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About the Book

An explosive love affair between a widow and her best friend’s son . . .

When strange events at her father’s Scottish estate require investigation, Camilla Eaton is grateful for Philip’s company. To the tranquil beauty of the Highland countryside is added the aphrodisiac of danger and – despite the difference in their ages – the couple embark upon a heady love affair.

A society girl who steals the family silver for her anarchist lover . . .

Horrified by the unwelcome evidence of her mother’s sexuality, Camilla’s teenage daughter, Poppy, becomes involved with a group of militant political activists. Her sexual obsession with their charismatic leader, Danny Fox, blinds her to the inherent dangers of the association.

A devastating emotional maelstrom . . .

As the repercussions of Poppy’s rebellion and the sinister goings-on in Scotland collide in an event of shocking violence, Camilla is forced to re-evaluate her priorities – and finds herself face to face with death . . .


This is dedicated to my late father, Hugh Power Nepean-Gubbins, who returned to his Highland roots to seek peace and quiet, but whose subsequent experiences inspired this book.


Prologue

SUMMER

The old mansion looked deserted, as if no one had breathed life into its solid grey stone walls for years. Even the garden seemed to be abandoned, the air so still that dust motes hovered almost motionless in the hot rays of sun that slanted down between the trees on either side of the long winding drive.

Where was everyone? Surely Edith was around? And the kennel maid? They must be somewhere because the dogs couldn’t be left for long, those silky grinning Alsatians that Edith had been breeding for years and which usually clamoured noisily whenever anyone visited Creagnach.

Camilla pushed open the gate and started walking up the drive, her handmade leather boots crunching with startling loudness on the gravel. She felt uneasy at the silence, and quickening her pace tried to ignore the closed windows, the sense of desolation, the forlorn mantle that seemed to drape itself over the sturdy eaves and around the massive porch, where the solid front door looked as if it had been sealed to all comers for a very long time.

Perhaps she’d been foolish in thinking she could drop in on Edith, she reflected; after all they’d never been close, and now that Malcolm was gone . . .

Camilla rounded the side of the old house, seeing in the distance beyond the lawn that sloped down to the Firth of Lorne the mountains of Bhreach, smoky blue in the afternoon heat. This was the first summer for a long time that Scotland had been hit by a drought, and for as far as she could see the landscape lay parched and dusty, the bracken a brittle dull gold, the heather shrivelled, offering no nectar for the bees.

Suddenly, Camilla felt as if Creagnach was a brooding presence, its shuttered face that of a blind person whose other senses had been sharpened by loss of sight, the stillness a listening silence, the airlessness a holding of breath. Something’s happened here, she thought. Something so terrible it has left an imprint on the atmosphere, an indelible mark of such blackness that it could not be obliterated even by the pleasant afternoon sunshine.

It was at exactly that moment that it occurred to her the dogs should be barking at her approach. The air usually rang out with their wild warning when anyone neared the kennels, their acute hearing picking up the faintest footfall from a hundred yards.

Tense now, her heart hammering so that she could hardly breathe, she walked slowly round to the back of the building to where the kennels stood.

Then she saw it; a scene so appalling, so utterly tragic, that her cry of anguish became caught in a throat constricted by horror, and she had to lean against the warm stone walls of Creagnach as the strength drained from her body and she was unable to go any further.


Chapter One

THE PREVIOUS YEAR

It began with the arrival of Malcolm’s letter. Camilla liked to speak to her father on the phone at least once a week, but in spite of this Malcolm Elliott was of a generation who believed letter writing was part of civilised behaviour. Ever since he’d gone to live in Scotland six months before, with his new wife Edith, he’d penned witty and entertaining descriptions of his new life in the remote Highland village of Ardachie. For a retired merchant banker of seventy-two, he’d lost none of his zest for living and his accounts of dealing with the local village people were sometimes hilarious.

In one letter he’d told Camilla how their new gardener, Jock, had insisted on mowing the lawn at five o’clock one morning, which had resulted in zig-zag stripes ‘wavy enough to make you seasick, because he’d been indulging in a “wee dram” in the tool-shed. The wee dram turned out to be a whole bottle of whisky which Jock eventually slept off, curled up on a pile of old sacks . . . and to add insult to injury, it so happened that the bottle of whisky was one of mine! The bastard!’

Today, though, the tenor of Malcolm’s letter was different. He sounded deeply disturbed. ‘. . . I hope we haven’t made a mistake by coming to live up here,’ he wrote. ‘Things are not working out as we’d hoped but we’ve sunk so much money into this place we can’t afford to up sticks and go . . . We certainly weren’t prepared for the animosity our presence is generating in the village . . .’

