merely scenery.


    ‘He had no time, and no interest in anything so frivolous, I believe. As far as I could discern the companies were collectively highly profitable. Do you know anything about his companies?’


    I shook my head.


    ‘Very well then. One thing you should keep in the back of your mind is this: why were you asked to write about a subject for which you are perfectly unsuited? Even if you were presented with a full set of accounts for a company, you wouldn’t even be able to understand them. So why you? Why not someone who stands a chance of doing a decent job?’


    That irritated me. ‘Perhaps Lady Ravenscliff has a high opinion of my intelligence and ability to learn. But for £350 a year, why should I care?’


    ‘Oh, you should. You should. These are tricky people, young man. The rich believe they are allowed anything, and they are right. Be careful of what you are getting involved in.’


    He sounded just like George Short. Normally, Wilf spoke with the detachment of the scientific observer; now he was in earnest.


    ‘You like me,’ I said in astonishment. ‘I am touched.’


    ‘I see you as a little mouse trying to steal an egg from an eagle’s nest, thinking it is so lucky to have found such a feast,’ he said severely.


    I thought about this for a second, then shrugged his warning aside. ‘You still haven’t told me where I might begin.’


    ‘That depends,’ he replied.


    ‘On?’


    ‘On what I get in return. I don’t want to be too commercial here, but we deal in information and information has a price. You know that.’


    ‘I thought you liked me.’


    ‘Not that much.’


    ‘I have promised to be absolutely discreet on the matter of Ravenscliff ‘s companies. It’s in my contract.’


    ‘Good for you. But since when has discretion involved not telling me things? I will make sure nothing is ever traced back to you.’


    ‘I can’t break my word so swiftly.’


    ‘You could promise to break it after a decent interval, then.’


    ‘You know perfectly well what I mean.’


    ‘I do. I don’t want tittle-tattle. Mistresses, wild parties, Lady Ravenscliff ‘s lovers . . .’


    ‘She has lovers?’


    ‘I would imagine so. Ravenscliff was hardly a romantic figure, and she, so I understand, is foreign. But I have no idea. I was merely saying that I am not interested in such things. I am interested in money, that is all.’


    ‘I’ve noticed that. You must tell me why one day.’


    ‘If you don’t understand it will be pointless to try and explain. A bit like trying to explain Mozart to someone who is tone deaf.’


    ‘But you are so poor yourself.’


    ‘I am paid a perfectly decent salary. More than enough for my needs. That is not the point. Just because I cannot paint doesn’t mean I do not like paintings. And before you draw obvious parallels, you do not have to admire a painter to admire his works. Ravenscliff, for example, was a magician with money; I admired his skill and invention. That does not mean I admired him personally.’


    ‘So? Tell me.’


    Wilf shook his head. ‘We must have an agreement.’


    I hesitated, then nodded. ‘Very well. Anything that might interest Seyd & Co I might pass onto you. But I decide.’


    ‘Fair enough. You wouldn’t be able to keep it to yourself anyway. You are a reporter. And I strongly doubt that you will find out anything.’


    ‘Thank you for your confidence. Now, tell me about Ravenscliff.’


    ‘Certainly not. I’m very busy today. I will provide you with information. Some information. The rest is up to you. Besides, I already told you that our own labours were confiscated.’


    ‘Then what’s the point . . .’


    ‘I prepared a summary of his career and current businesses current as of about a year ago, that is. I must have forgotten to hand it over to young Seyd. Very forgetful of me. I will provide you with names. I will listen to your speculations and offer advice and tell you if I think you are going wrong. Which you will undoubtedly do.’


    He levered himself out of his chair and opened a filing cabinet behind him. Pulled out a file and gave it to me.


    It was only about five pages long. ‘Is that it?’ I asked incredulously.


    Wilf looked offended. ‘What did you expect? A novel? Every word counts. It is a distillation of years of knowledge. Our clients are financiers, not gentlemen of leisure with nothing better to do than settle down for a good long read. How many words do you need to describe one of your trials, in any case?’


    I sniffed. ‘I was expecting a bit more.’


    ‘You’ll survive the disappointment. Go and read it. Then, if you want my recommendation, go and read your own newspaper.’


    CHAPTER 5
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    It was past five when I emerged, and a day of glorious weather. Not the sort of day to be working. Do not misunderstand me; I am a conscientious man. I work hard and have no trouble staying up all night or hanging around in the rain for hours when necessary. But sometimes the allure of life is irresistible. London, in all its glory on a spring evening, was everything that made work, however honest, seem very much a second-best option.


    I loved London, and still do. I have now travelled to many cities, although at that stage in my life I had seen little, but have never come across anywhere which even remotely compares with it. Just looking up and down the street in which Seyd & Co was located provided enough material for a dozen novels. The beggar sitting, as he always did, by the jeweller’s opposite, singing a song which was so execrable people gave him money to keep quiet. The delivery boys giggling to themselves over some joke. The bearded man in strange clothes walking quietly on the other side, keeping close to the wall. Perhaps he was the richest person in the street? Perhaps the poorest? The old man with a military cast to him, dignified and correct; a doorman or porter, whose best days passed some forty years previously when he breathed the air of India or Africa. But punctilious, with shoes shined and trouser creases pressed like razors.


    The merchants and brokers and agencies and manufactories which could be found down the grimy little alleys and in the courtyards had not yet disgorged their occupants; they would stay as the light faded or until the work was done. Contracts were being drawn up, shipments prepared, cargoes checked over. Auctions of goods were under way in the hall over the road, which had drawn merchants in furs, just as earlier in the day the room had thronged with traders in wax or whale blubber or pig iron. The food stalls to feed the office boys and clerks were setting up; the smell of sausages and fish was just a faint tang in the air, although it would get stronger as the evening wore on. The odd pair walking together in conversation, one a huge African, dark as night, the other a pale-skinned, weedy-looking man with blond hair, Scandinavian, at a guess. Sailors probably, their ship docked a mile or so up river after a journey of thousands of miles to deliver its cargo of what? Tea? Coffee? Animals? Guano? Ore? Precious jewels or dirty minerals?


    Just one street. Multiply it by thousands and you have London, sprawling over the landscape, containing every vice and virtue, every language, every kindness and cruelty. It is incomprehensible, unpredictable and strange. Huge wealth and greater poverty, every disease you could imagine, and every pleasure. It had frightened me when I first arrived; it frightens me now. It is an unnatural place, as far from the Garden of Eden as you could imagine.


    I had several things to do, and most of them needed the Duck. I had not eaten all day; I wanted to read Wilf ‘s words of wisdom and I needed to resign from my job. The Duck offered food, a quiet table, and sooner or later it would offer the sight of my editor propped up against the bar, as he always was before he went in to oversee the production of the next morning’s paper. Robert McEwen was a man of predictable habits. At five-thirty in the evening he would travel from Camden to the newspaper’s offices. He would walk to the pub and stay for half an hour, rarely saying a word to a soul; under his arm would be a copy of that morning‘s paper. If he was in a good mood, it would remain there, untouched. If he felt we had been beaten in some particular he would pull the paper out impatiently, look at it, put it back, or rap it on the counter. The office kept a boy in the pub especially to watch him. ‘He‘s rapping,’ would come the report, and a collective groan would go up. He would stump in, glowering, and sooner or later would lose his temper. Someone would be shouted at. An office boy would be cuffed around the ear. A pile of paper would be thrown at someone‘s head.


    Then the storm would pass and we could get down to business, and McEwen would become as he usually was: concentrated, moderate, reasonable and sensible. He could not be one without occasionally being the other, and the evening would pass until near three in the morning when he, and the paper, could be put to bed, duty done, the world informed, the presses rolling.


    The Chronicle , to Robert McEwen, was not so much a newspaper, it was a mission. He considered it a moral force in the world. Most people including the majority of those who wrote for it thought it was just a newspaper. McEwen disagreed. He brought all the fervour of the lapsed Presbyterian to his task, and set about educating the public, and damning the powerful in error, with all the intensity of John Knox castigating sinners. The newspaper, it should be said, was a good one, but not noted for its sense of humour. Not for the Chronicle so much as a photograph, let alone the nonsense dreamt up by the Daily Mail , the cartoons, the competitions, or any of the other tricks devised to squeeze a halfpenny from the hands of the reading masses. My line of business he considered to verge on the frivolous, but crime is essentially a moral tale. Evil defeated, sin punished. Frequently, neither of these events happened and for the most part evil did very nicely indeed. But that too could point up a lesson.


    Besides, McEwen had a weakness for a story, and the annals of the Bow Street Magistrates Court or the Old Bailey generated many a good one. I had even won his favour, or believed I had, for he was notorious for never encouraging anyone. His emotional range went from towering rage to silence, and silence was as near as he got to praise. My work generally passed without comment, but I had of late been asked to write editorials on the Liberal Government’s policy towards the poor and on its latest measures to combat crime.


    I thus existed in two worlds, for journalism is as class-conscious as any other part of society. Reporters are the manual labourers; most begin as clerks or office boys, or work on provincial papers before coming to London. They are trusted with facts, but not with their interpretation, which is the prerogative of the middle classes, the editorial writers, whose facility at opinion is assisted by their perfect ignorance of events. These grand fellows, who like to lard their editorials with quotations from Cicero, are paid very much more for doing very much less. Few even consider the idea of spending hours outside a courtroom waiting for a verdict, or camping out by a brazier at the dockyard gates to report on a strike.


    It was like a betrayal to go into the leader office they do not even share the same room with us, for fear of contamination and sit with pen and paper to enlighten the nation on the deficiencies of the criminal justice bill, or complain about rampant drunkenness due to the efforts of brewers to profit by driving the poor ever deeper into despair. I enjoyed it, though, and thought I was quite adept as well, although as often as not McEwen would rewrite my efforts so that my words advocated the exact opposite of my real opinions.


    ‘Not the policy of the paper,’ he said gruffly when I looked upset.


    ‘The paper supports public drunkenness?’


    ‘It assumes that people are sensible enough to look after their own interests. You, although an advocate of the working classes, seem to think they are too stupid to run their own lives. Write me the same opinion without being condescending to the entire population and I will print it. Otherwise you will maintain the supremacy of free choice . . .’


    ‘But you don’t like choice when it comes to trade.’


    He scowled at me. ‘That is a matter of the Empire,’ he replied.


    And it was. This was the paper’s Pole Star, the one consideration to which all other matters referred, which determined all the newspaper’s policies. McEwen was an Imperialist, a man for whom the defence of Empire was the first, only and greatest duty. He held strongly that we faced two great challenges, the envy of Germany and the greed of America. Both would bring the world to ruin rather than permit the continued supremacy of Britain across the globe. Piece by piece his editorials had constructed a coherent policy with which to educate the public and berate the politicians. Imperial preference in trade, to construct a trading block around the world which would develop the dominions Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa into equal partners. A naval policy which would construct fleets of battleships able to take on Germany and any other nation simultaneously. A policy to encourage the production of children. Outright opposition to all welfare for the British population on the grounds that it would diminish the appeal of emigration, and divert money from imperial defence. This, of course, brought him into collision with the current government.


    But central to all was Germany, and particularly Kaiser Wilhelm, whom McEwen saw as a madman, determined to foment a war. Once restrained by loyalty to his great-aunt, Queen Victoria, since her death this had been replaced by bitter rivalry with King Edward. Great Britain must prepare for war, and hope we would not be too weakened by the contest to meet the subsequent challenge from the United States.


    The last election had been a severe disappointment all the firepower of the Chronicle had been brought to bear on the task of ensuring that the Empire was handed over to the wise guidance of the Conservatives. To no avail. They had been decimated in 1906, and three years on they had been outmanoeuvred again. The Liberals had announced a ship-building programme for the Royal Navy, without actually placing any orders, announced a rise in the old-age pension without actually increasing it, announced education reform and so many measures costing so much that no one knew how they would be paid for. They had even put up income tax, to 5 per cent. The Prime Minister, Asquith, and his chancellor, Lloyd George, could reduce the editorial pages of the Chronicle to virtual incoherence as McEwen contemplated the full range of their folly. In my opinion the newspaper had become so obsessed that it risked boring its readership to death. Not that anyone consulted me on the matter.


    Curiously, my failure to please on the subject of public drunkenness did not mean I was sent back to the reporting room; I kept on writing my opinions, and McEwen kept on changing them, although less and less as I learned how to sneak a radical opinion into an orthodox mould. My finest moment, perhaps, was to convert the paper into a supporter of votes for women, which McEwen held to be against the will of the God he no longer believed in. In sheer irritation I wrote an intemperate, and somewhat frivolous, editorial pointing out that it was contradictory to suppose women were going to produce the next generation of imperialists without their having an interest in the Empire itself. It appeared the next day, word for word, not so much a comma changed.


    I was certain that some terrible error had occurred, that my piece of paper had somehow been accidentally taken down to the printers and published by mistake. People had lost their jobs for much less than that. But no; the next evening, he nodded at me. And almost smiled.


    ‘Why did you run that?’ I asked.


    ‘Because you were right,’ he replied. ‘And I thank you for correcting me on the matter.’ He never mentioned the subject again. Except that any trial or demonstration by the suffragists I was now sent to deal with, and after a few weeks I realised I would rather spend my time with murderers, who were very much more interesting conversationalists. Besides, many of the women had read my editorial, considered my arguments unsound, and liked to explain, at length, where I had gone wrong. Moreover, their reputation for moral laxity and free love was entirely undeserved.


    I bought myself a drink and a pie and waited for McEwen to show up, largely unable to concentrate on the papers Wilf had lent me. I was halfway through both when my editor walked in. He was the sort of person who was not noticed in a crowd, except when he wished to be. And yet he was invited everywhere, had an entrée into the houses of the great. How was this so? He never struck me as a fine talker, was not notably handsome, not well connected through his family. It took me years to grasp that McEwen listened. When someone talked to him, whoever they were, they felt he was giving them his full attention. It is a rare gift, and one I do not possess myself; I have a tendency to judge others before they have even opened their mouths. McEwen could ferret out the good and the interesting amongst dowagers and dockers alike, and persuade them to take him into their confidence.


    And there he was, propped up against the bar, looking not at all like a man able to exchange witticisms with debutantes or discuss tariff reform with cabinet ministers. Rather, he looked like a newspaperman about to go into battle once again. Slightly wary, preoccupied, preparing for the struggle that attended the daily rebirth of a newspaper as it began its great cycle from formless idea to wrapping for fish and chips.


    ‘Good evening, sir,’ I said. He was always referred to in this manner; in the world of the newspaper he was lord of us all. The fact that he was a mere employee himself, answerable to the owners, never occurred to any of us. In fact, no one either knew or particularly cared who the owners were, as their presence was never felt.


    ‘Braddock.’ It was a greeting, no more or less friendly than his usual salutation.


    ‘I was wondering if I could have a word with you, sir . . .’


    He took the watch out of his waistcoat and looked at it, then nodded.


    ‘I was asked to go and meet a Lady Ravenscliff today, sir . . .’


    ‘Taking it?’


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘The job. Commission, whatever. Are you taking it?’


    ‘It’s a very good offer she has made. Extraordinary. I think I have to thank you . . .’


    ‘Yes, you do. Good. I thought you’d go for it.’


    ‘Might I ask why you suggested me?’


    ‘Because it is a bit of a waste having you do crime stories. Good though they are, no doubt. But I think you need to spread your wings. You need to spend some time in the company of those people you dislike so much.’


    ‘Why do you say that?’ I tried to keep the hurt out of my voice, but did not succeed very well.


    ‘You sympathise far too much with the people and lose sight of the facts. You write about a murder trial and are so caught up in the circumstances that you are quite capable of omitting the verdict.’


    ‘I didn’t realise I was so inadequate,’ I said stiffly.


    ‘Yes, you did,’ he replied simply. ‘You know it perfectly well. And please don’t think I have a low opinion of you. You’d be a good leader writer. Will be, once you lose the rough edges.’


    ‘You mean I didn’t go to the right school, like those people you do give jobs to,’ I said, more loudly than I intended.


    ‘I did not recommend someone like that to Lady Ravenscliff,’ he said evenly, ‘so don’t get resentful. I imagine she is paying you a fortune and you will gain inestimably from the experience as well. On top of that, there was something strange about Ravenscliff ‘s death, and I want to know what. You were the best person I could think of to discover it.’


    ‘I thought he fell out of a window.’


    ‘So he did. Open window of his study on the second floor. He was working alone and his wife was out. Pacing up and down, tripped on a carpet.’


    ‘So?’


    ‘He hated heights. He was terrified of them, and deeply embarrassed by the fact. He never went near an open window if it was anywhere but on the ground floor, and used to insist that all windows were tightly shut.’


    ‘And does Lady Ravenscliff share your worries? She never mentioned anything to me.’


    He gave me a sidelong look, and I realised what he meant.


    ‘You think . . . ?’


    ‘All I know, Braddock, is that this is a matter of the utmost importance.’


    He said it with such intensity that I didn’t quite grasp his meaning. ‘Why?’


    ‘Because,’ he said quietly, ‘Ravenscliff owned the Chronicle . And I don’t want it falling into the wrong hands. Find out for me, please, what his will said, where his assets go. Who is our new master.’


    CHAPTER 6
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    I walked back to my lodgings, something I often did when I needed to think. It was more than six miles, from the City to Chelsea, and it took me well over an hour even though I walked at a fast pace all the way. The sight of the black-painted front door gave me none of the pleasure that the prospect of home should give a man. It was all that separated me from the boiled cabbage and wax polish, the smells that gather in an over-occupied house whose windows have not been opened for a quarter century. It was a dingy house, in a dingy street, in a dingy part of town. Nearly every second house, I believed, was occupied by widows who let out rooms to people like me. Opposite was one that functioned as a school for young ladies, turning them into operators of the typewriter, so they could push men out of their jobs as copyists and clerks. A few houses were owned by shopkeepers or clerks desperately clinging to respectability by their fingertips. All of human life, from a particular stratum of society, could be found in Paradise Walk, behind the grubby windows and cracking stucco. Paradise Walk! Never was a street more badly misnamed. I can only assume that the speculative builder who threw up the ill-built, utterly anonymous houses some half-century previously had possessed a strange sense of humour.


    Even worse was that my window, second floor at the back, looked over the grand gardens and opulence of bohemian London. Successful artists had congregated in Tite Street, parallel to my own, but lived in a very different fashion. One garden in particular I could see, and used to gaze at the two children a boy and a girl, dressed in white as they played in the sunshine the lovely woman who was their mother, the portly father who was a member of the Academy. And dream of such an idyllic existence, so unlike my own childhood, which had contained no sunlight at all.


    Not all journalists are editors, not all artists are members of the Academy. John Praxiteles Brock, my fellow lodger, was not then a success; his torment at having to look out every morning at the proof of unattainable glory in the next street was balanced by his desire to rub shoulders with the famous, who might assist him in his career. He would come home occasionally bubbling with excitement and pride: ‘I said good morning to Sargent this morning!’ or ‘Henry MacAlpine was buying a pint of milk in front of me today!’ Alas, it was rare that either said good morning in return. Perhaps his desperation frightened them; perhaps the fact that his father was a sculptor (hence his unfortunate middle name) of retrograde opinions and unpleasant temper put them off; perhaps they felt that youth has to fight on its own. Now he is more successful, Brock gives little encouragement to others, either.


