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About the Book

Toby and Liza Hamcroft share a life of wealth, privilege and marital bliss. Parents of three adorable children, members of Lloyd’s of London, and part of England’s elite – not a day goes by without Liza counting her blessings. Then her life is thrown into turmoil when Toby disappears without a trace.

Lloyd’s, where Toby is a successful broker, is suffering huge insurance losses and as the syndicates start to crash, Liza realises the implications could be catastrophic for those involved. Disaster for her brother Freddy whose wife Melissa is only after his money; ruin for Sir Humphrey and Lady Rosemary Davenport who put their trust in Toby; and humiliation for her parents who are set to lose everything.

As the days go by, Liza frantically searches for clues to Toby’s whereabouts. But who can she turn to for help? Toby’s colleagues show concern, but can they be trusted? When events take a more sinister turn Liza realises she must take the law into her own hands if she is to find her husband before it is too late . . .


This is for my mother,
Laura Nepean-Gubbins,
a star in her own right.



God said take what you want and pay for it.

St Thomas Aquinas

c. 1225-74




Whilst this novel was inspired by reports of recent events at Lloyd’s of London it is a work of complete fiction; all characters and institutions are imaginary and their actions bear no relation whatsoever to those in real life except by coincidence. Nevertheless, I would like to thank the many people who so kindly helped me with my research into the subject.


Chapter One

London, 1991

Liza did not realise her husband was missing until two police officers knocked on her door one afternoon, asking if she knew of his whereabouts or if she thought he was likely to have committed suicide.

She stared at them, blankly. ‘What are you talking about?’

The chief constable drew a notebook from his back pocket and flipped it open. ‘This is the home of Mr Toby Hamcroft?’ He glanced at the brass numbers screwed to the smart black front door. ‘This is twenty-two Holland Park Walk, isn’t it?’

Liza nodded. A creeping numbness was crawling up her spine and her heart was being stabbed by icy shards of fear. Something had happened to Toby, she was sure of it.

‘Has . . . has there been an accident?’

‘Not that we know of, ma’am.’

‘Then what’s happened?’

‘May we come in for a moment, ma’am?’

She stood aside to let them enter. The hall was full of luggage: Liza, her three children and the au pair had only just returned to London from the country. She led them into a large, airy drawing room. French windows opened out on to the garden at the back of the early Edwardian house.

Suddenly, from the depths of a sofa, a velvety face looked up, dark eyes gleaming with shining expectation. Then a bolt of amber-coloured silk hurled itself joyfully forward, to greet them with exuberant delight.

‘Down, Lottie!’ It was no use. The Cavalier King Charles spaniel quivered with excitement, tail wagging, mouth grinning, and barked ecstatically.

‘Quiet, girl! Down!’ Liza’s voice was stern now. Lottie gave another defiant wriggle before leaping back on to the sofa, where she scrabbled herself into a comfortable position once more, looking at them between golden tufted paws.

In silence, the policemen looked around, taking in the expensive clutter of a rich man’s home. They’d been told Toby Hamcroft had made a packet; now they were seeing how he’d spent it. The large pale yellow and green room was arranged into several seating areas, divided by small tables on which stood large orchid plants, their blooms as delicate-looking as finely carved jade. Pale pink and sky-blue silk covered some of the chairs and sofas with surprisingly good effect, preventing the room looking bland. Amid the fine French antique furniture were the modern gadgets associated with wealth; state-of-the-art adult toys. Also to be seen were the toys of the rich man’s child: two Gameboys and a stack of video cartoons. And among the arrangement of valuable trinkets, including a Fabergé box, stood a touching collection of pottery animals, painstakingly moulded by loving little hands. Trophies of achievement brought home from school for proud and doting parents.

Liza sat on the pink sofa, indicating two chairs that faced her.

‘What’s happened to my husband? Why are you here?’ she asked anxiously.

The more senior of the two, Detective Inspector Robin Buck, consulted his notes. He was a sharp-featured man with piercing brown eyes and a blunt manner.