Camilla frowned. This was unlike her father, whose indomitable spirit, a refusal to acknowledge adversity, was something she’d always admired. Never in her life had she heard him complain or grumble or feel sorry for himself, not even when her mother had died eight years ago. In fact, he’d insisted on carrying on alone in the big London house they’d always lived in, until, to everyone’s surprise, he’d announced his intention of remarrying. Camilla had been thrilled for him at the time, but dismay had followed when she heard he was thinking of starting a new life in Scotland, helping Edith to build up her business of breeding Alsatians.

‘But you don’t know anything about dogs, Daddy,’ she’d protested. Malcolm had been cheerfully adamant.

‘I need a change and a challenge,’ he’d replied stoutly, his white moustache bristling, his grey eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. ‘Sitting on my backside in a bank all my life has made me long for a bit of fresh air, and anyway Edith’s set her heart on living up north.’

Now it seemed the idyll was disintegrating and what, Camilla wondered, did he mean by their presence in Ardachie causing animosity? She glanced at her watch. It was eight-fifteen. In a few minutes the chauffeur would come to take her to the office, and she hadn’t even had breakfast yet. Slipping her father’s letter into her handbag, she hurried out of her bedroom on the first floor of the elegant Wilton Crescent house and down the wide curving stairs. Dazzling sunshine flooded through the half-landing window, transforming the blue stair carpet into a sea of brilliant sapphire, filling the hall below with reflected light. Unaware of the beautiful morning with so many worries on her mind, she reached the bottom and then paused.

At that moment the heavy mottled glass and wrought-iron front door opened slowly and a slim waif-like figure in a misshapen T-shirt, black leggings and heavy black lace-up shoes entered the hall and flung a grubby army surplus bag on to the immaculately polished marble floor. Her exquisite elfin features were lost beneath her post-Punk makeup, a lurid maquillage of purple eye shadow, black kohl and deep plum lips that contrasted crudely with her white foundation. Her expression as she looked up the stairs was sulkily defiant.

‘Poppy! Oh my God, darling, I’ve been frantic! I’ve told you a hundred times to phone me if you’re going to be late. Where on earth have you been?’

‘I’m sixteen. I can do as I like.’

Mother and daughter stood looking at each other: Camilla worried and upset, Poppy cool and composed. This was the first week of the summer holidays and Poppy, who was at a fashionable London day school, was obviously catching up on her social life. At moments like this, Camilla wondered if she’d made the right decision in sending Poppy to Sloane House; at a school based in town it was impossible to keep tabs on who her friends were and what she was doing. On the other hand, Poppy being her only child, Camilla couldn’t bear the thought of her being away for eight months of the year.

‘Poppy, you can’t do as you like. It’s not safe for one thing. There are such nutters about. Anything could happen to you. I get desperately worried when I don’t know where you are, imagining all kinds of horrors that could have happened to you.’ She’d said it all a hundred times before. Poppy seemed to switch off, gazing sullenly into the middle distance as if she’d gone suddenly deaf. ‘Where were you anyway, darling?’ Camilla continued. ‘Staying with Rosemary? I nearly called her mother to see if you were there.’

Poppy looked balefully at her mother. ‘Rosemary’s a drag. We’re not friends any more.’

‘Then where were you?’

‘Just out,’ she replied shortly, then stalked in her cumbersome shoes into the dining-room. Stifling a sigh, Camilla followed.

Maitland, the manservant who had been with them for years, stepped forward and placed a grapefruit in a crystal bowl in front of Camilla. Chubby and jovial-looking, he nevertheless moved with quiet respect, as if someone were asleep in the next room. Behind his restrained manner, though, Camilla had always noticed the hint of hidden laughter; the twinkle in the slightly bulging blue eyes, the air of unspoken merriment.

‘Coffee, madam?’ He came forward with a silver coffee pot on a round silver tray.

‘Thank you, Maitland.’ Camilla watched distractedly as Poppy sauntered over to the sideboard where she proceeded to pull a banana from an exquisite pyramid of fruit Maitland had arranged earlier.

‘Coffee, Miss Poppy?’ he enquired.

She shook her head, her long blond hair falling into untidy wisps and tendrils round her face. ‘I’ll have a Coke.’