    I awoke the next morning with a formidable hunger, as I had eaten little, and walked much, the previous evening. So I dressed swiftly and went down to the eating room, where Mrs Morrison prepared breakfast for her boys every morning. She was the only reason I stayed in the house and I believe it was the same for the others who lodged with her. As a housekeeper she verged on the hopeless, as a cook she was very much worse. Her breakfasts tended towards the obscene, and she boiled her vegetables in the evening with such vigour that we were lucky if they were merely yellow when poured onto the plate in a pool of steaming water, there to mix with the grey, tough meat that she cooked in a fashion so personal that no one could ever really figure out how, exactly, she had reduced a once-living animal to such a sorry wreck. Philip Mulready, a man who wished to win fame through poetry (he later settled for a wealthy heiress instead) used on occasion to declaim verses in honour of the poor animal sacrificed on Mrs Morrison’s altar. ‘There thou liest, unhappy pig, so grey, so pale and wan . . .;’ although, sensitive to our landlady’s feelings, he made sure that she was in the kitchen when Calliope touched his forehead with inspiration.


    She might well have missed the irony in any case. Mrs Morrison was a good woman, a widow doing her best to survive in a hard world, and if the food was vile and the mantelpiece thick with dust, she created a jolly, warm atmosphere. Not only that, she was prepared to mend our clothes, do our washing and leave us alone. All she required in return was a moderate rent and a little company now and again. A pound a week and some chat was little enough to pay.


    Though a journalist (now, I remembered, a former journalist) I was not much of a gossip, alas; unlike Brock, who delighted in any excuse that kept him away from work. Mulready was also a conversationalist, although he liked to amuse himself by talking in a way so convoluted, and on subjects so obscure, that the poor woman rarely understood what he was going on about. Harry Franklin was her favourite; he worked in the City in some lowly capacity, but it was obvious he would not remain in servitude for long. He was a serious man, the sort any respectable mother would like to call her own. Every evening he retired to his room to study the mysteries of money; he intended to learn his business so thoroughly that no one could deny him the promotion he craved. He often returned late, working for his employers without charge and all alone, so that he could be on top of his job at all times.


    He was an admirable fellow but (dare I say it) a little dull. He was easily shocked by Brock and Mulready, went to church every Sunday and spoke rarely at dinner. He missed little, though, and there was more to him than was obvious. I could occasionally see a faint shine in his eye as he listened to the exuberance of his fellow lodgers; sometimes see the effort that lay behind all that mortification of the soul and discipline of the body. And he lived with us, in Chelsea, not in Holloway or Hackney, where most of his sort congregated. Franklin considered himself a man apart; different, superior perhaps to his colleagues, and was desperate to match reality with his dreams.


    It was not for me to decry his ambition; not for me to say that being the general manager of a provincial bank (presumably the sort of thing he aimed at I seriously underestimated his ambition there) was a poor sort of thing to dream of at night, when those in the rooms above and below saw themselves as Michelangelo or Milton. His dream was as powerful as theirs and he pursued it with more determination and ability.


    ‘I need your help,’ I told him as he prepared to leave for work. He paused as he put on his bicycle clips. It was typical of his general approach to life that he pedalled right across London twice a day, because he would not pay the twopence for the omnibus. Besides, an omnibus meant depending on others and risking being late. Franklin did not like being dependent on others.


    He looked at me cautiously and didn’t answer.


    ‘I’m being serious,’ I assured him. ‘I need to learn about money.’


    He remained silent.


    ‘Can I walk with you a little?’


    He nodded and we went out together. He was a curious sight. Mrs Morrison had stitched him a large, stiff canvas bag to contain his top hat, which might have been blown off or become soiled as he cycled, and this he tied carefully to the back of his machine. Then he began to pull on two cloth leggings, which he tied around ankle and thigh to protect his trousers, and a form of scarf which went around his neck to defend his stiff white collar against the filth of the London streets.


    ‘You do know that you look ridiculous in all that?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said equably, speaking for the first time. ‘But my employers are sticklers for appearance. Many a lad has been sent home without pay for not being properly turned out. What do you want to know about money for? I thought you disapproved of it.’


    Franklin had once heard me discoursing on the evils of capitalism, but had not seen fit to defend his god against the heresies I spoke.


    ‘Have you heard of someone called Lord Ravenscliff?’


    Instantly I could see a look of mingled surprise and curiosity pass over his face.


    ‘I have been asked to write his biography. But I’ve been told that his life was money. Or that money was his life. One or the other.’


    ‘Why on earth would anybody ask you . . . ?’


    I was getting heartily sick of that question. ‘I have no idea,’ I said testily, ‘but his widow decided I was the right person and is paying me for the job. I will happily pass some of my good fortune on to you if you will allow me to use you as a sort of reference dictionary for anything I do not understand. Which is nearly everything.’


    He considered this. ‘Very well,’ he said briefly. ‘I will happily oblige, when I have time. I will be free this evening after dinner, if you wish to begin then. What sort of thing do you want to know?’


    ‘Everything. I mean, I know what a share is, more or less. But that’s about it. It’s not as if I have any money myself, so it‘s never been of much interest to me. Just a moment.’


    I ran back inside and up to my room, grabbed the file from Seyd’s and went back outside to the pavement. ‘Here,’ I said, thrusting it into Franklin’s hand. ‘This is meant to be a summary of Ravenscliff ‘s business. Could you tell me what it‘s all about this evening?’


    He stuffed it into the bag, along with his top hat and his white gloves, and pedalled off.


    I went in to confront Mrs Morrison’s bacon and open the post. I rarely got letters of any sort, so the envelope which awaited me, propped up against the toast rack, held an obvious interest, as it was thick, made of heavy cream paper and addressed in a flowery hand. London W was the postmark, and it evidently fascinated Mrs Morrison as well, as she referred to it as she poured my tea, made mention again as she brought me my plate and hovered with excitement as she waited for me to open it.


    I could see no reason to deny her the pleasure, so opened it with a flourish using the butter knife as a letter opener. It was from a Mr Theodore Xanthos, of the Ritz Hotel, who referred to having met me the previous day. Careful thought suggested this must be the little elf I had encountered in Bartoli’s office. He said that, as he had known Lord Ravenscliff for many years, he might be of assistance in my work, and would be glad to help if he could. As he travelled a great deal on business, he was not often in London, but if I wished to come to his hotel before next Friday, then he would be most pleased to talk to me.


    That was useful. It was pleasant to think that someone wanted to help. I tucked the letter in my coat pocket, finished my breakfast, thanked Mrs Morrison fervently for the excellent repast, and walked out into the cool morning sun.


    CHAPTER 7
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    Until that evening the day passed uneventfully. I went to Sloane Square, where I knew there was a bank, and asked to open an account. The Midland and County (a joint stock bank, I learned, as opposed to a private bank these things become important when you study them) seemed quite enthusiastic when I mentioned the regular payments of £6 14s 8d that would be credited to my account every week. They were not so enthusiastic when I informed them that in fact I had absolutely nothing to give them at that moment, but dealt with the disappointment in a manly fashion. They gave me a book of cheques, with strict instructions not even to think of using one until I had deposited some money.


    I went then to the Chelsea library to plunge into the world of money. Banking joint stock, private, discount. Bills of exchange. Bills on London for forward delivery. Consols. Debentures. Issue at, below or above par. Yield. Dividend. First preference (or second preference) shares. Bonds, international, domestic, government or commercial. Clearly this capitalism was a more sophisticated beast than I had thought. I had considered it to be a means of theft that was more or less magical in its operation, but slowly realised it had its rules. Arcane and incomprehensible they might be, but rules nonetheless. Some people, at least, understood how it all worked. And what they could understand I could understand as well.


    This determination was the sole result of my morning in the library. That and a headache, and the information that Mr Theodore Xanthos was, alas, only a salesman working for Ravenscliff ‘s shipbuilding company. A pity. I had hoped he would have been more important than that, but it seemed he was only a minor figure whose enthusiasm to assist came from a desire for a mention in a book which would never get written anyway.


    I walked down to the World’s End for a sandwich and a pint, and returned to easier, more familiar matters in the afternoon. The death of Lord Ravenscliff. The obituaries. Journalism. Things I could grasp standing on my head. McEwen said start at the end and work back, and it was good advice, even without his own particular interest. I needed to know and understand the man; and a man’s death is often very illuminating.


    I summoned the papers The Times and the Telegraph , as well as the financial papers as they always report on their own more fully and read until my eyes popped out of my head and the library closed. I learned a little, but very far from enough.


    The death first. Here the newspapers were singularly uninformative. Lord Ravenscliff had been discovered by a passer-by lying on the ground outside his house at two in the morning of 27 March 1909. He was still alive, but had died soon after. Death was due to head injuries sustained from a fall from a second-floor window. It was believed he had tripped on a carpet. He was sixty-eight years old.


    The details were much as his wife and McEwen had related, and gave little else besides. The similarity between the various reports was striking. Evidently not a single one of the reporters had written the account himself. They all had a common source, who must have more or less dictated the report. More than that, the brief summary of events appeared in all the papers some three days after the death that is on 30 March, an unusual delay in reporting the sudden and violent death of a peer, even if one of recent creation. Ordinarily events would have proceeded thus: Ravenscliff found, police summoned. Police go back to their station to report, man on desk informs journalist, who comes in for routine enquiries, as one does every morning. If it is not the stuff of which great scoops are made (and this would not have been considered such), he informs his colleagues in the pub at about eleven. All make whatever enquiries they see fit, and the first account appears in the evening, the rest the next morning.


    In this case matters went along differently. The enquiring journalist was not told of Ravenscliff ‘s death, either that day, or the day after. Why not? I decided that this would be my first enquiry. I had to start somewhere, and it piqued my interest. Besides, I had seven years; I was in no hurry.


    It would give me something to do, and would place no great strain on my patience or intellect. I looked forward to it, for the rest of my time in the library was passed in much less interesting reading. Only the Financial Times gave Ravenscliff much of an obituary, and even there the details were sparse. Ravenscliff was born John William Stone in 1841, the son of a vicar in Shropshire. School, university. In 1868 he had set up the Gosport Torpedo Company. Then followed a blizzard of complicated dealings that made my head spin. Gosport Torpedo had been bought by Beswick Shipyard in Newcastle, which was listed on the Stock Exchange in 1878. Beswick then combined with the Gleeson’s steelworks in 1885, then bought out the Yarnton chemical works, then the Salford railway factory, iron-ore mines in Yorkshire, and coal mines near Edinburgh. Then in 1890 he had put all his holdings into the Rialto Investment Trust and sold that on the Stock Exchange as well. The result, the obituarist told me, was an extraordinary construction which could begin by taking dust out of the earth and change it, bit by bit, into a fully operational and equipped battleship, without ever having to purchase a single object from an outside company. The entire combine was run with a legendary efficiency, so much so that it boasted that it could go from mine to battle on the high seas in less than twelve months.


    Even more curious was the phrase ‘among his business interests’.


    The obituary dropped a similar hint later on: ‘the most publicly known of his financial concerns . . .’ What was the author leaving out? What was he not saying? What more was there? McEwen had said he owned the Chronicle ; Wilf Cornford had mentioned hotels and banks. Is that what they meant?


    As in most obituaries, the author said little about the man; they rarely do. But the reticence here was greater than usual. It mentioned that Ravenscliff left a wife, but did not say when they married. It said nothing at all about his life, nor where he lived. There were not even any of the usual phrases to give a slight hint: ‘a natural raconteur’ (loved the sound of his own voice); ‘Noted for his generosity to friends’ (profligate); ‘a formidable enemy . . .’ (a brute); ‘a severe but fair employer . . .’ (a slave-driver); ‘devoted to the turf ‘ (never read a book in his life); ‘a life-long bachelor’ (vice); ‘a collector of flowers’ (this meant a great womaniser. Why it came to mean such a thing I do not know.)


    More browsing through The Times Annual Index produced other articles of a general sort, but I could not face reading them that day. I had enough in my notebook at least to present a tolerably intelligent face to Franklin that evening, and I found the bombardment of names and share prices and capital ratios too bewildering to be contemplated on an empty stomach. So I took the bus back down to Fleet Street, where I went into the King and Keys for a pickled egg and a drink.


    This was the Telegraph ‘s pub, and a dingy little hole it was, with smelly gas lighting needed even on the brightest day as there were few windows to let in either light or fresh air. It stank of sweat, tobacco and sour beer. Why the Telegraph liked it I do not know, but there is no accounting for the loyalties and tastes of reporters. It just happens like that. On the positive side, Ma Bell the landlady was fat and amiable, always ready to extend credit or even lend money to regulars, and kept the place open all day and all night. It was for the Telegraph what a university common room was for dons, or the Reform Club for Liberal grandees. A place to call home. Also, I suspect that the squalor of the place was its main attraction, rather as some people form an affection for a mangy old cat because it is so revolting and unlovable.


    Hozwicki was there, as I had hoped. Not an easy fellow, Stefan Hozwicki, but his appeal was his diligence. He was unpopular amongst his fellows, with a reputation for being somewhat superior. This was unwarranted; he was merely very antipathetic. It was near impossible to like him and few had tried. I had made some efforts thinking when he had begun about eighteen months previously that I could show him the ropes, as others had done for me. Hozwicki did not want instruction, which he considered patronising, and in truth he was a good reporter. Alas, he had never realised that writing good stories is only a small part of the job. Standing around, complaining about editors, moaning about this, that and the next thing is far more important. Camaraderie is all.


    By all means keep a scoop to yourself; that is expected. But do not hoard the unimportant. Most stories are picked up because a colleague tips you off, and expects to be tipped off in turn. Hozwicki saw all of life as a competition. He would never tell anyone anything. Instead of relying on, and contributing to, the pool of information offered up in the bar every morning, he went round all the police stations on his own. If he discovered something others had missed, however trivial, then he would keep it quiet. He was ambitious and was determined to make something of himself, no matter what others might think.


    I do not know whether he would ever have achieved his ambitions; he died at the Front in 1915, the victim of his own diligence. When others became war reporters, he joined up, determined to show himself a true Englishman, despite his name and place of birth which was, I believe, Poland. And while his fellows kept their heads down in their trenches, he volunteered for night-time scouting. His body was never found.


    He greeted me with little warmth, but at least he didn’t sidle off down the bar as I approached. ‘I’ve been doing the Hill End murder all day,’ he said. Conversation did not come naturally to him. He either spoke to communicate information, or he was silent. At least it spared me the burden of having to make light conversation in return. Hozwicki was the only reporter in London who would not be offended by directness.


    ‘Did you write about Ravenscliff when he died?’


    He grunted. Was I about to point out a mistake? Offer some supplementary information? Was an answer to his advantage or disadvantage? He could not yet tell.


    ‘Yes,’ he said.


    ‘Tell me. It’s an old dead story. You lose nothing. And might gain something in the future.’


    His eyes narrowed. ‘What?’


    ‘Whatever I discover. Have you heard that I’ve resigned?’


    He hadn’t. I felt a little offended. As I say, we are a gossipy bunch.


    I didn’t flatter myself that my departure would have been high on the list of interesting anecdotes, mind, but I had expected word to have gone around a little more quickly.


    ‘I have. So anything I find which might make a decent story will not be written up by me. Do you understand?’


    He nodded.


    ‘Good. I want to know why it took three days for Ravenscliff ‘s death to appear in the papers.’


    ‘Because the police didn’t tell anyone before then.’


    I frowned. ‘But why not?’


    ‘I imagine the family wanted it that way. They do that, these people. They ask the police, the police obey.’


    Something to ask Ravenscliff ‘s widow on our next meeting. ‘How do you know this?’


    Simple, in his account. He had gone to Bow Street police station, as he always did, at half-past nine in the morning. It was his last call of the day; he lived in the deepest East End and started with the City police stations at about five, working his way west on his bicycle round about the same time as I was heading east to work.


    ‘Normally, they just turn the duty book round and let me look at the entries. Then I ask about anything which interests me, and they give me a summary. Simple enough. You know the routine.’


    I nodded.


    ‘Not that morning. It was the hairy beetroot on duty.’


    It was a good enough description. Sergeant Wilkins weighed considerably over twenty stone, and had a complexion that ranged from deep red on his cheeks to purple at the end of his nose. Even standing up made him wheeze with effort, and going out on the beat was so far beyond his abilities that he had long since been confined to the desk by sympathetic colleagues. According to the regulations he should have been dismissed as unfit for duty, but the police always look after their own. Wilkins was a sort of saint, universally liked even by the criminals whose cases he processed day after day. The sort who looked as though each crime was a personal disappointment. Normally a more helpful and accommodating person could not be found.


    But that day Wilkins had refused to let him see the book and merely read off a couple of entries. ‘Nothing else today,’ he said heartily. When a very loud, violent, singing drunk was dragged in by the feet a few minutes later, Wilkins had wheezed over to the door to see what was going on, and Hozwicki had quickly spun the book round to have a look. He only had a few seconds, but it was enough: ‘2.45: 379 to St James’s Square. Body found. Refer to Mr Henry Cort FO.’


    ‘Refer what?’


    Hoswicki shrugged.


    ‘Henry Cort?’


    Another shrug.


    ‘FO?’


    He shrugged again. Annoying habit.


    ‘So why no story?’


    ‘I was curious, so I went to the morgue, and they confirmed it. A body had been brought from the Charing Cross Hospital, identified as Ravenscliff. I went back to the office, and started to write it up. Just a holding story, as I was going to get it to the desk then go out and get some more information. I also told the editor, so he could get the obituary ready.’


    ‘And?’


    ‘And nothing. I went back to St James’s Square to start knocking on doors,’ I wrinkled my nose here; Hozwicki was fond of this sort of vulgarity in reporting his stories, ‘but before I could get anywhere one of the runners found me, and told me I was wanted back in the office.’


    It happens; it had happened to me often. All newspapers then had their runners, a collection of lads who congregated in the main entrance waiting to earn a penny or two carrying messages. They were often remarkable boys, dirty and cheeky, but the best were exceptional and knew London like the backs of their hands. They would cross town at amazing speed, hanging on to the backs of buses, running; I even saw one going down Oxford Street on the roof of a taxi once, waving insolently to bystanders.


    ‘So back I went,’ Hozwicki continued, ‘and was given a dressing down by the day editor. I was not to waste my time on the death of someone so stupid that he had fallen out of a window.’


    He paused and looked at me. I didn’t respond, so he went on. ‘How did he know he had fallen out of a window, eh? Someone had talked to him about it.’


    ‘Do you know who?’


    ‘All I could find out was that a very proper-looking man had arrived in the office a couple of hours previously, and talked to him for about half an hour. Even my short account of Ravenscliff ‘s death was then removed from the paper, and ten minutes after he left, the runner was sent off. The story was squashed, and when it did appear, it wasn’t written by me.’


    ‘Who did write it?’


    He shook his head. ‘Not someone who works for the Telegraph ,’ he said. ‘I did ask the editor later, but he brushed it aside. “Sometimes you just do as you are told,” he said. But I think he was referring to himself, as much as to me.’


