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OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 1

Grenada, Friday, 11 February 1966

The royal yacht sat peacefully at anchor. Above, the bright morning sky was softened with drifting clouds. Ahead, lush green hillsides were dotted with buildings the colours of sugared almonds, capped with pillar-box-red roofs. All around, a busy regatta already filled the harbour, eager white sails flecking the turquoise sea.

‘Have you seen the forecast?’ Prince Philip asked, sitting back in his wicker chair as he and the Queen finished breakfast in the sun lounge. ‘It’s bloody.’

‘Really? Where?’

‘London. Freezing winds, lashing rain . . . It’s even wetter than last week, if you can imagine. There’s two feet of snow in the Highlands.’ He took a sip of coffee.

‘Oh dear,’ the Queen said absently, spreading marmalade on the next slice of toast. Actually, she quite liked the idea of snow in the Highlands. And what could you expect in London in February? The younger children would probably enjoy splashing about in their galoshes.

Here, the weather was doing what it usually did in the West Indies at this time of year – which was to be practically perfect. Elizabeth sighed at the postcard-friendly view of St George’s Harbour in Grenada, beyond the veranda deck. Yesterday had been arguably even more idyllic. Then, the Royal Yacht Britannia had been anchored alongside the palm-fringed beaches of Tobago, where she had been informed about thirty times that it was the model desert island for Robinson Crusoe. She already knew; it was hard not to.

‘Did anyone tell you yesterday that Tobago was the island Defoe had in mind for Robinson Crusoe?’ Philip asked.

‘Once or twice,’ she said, drily.

He grinned. ‘As often as they asked if you’d met the Beatles?’

‘Actually, for once they didn’t. Everyone seemed to know about their visit to the palace.’

‘Ah.’ Philip’s lips twitched. ‘Let me guess. “What did Paul McCartney say when he got his MBE?” “Did you shake John Lennon’s hand?” “Is Ringo as funny as he looks?”’

‘Variations on the theme,’ she agreed. ‘Someone asked me what it was like to meet people who are so famous.’

He roared with laughter. ‘Your face, Lilibet! I got asked that, too. I told the woman it was probably a bit like whatever she was feeling right then, meeting me. Except,’ he amended, ‘she looked rather terrified, so p’rhaps not. And anyway, I’ve met ’em more than once. Funny lads, the four of ’em, always larking about. I liked ’em.’

‘They were very sweet,’ the Queen said, thinking back to the medal ceremony last November. ‘Nervous. Keen to do the right thing.’

Philip raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m not sure they took the whole thing entirely seriously. Didn’t you see them giggling and making jokes to each other?’

‘Well, isn’t that what we do?’ she said. ‘Make jokes to each other, I mean?’

Without Philip to let off steam to, she simply couldn’t do it, whatever this job entailed. Not do it serenely in public, anyway, with all eyes on your every observation and reaction. Sometimes you had to laugh in private, or you’d go stark, staring mad.

‘I hope we’re a bit more discreet,’ he muttered. ‘And we don’t smoke funny substances in the loos, though God knows there are times it’d help.’

The Queen swallowed her toast so fast it made her cough.

‘They didn’t! They wouldn’t! Who told you?’

‘I have it on good authority from a Guards officer who was passing. He recognised the smell. I dread to think how he knew. Didn’t ask.’ Philip shook his head. ‘They must have been high as kites . . . The new generation, God help us all. Mind you, did you hear the steel band at the garden party yesterday, playing their songs? Very clever, I thought.’

‘Was that the Beatles? Gosh, yes, very clever.’

Elizabeth didn’t dare admit that a lot of steel band music – and in the last ten days she had heard a lot of steel band music – sounded quite similar to her. But she liked it, so it wasn’t a problem. If they’d played flügelhorns in the Caribbean on the other hand . . . Well, thank God they didn’t.

Philip was still thinking about yesterday’s garden party.