‘Your husband’s with an insurance company called Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s, I believe?’

Liza nodded silently, wondering what on earth was coming next.

‘And Mr Declan Connolly is a colleague of your husband’s?’

‘Yes. But I don’t see . . .’

‘Mr Connolly contacted Scotland Yard this morning, saying he has reason to believe your husband is missing. Mr Connolly has been trying to get hold of you since Saturday but he didn’t know where you were either. He even phoned your parents in Scotland, and when they said they had no idea where you or your husband were, he became most concerned.’

‘But this is absurd!’ Liza exclaimed. ‘No one’s missing! My husband is in New York on business, which I would have thought Declan would know, and the children and I have been staying with friends in the country. My husband certainly knew where I was.’

‘But no one knows where your husband is, Mrs Hamcroft,’ Buck pointed out. ‘When did you last have any contact with him?’

Liza’s heart started to pound uncomfortably. ‘Last Thursday,’ she replied.

‘Nearly a week ago?’

Nearly a week ago! Oh, God! If only she’d swallowed her stupid pride and instead of waiting for him to ring and apologise, why hadn’t she phoned him first? Now she felt dreadful, and it had been such a silly argument they’d had too. How could she have got so heated over something like how much they should spend on the children’s birthday presents? Toby had said he wasn’t having his children spoilt by giving them gifts that cost hundreds of pounds; she had said to give children something that made them happy wasn’t the same as spoiling them. Because it was late and they’d both been tired, what had started as a fairly petty row had blown out of all proportion.

‘I’ll see you next week,’ Toby had said curtly, as he’d left the next morning. Liza hadn’t answered because she’d still felt so cross. And he hadn’t phoned in the meantime . . . and she was damned if she was going to ring him first.

Guilt made Liza blush.

‘Yes, nearly a week ago,’ she admitted.

‘What time did your husband leave here last Thursday?’

‘He left at about seven in the morning. He had to catch a flight to New York. I don’t understand what’s happening? Why are you here?’

The atmosphere in the room was tense.

Buck spoke again. ‘Do you know for certain he flew to the States, Mrs Hamcroft?’

Liza looked at him in disbelief. ‘Of course he flew to the States! He had a lot of business to do in New York. I don’t understand what you’re saying. Are you sure you’ve got the right person?’ It couldn’t be Toby, she assured herself. There had been some terrible mix-up.

‘Isn’t it strange that you haven’t talked to each other on the phone in that time?’ Buck asked.

Liza hedged and then decided to be honest. ‘Toby usually rings me when he lands, but we’d had a stupid quarrel . . . and I decided I wouldn’t ring him. I don’t understand any of this. What’s going on?’ Fear now hammered in her head alongside bewilderment.

‘Mr Declan Connolly has reported your husband as missing, Mrs Hamcroft. If you can tell us where he is, we won’t trouble you any further. But it’s our job to follow up reports of this kind.’

Liza got to her feet. ‘But this is madness! I tell you Toby isn’t missing! He’s working in New York!’

Buck sat stiffly, looking up at her as she stood with her back to the fireplace, her hands clenched by her side.

‘We’ve checked with the hotel, and the airline, but although he was booked on the New York flight, he did not go to New York. In fact, we’ve been unable to confirm he has even left the country.’

‘Dear God!’ She turned her face to look out of the window, as if she would find the answer among the sun-dappled leaves of their paved garden. Then she turned sharply to Buck again.

‘Are you sure? Millions of people must fly abroad every day . . . There are so many airlines. Surely you can’t have checked them all?’

‘We’re certain he never left the country,’ Buck replied. ‘Unless he used an assumed name and a false passport. From our enquiries, no one seems to have seen him since last Wednesday evening, with the exception of yourself. You say you saw him Thursday morning.’

Liza flopped down on to the sofa again, as if the strength had drained away from her legs.