    I finished my beer and thought about that. I was sure that Hozwicki was telling me the truth; he seemed positively pleased to share his indignation. Obviously editors are wayward people; everyone knows that. They drop stories on a whim, or to do personal favours, or because of the owners. It happens all the time. But normally you can see why, even if you don’t approve. Why sit on a fairly straightforward story?


    ‘Wait a minute,’ Hozwicki said, ‘What do I get in return for this?’


    ‘Nothing yet,’ I said cheerfully. ‘Except my thanks.’


    He scowled.


    ‘And my promise that when I have something to give in return, you will have it. Think of it as an investment,’ I said. ‘It may diminish to nothing; it may pay rich rewards in due course.’


    I saluted him, and left, walking up the fug-filled steps into the open air of Fleet Street, so fresh after that dingy basement it made me feel dizzy for a few moments.


    CHAPTER 8
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    I would have liked to have hopped onto an omnibus and gone straight to St James’s Square to ask questions of Lady Ravenscliff. I had quite a few to put to her. But it was six o’clock and I had an appointment with Franklin. I was back in Chelsea by seven, and ready to go. Franklin, unfortunately, was a slow and methodical eater. Normally this did not bother me, but that evening the habit drove me to distraction.


    Our evening routine was invariable. At around seven-thirty all four of Mrs Morrison’s boys would assemble in the little dining room, dark and gloomy, lit only by spluttering gas light, and waited while the clank of pans rose to the climax that heralded the arrival of our evening feast. Conversation varied at these meals, sometimes animated, sometimes non-existent. Occasionally we would dine en grand seigneur , and dally over our tea afterwards. I could always win an audience by describing the latest murder; Brock would compete for attention with an account of a meeting with the artists he didn’t really know. Mulready could clear the table by reciting some verse of an experimental hue. Only Franklin said little, for no one was really interested in the movements of the markets or the reception of a South American bond issue, even though the coupon might have been set substantially below par. He spoke a language far more foreign than criminals or artists or poets, one which few cared to learn.


    Dinner that evening was a mutton chop apiece, potatoes and (a particular treat) Brussels sprouts rather than cabbage, although it was difficult to tell the difference by the time they were served. Next there was Tapioca pudding, which produced a chorus of applause from the artistic types, whose childish tastes were, perhaps, an essential part of their lives. The conversation was not animated. Brock wished to begin a discussion on whether there was going to be a war with Germany or not, and seemed to think that I, as a newspaper man, would have a special insight into the thinking of the Foreign Office on the subject.


    His was not an abstract concern in the fate of nations, although as it turned out he was right to be interested. For the war was the making of him when it came. He became a war artist, and what he saw so changed the way he painted that it thrust him to the forefront of the new generation which came to prominence when it finished. The bleakness which made him unpalatable in those sunny days before the conflict started was perfectly attuned to the mood that prevailed during it, and gave him a clarity that eluded him when he lived with us in Chelsea.


    No, he had come up with this project for a gigantic portrait of the crowned heads of Europe, a scheme for which he was so totally unsuited that I did not know whether to wonder at his impudence or at his lack of reality. He wished he, John Praxiteles Brock to summon every monarch, from Tsar Nicholas to the Kaiser, from King Edward to the Emperor of Austria, and every last kinglet of Scandinavia and the Balkans, to sit together to be painted by him. Presumably not in the dining room of 17 Paradise Walk, Chelsea.


    It was a scheme so lunatic in conception that, naturally, we all encouraged him enthusiastically and he spent days doing little sketches, using photographs from newspapers in lieu of the real thing. It kept him busy and happy, and I still don’t know whether there was really any grain of seriousness about it. I think not, for although he was unrealistic, he was not totally insane. But the project took on a life of its own, and everything that happened in the world would be related back to it. He became a great supporter of the French monarchists, as he did not see how he could fit a republican president into a portrait of kings. He profoundly disapproved of Russian revolutionaries, and was outraged when the King of Portugal was assassinated, thus robbing him of a subject who had been noted (until his unfortunate death) for his handsome figure.


    The dream of glory swept over Brock like a wave as he contemplated his forthcoming knighthood when the project was shown at the Royal Academy. Then he came back to earth as Mulready collapsed into gales of giggles. The dinner came to its end on rather a poor note. Brock stumped off, Mulready began to feel a little guilty and Franklin watched impassively. Eventually we went upstairs to the little sitting room, kept for special occasions only. It was dark, chilly and thoroughly uncomfortable, but Franklin never allowed anyone into his room. He tossed the file from Seyd’s back towards me.


    ‘Did you read it?’


    ‘Of course I did. An accomplished summary, but little detail.’


    ‘So? Can you explain it all to me?’


    While Brock and Mulready were all gaiety even when discussing weighty matters, Franklin was all seriousness, even in his frivolity. He had no sense of humour whatsoever; it made him a good employee and a dull, though kindly, companion. At the dinner table he kept strictly to pronouncements of fact, on which he could be highly pedantic. Was the Battle of Waterloo in June or July of 1815? Mulready did not even care what year it was in; to Franklin it became a matter of the utmost importance, and if he could not pin it down he would become restless. Sooner or later he would disappear upstairs to check, and reassure himself that the world was still capable of being reduced to numerical order.


    The file of Seyd’s triggered an almighty outburst of this peculiar form of madness; in many cases, Franklin explained, it hinted but did not elaborate. It asserted but provided no evidence. It sketched out, but gave no background detail.


    ‘It is incomplete, I know,’ I said, sorry that I had introduced the poor man to such a source of annoyance, but feeling at the same time that if his bloodhound-like desire to hunt down the detail could be properly harnessed it might prove highly useful. ‘Could you tell me what it’s all about?’


    I will not set it down word for word. That would be intolerable, and do little except highlight how little, even with his expert tutelage, I really understood at that stage. Ravenscliff, he said was a new breed. Not an industrialist, not a banker, but a capitalist of the most modern sort . . .


    Here he had lost me. He began again. In the last few decades companies have sold themselves on the Stock Exchange. People buy shares in them; if a company is successful, its profits increase, more people want the shares, so the price rises.


    Easy. I nodded.


    In the day-to-day, he went on, settling into his stride now, the managers of a company let us say a steel factory run the business. There is also a board of directors which keeps an eye on the managers on behalf of the shareholders. As they own the business, the shareholders can tell the management what to do, if enough of them agree. Often there are so many shareholders and they are so scattered they can never agree on anything. And this is where Ravenscliff saw his opportunity.


    Back in the 1870s he realised that you do not have to own a company to control it. So, in 1878, he sold his torpedo company to Beswick, but, rather than being paid in cash, Beswick gave him shares instead. In fact, he ended up with nearly a third of the total. Armed with this, he called a meeting which voted that he should become chairman.


    And so it went on. Through careful experimentation, Ravenscliff discovered that really he needed no more than about 25 per cent of its shares in order to control an entire company. And why should the other shareholders object? The companies he ended up controlling performed well; they paid their dividends, the value of the shares constantly rose. And so Ravenscliff ‘s power extended.


    ‘Well, that’s very fine. Everyone is happy, then,’ I said. ‘Not much for me to go on there. And, although I can see you find all this fascinating, it is difficult to see how it is going to be made so for the reader of his biography. Is that all the report contains? I must say I find it all a little disappointing.’


    Franklin scowled. ‘Personally I find it remarkable. But, as you say, few are interested. Fortunately, there is a little more for you.


    ‘When he established the Gosport Torpedo Company in 1868, he had a great deal of difficulty persuading the Royal Navy to buy. Either it would not work, which made it useless, or it would work all too well, which meant that a small dinghy, in theory, could sink a battleship. Naturally this made the Navy reluctant to support him. So he gave the machines to them.’


    ‘I thought the idea was to make a profit.’


    ‘It is. But Ravenscliff realised that an order from the Royal Navy was the best advertisement in the world. What it had, every other navy wanted. Before he had delivered a single machine, he had gone around the world, talking of the British Admiralty’s confidence in him. Naturally, everyone else determined to have them as well, even though the cost was formidable. Within five years, he had armed every enemy and potential enemy we had with the weaponry to sink our fleets.


    ‘What could he do? That was his argument. He claimed he had been more than happy to give the Navy an exclusive right to purchase his machines, but they had refused. And, by the time the navies of the world realised that their ships needed more protection, Ravenscliff had taken control of Gleeson Steel, which made some of the best armour plating in the world, and the Beswick Shipyard, which could turn out brand-new warships. And so it went on. By 1902 every aspect of the production of ships and weapons was under Ravenscliff ‘s control. His factories produced the engines, the ships, the guns, the shells. Earlier than most he saw the potential of steam turbines, so bought control of a company that explored for and extracted oil in Mesopotamia.’


    ‘That was very clever of him.’


    Franklin did not reply. ‘Do you know what a trust is?’


    I considered replying that whatever it was, in the world of finance it was likely to be a contradiction in terms. But I rested content with shaking my head instead.


    ‘These were invented by the Scots, some twenty years ago. It is a company, quoted on the Stock Exchange, except that it doesn’t do anything except own shares in other companies. Now what Ravenscliff did was put all his holdings in Gleeson’s, Gosport, Beswick and so on, into the Rialto Investment Trust, and sold shares in it, keeping only a controlling stake. Do you understand the implications of that?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘I am truly glad that in your daily life you have no contact with money whatsoever,’ he said vehemently. ‘You clearly have no instincts for it at all.’


    ‘I am quite prepared to admit it,’ I said.


    ‘It is nothing to be proud of. Very well. Think of this. A quarter stake in the Trust means Ravenscliff controls it, correct?’


    ‘If you say so.’


    ‘I do. And the quarter stake the Trust holds in Beswick means it controls that. Correct?’


    I nodded.


    ‘So Ravenscliff controls Beswick with a quarter stake of a quarter stake. That is, six and one quarter per cent. The same goes for another dozen or so companies which make up the main holdings of the Trust. To put it another way, he controls companies capitalised at nearly seventy million pounds with a holding of a little more than four and a quarter million.’


    Finally I understood, although the size of the figures astonished me. Four and a quarter million was such a vast amount of money it made my head spin. Seventy million was almost beyond comprehension. My landlady’s house, I knew, had cost her two hundred pounds.


    ‘So,’ Franklin continued, ‘your characterisation of Ravenscliff as “some sort of money man” needs to be revised a little. He was, in fact, the most powerful armaments manufacturer in the world. And also perhaps the most ingenious financier in the world as well.


    ‘And,’ Franklin went on, ‘there is the founding mystery of his life, which might entertain your readers if you can solve it.’


    I brightened up.


    ‘Where did the Gosport Torpedo Company come from?’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Torpedoes are complicated things. Ravenscliff was a financier, not an engineer. But all of a sudden he pops up out of nowhere with a fully operational torpedo. Where did it come from?’


    ‘Are you going to tell me?’


    ‘I haven’t a clue; nor, it seems, does your man at Seyd’s. It‘s a cunning document, this. It goes on at great length about what it does know which is little; and artfully buries what it doesn‘t, which is a great deal. It‘s only when you think about it that your realise this document is a confession of ignorance.’


    That was the essence of my long conversation with Mr Franklin who, bless him, presented all his information in a way which was almost understandable. Even better, he clearly enjoyed it, and ended by saying that if I had any more questions, I should not hesitate . . .


    I wouldn’t. I now had some inkling of how little I knew, and how little everyone else knew. I wasn’t alone, but no one else but me had the problem of finding anything out. Ravenscliff ‘s way of life was intricate and veiled, almost deliberately so. He had successfully hidden the vastness of his wealth from the world, to the point where he scarcely figured in the public mind.


    The thought also occurred to me that, if he could do that, how easy it would have been for him to hide a child where no one could find it.
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    I wasn’t really sure why it was, considering the task at hand, that I devoted myself to trying to understand Ravenscliff ‘s manner of business. I reckoned it was important to know the sort of man I was dealing with, and so far I had learned little. Only his wife had referred to his character, and I assumed her testimony was unreliable. He must have had some friends, surely? Someone who knew and understood him. While the doings of the Rialto Investment Trust would offer little insight into his passions and emotions, they might at least lead to someone who had known him. So I hoped, anyway.


    The following day I had a quick lunch with a friend who worked as a jobber at the Exchange; not a grand figure in that world, but one who was around all the time, and the jobber’s bread and cheese depends on knowing even the least wisp of gossip. Fortunes are made, companies rise and fall on catching a muttered comment in a pub or club or tavern before anyone else hears of it. The firm which employed Leighton was moderately prosperous, so I understood, and so must do tolerably well in listening.


    Not that Leighton looked like a man who spent his time closeted in dark rooms, listening to idle gossip. If there was anyone less obviously suited to the life he led, then I have never met him. Leighton gave the impression of one born to rule an empire, or at least explore it. It would have been more fitting to come across him a few miles from the source of the Nile than the Stock Exchange.


    He was huge, and at one time had been a useful rugger player. He had a booming voice incapable of speaking quietly and was inevitably overheard in all that he said. He had prodigious energy, and once took a bet that he could leave the Exchange at six in the evening, walk all the way to Brighton and back, and be at his post (in foreign railways) at nine the next morning. Ninety miles in fifteen hours. Naturally, the betting was intense; some thousand pounds was wagered on the outcome, with Anderson’s, Leighton’s firm, making the book. More or less the whole of the City was there to see him off, and a large number cycled alongside him to make sure that there was no cheating. Even many of these gave up through tiredness or hunger, but Leighton marched on, large, red in the face and sweating profusely until the day cooled enough for him to become chilled. Through the night he walked, never stopping for a moment, even eating his dinner two bottles of burgundy, three pheasant, and four dozen oysters as he marched, a member of his firm driving an automobile alongside him laden with food, which was passed to him as required.


    His return the next morning was rather like a Roman triumph. No work was done because of the excitement; the finances of the Empire were neglected until all was over. Even the Rothschild’s men emerged from their great palace in New Court to be present at the conclusion, a frivolity never witnessed before or since.


    He walked up the steps of the Exchange with fifteen minutes to spare, and was carried shoulder high by his comrades to his place on the floor with firecrackers being let off, bottles of champagne popping and the bread rolls flying. He had become a legend with a job for life, for who could ever dispense with the services of such a fine fellow? Of such things are careers and reputations made in the City of London.


    Such was Leighton and, as I could be certain that anything I told him would be all around the Exchange within five minutes of our conversation finishing, I had to be careful about what I said. So I told him simply that I had been commissioned to write a biography, and that I was completely lost.


    ‘Grieving wife, wanting a memorial, eh?’ he boomed cheerfully. ‘Why not? She’s got the money, or will have soon enough. I can’t say that it will be a book I‘ll buy, though.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘I’ve never heard an interesting story about the man. He came, he amassed money, he died. There! I’ve written it for you.’


    ‘I think Lady Ravenscliff wants a little more than that. Did you ever meet him?’


    ‘Once, but not to speak to. Not a very sociable man, you understand. But even he had to show up to the occasional reception and ball. Very handsome wife, I must say. Charming woman.’


    ‘Do you know anything about her?’


    ‘Hungarian countess, I think. Who knows anything about Hungarian countesses? I would guess she had not a penny to her name, but the name was something. Run-down old schloss somewhere in the Transylvanian mountains . . .’


    ‘Are they in Hungary?’


    ‘Who knows? Who cares? You get the picture though.’


    ‘What about Ravenscliff?’


    He pursed his lips. ‘Perfectly polite, but a bit frightening. Didn’t say much. Always had a look about him as if he wished he wasn’t there. He rarely showed up to anything at all, and would often enough leave as soon as he could. His wife has little time for City society either, so I gather.’


    ‘Not much of a figure, then?’


    ‘Oh, Lord, yes. He was immensely powerful. That was why there was such a panic when he died.’


    ‘Was there a panic? I didn’t notice anything.’


    ‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you, because you don’t pay attention to these things. But there was. Obviously there was.’


    ‘Why obviously?’


    ‘Because the instant reaction when someone like that drops out of a window is to think that maybe he jumped. And then you worry that his investments have gone all wobbly. So people start selling shares, just in case.’


    ‘The Rialto Investment Trust,’ I said proudly.


    Leighton nodded. ‘And the underlying investments. What if he had topped himself because Rialto was in Queer Street? It has happened before, it’ll happen again. So the moment the rumour started spreading’


    ‘People started selling.’


    ‘Right again. But, and this is the curious thing, they didn’t fall much. Even before the stories were in circulation, buyers were coming into the market, picking up every share on offer and supporting the price. We did a roaring trade on behalf of the Consolidated Bank in Manchester. Don’t know who they were buying for, though.’


    ‘So?’


    ‘If you offer something for sale, and no one wants it, then you drop the price until you find a taker, correct? No one will buy shares in a company which might be insolvent, so the quoted price can fall through the floor. If, on the other hand there is a buyer, then the price stabilises. No panic, the owners of the shares are reassured, and stop trying to unload them. Understand?’


    I nodded.


    ‘With Rialto, of course, the price has been very low lately.’


    ‘Why of course?’


    ‘Same with all the armaments companies,’ he said reflectively. ‘No orders. The government isn’t buying. They’ve been going through hard times. Anyway, the point is, all of a sudden, there were buyers all over the place. The shares went up, can you credit it? The question is, who was buying? Somebody knew something, but I‘m damned if I could find out what. And later Cazenove came into the market, acting for Barings. And the funny thing was, Barings seemed to be trading on their own account.’


    ‘What does that mean?’


    ‘Buying for themselves, not for a client. So I’m told. The thing is they weren’t trying to make money. They were buying at full price. Whoever heard of a bank not trying to make money? Unless they were doing someone a favour.’


    ‘This was when, exactly?’


    ‘When Ravenscliff died.’


    ‘No, I mean what day exactly ? The day he died, or the day the news appeared in the papers.’


    ‘There was nothing in the papers. That came two days later.’


    ‘What would have happened if the news had come out immediately? A few hours after he died?’


    ‘Heavy selling, with, presumably, no buyers primed to intervene. Collapse in the share price. Possibly forcing the Trust to sell off the shares it owned in other companies, leading to a general drop of the market.’


    ‘Which is not good?’


    Leighton sighed. ‘Not really.’


    I thought about this. It more or less explained the delay in reporting Ravenscliff ‘s death; gave one possible explanation, at any rate. Keeping the news quiet meant that Ravenscliff ‘s friends had time to prepare. All very well.


    ‘Have you ever heard of a man called Henry Cort?’


    Leighton looked puzzled for a moment, then shook his head. ‘City man?’


    ‘I don’t know. Just a name I heard. Not important.’


    I left him ordering another drink and a pork pie, and went to think. I was accumulating information, but so far it didn’t add up to much. Ravenscliff died, assorted people of some considerable authority delayed the news becoming generally known; stockbrokers intervened to stop a run on Ravenscliff ‘s company; the Foreign Office was, maybe, involved. Of all the information I had, this was the most curious. At least, that was the only thing I thought FO might mean. Everything else was the usual sort of thing (I believed) one might expect from the City.