Her mother looked at her with disquiet and a faint feeling of sadness. What had happened to the sweet-natured girl whom everyone had loved? At first Camilla had thought Poppy had coped very well with David’s death three years ago. She’d seemed to take the tragedy of the helicopter crash in her stride, although of course she’d been heartbroken at losing her father. In her own grief, Camilla had been thankful for her daughter’s philosophical attitude. Then, last year, Poppy seemed to change completely. Almost overnight she became rebellious and difficult. She refused to study and for the first time her school reports showed poor work. At this rate the likelihood of her getting any GCSEs was remote. Instead she grew increasingly petulant, fault finding with everything.

Nothing was right. Their house was too big and too grand, so that suddenly she said it was embarrassing to ask her friends back. Her mother was too busy, too Establishment, and too old-fashioned. Their lifestyle was boring, pointless, too affluent and shallow. Grumbling constantly, she drove Camilla mad as she insisted on trying to emulate the anti-Establishment Punk youth movement of the late seventies. Only her grandfather seemed to understand.

‘It’s delayed shock and grief at losing her father,’ Malcolm told Camilla. ‘Be thankful she’s not sticking safety pins through her nose! She probably looks upon that era as a time when she felt secure and happy at about nine years old, and wants to recapture it. All young people go through some phase or other, you know,’ he added comfortingly.

‘But was I ever like that, Daddy?’ asked Camilla, appalled.

‘Times were different then, sweetheart. You didn’t get the opportunity to kick over the traces or misbehave. The permissive society hadn’t arrived, thank God.’

Camilla watched Poppy now as she ate her banana. ‘You can’t have Coca-Cola for breakfast,’ she protested.

‘I’ve got news for you,’ Poppy retorted. ‘I can have what I like.’ Defiantly she flipped the banana skin into a silver wine cooler on the sideboard, looking insolently at Maitland as she did so. Then, with great deliberation, she wiped her fingers on her leggings.

The butler’s eyes seemed to blaze for a moment, and it occurred to Camilla that if he’d been Poppy’s father he’d probably have clouted her. Instead he turned sharply away and left the room. She wants people to be angry with her, Camilla thought with sudden insight. She is deliberately trying to goad both Maitland and me into losing our temper. Instead Camilla calmly helped herself to some toast, smiled warmly and said: ‘I’m coming home early this evening and I thought we might get a video to watch and have a cosy supper together.’

There was a pause before Poppy answered, ‘If I’m here.’

‘What do you mean . . . if you’re here?’

‘It means,’ Poppy replied with a theatrical air of patience, ‘that I’m probably going out.’

‘Where to?’

‘With friends.’

‘Which friends? What time are you going out?’

Poppy leapt to her feet, her face flushed with anger. ‘For Christ’s sake, what is this? The Spanish Inquisition?’

Camilla looked across the dining table, determined not to lose her temper. ‘There’s no need to be rude. I meant, if you’re going out I could order dinner earlier than usual so we could have it together.’

Poppy sauntered to the door, her slight frame undulating sexily as she moved: Camilla, watching, wondered why she had to ruin her looks with hideous clothes and weird makeup. What did she think she looked like? Her delicate features were all but obliterated by eye shadow and the darkness of her lipstick against the youthful texture of her skin gave her an extraordinary look of juvenile decadence.

‘If I’m not doing anything else I’ll be here,’ Poppy grudgingly conceded. Then, through the open doorway, Camilla watched her go up the stairs to her room, her back a ramrod-stiff study in mutiny.

‘See that you are,’ Camilla called out after her, and instantly regretted it. This was not the way to deal with a rebellious daughter. She glanced at her watch again. It was eight-thirty.

Pausing in the hall to gather up her handbag and briefcase, she caught sight of herself in the full-length gilt-framed mirror and for a split second wondered who the sharply dressed executive woman was who stared back at her so coldly and disapprovingly. The dark blond hair was pulled back severely into a chignon from the fine-featured beautiful face that seemed this morning to be too immaculately made up, too perfectly poised. Camilla found it hard to recognise herself. Of course she recognised the tall slender frame and long slim legs; of course she recognised the large grey eyes that changed from blue to the soft green of the Aegean Sea in some lights; but what she couldn’t find in the reflection was herself.

I’ve changed, she thought with a pang that amounted almost to panic. I’ve changed from the woman I was only four years ago. Where, now, was the warm, friendly-looking woman who used to exist? The wife and mother? The smiling hostess of this elegant house in the most fashionable part of London? The woman who loved to romp with her only child? The lover who turned to David in the night, trembling with passion? Where, too, had the youth and the laughter gone?