‘I don’t believe this is happening,’ she said desperately. ‘There’s got to be an explanation.’ She was scared now. Declan wouldn’t have contacted the police unless he thought something was seriously wrong. Toby had known Declan Connolly for fifteen years; he was a reliable friend and colleague. But why hadn’t he told her Toby had failed to turn up in New York before reporting it to the police? Then she remembered she’d been visiting her old schoolfriend, Emma; he wouldn’t know where she lived, now she was married.

‘We were hoping,’ Buck began, breaking into her thoughts, ‘that you might be able to give us a lead? Tell us where you think your husband might have gone?’

Liza looked at him miserably, her eyes deeply troubled. ‘I don’t know! I’ve no idea! There has to be some ghastly mistake.’

Buck’s partner spoke for the first time. He was a much younger man, keen and open-looking.

‘Your husband has a private helicopter, I believe?’ he remarked, almost with eagerness.

She shook her head. ‘Not any more. He sold it. Because his business trips are all in the States, he wasn’t getting enough use out of it.’

‘But you still have a yacht?’ Buck intervened.

‘Yes. Morning Glory. She’s moored in Monte Carlo; that is when we don’t hire her out for charter.’

The two men exchanged looks. Buck’s expression seemed to say, Nice for some. The younger man looked impressed.

‘Oh, I wish to God I knew what was happening!’ Liza exclaimed, suddenly on the edge of tears. ‘I don’t believe Toby’s missing. It’s not possible, unless he’s had an accident and no one knows who he is.’ The thought terrified her. Supposing he was lying unconscious in some hospital having lost identifying papers? Maybe he’d even lost his memory?

‘Tell me, Mrs Hamcroft,’ Buck spoke as if he were picking his words with care, ‘does your husband have any business worries? His syndicate is in Lloyd’s of London, isn’t it? Is he in financial difficulties?’

Liza looked incredulous. ‘Toby with money worries?’ If the situation hadn’t been so serious, she’d have laughed.

‘He certainly doesn’t have money worries,’ she protested. ‘He’s a very successful businessman. He’s been at Lloyd’s for over twenty years,’ she added, ‘in a syndicate started by his father.’

At that moment, howls broke out in the hall outside the drawing room; children’s voices high-pitched and angry.

‘I did not use your paints!’

‘Yes, you did! You used them without asking . . . and you haven’t put the tops back on the tubes . . . and now they’re ruined!’

‘Don’t lie! They’re not ruined!’

‘They are!’ Sobs filled the air.

Liza jumped to her feet and hurried towards the hall. ‘Tilly! Thomas! Stop that at once, Tom.’ She scolded her nine-year-old son as he executed a well-placed kick on his sister’s shin.

‘Mummy . . . Tom took my new paints,’ wept Tilly, who at eleven already showed signs of being a beauty when she grew up, but at this moment looked quite plain, with her face flushed and her hair dishevelled.

‘We don’t tell tales,’ Liza said firmly. ‘Give me that box of paints and go down to the kitchen and have your tea.’

‘What are you going to do with the paints?’ Thomas asked suspiciously. ‘I only borrowed them for a minute.’

‘I’m going to look after them for now,’ Liza replied, giving him a warning look. He was an expert at winding up his sister, and Tilly always fell for it.

‘You didn’t borrow them, you took them,’ Tilly said shrilly, determined to have the last word.

‘That’s enough. Off you go. Ingrid will give you tea.’

‘Who are you talking to, Mummy?’ Thomas asked, as he swung on the banister rail.

‘Some policemen,’ Liza replied lightly. ‘Where’s Sarah?’

‘Having tea. Why are you talking to the policemen, Mummy?’

‘I’ll tell you later; now run along or Sarah will eat all the biscuits.’ Her four-year-old daughter had a prodigious appetite and, when given the chance, stuffed food into her mouth with relentless determination.

Tilly spoke. ‘I want to know why the policemen are here, Mummy. What do they want?’