    I didn’t sleep as well as usual that night; I felt that I was proceeding in an amateurish, haphazard fashion a bit of information here, a bit there, without having any real sense of what I was doing. I was annoyed with myself, even though I had only been at work for a few days. I felt I should be more organised. More business-like, in honour of my subject. By the time I finally fell asleep, I had resolved to start again, at the beginning, and go back to question Lady Ravenscliff more thoroughly. She must have known him better than anyone.


    I was aware that I was trying to do several things at once. I was, officially, meant to be writing a biography of a financier; I was supposed, unofficially, to be finding a child; and I was also meant, even more unofficially, to be examining Ravenscliff ‘s death to find out what it meant for the Chronicle . I had to remember to keep in mind which one of these I was meant to be doing at any particular moment.


    The next morning, I sent a note to Lady Ravenscliff requesting an interview, another to Mr Xanthos asking for the same, and then took myself off to visit the family solicitor.


    I should have known that Ravenscliff would not have had a solicitor of the Dickensian type, who still existed in those days. Old clerk, brown wooden desks, glasses of sherry or port, and reassuring conversation surrounded by piles of carefully docketed folders and archival boxes. No; Ravenscliff liked efficiency and dynamism; his solicitor matched his tastes. Mr Henderson was a young man for his job, perhaps in his mid-thirties, and, in my opinion, somewhat bumptious. The sort who had done well at school, never broken any rules, been a favourite with his teachers. Someone who was going to do well in life, and who, as a result, never questioned whether it was worth doing. I didn’t like him much, and he treated me with scant respect in return. The sherry decanter was not disturbed in its rest by my presence.


    Still, I was the representative of his most valuable client, trying to do something which he was incapable of doing on his own. He formed trusts and conveyed things. Finding illegitimate children was quite outside his range. As our conversation progressed, I occasionally even felt a slight sense of unseemly interest, as though some long dormant imp buried deep in his well-run life was stirring a little. Perhaps he had really wanted to flick an ink pellet at a teacher, but had never dared.


    ‘You know that for public purposes I am supposed to be writing a biography?’


    He nodded.


    ‘And you are also aware of the real reason for my presence?’


    He nodded again.


    ‘In that case, I can dispense with all the subtleties. What do you know of this business?’


    He sighed in the manner of a man who prefers questions that require a yes or no answer. ‘Very little more than is contained in the will. That there existed a child, that money was to be left to it, and that material identifying that child was to be found in his safe at home.’


    ‘Which is not, in fact, to be found.’


    ‘So it would seem. It makes the life of the executors of the will very difficult.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Because the estate cannot be easily settled until all claims on it are resolved. And that cannot be done while the matter of this child is extant. So the estate will remain in limbo until it is cleared up, one way or the other.’


    ‘Do you know what it was, this material? Wouldn’t it have been wise to leave it with you?’


    ‘As it turned out, it would have been very much wiser,’ he said evenly. ‘I can only surmise that Lord Ravenscliff had a good reason for his decision.’


    ‘What sort of good reason?’


    ‘The obvious one would be that, when he made the will, he had not yet finished accumulating the material, and wished to add to it.’


    ‘Tell me how the will was made. He came here . . .’


    ‘He came here and said that he thought it best to make his will. He had realised he was not going to live for ever. Although, to be truthful, that was difficult to believe. He was in exceptional health, or appeared to be. His father lived until he was ninety.’


    ‘He had not made a will before then? Is that usual for men of fortune?’


    ‘Quite unusual, yes. But men like Lord Ravenscliff do not like to contemplate their mortality. He had given us a rudimentary testament, just enough to ensure he did not die intestate in case of an accident. In that all his possessions passed to his wife. This was a more complicated and complete version.’


    ‘The details?’


    ‘The bulk of his estate passed to his wife, there were legacies to other family members, servants and to his old college. Generous bequests, I might say. A legacy to a Mrs Esther Vincotti of Venice. Six months later he returned to add a codicil concerning this child.’


    ‘And when he mentioned that, you didn’t ask for details?’


    ‘That is hardly my role.’


    ‘Did he say anything about it?’


    ‘No. He simply dictated his wishes.’


    ‘You weren’t curious?’


    Henderson looked vaguely affronted at the suggestion. ‘Many of my clients are wealthy men, and many have discreditable secrets in their lives. It is my job to look after their legal affairs, not their spiritual well-being.’


    ‘So you are no wiser than anyone else?’


    He inclined his head to indicate that, incredible though it might seem, that was the case.


    ‘And he said nothing about this material identifying the child?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘What is your opinion? Are you allowed one?’


    It didn’t even make him cross. ‘Yes, I think I can have an opinion on that,’ he replied. ‘I believe that whatever it is, it was to be found in his desk. And that someone removed it shortly after his surprising and unforeseen death. But I will make no further comment.’


    He didn’t need to, of course.


    ‘The other legacies? What about them?’


    ‘I know nothing of either of them, although naturally I have corresponded with the executor, a Michael Cardano, since the death.’


    ‘Who’s he?’


    ‘He used to work for Rothschild’s, I believe. More than that I do not know.’


    ‘And he is capable of running a company?’


    ‘I do not know. But he doesn’t have to; the duties of an executor are very different. He is the son of an old associate of Lord Ravenscliff ‘s. The father was ruined in 1894 and died in gaol.’


    ‘I see. Tell me about this Italian woman.’


    ‘We have sent Mrs Vincotti a telegram. She is due to arrive in London on Wednesday. At least, I hope she is.’


    ‘Why? Does it matter?’


    ‘Oh, good heavens yes. Especially with such sums as are involved in this case. Naturally we have to make sure that this is the woman that Lord Ravenscliff intended. Otherwise we would not be able to make the settlement; that would introduce another complication and we would have to look for two people, rather than only one.’


    ‘How so?’


    ‘His affairs cannot be settled until all the beneficiaries are contacted, so we can ensure that it contains enough for each to receive their proper due. For example, suppose someone dies and leaves £100 to one person, and the same to another, but there is only £120 pounds in the estate. What do we do? Obviously, if one of those people is dead, there is enough for the other person to receive the full amount. If both are alive, then there is not. That is when matters become complicated.’


    ‘So this child . . .’


    ‘Must be found, if the estate is to be wound up swiftly. Lord Ravenscliff left his wife a fixed amount, and a life interest in the residue, which devolves on various others on her death. Whether the legacy to the child is paid out is consequently a matter which affects all the other bequests.’


    ‘So what is Lady Ravenscliff ‘s financial position at the moment?’


    ‘She is dependent on the goodwill of the executor and his willingness to make her an allowance out of the estate, which he in effect controls.’


    ‘Did Lord Ravenscliff realise this?’


    ‘I’m afraid I don’t understand.’


    ‘What I mean is, why would Ravenscliff have made his will in such a way that there was a possibility his wife would be left in such a situation? Did you tell him that there was such a possibility?’


    ‘I advised him of all the consequences, yes.’


    ‘And he went ahead. What conclusions do you draw from that?’


    ‘That he considered it the best way of organising his affairs.’


    ‘No. I mean, why did he consider . . .’


    ‘I know what you mean. But while Lord Ravenscliff communicated his wishes, he did not tell me the reasoning that lay behind them.’


    ‘And did you ever try to guess?’


    ‘The obvious conclusion is that he thought that there would be no loose ends.’


    ‘And do you think this Mrs Vincotti might be the child’s mother?’


    ‘That I could not say.’


    ‘Did Lord Ravenscliff make any regular payments to people when he was alive? Not employees, or anyone like that, of course. To individuals with no known connection to his business?’


    Henderson considered. ‘Not using my services. He may have made separate arrangements, of course.’


    ‘I see. Now, the Rialto Investment Trust. What is the state of that at the moment? And of his companies.’


    ‘As you may know, Ravenscliff controlled a large number of companies through Rialto. And his holding in Rialto has passed for the time being into the hands of the executor.’


    ‘Michael Cardano.’


    ‘Precisely.’


    ‘So what happens there? I mean, if the estate is not wound up?’


    ‘In the day-to-day, the companies are run by expert management, and need no external guidance. But I imagine that the other shareholders will get together to protect their interests. Specifically, they may decide to reassure themselves that it is healthy. Naturally, the circumstances of His Lordship’s death . . .’


    ‘Produces questions. Quite. Is there any suggestion of that?’


    ‘I am a family solicitor, Mr Braddock. You would have to ask others. However, from my limited experience of such matters, I would find it remarkable if there was not a move on the part of shareholders to do precisely that.’


    ‘I see. But they would find nothing untoward, would they? I mean, there is no suggestion . . .’


    ’ “Seek and ye shall find,” ’ he said with the faintest glimmer of a smile. ‘No indvidual I have ever dealt with has been devoid of secrets. I doubt there is any company unencumbered by them either. But I know of nothing specific, if that is your meaning.’


    ‘One more question. All of Ravenscliff ‘s businesses are in a sort of limbo, is that right?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Including the Chronicle ?’


    ‘Of course. The executor will decide whether it goes to Lady Ravenscliff, or whether it needs to be sold to raise the cash necessary for the bequests. Naturally, that will not be clear until we know how many bequests are to be made.’


    McEwen would not be happy to hear that, I thought.


    ‘So, let me get this clear. Lord Ravenscliff made his will about eighteen months ago, and there was no mention of a child. That bit was added six months later. Yes?’


    Henderson nodded.


    ‘Why? He must have known this child existed. Why not put it in when he made his will originally?’


    ‘I do not know.’


    And that was that with Mr Henderson. I took the paltry gleanings he had given me and went for lunch. I needed a beer and a steak pie before visiting Lady Ravenscliff once more.


    CHAPTER 10
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    I was apprehensive as I was conducted into a little sitting room in St James’s Square. A different room, more cosy and intimate than the grand salon where we had met last time. A fire burned in the grate, making it pleasantly warm and suffused with a smell of apple wood. On the mantelpiece there were trinkets of all sorts mirrors, pieces of framed needlework, little statues in bronze. A handsome blue porcelain bowl. The walls were lined with books. Evidently Ravenscliff was a great reader. And an accomplished one. These were not there for decorative purposes, as you see sometimes in great houses. These books were to be read. Had been read, in fact. Novels in French and English and German and Italian. Works of history and philosophy; medical journals, books of travel. The classics in translation and the original languages. Dictionaries and reference books. I knew many of the English titles, and had heard of some of the others. Zola, Tolstoy, Darwin, Mill. Marx, I noted with curiosity. Know thine enemy. Books on sociology and psychology. Even a few on criminology. It was an impressive range. Lucky the man with the leisure and energy to read them all. Ravenscliff, of course, was not a man of leisure. Curious. It made me feel a little self-conscious about how much time I spent in pubs.


    And on the far wall two paintings, the larger a portrait of Lady Ravenscliff, painted some twenty years ago, I guessed. I could see the appeal. She was one of those people painters must love; her left shoulder was facing the viewer and her head was turned so it faced out of the canvas. She wore a golden red dress, which showed off her long, elegant neck. There was no jewellery of any sort; she did not need any; her face and hair were quite enough. She had been, and still was, a lovely woman.


    ‘Henner,’ came a soft voice behind me.


    I turned. Lady Ravenscliff was standing at the door with a faint smile on her face.


    ‘Pardon?’


    ‘Jean-Jacques Henner. He died a few years ago and I suppose his fame has faded, but he was one of the finest portraitists of his generation. That’s me in 1890 before I grew old and wrinkled.’


    ‘You are hardly that,’ I muttered. I really didn’t feel like paying compliments. In fact I never did, and I had had little practice.


    ‘And this is John.’ She pointed to the smaller portrait, tucked away in a corner of the room. ‘He hated having his portrait taken. He only consented because I demanded it as a birthday present. He grumbled incessantly, and would only have this little thing done. It’s so tiny you can barely see him.’


    I looked. So that was Lord Ravenscliff. I peered intently, but it gave me no clues. He seemed nothing remarkable; there was no look of bestriding arrogance or pride; no hint of cruelty or kindness. It was just a face, that of a perfectly prosperous gentleman, looking calmly out with only a hint of weariness about having to waste his time to placate a demanding wife. He looked almost agreeable.


    ‘May I say I’m surprised he found the time to read so much?’ I said as I gestured at the shelves. ‘I thought these men of business worked all the time.’


    ‘He liked reading,’ she said with a smile at my condescension. ‘But this is my room. John’s is upstairs. He preferred less well-upholstered surroundings. He did not like to get too comfortable when he was working.’


    ‘Ah.’


    ‘That’s right. I can read.’


    ‘I didn’t mean’


    ‘Yes you did,’ she said brightly.


    I blushed.


    ‘It doesn’t matter. In this country it is quite usual for women of my position to regard reading a book as somehow inelegant. However, you must remember that I used to live in France, where it is not considered wholly inappropriate. But I have loved reading all my life. We must talk more about this some time. I always think it important to know what a man reads. Tell me, what do you think of this?’


    She picked up the blue bowl and handed it to me casually. What was I to say? It was a blue bowl. With patterns on. Blue ones. I shrugged. She put it back.


    ‘Well?’ I said, I hope a little coldly. ‘You wished to take your revenge by revealing my ignorance and you have succeeded. You might as well enlighten me.’


    ‘Oh, it is nothing of importance,’ she replied. ‘And you are right. That was offensive. I apologise. Shall we begin again?’


    ‘Very well.’


    ‘So. Tell me, have you made any progress since we last met?’


    ‘A little. I have talked to a few people and done some background reading. But I have to say that I have questions which must be answered before I proceed any further.’ I did not like this. The meeting had not got off to a good start.


    ‘Dear me,’ she said with a smile. ‘That does sound serious.’


    ‘It is.’


    ‘Well? Go on,’ she prompted as I lapsed into silence. I had never done anything like this before, and I wasn’t quite sure how I should phrase the questions. Thinking of what to say, and actually saying it now she was standing in front of me, were very different.


    ‘Mr Braddock? Are you going to say something, or just stare at me all afternoon?’


    ‘It’s difficult to know where to begin . . .’


    ‘At the beginning?’


    ‘Don’t make fun of me. What I need to know is whether you are being honest with me. All the evidence suggests you are not.’


    ‘And what,’ she said, definitely cooler now, ‘have I said or done to make you think such a thing?’


    ‘Were I a reporter once more, I would leap to one obvious conclusion,’ I said, feeling better now that I had got under way. ‘Your husband dies and you instantly go to his desk, remove whatever evidence there is about the identity of this child, and hide or destroy it. Then you call me in to look for something you know cannot be found, so that you can appear to be a dutiful and obedient widow, carrying out her husband’s wishes. In due course, all the money which should have gone to this child comes to you.’


    She looked evenly at me. ‘In that case you are a very bad reporter. Someone with a flair for a story would also have considered the possibility that I discovered, one way or another, something about the provision in his will. That I was so overcome with jealousy that I not only did as you say, I also pushed my husband out of the window.’


    Was she angry, or distressed? She held her jaw so tightly that I knew it was one or the other, but her self-control was so great it defeated any attempt to penetrate further.


    ‘I have considered that possibility,’ I replied.


    ‘I see. So are you here to tell me you do not wish to continue in my employ? Or are you trying to discover a way of keeping the money, even though it comes from a murderess?’


    She was quite calm as she spoke, which convinced me that she was furious with me; so furious that I doubted whether it was going to be my choice.


    ‘I am trying to discover what happened. Which is the job you gave me. Part of it, anyway. I must say that I do not really think you are a murderess. But I need to get circumstances clear in my mind. You ask me to find this child, and the task would be easily accomplished if the evidence was where your husband said it was. Someone moved it. It might help considerably if I knew who.’


    ‘So? Ask.’ She had not forgiven me, nor entirely resumed her pose of calm, but I could see my remarks had mollified her a little.


    ‘Did you move it?’


    ‘No. Do you believe me?’


    ‘Who did move it?’


    ‘I don’t know.’


    ‘Who could have moved it?’


    ‘I don’t know that either. Or rather, I could give you a list of people who have been in the house long enough to occupy you for months. I imagine it would have been in the large drawer which contains a strongbox. It would have been locked. Only my husband had a key.’


    ‘Forgive me for asking, but could I see this desk?’


    ‘By all means.’ She stood up and walked to the door. She was not the sort of woman whose clothes needed smoothing down, however long she had been sitting; they simply fell into place. That was expensive couture, I guessed. Or maybe she was simply one of those people who was like that. My own clothes looked rumpled even when they were fresh back from the laundry.


    ‘Was your husband disturbed or preoccupied at all in his last few weeks or months?’ I asked as we walked up the stairs. I walked beside her out of modesty, as the sight of her from behind was too enticing to be polite.


    ‘Perhaps. He had been different, more distant for some time before his death. And in the last few days he was very preoccupied.’


    ‘In what way?’


    ‘I could see something in his eyes. Worry. I think it was a premonition.’


    ‘About his death?’


    ‘Yes. The human mind is a strange and complex thing, Mr Braddock. Sometimes it can see the future without realising it.’


    ‘Did you ask what concerned him?’ I said, steering the conversation away from this topic as fast as was seemly.


    ‘Of course. But he simply said there was nothing which I should worry about. That all would be well. I never doubted it until he reassured me.’


    ‘But you have no idea . . .’


    ‘None. I assume it was something to do with his business affairs, because I can discover no other possible explanation. Although I saw less of him than usual.’


    ‘Why was that?’


    ‘He was working. He would be out late. Ordinarily, he would return in the early evening, and he rarely left the house again. He preferred to eat at home, then we would read together. Sometimes he would have work to attend to, but only in his office. Sometimes he would read his papers sitting by the fire, with me next to him. In the last few weeks he would go out again, sometimes coming back late at night. But he never told me why.’


    ‘Do you know a man called Cort? Henry Cort?’


    She gave no reaction, either of pleasure or anything else. ‘I have known Mr Cort for more than twenty years,’ she replied evenly. ‘John also knew him for a long time.’


    ‘Who is he?’


    ‘He is . . . I don’t know how to describe him, really. He was once a journalist, although I understand he gave that up long ago. He was a correspondent for The Times in Paris, which is where I came to know him.’


    ‘So he was not an employee of your husband?’


    ‘Oh, no. He has independent means. Why do you ask?’


    ‘A name that came up,’ I replied. I still didn’t know what FO meant. Some religious order? ‘Was your husband a Catholic?’


    She smiled. ‘His mother was, but John was brought up as an Anglican. His father was a vicar. But he was not a great churchgoer.’


    ‘I see,’ I replied.


    ‘Here we are,’ she said, opening a door on the second floor. ‘This was his office. And where he fell.’


    It was a room about eighteen feet square, the same size as the sitting room we had been in a few moments previously. And, presumably, directly above it. A simple but masculine room where the other had all the touches of a woman’s hand. In this room brown dominated; the woodwork painted as mock oak, the curtains heavy velvet. A smell of tobacco hung in the air; heavy wooden filing cabinets filled one wall, and there were no paintings, only a few photographs in heavy silver frames. Family? Friends?


    ‘All his family,’ she replied. ‘His parents, sisters and their children. He was fond of them all, but they rarely met after his mother died. She was a remarkable, if rather strange, woman. Foreign, like me. He got much of his drive from her, his kindness from his father. They all live in Shropshire, and rarely come to Town.’