‘And that rum punch . . . Fit to blow your head off. Everyone was having a fine old time.’ His brow furrowed momentarily as he drained his cup. ‘Except your APS. I saw her across the residence lawn, looking daggers at Pamela at one point. What’s the matter with her?’

The Queen grimaced. ‘I’ve no idea.’

Joan McGraw was the Queen’s dependable assistant private secretary of almost a decade, during which time she’d seen Her Majesty through several public triumphs and many more private near-disasters. Royal tours like this one were supposed to be the pinnacle of Joan’s career, but Elizabeth, too, had noticed her APS looking increasingly uncomfortable recently, and positively grumpy yesterday, among the hummingbirds and hibiscus of Tobago.

‘I think Pamela’s put Joan’s nose out of joint,’ Philip said breezily.

‘Oh, no. Joan’s far too sensible for that sort of thing.’

‘I’m telling you,’ he insisted. ‘Pamela’s sparky, and she’s sharper than she looks. She’s only been your diary secretary for five minutes, and she’s played an absolute blinder.’

‘Joan was just as impressive last year,’ the Queen reminded him.

Their state visit to West Germany had been the first by a British monarch since before the First World War. Joan had used all her language and diplomatic skills to ensure that a historic, landmark trip had gone without a hitch. But, loyal though the Queen was to her APS, it turned out that when it came to the West Indies . . . well, Pamela Sinclair knew the islands better. Young Pamela had arrived at the palace a few months ago and somehow, over the course of the winter, she’d taken on some of the diary planning from Joan. Her instincts were surprisingly good for someone so young.

Yesterday, for example, Pamela had produced the perfect open-top car for the royal couple to tour Tobago. The idea had been to promote tourism to the island, which badly needed the income. Joan had been working with the Colonial Office on a visit to a museum of some sort, but then Pamela had come up with the drive idea, in a borrowed convertible, with the press in hot pursuit, taking pictures at every pretty vantage point. It was a brilliant suggestion, fun to do, and the Queen felt a little bit guilty for preferring it to Joan’s, but there it was.

‘Pamela’s got something, and Joan knows it,’ Philip contended. ‘Men are more relaxed about that sort of thing, but when women work together . . . Well, you know . . .’

The Queen did know, and didn’t entirely agree. The men who worked for her were not what one would call relaxed when they sensed a potential rival in their midst. Ultra-competitive might be a more accurate description.

‘Pamela still has a lot to learn,’ she said.

‘How old is she? Twenty-four?’

‘Twenty-five, I think.’

‘Hmph. You were that age when your father died,’ he pointed out. ‘You managed all right. And she’s a looker. That’ll help.’

She was. Pamela had fashionably skinny legs ‘like two sticks of asparagus,’ as the Queen Mother had once described them, abundant hair, huge eyes made bigger by lots of makeup, and a foal-like vulnerability that turned young Guards officers into quivering jelly. But she was also thoughtful and articulate. She had views on politics and culture. The Queen sensed that if one of those young officers were to propose to her and be accepted, he would probably get more than he bargained for.

‘I’m off,’ Philip said, standing up and donning his sunglasses. ‘Busy day ahead. I’m going to stretch my legs around the decks first. See you later, Cabbage.’

He was right. They were only in Grenada for a day, and there was a lot to do. After he’d stepped out onto the veranda deck, she swallowed some tea and rose too. She was about to head for her bedroom to finish getting ready when a footman opened the inside door and announced, ‘Your APS, ma’am.’

The assistant private secretary entered the sun lounge from the inner passageway, crinkling her eyes against the light. Joan McGraw was a striking woman in her mid-forties, in the prime of life. Her red hair was styled in a flipped-up bob, and her cool summer outfit was a turquoise shade that nicely matched the sea. However, her skin was a whiter shade of pale than usual, and there was a strained, distracted air about her, the Queen thought. Something was off.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Your Majesty.’ Joan curtsied. For a moment, she looked as if she might faint. ‘Pamela Sinclair is dead.’
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Chapter 2

The news was such a surprise that the Queen’s knees gave way, and she sat straight back down again.