‘They’re just asking some questions,’ Liza replied evasively. ‘Now do hurry up.’ She gave them a gentle push in the direction of the stairs that led to the basement kitchen. ‘If you’re good you can watch television for half an hour before you go to bed.’ She hurried back into the drawing room.

‘You’ll have to excuse me,’ she told Buck and his colleague. ‘I’m afraid I can’t help you. There’s obviously been a hideous mistake. I don’t believe my husband is really missing at all. He’s a most reliable man. If he’d changed his plans, he’d have let me know.’ Even if we had quarrelled, she thought. Aloud she said: ‘I’m certain there’s been a mix-up somewhere along the line.’

Buck handed her what looked like a business card. ‘If you hear anything, will you call me immediately at this number?’ he asked.

Liza took the card. ‘My husband’s due back tomorrow evening; why don’t you give us a ring then, and you can ask him yourself where he’s been?’

Down in the warm and comfortable pine kitchen, there was temporary silence as the children ate bread and honey sandwiches made by Ingrid, the Norwegian au pair. She looked up as Liza entered. She was a striking-looking girl, with blonde hair cut in a fringe and a wide smile that showed even teeth.

‘You like a cup of tea, Mrs Hamcroft?’ she enquired.

Liza sank on to one of the pine chairs. ‘Yes, please, Ingrid.’

‘Hello, Mummy!’ Sarah crowed, clapping her hands with delight, her small mouth rimmed with honeyed crumbs.

Liza smiled vaguely, too worried to pay much attention. She felt totally stunned, as if she’d had all the breath squeezed out of her body. And terribly guilty too. She and Toby had never parted on a row, in all their married life; supposing something dreadful had happened to him?

‘Mummy, I want Coke for tea,’ Thomas complained. ‘I hate milk.’

‘You know you’re not allowed anything but milk for tea,’ Liza replied automatically.

‘Can I have a chocolate milkshake, then?’ His tone was querulous.

‘Yes, OK.’ Anything for a bit of peace and quiet, she thought.

Tilly looked at her half-empty cup of milk. ‘Can I have a milkshake, too?’

‘You’ve already drunk most of your milk,’ Liza pointed out.

‘But it’s not fair that he should have a milkshake if I can’t,’ Tilly whined.

‘Can you make them both chocolate milkshakes, Ingrid, and then get them into the bath?’ Liza said in desperation, knowing they were manipulating her, but too anxious about Toby to care.

Ingrid nodded.

‘Do I have to have a bath?’ asked Sarah.

‘Yes. And your hair has to be washed, too.’

‘No way, José,’ she replied cheerfully. She was always picking up Tom’s catchphrases.

Liza rose, taking her cup of tea with her. ‘Can you manage, Ingrid? I’ve got to make some urgent phone-calls.’

‘Of course, Mrs Hamcroft. It no problem.’

Upstairs, in the cosy privacy of her sitting room which led off the drawing room, she dialled the familiar number of Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s.

‘Can I speak to Declan Connolly, please?’ she asked the girl on the switchboard.

‘Hold on, please.’ There was a pause and then she came back on the line.

‘I’m afraid Mr Connolly is in a meeting.’ Her voice was high-pitched and sing-song. ‘Can I get him to call you back?’

‘Could you ask him to phone Mrs Hamcroft, please? It’s very urgent.’

‘I’ll do that.’ There was a click and she was gone.

‘Damn!’ Liza swore. She dialled the number again and got the same telephonist. ‘You cut me off,’ she complained. ‘I want to speak to Mr Charles Bryer, please.’ He was Toby’s boss and chairman of Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s, appointed by Toby’s father before he’d retired.

‘Sorry, Mrs Hamcroft,’ she trilled, not sounding sorry at all. ‘I’m afraid Mr Bryer has left for the day.’

What the hell was going on? The police turn up at her house and tell her Toby had been listed as missing, and she can’t even get hold of anyone in his office to find out what was happening.

‘Mr Bryer has left already?’ she asked. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Well, it is half past six. We’re all going home in a minute!’ The girl sounded quite offended.