Camilla turned hurriedly away, not wishing to confront herself as she was today; not wishing to acknowledge herself as chairman of the large advertising agency whose name she bore, Eaton & Eaton. The company had been founded by David’s father in 1934, and then run by David himself until he’d been killed. That was when she had taken over. Now she ran a huge operation with a staff of sixty, and they handled several dozen major accounts that ranged from brand-named mineral water and perfume to frozen fast foods and life assurance. Every time she turned on the television there was another commercial Eaton & Eaton had commissioned on behalf of a client. In every newspaper and magazine there were pages of adverts proclaiming their clients’ products. It was an exciting, fast-paced profession, and highly competitive. But she’d grown to love it, and during the past three years it had helped her recover from the shock and grief of David’s death. And she’d succeeded beyond her wildest dreams, turning herself from the boss’s wife into the boss.

Camilla glanced fleetingly into the mirror once more. No matter that it reflected a tough-looking woman in her early forties! If she’d been a weak type she wouldn’t have survived at all. There were times, of course, when she wondered if she’d ever been a retiring malleable creature, content with her role of The Little Wife. Hadn’t there perhaps always lurked a stronger woman inside her? Squaring her shoulders she hurried to the front door which Maitland was holding open for her. The only remaining legacy of the past was the beautiful silvery grey stone house in Wilton Crescent where David had brought her as a bride and where she now lived as his widow.

Ferris the chauffeur, who had been with the Eatons for fourteen years, was waiting for her by the latest model of Mercedes.

‘Good morning, Ferris,’ she greeted him smilingly, as she did every morning.

‘Good morning, madam,’ he replied, touching his cap.

Camilla Eaton, chairman, settled herself with her briefcase on her knee, so that she could go through some papers on her way to the offices of Eaton & Eaton in Upper Grosvenor Street. From now until six o’clock she’d be immersed in her work, all thoughts of a private life put on the back burner.

Poppy lay face down on the bed, unconcerned that her black shoes were leaving, streaks of mud on the wistaria-patterned chintz quilt, or that her makeup was coming off on the collection of little white broderie anglaise pillows that were piled up at the head of her four-poster.

Last night had been mind-blowing, she reflected, her young body still aroused by Danny’s love-making . . . if you could call it love-making. Poppy smiled to herself. Danny had called it fucking, but whatever it was she had only to remember what it had been like as she pressed herself against the mattress for the exquisite echo of an orgasm to surge and swell and burst again, bud-like, in her hot young loins. Danny was her first lover but she was sure he was unique. Surely no one else could make love like that? Surely no one could maintain an erection for so long, or probe her very being so deeply, or bring her to climax after climax until she was screaming with ecstasy?

Poppy rolled on to her side, her small breasts still tingling with desire, her insides still aching to be filled again. Would Danny be at the King’s Arms tonight? He’d been brusque when she’d left him this morning, saying he’d be busy addressing another meeting this evening, but he hadn’t said where and so she could only presume it would be in the usual place where his band of Class Warriors held their meetings, in a room above the pub in Whitechapel. That’s where she’d met him when her new friend Liz, whom she’d first met in a bus queue, had taken her one night the previous week.

‘This is Danny Fox, our leader,’ Liz had said, taking her over to a tall broad-shouldered man of indeterminate age with a strong square-jawed face, short spiky-cut fair hair, and penetrating pale blue eyes, clear as glass marbles.

Danny regarded Poppy speculatively. ‘How y’doing?’ he mumbled. ‘Come to join the meeting, have you?’ He spoke with a strong Cockney accent.

‘Yes,’ she replied promptly, although she was not sure what she was letting herself in for. Danny continued to regard her curiously for a few more moments, then he turned away to talk to a tall black man who had just arrived. Poppy watched him with fascination. He seemed so in control of the situation and everyone seemed to hold him in such awe, that she realised ‘our leader’ was a very apt title. Without being at all charming he was charismatic, not wooing his followers but directing and leading them whichever way he wanted them to go. Dictators are made of such stuff, she reflected, wondering what the meeting was going to be about.

When Danny eventually got up to make a speech, standing at one end of the smoky crowded room, she listened for a few minutes and gathered he was head of an organisation who called themselves Class Warriors. Phrases drifted across her consciousness: ‘. . . a state of urban anarchy is needed . . .’, ‘bring chaos to the country . . .’, ‘annihilate the aristocracy . . .’, but after a few minutes she found she wasn’t listening any more. Instead, she was watching, mesmerised by this rugged-looking man with large powerful hands and thighs that bulged with strong muscles. He stood with feet apart, as if manning some imaginary barricade, one arm raised from time to time when he wanted to stress a point, head at an arrogant angle.

Danny was clever too, Poppy realised. His audience was sitting enthralled, listening to every word he said, drinking in his beliefs, his ideals, his vision of a country where ‘the workers will rule’, and ‘all traces of the Establishment will be wiped out’.