That couldn’t be right.

Joan wouldn’t be here unless she was certain of her facts, but Pamela was twenty-five. Twenty-five-year-olds didn’t just die. Not fit ones, not first thing in the morning, aboard a comfortable royal yacht.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m afraid so, ma’am.’ Joan looked ill. ‘I’m the one who found her.’

‘What happened?’

‘She was missing at breakfast, so I went to her cabin to get her.’ Joan spoke slowly, as if measuring each word before releasing it. ‘She didn’t answer my knock and at first, I couldn’t get the door open, but I managed to find a steward who forced it eventually. Pamela seemed to have jammed a suitcase between the bed and the door.’

‘Oh, no,’ the Queen murmured. ‘What state was she in?’

‘She was lying face down in bed, ma’am. I noticed some pills on her bedside cabinet. I couldn’t find a pulse in her neck when I tried.’ Joan grimaced, as if her head was hurting. ‘Commander Evans is with the body now. I’ve told Sir Dominic, who’s telling the admiral. But I thought you’d want to know.’

She tilted her chin with the slightest trace of defiance. The Queen knew from years of experience that Sir Dominic Stonor, her latest private secretary, would have forcefully instructed Joan not to tell Her Majesty anything, so as not to alarm her at the start of a busy day. And Joan had correctly assumed the Queen would very much want to know, and had wilfully disobeyed him. Anything that happened aboard Her Majesty’s yacht was Her Majesty’s concern. Especially something like this.

At least there was one thing to be grateful for. The man attending to the body was Commander Evans, the senior royal navy medical officer who travelled with her on official tours. The rest of the time, he was busy as a consultant surgeon at the naval hospital in Portsmouth. He’d had a long and varied career in the navy, and there were few traumatic medical situations he hadn’t seen at sea. Mike Evans was just the sort of man you’d want beside you in a crisis. And Joan was just the sort of woman, normally. It was odd for her to look quite so discombobulated, even where a body was concerned. Though, obviously, discovering it personally must have been a terrible shock.

‘I’m due to go ashore in forty minutes.’ The Queen glanced at her watch. ‘Thirty-seven, in fact.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Elizabeth still had her makeup to do, and a few more official papers to sign. Time was tight. But she was thinking about those pills on the bedside cabinet. The strangeness of Joan this morning. And the strangeness of that suitcase. She needed to see for herself.

‘Take me there,’ she said, pursing her lips. She was rapidly recalculating how fast she could read and sign the papers, and how much lipstick and powder she really needed. Her hair, which was getting frizzier with each day, would at least be hidden under a hat.

‘Ma’am?’

‘To Pamela’s cabin. We’ll have to be quick.’

Joan looked startled. She nodded.

‘I’ll show you the way.’



Britannia was a small ship by Royal Navy standards, but she was big enough to house the two hundred crew, twenty officers and four dozen royal household members who accompanied the Queen on tours. So as not to disturb the busy crew as they went about their work, the naval quarters and workplaces were all located forward of the main mast, towards the bow, while the servants of the royal household were quartered in the stern. Pamela had been accommodated with the junior staff, and her cabin was on the lower deck, three storeys below the sun lounge. There was a lift that went as far as the main deck, but it was slow, so the Queen took to the stairs, with Joan beside her.

On the way down, she turned to ask why Pamela hadn’t just locked her door.

‘I doubt if she had the key, ma’am,’ Joan said. ‘Cabin keys often get mislaid, but it doesn’t matter, as they’re rarely locked. You tend to only close your door if you’re changing or sleeping, and then nobody would think to open it, unless they were worried about you.’

‘Really?’

‘Even so, they’d knock first, like I did. I knocked for ages before I tried it. I was amazed when it didn’t budge.’