Liza hadn’t realised it was so late. All she could do now was wait for Declan to return her call.

The house was silent, the children asleep on the top floor, and Lottie curled up on her bean-bag in the corner. Ingrid had gone out for the evening, and Liza, not bothering to cook herself anything, sat at her desk going through the pages of her address book for the umpteenth time. Declan had never returned her call and when she tried his home there was no reply. There was no reply from Charles Bryer’s home number either. It was now eight o’clock and a dreadful thought had just struck her. It swooped out from nowhere with black wings of fear that enshrouded her, smothered her, made her go cold with horror and her heart stand still. No, it couldn’t be that! Not in a million years! She and Toby were so happily married. He’d never looked at anyone else in the thirteen years they’d been together . . . and yet the thought persisted. Supposing Toby had run away with another woman? It hadn’t occurred to her until she came across the name Victoria Burchfield in her address book, and she remembered how Victoria had been the last person to know her husband was having an affair with his secretary, until the day he walked out saying he wasn’t coming back.

Liza drew a deep, frightened breath. Had Toby gone off with another woman? Was that why he hadn’t phoned her all week? Perhaps he’d even engineered their quarrel, knowing her pride would make it hard for her to make the first move?

For a long time she sat gazing into space, wondering what to do, unable to bear the thought that he might have left her. Then it occurred to her that Declan surely wouldn’t have phoned the police to say Toby was missing . . . unless of course Declan had no idea either? Liza racked her brains, wondering who Toby might be having an affair with? When could it have started? Had he changed towards her in the last few months? Had he been coming home late, saying he was working? Panic made her mind spin in increasingly demented circles. Was it all her fault?

Liza got up from the desk and started pacing the room in her stockinged feet. Lottie glanced up but then, deciding there was nothing exciting in the offing like a biscuit or a walk, settled again with her head resting on her paws.

‘Toby . . . Toby.’ Weeping now, Liza repeated his name, saying it aloud, as if she could conjure him up. ‘Oh, Toby! What’s happening?’ She was shaking all over, her breath catching in sobs. He couldn’t have found someone else, could he?

Liza awoke after a restless night. The minute she opened her eyes, the most appalling sense of anxiety washed over her again. She looked at the bedside clock. Half-past seven. On the floor above she could hear Ingrid getting the children ready for breakfast. There were yells from Tilly as Ingrid tried to brush the knots out of her long fair hair, and then came Thomas’s voice, loudly complaining, ‘I can’t find my shoes.’

Oh, God! she thought. Another day. Toby is supposed to be coming home this evening . . . She pulled herself into an upright position. She stretched out her hand, knowing his side of the bed would be cold.

‘Oh, Toby!’ she whispered, looking round the blue and white bedroom they’d shared for so many years. She tried to control the fear that filled her heart.

‘Toby, you must come home . . . God, what’ll I do if . . .’

It didn’t bear thinking about. Her breath caught in a sob and she jumped out of bed and pulled on her jeans and a sweater. Then she hurried down to the kitchen to make herself a cup of coffee, wanting to get to her desk before the children came downstairs, bombarding her with their usual early-morning racket, which never failed to include wails of dismay at unfinished homework, mislaid school uniforms, and Tilly fussing over her hair.

As soon as she’d let Lottie into the garden, she hurried up to the ground floor again and, slipping into her little sitting room, shut the door and went to the phone. A minute later the phone rang and it was Declan Connolly.

‘Liza! Christ! Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get hold of you all week.’ He sounded agitated. ‘I tried to call you last night, but your phone was engaged all the time. In the end, Maxine and I had to go out, and we didn’t get back until three o’clock this morning; I didn’t like to ring you then. What’s happening?’

‘I took the children to Surrey, to stay with Emma Turnbull. Declan, what’s going on? Why have you reported Toby as missing?’