Suddenly Poppy realised she was filled with desire. Danny was turning her on in a way she’d never been before. She looked at his strongly defined mouth and sharp jawline. Her gaze dropped lower and rested on the bulge in his jeans. When, at the end of the meeting, he signalled to her to stay on after the others had left, she waited spellbound, barely even able to murmur goodbye to Liz.

Finally Danny sauntered over to her, zipping up the fastenings of his black leather jacket.

‘Want something to eat?’

Poppy’s heart constricted with excitement. ‘I’d love that.’

‘Oh, you’d love that, would you?’ His smile was mocking as he imitated her upper-class accent, but it was not done unkindly.

Poppy turned scarlet. ‘Well, sure, why not?’ She tried to sound mid-Atlantic and sophisticated. ‘Got any smokes? I’ve run out.’

He shook his head, amusement glinting suddenly in his pale eyes. ‘Bad for the health, kiddo. Come on, let’s go and eat. There’s a good cafe that does vegetarian food nearby.’

Then he led the way out of the King’s Arms and pushed unceremoniously through the crowds that still loitered on the pavement outside. Like a pet dog scurrying at his heels, Poppy followed him up Whitechapel High Street until they reached Ripe Season, an all-green restaurant with a display of pulses in earthenware bowls in the window.

Looking back, she had no recollection of what he talked about; the evening was a blur of curried lentils and warm beer, anger at the rich and raging against the government, and it wasn’t until they got back to his rented room in a rundown semidetached house that everything became sharply focused with a clarity she would remember for the rest of her life.

‘Do you like horses?’ he asked as he pulled her down beside him on his bed.

‘Horses?’ Startled, Poppy thought of gymkhanas and polo matches and race meetings at Ascot.

‘Stallions.’ He started kissing her, running his large hands over her small breasts. Then he thrust his thigh between her legs. ‘Stallions,’ he repeated. ‘Ever seen a stallion’s cock? Ever seen a stallion fuck? Jesus, it’s a wonderful sight.’ He was pulling off her T-shirt and tugging at the zip of her jeans, and as he talked he started rocking his pelvis back and forth, although he was still fully dressed.

Kissing her neck, her breasts and her stomach, his eyes closed, he continued to talk as if he were in a dream.

‘Stallions have cocks a foot long; more than a foot long, sometimes. When they mount the mare they’re so excited they can’t always get it in. The mare is screaming, the stallion is snorting and stamping, and he’s almost choking he’s so demented with desire. And then they connect . . .’ Danny undid his trousers and pushed them down, pinning Poppy beneath him, forcing her legs apart. ‘Do you like this?’ he demanded, crushing her in his arms. ‘Shall I be a stallion? And fuck you . . . and fuck you . . . until you’re screaming like a mare? Shall I put my cock inside you . . . like this? Oh, oh, and deep like this . . .’

She felt a sharp pain rip through her, but then only pleasure. For all Danny’s rough talk, he was exquisitely gentle and tender.

Poppy moaned. ‘Yes, yes.’

‘Stallions love fucking, love dipping their great cocks into a mare, love coming . . . and coming.’ Danny’s face was contorted with passion as he looked down at himself, watching as he lunged forward repeatedly, gasping for breath, completely transported into his own private world of fantasy.

‘Oh, yes!’ he yelled suddenly. ‘Oh, yes! Now, now, now!’ In a frenzy, sweat dripping off his face, eyes blinded by passion, he heaved and thrust and plunged wildly until he climaxed in an explosion of inarticulate cries.

Now, as Poppy lay on her bed thinking about him, she realised she was in love, really in love for the first time in her life. To hell with the well-spoken refined young men her mother wanted her to know; young men who were arrogantly unaware of any existence outside Eton or Oxford. To hell with the social scene with its banal chatter and endless stupid parties. All she wanted now was Danny, to fill her days and nights, to be her life. And if that meant becoming a member of Class Warriors, so be it.

It was nearly lunchtime and Camilla’s morning had been packed with meetings. At last she turned to her secretary Jean with an exhausted sigh.

‘God, what a morning! I thought it would never end!’ A stream of clients had been in and out of her office since nine o’clock, discussing a variety of projects. ‘We’ve nothing on this afternoon, have we?’

Jean, who had originally been David’s secretary and PA, smiled sympathetically. She was a good-looking woman in her late thirties, dedicated to her work. Neat, with short brown hair and long-lashed brown eyes, she exuded efficiency as she bustled around the office. It was Jean who had been responsible for showing Camilla the ropes when she’d first taken over Eaton & Eaton. It was Jean also who had covered up Camilla’s initial mistakes when dealing with space-buying in the beginning. Over the last three years they had developed a strong business rapport, and Camilla always knew she could rely on her.