    ‘Would one have been close enough for him to have confessed an indiscretion?’


    ‘I wrote and asked, but they said they knew nothing. By all means ask again, if you wish,’ she replied. ‘Now, this is his desk, and I had assumed that these documents would have been in this drawer.’


    I saw that the whole left-hand pillar keeping the desk up was in fact one drawer, which, when opened, revealed a metal top. It was clearly immensely heavy, but slid out on hidden rollers underneath, which bore much of the weight.


    ‘He had this built to his own requirements,’ she explained. ‘It was the sort of thing he liked to do.’


    ‘He was a practical man?’


    She laughed, thinking fondly. ‘No, not a bit. He was the most impractical man I have ever known. I don’t think I ever saw him do anything at all with his hands, besides eat, write and light his cigar. I meant he liked solving problems to his own satisfaction. Then he would get other people to turn his ideas into reality.’


    I pulled at the lid on top of the strongbox; it came open easily. There were bundles of papers inside.


    ‘Examine them if you wish,’ she said. ‘But you will find they are all deeds of our houses, and insurance policies and other domestic documents. I have looked carefully, but do so again if you want to.’


    ‘Later, perhaps. Was the drawer locked or unlocked when you first came to see what was in here?’


    ‘Locked. And the key was in John’s pocket. At the morgue.’


    ‘Is there another key?’


    ‘I don’t know.’


    I stood and looked at the drawer for a few minutes, hands in my pockets, thinking. That was a waste of time; no blinding flash of inspiration came to me to solve the problem and make everyone’s life easier. I even considered ridiculous possibilities, and lifted the carpet to see if a sheaf of papers was underneath. Lady Ravenscliff looked on impassively.


    ‘I have searched thoroughly,’ she commented.


    I looked at her carefully. ‘I know you have,’ I said. And, for the first time, I really believed it. This was not a conclusion that would appeal to anyone with a fondness for tales of detection. Ask me why I concluded that she was telling me the truth, and I could give no satisfactory reason. Nothing had changed since I had walked the streets deciding that the exact opposite conclusion was the more likely. I merely wanted to believe her so much that my desire became reality. Instinct, guesswork, self-interest. Call it what you will. From that moment on I worked on the assumption that my employer was an honest and innocent woman.


    She was not, however, particularly grateful for my faith. She scarcely seemed to notice it. Instead, she gestured at the window. ‘This is where he fell,’ she said quietly.


    I walked over to the tall sash window in the wall opposite the desk. It was gigantic; some ten feet high as they are in buildings of this sort; stretching low and almost to the ground. The bottom of the frame was less than a foot from the floor, the top only a couple of feet from the ceiling. The two sashes were held shut by a highly polished brass clasp.


    I tried to open it; it was stiff, but shifted eventually; the sash slid up only with difficulty and some noise. It was a long way to the ground, and looking out I could see that immediately underneath was a long stretch of thick, spiked, iron railings.


    ‘How tall was your husband?’


    ‘A few inches shorter than you,’ she said.


    ‘And not athletic, I assume?’


    ‘Not in the slightest. He was not fat, but set no great store by exercise. Shortly before he died, he was wondering about installing one of these new elevators at the back of the house so he wouldn’t have to walk up and down stairs.’


    I smiled. ‘Good for him. I was just wondering how he managed to fall out of this window. If he tripped on this carpet here, and stepped forward to regain his balance’ I performed the manoeuvre myself to show what I meant ‘then he should have cracked his head on the bottom sash. Certainly even the clumsiest of men should have been able to steady himself by grabbing the window frame.’


    She was sitting in the little plush-velvet bucket chair by the fireplace now, her hands clasped together in her lap. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied sadly. ‘I didn’t come up here until much later. I was out that evening, and did not get back until late. The police were waiting for me. They told me there had been an accident and I went directly to the hospital. He was already dead. I didn‘t come up here until late that day.’


    ‘And the window was open?’


    ‘No. One of the servants said he had closed it; it was raining and the water was coming in. And he tidied up the room as he does every morning.’


    ‘And was it unusually disarranged?’


    ‘That depends on what you mean by unusually. Once John was finished with a book or a newspaper or anything, really he would just drop it on the ground. I very much doubt he would have noticed even if the room was never tidied up. He lived in this house to please me, and because he thought it was the sort of house a man of his standing should live in. It isn’t, of course; had we lived in such a place we would have bought something very much bigger. But he really had no taste for ostentation. We have another house in Paris, which was bought solely for my benefit. He was utterly uninterested in expensive living, although he did like good food and wine. And the sea. He always wanted to live by the sea, but had never managed it. We had planned to buy a house on the coast somewhere. The trouble was we couldn’t agree where. I wanted Biarritz, he wanted Dorset. Curiously, he was a very simple man. You would have liked him, had you given him a chance.’


    This sentence was added on so gently I almost missed it. ‘You think I wouldn’t have done?’


    ‘I think you assume all rich men of business must be cruel and greedy by nature. Some are, no doubt. But in my experience they are no better or worse in general than any other class of man.’


    ‘How many people were in the house at the time of the fall?’


    ‘No more than twelve. My husband and the servants.’


    ‘Everyone but your husband was asleep?’


    ‘I imagine so. Although I have no doubt that some of the servants misbehave themselves when they are not watched. As long as they do their jobs, I do not interest myself in such things.’


    Another one of those comments which took me slightly unawares.


    ‘Why do you ask?’


    ‘Because, squalid little reporter with an eye for a story that I am, I still cannot rid myself of the idea that your husband did not fall. I have heard he had a terrible fear of heights. Is that correct?’


    She smiled. ‘Yes, it was. It was what made me fall in love with him.’


    ‘I’m sorry?’


    ‘We were walking over a bridge in Paris, and he suddenly turned pale, and grabbed hold of me. I thought he was making an advance, but in fact he was simply feeling dizzy. It was the first time I realised he had any frailties. But he needed to pretend, so he did kiss me, merely to cover up his weakness. I teased him without mercy until he confessed, and he was as shamefaced as a schoolboy.’


    She had such a sweet smile as she remembered this that it was almost a pity to bring her reminiscence to an end, but I did find her memories inappropriate. So I continued on remorselessly.


    ‘So would he have walked up and down by an open window?’


    ‘Not usually. But he did love his cigars, and he knew I hate the smell of cigar smoke. He was prepared to take grave risks, when necessary.’


    ‘Then let me ask you directly: would anyone want to murder your husband?’


    ‘Absurd,’ she said promptly. ‘In his life he was the kindest of men. In his business he had a reputation for fairness. He had rivals, no doubt. But not enemies. He was an easy-going employer to the servants who, in any case, naturally referred to me first of all. Besides, even the most violent and detestable men generally die in their beds.’


    ‘But you know nothing of his business affairs.’


    ‘That is not entirely true. We talked a great deal. Although rarely about the details. I was not greatly interested, and he thought of me as a sort of antidote to work. He was not obsessed with his work. Methodical is a better term.’


    I shook my head. ‘I wish I could say our conversation today has helped me,’ I commented, ‘but it has made me the more confused. I do not think I am giving you very good value for money at the moment.’


    ‘You have a long way to go,’ she said. ‘I do not despair of you yet. What else confuses you?’


    ‘The same question that has always worried me. Why are you bothering? Why do you want me to look for this child?’


    ‘I told you; to respect my husband’s wishes.’


    ‘And I am not convinced. After all, he did not respect his own wishes enough to make the task easy.’


    ‘It is all I can offer you. Have you some further unfavourable interpretation?’


    ‘Ah . . .’


    ‘You might as well say. You have already accused me of being a murderess, and on the whole I think I took that fairly well.’


    ‘Henderson told me that the will cannot be settled until this matter is cleared up. So you are dependent on the generosity of the executor until then.’


    ‘Oh, I see,’ she said. ‘So rather than respecting John’s wishes, I am selfishly looking after my own. Is that what you are saying?’


    ‘Well . . .’


    ‘In that case I would hardly have hidden the papers. Besides, I did not come to this marriage a pauper. I have more than enough money, even if I receive nothing from John at all. There is no motive or reason for you at all there. Do you understand?’


    ‘I have offended you. I apologise.’


    ‘I would rather you say these things, than think them in secret. And I suppose they are reasonable. We rich people are cruel and heartless, are we not? Not like ordinary people. Not like you.’


    ‘As I say, I apologise.’


    ‘I will tell you when I accept your apology.’


    She stood up. I was dismissed. Or maybe not. I did not know.


    ‘Is there anything else?’


    ‘No. Except who is this other woman mentioned in his will? This Italian lady?


    ‘Signora Vincotti? I don’t know. I have never heard the name before. I assume, as I suppose you have already done, that she was his mistress.’


    ‘Does that upset you?’


    She looked gravely at me. ‘Of course. I am distressed he did not trust me more.’


    ‘Pardon?’


    ‘He kept a secret from me. That wounds me. He must have known that I would not have caused a scene over such a trivial matter.’


    ‘It seems he kept more than one secret,’ I pointed out.


    She looked at me stonily. ‘Any more questions?’


    ‘Yes. To leave that amount of money to this woman suggests she was not trivial.’


    ‘That is true.’


    ‘Are you not . . . curious, at the least?’


    ‘I suppose I am. What do you suppose I should do about it?’


    ‘If you wish, I could visit this lady on your behalf. I understand she arrives tomorrow and will stay at the Russell Hotel in Bloomsbury.’


    She thought about that. ‘I have a better idea. I will visit her myself. You may come with me.’


    A vision of two jealous women rolling on the floor trying to scratch each other’s eyes out floated before me. ‘I don’t think I would recommend that.’


    ‘It is not for you to recommend anything. I will send a note this afternoon and make an appointment.’


    That put me in my place. I could either go with her or not; it would not make any difference to her decision. I decided to go.


    ‘And at the same time,’ she said lightly, ‘we may discover something that will put you out of a job.’ Tears welled up in her eyes as she spoke, and I looked on, horrified at the thought that I might have to witness her embarrassment. She was a woman deceived, and had discovered it under the most terrible circumstances.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. It was not a useful remark, and she paid it no attention.


    ‘I had no children,’ she said eventually. ‘John said he didn’t mind, that it was enough to have me. That I had brought him all the happiness in the world, and he wanted no more. I am a fool to be so distressed. Of course he had the right to do as he pleased; it made no difference to our life together, and does knowing really make any difference?’


    ‘Yes?’


    She nodded. ‘I should have been able to do that for him. Not some other woman who was so unimportant he never even mentioned her existence. Now, if you will excuse me, I have some matters to attend to. My husband’s papers are in those cabinets over there. You may look at whatever you wish. I have instructed the servants that you are to be allowed into the house at all times, whether I am here or not. You see, I have nothing to hide.’


    And she left. I contemplated beginning on the daunting array of filing cabinets which, I considered, would be most likely to contain something of use but could not face it. The interview had left me disoriented, shaking almost.


    CHAPTER 11
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    I was feeling increasingly out of my depth. Commenting on a murder case was one thing; unravelling someone like Lady Ravenscliff was another. So I went to the Ritz, to see my little elf. It was, I gathered, where Xanthos habitually stayed when in London; I learned that he maintained permanent rooms there, at gigantic cost. ‘So he is some grandee, then?’ I asked, slipping into reporterly mode. I was in the Lamb, just round the corner in Mason’s Yard; it was where the Ritz went. I bought a round of drinks to reinforce the question. That’s the good thing about hotels: servants of the variety who work for the Ravenscliffs have a sort of loyalty, and it is difficult to chisel information out of them. But people who work in hotels will tell you anything for a drink; they have no discretion at all.


    ‘Must be,’ was the collective reply. But no one really knew. He came, he went. In general he was never there for more than a fortnight at a time, but always wanted his rooms ready. No women had ever been spotted, but visitors and guests aplenty. The bills, though, were paid. That they knew, but there the limitations of their trade came into operation. Xanthos was rich. He was foreign Greek, they reckoned. What did they care how a strange little Greek came to be able to afford a suite at the Ritz? I knew salesmen, they made good murderers. Lonely people, shuffling from boarding house to boarding house, washing their shirts overnight. No family, no friends; never in the same place long enough. They were the nomads of the industrial age, always wandering, always moving on. There was, no doubt, a camaraderie, a fraternity of such people, but it did not seem much of a life to me. And they did seem to commit murder normally squalid, dirty little murders more often than they should have done. Or maybe they were too miserable to take the necessary steps to avoid being caught.


    Mr Xanthos was evidently a different species of salesman altogether, but the hotel people told me little in return for my money only that he had been in London the week Ravenscliff had died, and had left shortly afterwards. That he came and went all the time, and had his mail forwarded when he was away for more than a month.


    ‘Or if the letter says please forward,’ someone chipped in. ‘Like last autumn, when he went to Baden-Baden. To take the waters,’ he said in a mock-posh accent.


    ‘Or when he went to Rome last April and that trunk arrived for him. Do you remember the trouble that caused, shipping it off? And no thanks when he got back, either. It might have been a postcard we’d sent on, for all he cared.’


    He was an interesting fellow, I thought, when he opened the door to his suite, and a curiously attractive one, short, dapper, unconventional, with a bright smile and quick, precise movements. Welcoming, friendly, quite unlike Bartoli.


    ‘It is kind of you to see me,’ I said. We were in his fabled rooms, and very splendid they were; grand enough to intimidate someone like me, who had never even been in the public area before, let alone in one of the most expensive of the hotel’s apartments. There was a huge salon ornately decorated with rich red wallpaper and gallons of gold paint, what I assumed was a bedroom and bathroom next door, and a separate dining room. While I was there, there was a constant to-ing and fro-ing of people bringing food, messages, coal and logs for the fire; even his coffee was poured for him by someone else.


    ‘On the contrary, I am very curious about you,’ he replied. His eyes twinkled as he spoke, in a voice which was well modulated but overlaid with so many accents it was impossible to tell what the original might once have been. He nestled almost snuggled down in his armchair like someone protecting himself from a gale; I half-expected him to wrap himself up in a blanket as he spoke, or tuck his little legs underneath him.


    ‘In that case the curiosity is mutual. If I may’


    ‘No,’ he said, ‘I will ask first. I invited you, and am providing the refreshments.’ He paused for a considerable while as he leant forwards and poured two cups of tea. Lemon for him, milk and sugar for me. I’m a traditionalist.


    ‘Very well. What do you want to know?’


    ‘Just why dear Lady Ravenscliff chose you for this project? I am sure you know as well as I why that might excite some interest amongst those who knew her husband. And who, I may add, are protective of his memory.’


    ‘There I cannot really help, I’m afraid. I had never met either of them before I was offered the task. And, as you no doubt gathered from my conversation with Mr Bartoli, I have no experience whatsoever in things financial.’


    ‘And she knew so many people who were expert . . . Do you think she wanted someone who was not employed by her husband? An independent outsider? Could that be it?’


    ‘Why would she want that? I flatter myself that what she wanted was someone who could tell a good story, make her husband’s life interesting. There are few successful novels with bankers or industrialists as the hero. Fewer still that are written by bankers or industrialists.’


    ‘That is true,’ he replied. ‘And a sad condemnation of the book-reading public it is. Perhaps you are right. Perhaps that is all it is.’


    ‘You sound doubtful. Although I thank you for being less offensive than Mr Bartoli.’


    The elf waved a hand. ‘Oh, don’t worry about him. He is just as rude to me. And everyone, in fact. It’s his way. He is a very efficient man, the perfect doorkeeper for someone like John Stone. Although I imagine he is concerned about what is to become of him now. Lady Ravenscliff, I am sure, will not require his services. I assume she is the beneficiary of his will?’


    Aha. I thought. So that’s it. I smiled.


    ‘I really couldn’t say,’ I said. ‘I am hardly privy . . .’


    ‘No, I suppose not. Still, you will have gathered that I am curious. And as you come to know more about his business you will understand why. How do you find Lady Ravenscliff?’


    A question only the foreigner would ask. No Englishman would ever be so direct.


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘Have you fallen under her spell?’


    ‘I’m not sure I . . .’


    ‘She is a fascinating woman, I find. Beautiful, intelligent, accomplished, warm, witty.’


    ‘Yes, indeed.’


    ‘Did you know she was once one of the most famous women in France?’


    ‘Really?’


    He frowned. ‘Your next-door neighbours have the strange habit of the salon. Women gather male admirers around them the best attract the leading writers, politicians, diplomats, poets, you name it. It is in the salons that the elites of France are formed. Lady Ravenscliff is said to have been a great star. It is said she even had the King your King in her collection. Then she married John Stone, moved to England, and has lived a life of domesticity ever since. Odd, don’t you think?’


    ‘Love?’


    ‘Maybe so.’


    ‘You sound doubtful. Are you about to offer an explanation?’


    ‘No,’ he said, ‘I was hoping that in the course of your researches you might. I would find the answer fascinating. It might be love, I suppose,’ he said with a sigh as though he found the idea disappointing.


    ‘I cannot give an explanation for something I did not know about. As for her spell, she is indeed charming and warm, though that is tempered by her distress, which makes her fragile.’


    He smiled. ‘She is formidably intelligent, and if you think her fragile then you have very poor judgement. She married one of the wealthiest men in the world, and was his equal in all respects. Her fragility and charm are her strengths. Everything about her is a strength, or can be made so.’


    I stared curiously at him.


    ‘But what are you, Mr Braddock? Are you one of her weapons as well?’


    ‘I believe I am an employee, there to write a life of her husband.’


    ‘No more than that?’


    ‘No.’


    I got the sense he did not believe me, but he decided not to pursue it.


    ‘You do not seem to like her very much,’ I observed.


    ‘Like her?’ he said, his eyes widening in surprise. ‘ I adore her. All men adore her. Just as much as most women hate her. Have you seen her in the company of another woman? I have known her for what? Years, it must be. And I know her no better, understand her no better, than the first day I met her. She is charming, radiant, lovely. But have you ever seen her using her magic, when she is hypnotising, enthralling? Then, believe me, she is frightening. It is a rare man who can resist her.’


    ‘Including her husband?’


    ‘John?’ He paused, and looked at me. ‘You haven’t got very far if you can ask such a question. Of course he could resist her. That was his appeal. He loved her devotedly because he wanted to. And she loved him because she could not control him. As I say, they were equals. They fought like cat and dog, you know. His anger was cold, hers volcanic. “My dear,” he would say through gritted teeth, “your behaviour is quite unacceptable.” And she would throw a plate at him. It went on for hours. I think they actually enjoyed it. It was a central part of their marriage. Neither had power over the other, and both were used to controlling others. Can you imagine the attraction of the only person you have ever met who will not do as you wish?’


    ‘No,’ I said shortly. ‘And at the moment it is not at the top of my list of questions.’


    Xanthos sighed. ‘A pity. The book will be the poorer for it. It contains the essence of John Stone’s nature.’


    ‘I think she wants something more factual.’


    ‘That may be so,’ he said. ‘So go ahead. Ask me your questions.’


    I hadn’t come very well prepared, which was foolish. Normally, when I interviewed people, I made out in advance a little list of questions to give some form to the interview. This time I had nothing; so I asked randomly, snatching questions from my mind as they floated chaotically into view.