‘Did it look as if anyone had already tried to push it open before you?’

‘Very hard to tell, ma’am. If someone had tried to get in before us, it didn’t work. The suitcase was firmly wedged, and no one could have slid through the gap.’

By now, carpet and wood had given way to utilitarian lino and steel, and the stairs themselves were narrow and steep. As they reached the bottom, the Queen was glad she was fit, because shortly they would have to go back up.

‘When did you find her?’ she asked.

Joan looked momentarily confused. She paused and glanced at her wristwatch.

‘Um, about half an hour ago. I went to tell Sir Dominic first, then I found Commander Evans in the sickbay and showed him to the cabin. As soon as he confirmed what I thought, I came to you.’

The Queen considered the numerous levels and passageways Joan would have had to negotiate to locate both men, return to the cabin, and come to report to her in the sun lounge. It would take most people at least that long, but she was surprised Joan hadn’t been faster. She could usually outrun anybody.

‘And who else knows?’

‘The steward who helped me open the door, ma’am. Apart from him, nobody, yet. It’s this way.’

Joan indicated a short passage to their right, and at the end of it was the cabin in question. A chief petty officer dressed in a white shirt and matching shorts stood guard beside it. The Queen recognised him as ‘Grubby’ Grubbins, a medical assistant who worked in the sickbay. Here was someone else who knew about the body, she thought. Soon, the knowledge would be all around the yacht – accompanied by flurries of inevitable rumours. The combination of rumours and royal tours was never good.

Inside the cabin, Mike Evans turned and swallowed his surprise.

‘Your Majesty.’

‘Good morning, Commander. I’m sorry to disturb you.’

The medical officer also wore the tropical uniform of a starched white shirt and shorts. Evans was a short man, with a tendency to roundness, a muscular physique, and bushy eyebrows above half-moon spectacles that shielded intelligent brown eyes. While many of the senior medics the Queen knew tended to be somewhat intimidating men with a sense of their own importance, Mike was the opposite: approachable and friendly, unless you happened to meet him on the rugby pitch, apparently, or in an on-deck tug of war. Today, he was all gentle, brisk efficiency.

‘I was just finishing here, ma’am. We’ll move the body somewhere more suitable shortly. She died in the night, I’m afraid. Several hours ago.’

A nasty, sour smell hung in the air. The Queen glanced around. She was familiar with these lower cabins’ layout and furniture, which was simple and functional. There was a built-in wardrobe; a plain mirror, a chest of drawers whose top was littered with makeup pots, scent bottles, jewellery and half-written airmail letters; a chair piled with books among discarded lingerie; a small bedside cabinet and, under the porthole, the bed itself. A pale blue counterpane lay on the floor, beside the puddled silk brocade of a summer cocktail dress. The body was covered by a white sheet, but she could only see the outline of the skinny legs and feet, because Commander Evans had positioned himself between her and the head.

‘May I?’ she asked.

After a moment’s hesitation, he stood aside.

And it was true.

Joan had said Pamela Sinclair was lying face-down when she found her. The body had been turned so that the poor girl was lying on her back now. The sheet had been neatly folded down to reveal her from the shoulders upwards. Her honey-coloured hair’s thick volume covered most of the pillow, but the face itself seemed waxen and slightly shrunken. It was hard to explain, but she looked somehow like a doll, seven-eighths the size of the young woman she had been yesterday. The closed eyes were caked in makeup and the absurdly long lashes – like a racehorse – still wore their mascara from the night before.

The Queen said a silent prayer.

‘Ma’am, twenty-two minutes,’ Joan murmured uneasily.

She’d been lost in thought. Glancing around again, Elizabeth saw about a dozen flat, white pills scattered on the bedside cabinet, next to an almost full glass of what looked like water. The cream leather suitcase that must have been used to prop the door shut was now parked against the wardrobe, bearing the gilt initials ‘PWTS’. It was battered and skewed out of shape, and she pictured Joan and the steward violently trying to get into the cabin this morning.