‘You’ve got lunch with the Chairman of Royal Scottish Airways,’ Jean reminded her now, gathering up papers from the large round table that stood at one end of Camilla’s office.

‘Don’t I know it,’ she replied. Royal Scottish was a newly formed airline that had approached Eaton & Eaton to undertake their advertising campaign. Budgets had not yet been discussed but it would be a big account and a personal coup for her if she landed it. It had long been Camilla’s ambition to break into the travel industry; if she could announce they had taken on Royal Scottish, it would open the door for even greater expansion.

In the washroom adjoining her office, unchanged since David’s day except that she’d had the colour scheme altered from dark blue to a sunny shade of yellow, she was touching up her makeup when Jean knocked on the door.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Mrs Eaton,’ she called out, ‘but there’s a call for you from someone who says she’s an old friend. Her name is Lucy Hamilton.’

‘Lucy!’ Camilla exclaimed in delight. ‘Really? Oh, tell her I’ll be there in a second.’ Stuffing her cosmetics back into her beauty bag she tried to remember when she’d last seen Lucy. Ten years ago? Twelve? Lucy and Anthony and their four children had been posted to Hong Kong where Anthony worked for an investment company, and they hadn’t been home since. They’d kept in touch, though. Having been friends since the age of five when they’d met at kindergarten, they’d been débutantes the same year, had both married at twenty, and no matter that they did not see each other regularly, time and geographical separation had made no difference to the warmth they felt for each other.

Camilla strode across her spacious modern office, furnished in black leather and glittering chrome with glossy white walls, and grabbed the phone.

‘Lucy?’

‘Camilla?’

They both burst out laughing as if they’d just shared a joke.

‘Where are you?’ Camilla demanded.

‘Here, in London, and you’ll never guess! We’re home for good! Anthony has been transferred and I’m about to start house-hunting, and put Charlotte and Reggie into new boarding-schools, and God knows what else!’

She sounded just as Camilla remembered her, a lively down-to-earth woman who adored Anthony in a quiet way but whose life was centred on her children.

‘We must meet,’ Camilla said instantly. ‘Why don’t you come to dinner?’

‘Are you sure, my dear? Philip and Henrietta are here too, you know. Anthony’s company have found us a furnished apartment for the time being and we can hardly move, we’re so squashed. Are you really sure you want six of us for dinner?’

‘Of course I do. Are you free tomorrow night?’

‘My dear, we’re free every night at the moment . . . we’ve been here only two days, you know. You’re the first person I rang. I haven’t even got over my jet-lag yet.’ Lucy chuckled. ‘I don’t know if, apart from you, we even have any friends in England any more.’

‘We’ll soon rectify that. I’ll throw a party for you as soon as you’re settled,’ Camilla promised. ‘Meanwhile, come at seven-thirty and we’ll catch up on all the news.’

‘That would be great. I’m longing to see you again, my dear. It must have been so awful for you when David died, but you’ve been wonderfully brave taking over the running of his company and everything.’ Although Lucy spoke in a matter-of-fact way there was a deep undercurrent of sympathy in her voice.

‘There’s nothing brave about it. I had no choice,’ Camilla replied candidly. ‘When a boat capsizes you automatically swim for the shore, don’t you?’

‘Or drown.’

‘Or drown,’ Camilla repeated. ‘But with Poppy, I couldn’t allow myself that luxury.’ In spite of the flippancy of her words there was still an edge of pain in her voice.

‘I’m longing to see her again. She was only five or six the last time I saw her, wasn’t she? Is she as pretty as ever?’

Camilla spoke drily. ‘She’s pretty, but she’s going through a phase of trying to make herself look as hideous as possible.’

Lucy chuckled understandingly. ‘My dear, I’ve been through it all with Henrietta who, thank God, has reverted to being ordinary and normal again. Wouldn’t it be great if we could get Poppy and Philip together? He’s nearly twenty-four and the pride and joy of my life.’ She roared with laughter. ‘I can’t think how I came to have such a handsome son!’

‘He’s obviously taken after Anthony,’ Camilla teased. ‘Tomorrow night, then?’

‘As ever is,’ Lucy replied enthusiastically.

Poppy was sprawled on the drawing-room sofa, watching television, when Camilla got home that evening. Glancing up at her mother she flicked the remote control from channel to channel until, with an exclamation of disgust, she switched off.

‘What a load of shit!’