    ‘I am struck,’ I began, although it had not struck me until then, ‘by the people I’ve met so far. Bartoli, an Italian. You, who I am told are Greek. Lady Ravenscliff, who is Hungarian.’


    ‘And more than that,’ he replied. ‘The head of finance, for example, is a man called Caspar Neuberger.’


    ‘German?’


    ‘Oh, he’d be quite annoyed to be called just German,’ he said with a faint smile. “I am Chewish, dear man! Chewish!” Try calling him a Prussian he was born in Prussia and see what sort of reaction you get. John used to refer to Caspar’s military character just to see how long he would be able to control himself.’


    ‘I stand corrected. But you know what I mean.’


    ‘The corporation of mongrels and half-breeds. Yes, I do see. We are not a blue-blooded company. It is our great quality, and the reason why we have left all our competitors in the dust. John Stone had two great, remarkable, qualities, which you would do well to bear in mind. One was his gift for organisation. The other was his judgement of character. He wanted people who would do a good job with the minimum of supervision. He didn’t care who they were, or where they came from. As he had no family to speak of, the board isn’t stuffed with useless relations. As far as operations are concerned, Bartoli is a genius at seeing the evolution of the whole. Williams, the managing director, is a brilliant administrator but the son, I believe, of a bankrupt coal merchant. Caspar is extraordinary at finance, and I sooner or later someone will tell you, so it might as well be me am of mysterious but entirely unseemly origins. But it all works. John used to complain sometimes, saying it had all been organised too well, and there was nothing left for him to do. That the company no longer needed him.’


    ‘And what exactly do you do?’


    ‘Me? Oh, I’m just the salesman. The negotiator. Nothing more than that. People want to buy, I get the best price. I am easily the most disposable of them all. But, what I do, I do well. My reputation is, alas, different. Do you want to know what it is?’


    ‘By all means.’


    ‘I am the Angel of Death,’ he said softly, and looked at me in such a way that for a moment I almost believed him. Then he brightened up and continued cheerfully, ‘you wouldn’t think it to look at me, but there we are. I am the sinister one, the worker in shadows, the man whose hidden hand is everywhere. John Stone’s alter ego , who does the dirty work he could not do himself. No violence or turmoil happens anywhere on the planet without me being responsible for it somehow.’ He smiled sweetly at me.


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Not at all. I am, as I say, merely a negotiator. But it is a fine reputation, you must admit. I do not discourage it much; it makes my life seem more interesting than it is, and perhaps even gives me a small advantage in negotiations. In fact, I do little more than travel around Europe, haggling over details of contracts.’


    ‘You are not in England very much?’


    ‘No. Sales to the Royal Navy and the army are done in a different way. I have nothing to do with it, and wouldn’t be very effective anyway. The navy likes to deal with gentlemen and I, as you no doubt realise, am not a gentleman.’


    ‘The obituaries referred time and again to the organisation of the companies. What’s so special about that? Aren’t all companies well organised?’


    Xanthos laughed. ‘Oh, no. You would not believe how some go about things. John Stone was remarkable: to create such an organisation, and keep control of it was a stupendous achievement. There are other factories, all over the world. Mines, wells, ships. All perfectly choreographed. And on top of that there is the money. The banks, the credit notes, the bills of exchange, the shareholdings, the loans, in many currencies and many countries. And everything has to be in the right place at the right moment, for the purpose of constructing these vast machines, some of which take nearly two years to complete. If people had any idea at all how remarkable this was, then the businessman would replace the priest and the poet and the scientist as the greatest figure of the age. But we are modest people,’ he said with a smile, ‘and do not desire fame.’


    ‘But surely, someone orders a ship, you build it, get paid for it. Isn’t it straightforward?’


    He sighed. ‘You don’t understand governments do you? Or money. No. It is not straightforward. A government orders a battleship, say. Do they pay? No. Of course not. They pay a little, the rest when it is delivered. The greater part of the money you find yourself. That in itself is fabulously risky. Beswick’s demands for capital are as great as that of many an entire country. The Government places an order, and we commit the capital. Then they change their mind. No, Mr Braddock, it is not simple. Not simple at all.’


    ‘I gather things are a bit difficult at the moment, is that right?’


    He looked sternly at me. ‘A bit difficult? We have been through terrible times in the last few years. Ever since the Liberals took power, orders from the Royal Navy have all but dried up, and they are our main customer. We and Armstrongs and Vickers and Cammell Laird have been hard put to keep going on occasion. Fortunately, Lord Ravenscliff was more than able to see us through hard times; we are in much better shape than our competitors.’


    So much about Stone as a man of business. Why did everyone go on about that? Surely there must have been more to him that that?


    ‘Did Lord Ravenscliff have close friends?’


    ‘I have no idea.’


    ‘Surely . . .’


    ‘He was my employer. I liked and trusted him, and I believe that regard was mutual. But that is not friendship, if you understand me. That was a different world, one which I and no business associate ever penetrated. I know nothing about that side of him whatsoever. Whether he associated with princes or paupers, what he liked to do when he wasn’t working. Whether he had any indiscretions . . .’


    ‘You do not know.’


    ‘I do not know. Nor have I ever been interested. And now, if you will excuse me, I have some letters to write. Still, it was pleasant to meet you. I have no doubt we will talk again.’


    ‘I’m sure I will have many questions over the coming months.’


    ‘I will gladly answer them all, if I can. As you may have discerned, I was a great admirer of John Stone.’


    ‘He had no failings?’


    ‘John Stone never did anything without a good reason, except fall in love and die. And perhaps these stand out as exceptions merely because we do not know what the reasons were, rather than because they did not exist. Do you count that as a failing, or not?’


    CHAPTER 12
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    Interesting. I walked out of the Ritz and up Bond Street in a reflective mood, trying to unravel what I had been told, and what I had learned. The obvious interpretation, of course, was that Mr Xanthos truly believed I was writing a biography, in which business would loom large. He wanted to give me instruction about how to present the man. But that reference to indiscretions niggled me. Why would he have mentioned it at all?


    And then there was the conspiratorial side. He was trying to draw me in, make me an insider, create feelings of loyalty, of belonging, by dropping exciting little titbits of information. And Lady Ravenscliff? A clear warning there, I thought. Don’t be fooled, was the message.


    But I could tease no more out of the conversation than that. Business had been tough, but everything was under control. Was that the point? To ram home the message that there was no business reason for Ravenscliff to drop out of a window, intentionally or otherwise? That I should look elsewhere if that was on my mind? But that would mean he knew I was not merely writing a biography, of course.


    I hopped on a bus and relaxed. There is something about the clopping of the horses’ hooves, the way the driver converses with his beast, the slight rolling of the carriage as it trundles along, which has always induced a sense of peace in me when it is not crammed with noisy, spitting passengers, at any rate. I sat upstairs, even though it was chilly, and watched through gusts of pipe-smoke as the great houses of Portman Place, then the even greater establishments of Regent’s Park, rolled by. I had never really considered that people actually lived in these places before; they had been as foreign to me as a palace or a prison more so than prisons, even.


    Now I was gaining entry to such places, and I watched with more interest the occasional flicker of domesticity that caught my eye. The servant sitting on a ledge, polishing the outside of a window. Another shaking a blanket to get the dust out. Some children, elaborately dressed, coming down a stairway from a great front door, accompanied by their nanny. The carts of tradesmen parked down the back alleys, so meat and fish and vegetables could be delivered through the rear entrance, unseen. I was allowed in through the front door of St James’s Square, I thought. For the first time in my life, I felt superior to those people among whom I had originated. Then it occurred to me that in all probability I ranked in Lady Ravenscliff ‘s mind equally with a governess.


    The splendour of Regent’s Park does not last long; it is little more than a few bricks thick, an insubstantial theatre set. Behind and beyond are the drabber dwellings of Camden. To the north, though, lies an area of comfortable detached villas built for the man of enough, but not too much, property. My former editor lived in just such a tree-lined street, the houses set back from the wide avenue, private in a way the greater mansions could never be. This was the sort of thing to which I aspired in my dreams; my imagination could take me no higher, but even on three hundred and fifty a year (for seven years) it was way beyond my means. Or was it? I had never even considered the possibility, but now it dawned on me that perhaps I could live in such a place and the reality of my change in circumstances rushed over me in a wave of pride. I imagined myself at Heal’s buying fashionable furniture with a wave of my chequebook. Engaging a servant. Marrying a desirable woman like and here I paused, for as that piece of imagination passed through me, I saw the woman of my daydreams sitting on the sofa, looking up from her sewing and smiling as I came in, and she had the face of Lady Ravenscliff. The absurdity brought me back down to earth with a sharp and quite unpleasant crash, but I retained enough sense, at least, to smile ruefully at the tricks that the unbridled imagination can play.


    The gallant cavalier who could, in his imagination, sweep the richest woman in the country off her feet, meanwhile, was hesitating outside the address of his old editor, wondering whether he dared knock on the door without arrangement. It was stupid, though, to come all that way and go away again, so after a brief hesitation I summoned enough courage to march up the little path and knock. Then announce myself to the serving girl who opened the door.


    I was shown into McEwen’s study and asked to wait. It was very much more my sort of place than the drab room from which Stone had controlled his empire. Big French windows opened onto the garden; fresh flowers gave a pleasant scent unspoiled by stale cigar smoke. An ancient, battered leather armchair sat on a slightly careworn carpet on which was stacked a pile of logs for the fire. It looked like a room much loved by its main occupant, and which gave back warmth and comfort in return. It was the room of a trustworthy man.


    Who appeared through the door a few moments later, smiling and quite unoffended by my arrival. McEwen’s familiar greeting no longer, I thought, the greeting of editor for subordinate, of superior for employee reassured me entirely and made me more open than I had intended to be.


    ‘I thought you might show up at some stage,’ he said cheerfully, ‘but not quite so quickly. Have you made some great discovery you wish to tell me about? I hope it is something we can print, rather than being merely salacious. Have you discovered what is to become of us?’


    ‘I’m afraid I have little but questions,’ I replied, ‘although I can tell you that the Chronicle will be in the hands of the executor until the will is settled, which may take some time.’


    ‘Yes. I thought as much. Then it goes direct to Lady Ravenscliff, I imagine?’


    ‘Maybe. It all seems quite complicated at the moment.’


    McEwen was not used to employees even former employees being cagey with him. He frowned in displeasure, so I hurried on. ‘I thought you could tell me in a few seconds things it might take me days to discover on my own. I have made little progress since I saw you. Except to become more confused.’


    ‘In what areas?’


    ‘Just about every single one. I have learned some things about his death, as you suggested I do. I have established that the companies were in good health. Unfortunately, I do not see how it assists me in any way.’


    ‘I didn’t think it would,’ he said. ‘I merely wished to satisfy my own curiosity on the matter.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Oh, call it the instincts of an old newspaper man, if you wish. What have you discovered?’


    ‘Only that quite a lot of people became somewhat agitated the moment he dropped out of the window. There was a man called Cort, for example . . .’


    McEwen’s eyes narrowed, and he became more attentive.


    ‘Cort?’


    ‘Ah,’ I said. ‘You may remember him. Lady Ravenscliff said he worked as a journalist on The Times once. Did you know him?’


    He stood up, and walked to the window, tapping his foot as he always did when thinking. Eventually he turned round and faced me.


    ‘I’m very sorry, Braddock,’ he said. ‘I have been extremely foolish, and reckless on your behalf.’


    ‘But why? What’s the matter? Who is this man?’


    ‘Indeed. How does he come into a routine biography commissioned by a grieving widow?’


    He was looking at me shrewdly, and I could see that I would get nothing out of him without giving something in advance. He was genuinely worried and I was touched by his concern. But he was a newspaperman through and through, nonetheless. Information was food and drink to him.


    ‘It’s not a biography,’ I said eventually. ‘That’s not what she wants me to do. She wants me to find out the identity of Ravenscliff ‘s child.’


    He raised an eyebrow. ‘I see. And Cort?’


    ‘Was one of the first at the scene of his death, and I think may have suppressed the news of it for three days.’


    ‘Oh,’ he said softly.


    ‘Oh what?’ I was fearful. It was based on nothing, just the way he had said it apprehensive, almost alarmed; certainly surprised, even shocked. ‘What’s the matter? What is all this?’


    ‘We received a request from the Government not to run the news immediately, as did every other newspaper. We agreed, as the health of Ravenscliff ‘s businesses is a matter of national interest. Besides, we were assured it was merely to stop an unnecessary panic on the markets. I thought there might be more to it, hence my recommendation of you, so I might have a man on the inside, so to speak, but I never realised it might be that serious.’ He stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked at the carpet as he did when thinking fast, then looked up at me once more. ‘Write to her, and say you are sorry, but this job’s not for you.’


    ‘What? But it was your idea!’


    ‘I know. But this is not idle journalism, hanging around the law courts and police stations. This is not the sort of thing you should get involved in.’


    ‘You’re being melodramatic. What on earth is bothering you?’


    ‘What do you know about Henry Cort?’


    ‘Very little,’ I said firmly. ‘There doesn’t seem to be much to know. He was a journalist; he appears to be a gentleman of leisure of moderate means. He knew Lady Ravenscliff many years ago; and he was on the scene in some capacity shortly after Ravenscliff died. There was a reference to FO, but I don’t know what it means. Certainly not the Foreign Office, as he is not listed. I looked,’ I concluded lamely.


    ‘Yes, well. As you say, you know very little.’


    ‘So tell me more. You clearly know something.’


    ‘Only if you promise to give due consideration to my recommendations.’


    ‘I will,’ I said stoutly. But I don’t remember whether I meant it.


    ‘Good. Henry Cort is possibly the most powerful man in the Empire . . .’ He held up his hand, for he could see my look of incredulity. ‘Please. If you want me to tell you, you must not keep interrupting. I briefly came across him, as you so rightly guessed, at The Times about twenty years ago. Supposedly he was a journalist, but he wrote little. Yet he was sent to Paris as a correspondent even though there was one there already. No one knew where he came from, why he was given the job, except that it was said he once worked for Barings, and that his appointment was engineered by Sir Henry Wilkinson, a name which, I am sure, means nothing to you whatsoever.’


    ‘You are right. But it is not the first time that Barings has cropped up in the last week.’


    He waved away my diligence with impatience.


    ‘Until he died, Sir Henry Wilkinson was the head so they said, at least of the Imperial Secret Service. It is said equally without anyone really knowing that Henry Cort is his far more efficient replacement. It is said again without a shred of evidence or detail that he once single-handedly prevented a catastrophe which would have brought the Empire to ruin. That he has killed men, and ordered the deaths of others.’


    I opened my mouth to express something, then thought better of it and shut it again.


    ‘An enterprise which operates on the scale of the British Empire is beset by foes and dangers. We have been fending off war for several decades, and have succeeded quite well. But it is only a matter of time before our luck runs out. Who will we fight? How will we ensure the best advantage for ourselves? Who are our friends? How do we guard our diplomatic, industrial, military secrets? This so it is said is what occupies Henry Cort.’


    ‘You are not serious about this?’


    ‘I am.’


    ‘You’ve not been reading too many yellow novels?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘But you know this. Presumably our enemies know it.’


    ‘Presumably. But I do not know it for certain and, perhaps, neither do they. What Cort does, and how he does it, I do not know. There are stories, but nothing that I could ever pin down enough to print in a newspaper, for example. Not that I would be allowed to, even were I so unpatriotic as to consider it. Nor does it matter. What I am trying to tell you is that if Cort is involved in some way, then so is the interest of the entire Empire. And that is not something that a junior reporter of no great experience should be dabbling in.’


    ‘Perhaps he’s just a family friend.’


    ‘Ravenscliff did not have family friends. Nor does Cort.’


    ‘So what is going on?’


    ‘I have no idea. And I suggest you do not try to find out. It will do you no good. Does Cort know about you?’


    ‘I very much doubt it. That is, I don’t see how he could.’


    ‘I see. Have you noticed anyone following you?’


    Now I was really getting alarmed. ‘You’re not serious?’ I was repeating myself, I know, but it seemed justifiable.


    ‘A couple of years ago,’ he said, ‘there was a German reporter in England, a correspondent for a Berlin newspaper. He asked questions about Mr Cort. He died a few months later. On a railway track just outside Swindon. The verdict was suicide.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘The moral of the story is, do not interest yourself in Mr Cort. As you are English, he will no doubt be more indulgent towards you, as it is safe to assume you are not or not yet in the pay of our enemies . . .’


    ‘Of course I’m not . . .’


    ‘But you are, of course, in the pay of a woman who is, or was, a subject of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which is in alliance with the German Empire . . .’


    I gaped. I should have managed better, but I gaped. ‘You’re making this up,’ I said reproachfully.


    ‘I am merely pointing out that an excessively lucrative engagement for a spurious project might be interpreted in many different ways, some not to your advantage.’


    ‘I am certainly not going to give up £350 a year because of the fantastical notions of some civil servant,’ I said robustly. ‘If anyone wishes to ask me what I am doing I will explain fully and openly. Naturally I will. But I am doing nothing inappropriate at all. And it is my right . . .’


    ‘Of course. But your right as an Englishman can be misunderstood, and may be held to contradict your duty. So be careful. Are you still inclined to continue with this?’


    I thought hard. He was a man I trusted; until that moment I had not realised how much I trusted him. But I could not entirely discount the money. And, uppermost in my mind there floated the image of Lady Ravenscliff, sitting on the settee in her sitting room, looking so vulnerable and needy, missing her husband so greatly, and placing herself in my hands. Asking my help. Me, of all the people in London.


    ‘I may,’ I said. ‘But not until I am sure that your warnings are correct. I do not want to place myself in danger, obviously. Nor do I wish to meddle in things which are not my concern. But I have taken on a commission, and so far I can see no real reason not to fulfil it.’


    He sighed, and looked frustrated and disappointed.


    ‘I am not saying I am determined to continue. Merely that I wish to.’


    ‘I thought that might be your attitude. I am sorry for it. I think you are making a mistake.’


    I sat and considered. What McEwen had just said had made a deep impression. And yet, an old stubbornness was beginning to stir. Why should I be frightened off with just a word whispered in my ear? Why shouldn’t I discover whatever I wanted to? I was breaking no law; in a way I was trying to discover if any had been broken. And I was being told that I should be afraid, and cautious. Englishmen should never be afraid or cautious; not of their own Government. I looked up defiantly.


    ‘Who does Cort work for?’


    ‘The Government.’


    ‘I mean, which bit?’


    ‘I have no idea. The Foreign Office, the War Office, the Home Office. All or none. It is in the nature of a task like this that it is ill-defined. You will not find any piece of paper saying what it is. I doubt he is even on the rolls of the Civil Service. We finally have a formal intelligence organisation, and he is not part of that, either.’


    ‘Oh.’


    ‘He will be paid, and his expenses met, out of miscellaneous funds, untraceable to any one department of state.’


    ‘But one person cannot . . .’