‘Oh, Jesus!’ He sounded dismayed. ‘The police have contacted you, have they? I’d hoped to be able to speak to you first, but we’re really worried about Toby. No one’s heard from him for a week now. He never turned up in the States; have you any idea where he is?’

‘No idea at all, Declan. I’m frantic with worry. I don’t understand what’s happening.’ Liza couldn’t bring herself to voice her fear that she thought perhaps another woman might be involved.

‘He was due to call us on Monday,’ Declan’s voice was filled with anxiety, ‘to tell us how things were going, but we haven’t heard from him at all, and frankly, Liza, I’m worried sick. I talked to Charles Bryer before calling the police, and he agreed we should report Toby as missing.’

‘I tried to get hold of you and Charles last night, but there was no reply from either of you,’ said Liza.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. Charles has gone to New York to see to things that end. Liza, have you any idea where Toby is? It’s so unlike him to vanish like this.’ He sounded strained. ‘I’m afraid something’s dreadfully wrong.’

‘I know, that’s what scares me.’ Liza’s voice broke.

‘You’ve no idea where he could be?’

‘None.’ She paused. ‘We had a fight before he left, and it blew up in the most ridiculous way, and we were hardly talking. Oh! It was all so silly, but he didn’t phone me as usual and . . .’ her voice broke. ‘Declan . . . Could he have run off with another woman?’

‘Liza!’ Declan sounded shocked. ‘How can you even think such a thing? You know Toby wouldn’t even look at anyone else; he adores you.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ she said, fighting back tears. ‘Toby is a very attractive man, and the wife is always the last to know if a husband is playing around.’

‘Listen, Liza, put the idea right out of your mind. You’re crazy to think Toby’s left you. Not in a million years would he do such a thing: you must know that.’

Liza sighed. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Toby. To her knowledge, he’d never looked at anyone else, but what other explanation was there? The alternatives of him committing suicide or having been killed in an accident were even worse.

‘What shall I do, Declan?’ she asked, helplessly.

‘Nothing for the time being,’ Declan advised, ‘and let’s keep this quiet. Don’t tell anyone Toby’s missing. The last thing we want is for it to get into the newspapers. I’ve already told the police that on no account must the story be leaked.’

Liza felt stunned. ‘Why on earth not?’

‘Because people will start asking questions.’

‘What sort of questions?’

‘It will draw attention to the syndicate, and Lloyd’s, and we don’t want that.’

‘Why the hell not? Listen, Declan, I want to know what’s happened to Toby. If he hasn’t run off with someone else, then we’ve got to find out what’s going on. Anything could have happened.’

‘I realise how worried and upset you are; we all are. But you must be brave, Liza, and pretend to the outside world that Toby’s still away on business. It’s vital no one knows anything’s wrong.’ There was a veiled threat in his voice.

‘What are you saying, Declan?’ She was angry now, frustrated by his desire for secrecy.

‘Think of the alternatives, Liza. Do you want banner headlines in all the newspapers, and great splashes on the TV news, declaring LLOYD’S UNDERWRITER VANISHES? Do you want the media camping on your doorstep? Questioning you and your children? Following your every move and exposing your whole private life to the world?’ He sounded furious now, and she burst into tears.

‘I don’t care what happens as long as he’s found,’ she wept. ‘I’m desperate, Declan. We’ve got to do everything we can to find him.’

‘Believe me, between the police and Interpol he’ll be found without the media getting in on the act.’ His tone was more soothing now. ‘You see,’ he continued, ‘we must handle this in the right way or it could be devastating for us.’

‘What do you mean by “us”?’

‘The syndicate. Martin E. L. Hamcroft’s, of course.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Liza, it doesn’t do for a company to be associated with a scandal and, let’s face it, Toby has a high profile in Lloyd’s.’

‘What are you suggesting? What do you think’s happened?’

There was silence on the line.

‘You know something, don’t you, Declan?’ she said with sudden intuition.

‘We’ve got to talk.’ He sounded immensely tired. ‘I’ll be with you in half an hour.’

Then he hung up without another word.
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