Camilla, kicking off her shoes and sinking into an armchair, remonstrated. ‘Don’t talk like that, Poppy. I had a letter from Grandpa this morning, by the way.’

‘So?’

‘So I thought you’d like to read it,’ Camilla replied reasonably. Poppy and Malcolm had been close ever since she’d been small, but now even a letter from him seemed to bore her.

‘What does he say?’ she asked in a flat voice.

‘He thinks he may have made a mistake in moving up to Ardachie.’

‘Why?’

‘Read the letter for yourself and you’ll see. I hope he’s wrong. Creagnach is such a beautiful house.’

‘Utterly ruined by those God-awful kennels they’ve built round the back,’ Poppy retorted.

‘But Edith breeds Alsatians. They had to have kennels made.’

‘Grandpa didn’t have to marry her and get involved.’

She’s jealous, Camilla thought with a touch of pity. She’s jealous because she’s lost both the men in her life, her father in an accident and her grandfather to a new wife. More gently, she continued: ‘Why don’t you go up and stay with him for a few days? He always loves to see you and maybe you could find out what’s troubling him.’

Poppy shrugged. ‘I’ve other things to do,’ she replied, but nevertheless picked up the letter and started reading it.

‘I wish I could get away and go myself, but we’re so busy in the office at the moment it’s impossible,’ Camilla remarked, almost as if she were speaking to herself.

‘You could if you wanted to. You don’t have to work so hard.’

‘I do, darling, if I’m going to do the job properly. Don’t you remember how hard Daddy worked?’

Poppy retreated into silence. Then she dropped Malcolm’s letter casually on to the floor before uncurling herself and standing up.

‘I’m off now.’

Her mother looked startled. ‘Aren’t you staying in for dinner?’

‘Nope.’ She sauntered towards the door.

‘But, Poppy!’ Camilla sighed loudly. ‘Well, you must be in tomorrow night whatever happens. Lucy and her family are coming to dinner. Her son Philip is twenty-three now and she’s longing for him to meet you.’

Poppy cast her eyes to heaven, tossing her long blond hair to one side so that it cascaded over her right shoulder.

‘Christ, how awful!’ she exclaimed. ‘I can’t think of anything worse. Count me out.’

Camilla looked at her angrily. ‘I insist you’re in, Poppy. They are my oldest friends and Lucy is your godmother. It would be terribly rude if you weren’t here.’

Poppy looked at her mother insolently. ‘I might be in for a drink beforehand,’ she conceded, ‘but I definitely won’t be in for dinner.’

It was eight o’clock the following evening and a meeting of Class Warriors was taking place at a Catford pub called the Nag’s Head. Danny Fox had gathered together an even larger following of supporters than on previous evenings and they were all crammed into a first-floor room that stank of stale tobacco and beer. The bare wooden floor was heavily stained in places and a sticky coating of nicotine had made the walls a sickly shade of burnt umber. Outside the traffic still thundered past on its way through the outskirts of London, but Danny’s voice, soft yet penetrating, rose above the rumble, binding his audience to him as if they were hypnotised.

‘We must bring down the government. We must wipe away all traces of the capitalist system, all traces of greed, all traces of unfair privilege.’ His rhetoric was as fluent as any politician’s, his control of his followers absolute.

‘When the time is right we will form blockades round housing estates and confiscate them for people who have no homes!’ He paused in his diatribe, his voice bitter. ‘Two hundred – I repeat two hundred – millionaires live in this country, wallowing in their self-seeking greed, whilst others live in cardboard boxes, have to beg for food, have to live in conditions a dog shouldn’t have to live in!’

There was a murmur of agreement round the room. A nodding of heads. A clenching of fists. Danny shifted his weight and took a deep breath.

‘Comrades, we must put a stop to it! We must stand united against the government! We must eliminate the rich! We must fight for what is right!’

There was a stillness about him, as he stood in faded jeans and a grey T-shirt, that added to the power of his speech; an immobility of hand and face that was disturbing in its very calmness; a quietness of voice that was more deadly than a shout. Behind him, the light from the window shone through the tufted fairness of his hair, outlining his skull. A two-day stubble spread across the lower half of his face.

Danny knew exactly how to manipulate people and he never made the mistake of being too dramatic at the beginning. Warm them up gently, that was his motto. Start by using persuasive reason, capture their interest, hold them spellbound, and then, only then, bring them slowly and relentlessly to the boil. Only when he held an audience in the palm of his hand did he incite them to violence; that was the moment for fist thumping and talk of rivers of blood. But in the meantime they had to be taught to listen to him, and believe in him, and trust him so he could be sure of their loyalty.