    ‘Oh, good heavens, there are more than Cort! All over Britain, throughout the Empire, all over Europe, there are his men, and his women, I gather, who watch our enemies and their doings. They watch troops, they watch politicians, they watch what sorts of weapons are being produced by factories. They watch ships in harbours, they watch the people watching us. I said we may eventually be at war; in truth it has already started. You’ve read the stories in the papers; about German spies in this country, about trained murderers waiting for the moment war breaks out to strike and cause havoc here, on the streets of London.’


    ‘Hysterical nonsense.’


    ‘Are you sure? Our enemies learn fast. They have watched the chaos a few anarchists with home-made bombs can cause. How easy it is to kill a king in Portugal, a president in France. To sow panic with a well-placed bomb in a restaurant. Do you think they do not realise what potent weapons are fear and confusion?’


    Personally, I had always considered these mouthings in the newspapers to be simply a way of softening up the population so that repressive measures could be taken against the trade unions, and poor people who wished to strike in order to gain a living wage. It had never crossed my mind that someone like McEwen would actually take them seriously. Or that they might be true.


    CHAPTER 13
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    The Russell Hotel in Bloomsbury was a fairly new building, having been completed only a few years previously. All terracotta, brick and marble, it presented a formidable appearance to the outside world, so much so that although I had walked past it on many occasions, I had never even thought of going inside. It was not for people like me, any more than the Ritz was, or drawing rooms in St James’s Square. Nor yet was it for the very wealthy. In fact, it was difficult to work out who, exactly, was meant to use it: it was too far from the West End to be convenient for the people who congregated there, and not really properly sited for those who worked in the City. And most visitors to the British Museum were not the sort who could afford its lavish prices.


    That was a problem for the management, not for me. When I arrived there I simply spent my time staring at the multicoloured marble columns, the carved ceilings, the glittering chandeliers. It must, I thought, be the sort of surroundings aristocrats were used to all the time. I confess I felt rather grand; I was beginning to get a taste for this sort of living, and after only a week or so. It was slightly worrying.


    ‘Dreadful place,’ Lady Ravenscliff remarked as she sat down opposite me, once she had announced herself and I had stood up to greet her. She was smiling, indeed she seemed energised by the outing. Her eyes were bright and larger than I had noticed before; she looked extraordinarily beautiful, as though she had made a special effort to intimidate the opposition. The idea of complimenting her never occurred to me.


    ‘Don’t you like it?’


    ‘I find it somewhat ostentatious. It is designed to impress the impressionable. I suppose it does that very well.’


    She noticed the way I had blushed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘You will find I am prone at times to be opinionated and insensitive. Please never take anything I say on such matters to be of any value at all. I was brought up with older, shabbier buildings which did not force you to admire them all the time.’


    ‘I suppose you might say I was as well,’ I replied. ‘A little ostentation I find enjoyable.’


    She smiled. ‘So it is. I stand corrected. Let us bathe in this exuberant vulgarity while we wait. Could you inform Signora Vincotti of our presence?’


    I did so, while she sat immobile, a dreamy smile coming over her face. I did not know her very well, but I guessed she was calming herself before what could well be an unpleasant interview.


    And, ten minutes later, Esther Vincotti descended. Let me be direct and say there was no competition possible between the two women. One alert, intelligent, beautiful, elegant; the other stout, almost square in shape, with a ruddy though amiable complexion over which she clearly took no pains at all. Never had I seen any woman less likely to be connected in some way to a vastly wealthy man. She was aged around fifty and while her clothes were not poor, she manifestly had little notion of how to dress for effect. Her hair was grey and no attempt had been made to make it look at all stylish or well groomed. Her face seemed good natured, although it bore an expression which made it clear that, if Lady Ravenscliff was anxious at the coming interview, she was thoroughly frightened.


    She sat down nervously once the introductions had been made with me acting as the go-between, as neither of the two women seemed willing to start the proceedings off and Lady Ravenscliff had (she told me) prohibited Mr Henderson the solicitor from coming anywhere near the hotel until she had finished. Neither, however, had a look of hostility about them. Lady Ravenscliff had hardly moved a muscle, but I guessed was utterly perplexed by the idea that her husband might have dallied with such an utterly ordinary, maternal figure as this. As a result, she was hiding behind a mask of aristocratic grandeur which was both intimidating and (to me) exceptionally alluring.


    ‘It is very good of you to come here, your ladyship. I am most honoured to meet you,’ Signora Vincotti said after a while.’ And I must thank you for arranging for me to stay in this splendid hotel. It is quite beyond what I am used to.’


    ‘I do not think it is particularly good of me,’ she replied. ‘And I am afraid I must wait before I know whether I am equally honoured by meeting you. How well did you know my husband?’


    Nothing like getting down to business fast, I thought. I had anticipated an interminable round of politenesses before the real subject was broached.


    ‘I do not know him at all,’ replied the other woman. She spoke with something of an Italian accent, but her English was much too good for her to have been anything other than English in origin. ‘I am completely at a loss as to why I am here. All I know is that I received a telegram from a London solicitor telling me I had to come to London, that it was a matter of the utmost urgency. Then they sent me a railway ticket. First class. I am totally mystified and very worried. I am sure I have done nothing wrong.’


    This was not the reply either of us had been expecting; Lady Ravenscliff registered something like incredulity, although she managed to keep her expression under control.


    ‘You didn’t know my husband?’


    ‘I met him when I was a child, I believe, though I do not remember it.’


    ‘Where, exactly?’


    ‘In Venice, which is where my father lived. And where he died.’


    ‘And this was Signor Vincotti?’


    ‘No. That is my married name, although I am a widow now. Luigi died several years ago, leaving me with four children. But my father provided for me, and I have had a good life. His name was Macintyre. He was a travelling engineer. He died in an accident when I was eight, and I was brought up by a family there.’


    ‘You are even more well-provided for now, it seems,’ said Lady Ravenscliff. ‘My husband has died, as you may know, and you are a beneficiary of his will.’


    Signora Vincotti looked thoroughly surprised by this. ‘That was very kind of him,’ she said. ‘Can you tell me why?’


    I noticed she did not ask how much. I quite liked her for that.


    ‘We were rather hoping that you might tell us.’


    ‘I’m afraid I have no idea. None.’


    ‘And you really never met him after your father died?’


    ‘Never. Until that telegram arrived I had quite forgotten him. It was a great effort to recall him at all.’


    ‘You speak very good English for someone brought up in a foreign country,’ I commented.


    ‘I was brought up by an English family. Mr Longman was the British Consul in Venice and lived there for many years, but died when I was twenty. As I had no connections to England at all apart from him and his wife, I stayed and eventually married. My husband was a civil engineer. With his salary, and my inheritance, we lived very well. Two of my daughters are married already. And of my two sons, one will be a lawyer, while the other intends to follow his father into engineering.’


    ‘I congratulate you,’ said Lady Ravenscliff. Was there something in the account of steady, modest, family life, of seeing children growing, and growing well, that she envied? Did it make her sad that she could never boast about her own children to others oh, he’s doing so well, we’re so proud of him . . . ? Was she sad she could never look into the face of a child and see an echo of her husband reflected back at her?


    ‘Do you not wish to know how much the bequest is?’ I put in, as we seemed to be straying far from the point.


    ‘I suppose I should; but I cannot see how it can be a great deal of money.’


    ‘It depends on what you consider a great deal. It is £50,000 .’


    A total silence greeted this piece of information. Signora Vincotti grew deathly pale, almost as though she had just been told some devastating news. ‘There must be some mistake,’ she said eventually in a voice which was so quiet and so trembling it was difficult to make out.


    ‘It seems not. I hope you will excuse our curiosity, but we are naturally interested in the reason for it. Lord Ravenscliff was an immensely wealthy man, but even by his standards this is a large sum.’


    I was aware I was talking like a member of the Ravenscliff entourage, like some retainer. It made me uncomfortable in some ways, but I also noted a certain smugness in my mind as I spoke.


    ‘I cannot help you at all, I really cannot,’ she said, looking as though she might burst into tears at any moment.


    ‘Was your father a rich man? Might they have been in business together?’


    ‘I doubt it. I was always told he was very poor; quite unworldly. But not so unworldly that he did not provide for me.’


    ‘And this inheritance. It was an annuity? It comes from an insurance company? A Venetian one? Italian?’


    ‘No, no. An English bank.’


    ‘Please do not take offence, but could you tell me how much this is for? It would help to gauge what sort of relationship your father might have had with Lord Ravenscliff.’


    You see I was also beginning to think like a man of money. Never before in my life would I have considered that income flow might help determine a man’s relationships, but it was now beginning to come naturally, now I realised that, for some, it was the only thing which mattered.


    ‘I receive a cheque four times a year from Barings Bank in London for £62.’


    I calculated quickly, using my new-found financial sophistication. £62 a quarter was about £250 a year, which meant a capital sum of something around £6000. Hardly in Ravenscliff ‘s league. His bequest meant that her income had just multiplied by eight. A fortune by English standards, and I guessed a vast fortune by Venetian.


    ‘Signora Vincotti,’ said Lady Ravenscliff. ‘I would like to ask you an even more direct question. Please do not take offence, but it is essential that I know the answer.’ She said it in a way which suggested she did not care one way or the other if the other woman did take offence. What was wrong with her? She really didn’t have to try quite so hard to be rude.


    Vincotti looked at her enquiringly.


    ‘My husband travelled frequently to Venice. Sometimes I accompanied him, most times not. I have never really cared for Venice.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Let me put it bluntly. Was my husband the father of any of your children?’


    Signora Vincotti stared in shock at the question, and I felt sure she was going to become angry, as she had every right to be. For a moment this was very nearly the case, but she was very much more intelligent than her thick-set, homely features suggested. She reached out and took Lady Ravenscliff ‘s hand.


    ‘Oh, I see,’ she said gently. ‘I see.’


    Lady Ravenscliff snatched her hand away.


    ‘Don’t be annoyed with me, I mean no insult,’ the Italian woman said softly. ‘No. There is no possibility, no possibility at all, that your husband was the father of any of my children. None. If you saw them, and saw pictures of my husband as well, you would not have to take my word for it.’


    ‘In that case, we need trespass on your time no longer,’ Lady Ravenscliff said, standing up immediately. ‘I am sure my lawyers will be in contact with you in due course. My thanks for your assistance.’


    And with that she walked swiftly across the hotel lobby, leaving me feeling thoroughly embarrassed by her appalling behaviour to make amends as best as I could by saying goodbye in a more friendly fashion, and mutter about shock and grief. None of which was true.


    Then I too hurried into the noise of Russell Square and found Lady Ravenscliff waiting for me, her face dark with anger.


    ‘Appalling woman,’ she said. ‘How dare she patronise me? If her father was as vulgar as she . . . certainly there must be a physical resemblance. She looks like a bulldog in frills.’


    ‘She conducted herself with a good deal more dignity than you did, even though she must have found the encounter very trying . . .’


    ‘And it wasn’t for me?’ She turned around and confronted me for my mollifying remarks. ‘You think everything was calm and easy for me? That discovering your dead husband has a child, having to deal with people like that’


    ‘I didn’t mean’


    ‘You are not in my employ to see both sides of the argument, Braddock.’


    ‘Mr Braddock. And in fact I am in your employ to do precisely that. You want me to discover the truth. Not to be partisan.’


    ‘It’s my money, and you are being paid. You will do as you are told.’


    ‘I will do a good and proper job, or I will not do it at all. Please decide what you want of me.’


    Dangerous, that. The desire, which comes upon me on occasion, to strike an attitude, put me in a risky position. Of course I wanted to do a decent job; but I also wanted the money although, after my editor’s sombre remarks, I would have been quite happy to have the project brought to an end. The perfect reply (in my opinion) would have been had she told me that she wanted to pay me a huge amount of money to go away. Unfortunately, my upright, manly remarks had the opposite effect. She crumpled in front of me and began sobbing quietly, so through pure instinct I responded in a supportive and consolatory fashion, which of course made things even worse. I handed her a handkerchief, which, fortunately, was clean. Then I completely wrecked things by taking her hand and holding it firmly. She did not snatch it away.


    ‘Let us go into the square and find a seat,’ I suggested. ‘It is a little public here on the pavement.’


    I led her into the middle of Russell Square and the little stall near the centre that served office workers. There I bought two cups of tea and presented her with one. I thought it was probably one of the most exotic things she had done for years, she who never did anything in public, nor anything without servants. She looked a little doubtfully at the old cracked cup.


    ‘Don’t worry,’ I assured her. ‘It’s quite safe.’


    She sipped in silence, initially more to please me, but then with greater enthusiasm.


    ‘I apologise for my rudeness,’ she said after a while. ‘And of course I behaved horribly to that poor woman. I will write and apologise. Please do not think badly of me. I am finding all of this so hard.’


    I nodded in acknowledgement. ‘I understand. I really do. But while we are both amiably disposed to one another, might I renew my request that you begin to tell me the truth?’


    The flash in her eyes clearly demonstrated that, however much she might have been chastened, the situation was very far from permanent. I pressed on while there was still time.


    ‘Mr Cort,’ I said.


    ‘What about him?’


    ‘Henry Cort is in charge of government espionage. He has been described to me as the most powerful and dangerous man in the country.’


    ‘Henry?’ she said. ‘Oh, I don’t think . . .’


    ‘You have known him for years, so you told me. I do not believe you could be unaware that there is more to him than meets the eye.’


    She considered for a moment. ‘I think you also have been less than open with me,’ she replied. ‘If I remember, I asked what your interest in Henry was, and you replied merely that someone had mentioned his name. I do not see why I should be open with you, if you dissimulate with me.’


    A fair point. ‘Very well. Let me summarise. Henry Cort visited the police within hours of your husband’s death, and was quite possibly the man responsible for suppressing news of it for nearly three days. In the meantime, Barings Bank was brought in to support the price of the Rialto Investment Trust, which was your husband’s financial instrument for controlling a large part of British industry.’


    ‘I know what Rialto is.’


    ‘Cort also used to work for Barings,’ I continued. ‘Barings, we now know, pays Signora Vincotti’s annuity. I refuse to believe that an old friend, whom you have known for twenty years or more, would conceal all of this from you.’


    She smiled quietly. ‘Of course. You are quite correct. I didn’t mention it because I did not know of his involvement when John died. Besides, Mr Cort and I are not close.’


    ‘That means you do not like each other?’


    ‘If you like.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘That is none of your business. John necessarily had dealings with him, but I insisted that they be conducted away from me.’


    I brooded over this. It didn’t help me at all. ‘Why? I mean, what dealings?’


    ‘John made weapons, the government bought them. Naturally they had common interests. Don’t ask me more; I do not know.’


    ‘How did you meet your husband? What was he like?’


    She smiled, recalling a fond memory. ‘He was the kindest man you could meet, the best I ever knew,’ she began. ‘That was not his reputation, perhaps, and I sense that it is not the opinion you have formed of him, but you are wrong. The man of money and power, and the man who shared my life, had little in common.’


    She paused and looked across the square, at all the normal, poor people strolling to and fro, or hurrying across. Some looked as though they were taking a break from the reading desks of the British Museum, others came from the shops and offices of Holborn. I even hoped again, this was a sign to which I should have given more attention that perhaps an old colleague from Fleet Street might appear, and see me. See me with her, in fact.


    ‘I met him on a train,’ she went on, as this pleasant and dangerous fantasy flickered through my mind. ‘On the Orient Express.’


    ‘Is it true he had his own carriage?’


    She laughed, more easily now. ‘No, of course not. I’ve told you he was a simple man in his tastes. He had his own compartment, of course. There is no particular pleasure in sharing with total strangers unless you have to. Ostentation would have been detrimental to his business; often on these trips he liked to travel as quietly as possible so as not to be noticed.’


    Maybe she had really loved him; she smiled as memories flitted past, the very idea of her husband brought her pleasure, and the thought of his death caused her grief. I had anticipated a marriage of convenience and companionship at most. A rich man seeks a beautiful young woman in the same way that such people might desire a racehorse, or an expensive painting. Is that not true? And the beautiful young woman desires security and luxury. But they expect no gratification, and little affection; these (so I understood) they must find elsewhere. Perhaps this had been different.


    ‘The thing about John, you see, is that he was quite simple in his affections as well. He thought of himself as a sophisticated man of the world, and in business matters no doubt he was. But he was not a man for gallantry, had no idea how to seduce, or flatter or be anything other than he was. I found his uncomplicated nature beguiling.’


    She looked at me, and smiled. ‘I can see I am surprising you,’ she said. ‘You think I would want an elegant man of sophistication. Handsome, athletic, worldly.’


    ‘I suppose.’


    ‘You know nothing, I’m afraid, Mr Braddock. Nothing of me, nothing of women at all.’ She said it gently, as a matter of fact, but I still blushed hotly.


    ‘Someone said that both of you met their match in the other.’


    She laughed. ‘Who on earth said that?’


    ‘Mr Xanthos. Do you know him?’


    She nodded. ‘Not well. But we have met often.’


    ‘So is his opinion true?’


    ‘I would hardly claim to be John’s match. What else did he tell you?’


    ‘Oh, that you were once one of the most influential women in France, or something like that.’


    Here she let out a burst of laughter, and almost choked on her tea. Her eyes sparkled with merriment as she put down her cup carefully and looked at me. ‘Good heavens,’ she said after a while. ‘What an extraordinary idea. How on earth did he come up with that?’


    ‘He said you ran a salon, or something.’


    ‘And that made me the most influential woman in France?’


    ‘Apparently.’


    ‘Well, no,’ she said, still smiling broadly. I think it was the first time I had seen her laugh, genuinely and without restraint. It transformed her. ‘No, I’m afraid not. A young girl from Hungary would stand no chance whatsoever of establishing herself like that in Paris. Not if she was respectable.’


    ‘Pardon?’


    ‘Some of the most famous salonnières are or were, I do not know what it is like now courtesans. Very expensive ones, but still . . . I hope you do not think . . .’


    ‘No, no. Of course not. I mean . . .’ I was red in the face, blushing deeply; I could even feel the roots of my hair burning with embarrassment. She looked at me, enjoying my confusion, but then kindly looked away across the square until I recovered myself. I could see her mouth still twitching, though.


    ‘Is Mr Bartoli being helpful?’ she asked, to change the subject.


    ‘Mr Bartoli does not approve of me. He has indicated he will give me as little assistance as possible.’


    She raised an eyebrow. ‘Let me deal with that,’ was her only reply and I realised Mr Bartoli was not going to be happy about it.


    ‘I asked about your husband’s concerns.’


    ‘I do not know what they were. Just that he had been quite busy in the months before his death; I reproached him for it, and said that he really should be working less hard at his age, not more. But he said that this was the way of business, and if something important came up, you could not postpone it simply because you were getting old. Besides, he always maintained that working kept him young, and I think there was something in that. His mind was absolutely undiminished, and he was in no way frail.’


    ‘And this something important . . . ?’


    ‘Tell me, Mr Braddock, why do you ask so many questions about my husband’s death?’


    ‘I think you know perfectly well,’ I said. ‘Those papers disappeared when he died. I have two ways forward. Either to look for the child, or to look for the papers which will do the work for me. As I am naturally lazy, I think I should exhaust the latter option first of all. Besides, I don’t even know when this boy or girl was born, or even in what country. Clearly if it was last year that requires one approach. If it was ten or twenty years ago, then it is different. Do you really have no idea at all . . . ?’