Only when that had happened would he exhort the various unions in the country and galvanise them into action. Only then would he tell his followers to ignore the dictates of law and order by attacking the police, setting fire to public buildings and storming radio and television stations.

Danny repeated one of his favourite lines. ‘We will bring about a state of urban anarchy!’

‘Yeah!’ chorused his audience, and a slender girl sitting on the floor in the front row gazed up at him in adoration.

‘We will rid this country of the ruling classes. They are all scum,’ he intoned with mounting intensity.

‘Yeah . . . yeah!’ The listeners shouted. ‘Down with the ruling classes!’ And the girl briefly closed her eyes as if in ecstasy.

Danny looked down at her for a moment and their eyes locked; hers so full of passion, his blazing with desire. Then his gaze swept over the people who squatted on the floor or sat on hard wooden chairs or leaned against the discoloured walls. They were of every race. There were swarthy Mediterraneans and red-haired Scots; there were Indians, Afro-Caribbeans and Asians; but the majority were white and Danny was the whitest of them all.

When the meeting came to an end the others drifted in twos and threes down to the bar below to drink ‘snakebites’, a favourite concoction, half beer, half cider. Only Danny remained in the room, and with him the girl with the passionate eyes. She moved towards him now, her lips parted, a look of shameless longing on her face. Then she raised her denim skirt and he saw she was naked beneath.

Danny’s hard mouth tugged down at the corners with desire as he reached out and at arm’s length grabbed her between the legs, squeezing her with his strong hand, twisting the hair, already wet, round and round his fingers. Then he rammed two fingers hard up inside her and pulled her towards him.

‘Dirty bitch,’ he muttered ardently.

Poppy looked at him wantonly. ‘Oh, take me, Danny. Please take me,’ she pleaded.

‘I’m sorry Poppy couldn’t stay for dinner. She seems such a sweet child,’ Lucy remarked, as Maitland and his wife, who acted as cook-housekeeper for Camilla, served dinner in the candlelit dining-room.

‘There’ll be lots of other occasions, now you’re back in England for good,’ Camilla replied hastily.

The Hamilton family regarded her with warm expectancy; Lucy, plumper than ever, with greying hair cut short and an expression of tranquil benignity; Anthony, red-faced and jolly and a trifle too hearty. And then there were the young ones: Charlotte and Reggie were still in their teens, their charming faces so far devoid of character, their manners politely subdued for the occasion. Henrietta was a pretty twenty-two year old, resembling her mother in every way, except that she had inherited her vivacious personality from her father. Philip, the eldest, was the best-looking of them all, with dark hair and hazel eyes that seemed to twinkle with good humour even when he was being serious. His mouth was attractive too, strongly carved in a lean tanned face that gave a strong hint of laughter, as if he was constantly amused by life.

‘Isn’t he gorgeous?’ Lucy had whispered to Camilla when they were drinking champagne in the drawing-room before dinner. ‘I can’t help wishing the girls had his looks. And, my dear, he really is the nicest person on earth.’

Camilla smiled, amused by Lucy’s open admiration of her son. ‘What does he do?’

‘He’s going to be an architect. He starts his training in a couple of months’ time and he’s going to get a small flat of his own. They need to be independent at that age, don’t they. Don’t you think he’d be perfect for Poppy? He hasn’t got a girlfriend at the moment.’

‘Yes, I do,’ Camilla agreed drily, glancing over at her daughter, who had condescended to join them for a drink before going out ‘somewhere’. She had her back turned to Philip as if studiously avoiding him, and Camilla thought she looked a fright in a minuscule denim skirt, a leather jerkin, masses of ethnic bangles on her wrists, and her hair a mess. Her makeup as usual was as gaudy as a clown’s.

‘She’s at a difficult age,’ Camilla whispered, embarrassed for her daughter as much as for herself.

Lucy nodded. ‘Best to ignore it until it passes,’ she advised.

‘It’s not easy.’

‘That’s because she’s the only one you’ve got. When you have four children, my dear, you don’t have time to worry about how they look.’

Poppy had left a few minutes later, without even saying goodbye, and now, looking around the dining table, Camilla wished she’d stayed. It would have done her good to have seen the interaction of a close-knit family, the camaraderie and teasing, and most of all the laughter.

At that moment Maitland came hurrying into the dining-room. He went up to Camilla and spoke quietly.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, madam,’ he said in conciliatory tones, ‘but there is a phone call for you.’

She looked up at him anxiously. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s Mr Elliott. I told him you were having a dinner party but he says he must speak to you. He says it’s very urgent.’
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