    ‘No,’ she said softly and a little sadly. ‘None whatsoever. I really do not.’


    CHAPTER 14
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    I realise that I have said little about my own life in my account. Partly this is because I wish to tell the story of Lord Ravenscliff, but mainly because I have little enough to say. Life as a reporter involved long hours; often enough I failed even to get back to my lodgings for dinner, and I frequently had to be up and out before Mrs Morrison had even begun to prepare breakfast. Lunch and dinner were eaten in pubs or taverns; my circle of acquaintanceship, outside my fellow lodgers and reporters, was limited. I briefly attended a reading group of worthy socialists, who would get together to discuss texts on the evils of capitalism, but I missed so many of the meetings, and so rarely had the time to read the books we were meant to be talking about, that I gradually let this drop.


    I had no family nearby; my parents lived in the Midlands and I was the only member of the family to leave the town of my birth. I think I was the first of innumerable generations to stray more than ten miles from the centre of Coventry. We were not close; my wish to try my luck in London was perfectly incomprehensible to them. So it had been to me; I did not know why I wanted to leave so much. All I knew was that, if I stayed, I would end up like my father, working as a clerk in an office, or like my brothers, spending their lives in the factories and workshops of that city because they did not dare to do anything else. I do not relish adventure, but that prospect so terrified me that I was willing to swallow my fears. When I left school I worked for a year or so on the local newspaper and convinced myself that I was good at it; better still, I convinced others for long enough to get a reference. Armed with this and five pounds given to me by my father who understood better than I then realised why I did not wish to be like him I caught the train to London.


    It took two months and nearly all my money to get my first job, working on the social anouncements page of the Chronicle . I later moved to football, the obituaries and after nearly two years finally had my piece of luck. The crime reporter was more of a drunk than was average, and he was entirely unconscious on the pavement outside the Duck when the first of the Marylebone murders took place. I volunteered to stand in for him, and McEwen agreed. In my desperation such chances come very infrequently I nearly said, ‘Let me go, Cox is drunk again.’ That would have damned me. Instead, I robustly denied all knowledge of the poor man’s whereabouts, and said that I was sure he was out on a story. I would fill in until he returned.


    And so I did, as he never did return. McEwen did not need me to tell tales. He knew perfectly well what Cox was working on and his patience finally snapped.


    I did a good job; a very good job, dare I say it, considering my inexperience. I was told to continue until a proper replacement was found, but one never was. Eventually editorial interest faded, and I continued as acting crime reporter for another year until someone remembered that I was not supposed to be doing the job at all. Then I was promoted, given a proper position, and told to keep going.


    That had been five years previously. I had dreamed of being a reporter on a London newspaper and I was one. My ambitions for life should have been satisfied. But, however splendid a job may seem when one does not have it, it rarely stands up to close acquaintanceship. I was beginning to get bored with the life, and even to find murder most foul just a little tedious. But I had not yet fixed on a new goal to fire my ambitions once more. That, quite apart from the money, was why I had taken up Lady Ravenscliff ‘s offer with so little hesitation.


    As far as the matter of Ravenscliff was concerned, I needed to look through his office with care. Perhaps the papers were there after all. Perhaps some diary or letter would provide all the information I needed, and solve the matter in a few seconds. I doubted it; his widow wasn’t so helpless that she couldn’t find that herself, and she had good reason to look carefully. I knew already that most of the papers were financial in nature and that I could spend days looking at them, with every possibility that I would miss the vital clue even if it was there. So I decided to recruit Franklin.


    This wasn’t easy, not because he wasn’t willing, but because he had so little time off from work. He was at the bank from eight in the morning to seven in the evening every day, six days a week. And on Sunday he spent much of his time in church. I thought initially this was calculated; Franklin attended a church frequented by the great bankers of the City and travelled a couple of miles to do his singing and praying when he could have walked a hundred yards round the corner to St Mary‘s, Chelsea. But that was attended only by shopkeepers and landladies. Eventually I realised I did him an injustice. Many people choose a church they find inspiring. Some go for ancient and beautiful buildings, some choose a church with fine music, some prefer an eloquent vicar who can deliver a good sermon. Franklin found that being enveloped in an aura of money incited religious awe in him. To sit around individuals who controlled tens of millions of pounds brought home to him the infinite possibilities of God‘s benevolence, and the intricacy of his Creation.


    It sounds like a fundamental misunderstanding of Christianity. Eye of a needle, and all that. But it was Franklin’s nature; he could do no other. Just as some people simply are incapable of loving a woman who is not beautiful, so Franklin could only think of the divine in terms of the endless flow of capital. His piety was no less for being so strange in origin, just as a man’s love for a woman is no less passionate merely because it may require a decent inheritance to make it flower. He believed that the rich were better people than the poor, and that to be around them made him better as well. Wealth was both the indication of God‘s favour, and provided the means to carry out His wishes on earth.


    Harry Franklin, you will understand, had no trouble whatsoever in reconciling God, Darwin and Mammon; indeed, each depended on the others. The survival of the fittest meant the triumph of the richest, which was part of His plan for mankind. Accumulation was divinely ordained, both a mark of God’s favour and a way of earning more benevolence. True, Christ was a carpenter but, had He been living at the start of the twentieth century, Franklin was sure that the Messiah would have paid good attention to His stock levels, steadily expanded His business into the manufacture of fine furniture, while also investing in the latest methods of mass production by means of a stock market flotation to raise the additional capital. Then He would have brought in a manager to free Himself to go about His ministry.


    Inevitably, I suppose, the idea of being allowed into the hallowed halls where once trod the feet of the supreme capitalist of the age gave him pause. In fact, the mere idea of Ravenscliff terrified him, and when he arrived at the house in St James’s Square on the following Sunday morning he was more nervous than I had ever seen him. He seemed to shrink as we were let in, gazed around with reverence as we walked up the stairs, tiptoed past the doors which led to the reception rooms on the first floor, and said not a word until I had firmly shut the door to Ravenscliff ‘s study.


    ‘I don’t want to disturb your reverie,’ I remarked, ‘but can we get started?’


    He nodded, and looked anxiously at the chair the very chair on which the divine bottom had once rested as its owner perused his books. I made him sit on it, by the desk. Just to torment him a little.


    ‘I will read the letters, if you take care of anything with numbers on it.’


    ‘So what am I looking for?’


    He had asked me this before. Several times, in fact. But so far I had avoided answering him. While I had Lady Ravenscliff ‘s permission to use him, I was not allowed to tell him exactly what all this was about.


    ‘I want you to look for interesting payments,’ I said lamely. ‘Nothing to do with his business interests, although you may look through that if you wish. I want to get an idea of how he spent his own money, in the hope that it will tell me what he was like. Did he buy paintings? Bet on horses? How much on wine? Did he give money to charities, or to hospitals or to friends? Did he have an expensive tailor? Bootmaker? A French chef? Paint me a financial portrait of the man. I need all the information I can get, as everyone I have talked to so far has given me nothing but generalities. I meanwhile will read through everything else, and see what there is.’


    Franklin found the idea of columns of money reassuring, although the thought of prying into Ravenscliff ‘s private papers made him apprehensive. As it did me. But somewhere in those huge piles of paper might lie the little nugget that would answer all my questions. I had searched the room again the previous day and still found nothing.


    So we set to work, each in our different way. I worked like a reporter: spending ten minutes reading, then jumping up and staring out the window, humming to myself. Picking up this pile, then the next, more or less at random, hoping that luck would give me something of interest. Franklin, in contrast, worked like a banker; starting at the top of the first sheet, working his way steadily down through the pile, then on to the next. Number after number, column after column, file after file. He sat still and impassively, only his eyes flickering across the tallies, his pen occasionally jotting a brief note on a pad of paper before him. He made no noise; he seemed almost to be in a dream and a happy dream at that.


    ‘Well?’ I asked after about an hour and a half when I could stand it no longer. ‘Have you found anything? I haven’t.’


    Franklin held up a hand for quiet, and he continued reading, then jotted down another note. ‘What did you say?’


    ‘I said, what have you got so far?’


    ‘I’ve only just started,’ he began. ‘You can’t expect . . .’


    ‘I don’t. But I want a break. Do you have any idea how bad his handwriting was? Each word is a torture. I want a diversion for a few moments so my eyes can recover.’


    ‘I’ll look at them myself another time,’ he offered. ‘This stuff, in contrast, is fascinating. Absolutely fascinating. But I suspect of no earthly use to you at all.’


    I groaned. The worst of both worlds. Franklin was going to tell me more about stock prices.


    He did. I absented myself mentally from the room after a few minutes, as he waxed lyrical about debenture stocks and dividend payouts, and operations in the market.


    ‘Not as sound as everyone thought, you see,’ he concluded some time later. How long ten minutes or an hour I could not say.


    ‘What isn’t?’


    Franklin frowned. ‘Have you been paying attention?’


    ‘Of course,’ I replied robustly. ‘I’ve been hanging on every word. I’d just like a useful summary. I‘m a journalist, remember. I don‘t like detail.’


    ‘Very well. A summary. Ravenscliff ‘s enterprises in England have been burning up cash. He has been sucking money out of the operation at a quite phenomenal rate for almost a year.’


    I stared hopefully at him. This was more my line. I could understand this. Hand in the till to pay for wine, women and song. Gambling debts. Racehorses. Jump out of the window to avoid the shame of ruin. How very disappointing. ‘How much?’


    ‘About three million pounds.’


    I looked at him aghast. That was a lot of racehorses. ‘Are you sure?’


    ‘Pretty sure. That is, I’ve looked back at the past seven years’ accounts. They are very complicated, but he had a private set prepared every year, which summarised his total operations. I imagine no one else ever saw them. Without those, I doubt I could ever have noticed what he was up to. But these are quite clear. Do you want me to show you?’ He brandished a thick folder of complicated looking papers in my direction.


    ‘No. Just tell me.’


    ‘Very well. If you take the amount of cash at the start of the year, add on the cash received, subtract the cost of operations and other expenses, then you get the amount of cash at the end of the year. Do you understand that?’


    I nodded cautiously


    ‘The official accounts use one figure. These,’ again he waved the file in the air, ‘use another which is very different. All the shareholders, except for Ravenscliff, who evidently knew better, believe that the businesses have considerably more money than, in fact, they do. Three million, as I say.’


    ‘And that means?’


    ‘That means that if anyone ever found out, then not only Rialto but all the companies it owns shares in would drop like a stone. If you’ll forgive me.’ Franklin seemed momentarily alarmed that he could be frivolous on such a subject, even accidentally. ‘The companies are not bankrupt, but they are worth nowhere near as much as people think. Including these people.’


    I looked. It was a list of names, with figures on them. The Prime Minister, the Chancellor, the Foreign Secretary. Their opposite numbers in the Conservative party. And many other MPs, judges and bishops.


    ‘What are these numbers?’


    ‘Their shareholdings in Rialto. Multiply by the price. The Prime Minister in the case of a total collapse would lose nearly £11,000. The Leader of the Opposition £8,000.’


    ‘Enough reason to get Barings in to prop up the share price?’


    ‘More than enough, I’d say.’


    ‘So what do I do about this?’


    ‘You keep your mouth firmly closed. If you must do something, try to find out if any of the people on this list have been selling their shares. I have savings of £75, and £35 of these are in the Rialto Investment Trust. I intend to sell them first thing on Monday morning. It has taken me four years to save that much, and I don’t intend to lose it. I imagine anyone else who knew about this would have the same reaction.’


    He looked protective as he thought of his nest egg. For my part, I had not a penny saved in the world, as yet. But I could imagine how I would feel at the prospect of losing the result of several years’ parsimony.


    ‘Where has this money gone, then?’


    He shrugged. ‘No idea.’


    ‘There is nothing else to say? I can’t imagine that such a quantity of money could just vanish.’


    ‘I quite agree. But it’s not here, or at least I haven’t found it. I told you I wasn‘t finished. And there are some files missing. I only found this one because it was in the wrong place.’


    ‘So what do I do?’


    ‘If I were you? I’d forget I’d ever seen it. If you say so much as a word you will start a financial storm the like of which London has not seen for decades.’


    I could see that he was enjoying this brush with the occult secrets of the mighty. I wasn’t. I knew better than he realised what we were dealing with. He was right. I should leave this alone; forget all about it. But I was a reporter. I wanted to know what was going on; where that money had gone. The fact that it had nothing to do with Ravenscliff ‘s child was irrelevant. I had completely forgotten about the little brat.


    Franklin brought me back to myself. ‘I must go,’ he said. ‘I have to go to church.’


    How he could think of such a thing, when he had just discovered proof that all these people he liked to associate with in the pews were not quite what they seemed I did not know. But Franklin was not the sort who would allow one sinner to call into question his entire outlook on life. I suspected he would pray fervently that God would show him His favour by allowing him to get a good price for his Rialto Ordinaries the next morning.


    I nodded. He left, but not without reminding me of his advice. ‘One other thing,’ he added as he opened the door. ‘File three/twenty-three. Personal disbursements. Try that. Apart from anything else, it seems that his Lordship has been supporting the International Brotherhood of Socialists for the past year.’


    I sat in Ravenscliff ‘s study for the next hour in a reverie, occasionally emerging from my mood to study the notes Franklin had made. I did quite well. Not that I uncovered any significant new financial information, of course. That was quite beyond me. But I at least managed to understand it. And I discovered, by comparing handwriting, that the accounts detailing the true situation at Rialto had been prepared for Ravenscliff by Joseph Bartoli, his right-hand man. My simple solution to the problem simply asking Bartoli what was going on disappeared. If Bartoli was part of some elaborate fraud, he was hardly going to open up to me.


    Eventually I put down the file, and took out file three/twenty-three. It was, as Franklin had said, Ravenscliff ‘s personal expenses, and exactly the sort of documents I should have been studying. If there were any payments for illegitimate children they should be here, buried among the itemised notes for clothes, shoes, household expenses, food, servants’ wages and so on. The lists went back to 1900, and there were many entries which were ambiguous. I realised after a while that detailed study would yield nothing: an entire schoolroom of bastards could easily have been hidden under the heading of ‘miscellaneous expense’ (1907; £734 17s 6d). All it established was that, by the standards of the wealthy (if, perhaps, no longer quite as wealthy as I had imagined) Ravenscliff was not at all extravagant. His greatest expense was his wife (1908; £2234 12s 6d) and he spent more on books than he did on clothes. The payments Franklin referred to were on a separate sheet on the top of the file. Easy enough to understand, they were headed ‘Provisional list of payments to the International Brotherhood of Socialists’. No ambiguity there. And a list of dates and amounts. This was curious. It was a lot of money; nearly £400 in the past year. Nor did it occur in the more detailed sheets of expenses underneath it. And what on earth was someone like Ravenscliff doing giving money to a group who, one assumed, were dedicated to abolishing everything he stood for? Had he had a Damascene conversion? Did that explain the sucking of money out of his own companies? I went back to his appointments diary and there, jotted down for a few days after his death, was the entry, ‘Xanthos ibs.’


    I did not like Ravenscliff by instinct, but I was beginning to find him fascinating. A book-reading, Socialist-sympathising, child-begetting capitalist fraud. Wilf Cornford at Seyd’s had told me he was nothing but money; he was beginning to be very much more than that. Too much more, in fact.


    ‘They told me you were still here,’ came the voice of Lady Ravenscliff from the door. I looked up. It was getting dark in the room and I glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. Nearly eight o’clock. No wonder I felt uncomfortable. I was hungry. No more nor less than that. That was a relief.


    ‘Working away,’ I said cheerfully.


    ‘And have you discovered anything?’


    ‘Not on the main question, no,’ I said, dragging my thoughts away from the disappearing millions and resolving to follow Franklin’s advice. ‘Merely some things which revive the nosy old journalist in me.’


    I handed her the sheet of paper about the Brotherhood. She looked at it with a very prettily arched eyebrow, then her glance returned to me.


    ‘Did your husband start going around calling for world revolution in his last months?’ I asked. ‘Tell the butler over the kedgeree that property was theft, and how he should throw off his chains?’


    ‘Not to my knowledge. He rarely said anything over breakfast. He usually read The Times .’


    ‘Then this is a bit of a curiosity, don’t you think?’


    She looked again at the piece of paper. ‘It is. Have you ever heard of these people?’


    ‘No,’ I said, a little disingenuously. It was true, but these sorts of people had been talked about at my socialist reading group. If such an admission could have produced in her a look of alarm at my dangerous political associations, I might have mentioned it, but I suspected it would produce nothing more than contempt and even pity. Earnest men in scruffy clothes in a dingy room arguing about things they had no power to alter. Well, it was a bit like that.


    ‘I imagine they are some sort of revolutionary group,’ I said lamely.


    ‘How very odd.’ She tossed the paper aside, and changed the subject. ‘I was wondering whether you have eaten? And if not whether you would care to do so? I am not in the mood for company, but do not wish to dine alone. You would do me a great kindness if you accepted.’


    I looked up, my eyes caught hers and my world changed forever.


    I was paralysed; literally, I could not move. Rather than simply looking at her eyes, I seemed to be peering deep into her soul. I felt as though I had been punched in the stomach. How can I put it? Lady Ravenscliff vanished from my mind to be replaced by Elizabeth; I can give no better account of the transformation in my mind. Her vulnerability and her pride were both part of it, I suppose, as were her beauty, and her voice, and the way she moved. A strand of dark-brown hair hanging down over her left eye made all the difference in the world, as did the slightest glimpse of a collarbone above the top of her dark dress.


    Something happened to her as well, I believed, although I could not tell whether it was real, or simply a reflection of what was going on inside my head. I could not tell if I truly saw something, or glimpsed only what I wanted there to be. I looked away eventually, and had I been required to move just then I do not know if I would have managed to do so without trembling.


    I had no idea what happened, or rather how it happened. I still do not. I was, naturally, aware that it was quite ridiculous. For me, a young man of twenty-five to become transfixed by a woman nearly twenty years older than I, a member of the aristocracy, my employer, and a recent widow still genuinely in mourning for her husband. A woman whose annual pin money was as much as I was likely to earn in the next decade. How much more ludicrous could anything be?


    Then I became aware that, although I hoped that Elizabeth had noticed nothing, she too had fallen quite silent, and was looking away from me at the fire.


    ‘You are tired,’ I said, trying to be hearty but merely sounding nervous instead. ‘It is kind of you to invite me, but I really must see what I can discover about this matter tomorrow.’ I wanted to get out of that house, out of her presence as quickly as possible. It was all I could do not to bolt for the door.


    She looked back at me and smiled wanly. ‘Very well. I will dine alone. Will you come back with your discoveries?’


    ‘Only if there is something to tell. I do not wish to waste your time.’


    We rose, and I shook her hand. She did not look at me, nor I at her.


    I was sweating when I got into the street although the air was cool. I felt as though I had just escaped from a furnace, or from some mortal danger. All the way home her face and her perfume and her smile, and those eyes, danced in my head and refused to obey my instructions that they should leave me alone. They were phantoms, nothing more. Again I slept badly that night.
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