‘What are your thoughts, Commander?’ she asked.

‘It’s too early to say, ma’am.’ Evans took off his spectacles to polish them with a handkerchief. ‘I’ve looked her over. There are some odd scrapes and bruises on her arms, legs and feet, but they’re relatively superficial. No other sign of injury. Unless the young lady had a congenital heart condition, she seems to have taken some sort of overdose, but those pills aren’t what did it, ma’am. They’re aspirin, by the look of it. I found the bottle under the bed. She’d have needed to take them in industrial quantities, and there’s no sign of that. Most of them are still on the cabinet.’ He swept a hand round the small, spartan room. ‘I wonder if she took something else and hid the bottle. If so, I’ve looked and not found it yet. Normally, I’d have assumed such a thing was accidental . . .’ He seemed to hesitate.

‘Yes?’

‘But that business with the suitcase suggests she didn’t want to be found until it was too late.’ He sighed. ‘That’s just a personal observation. As I say, it’s too early to be certain.’

The Queen nodded grimly. Evans seemed to catch something of her mood in her face.

‘I’ll look after her as best I can, ma’am.’

‘Thank you, Commander.’

It occurred to her that he expected to keep the body on board Britannia for the time being. This was something she hadn’t considered.

‘May I ask what your plans are?’

‘I’ve been considering what’s best,’ he said. ‘One option is to send the body back to Trinidad. They have slightly better facilities than here on Grenada. But, to be honest, I’d rather do a post-mortem myself. There are a few things that puzzle me. We’ll be in Barbados in three days. The hospital’s a decent size there, the facilities are good. I think I can arrange it. Does that meet with your approval, ma’am?’

On reflection, the Queen decided that it did. She felt somehow protective of Pamela’s remains. Tonight, they would be underway again, and she didn’t like the idea of leaving the poor girl behind. Not until they knew what had happened, and there was a plan for getting her back home. She told him as much.

Turning to Joan, she asked, ‘Where was she last night? The last time I saw her was at the garden party at the Governor-General’s residence.’

‘We went back to the island for cocktails in the evening,’ Joan said. ‘There was an open invitation to staff who happened to be free that night. Lots of us went. I . . . I saw her there.’

It wasn’t like Joan to be vague. But she wasn’t herself in various ways. The Queen would ask for details later. There was just one more thing.

‘Get Snaps to take some pictures,’ she instructed. ‘I think we should . . .’ She hesitated, and then amended her emphasis. ‘I think we should. And someone should stay on the door.’

Something still wasn’t right. Mike Evans seemed to agree, and the Queen had felt it as soon as Joan entered the sun lounge. It was more than just the tragic death of a promising young woman. Elizabeth had hoped to allay her concerns about the pills and the case by coming here, but if anything, they were stronger now. Getting the ship’s photographer to record the cabin as they found it seemed like a good idea.

Then she led the way back towards her bedroom on the veranda deck at the fastest pace she could decently manage, with Joan trailing in her wake.
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Chapter 3

Some navy vessels were ‘happy ships’, and others – a bit like haunted houses – were to be avoided. It was generally agreed that from the start Britannia had been a happy ship.

Her origins were unpromising. The Queen’s father had been very ill, and after years of prevaricating over the cost of a new royal yacht, the decision was made to design and build one as quickly as possible, so the King could use her to convalesce. To justify the expense, she would be built to work as a mid-size hospital ship. Attention was paid to every detail, down to the number of blades on the propellers, to ensure the smoothest, fastest ride. However, the day after she was commissioned, King George VI died in his bed at Sandringham.

So it was the new young Queen and her husband who had taken charge of Britannia’s final specifications. Outside, they agreed the yacht would be as sleek and glossy as possible, but inside, they threw out the proposed designs for swaggy royal apartments. They decided instead on a light, family-friendly look, more ‘country house’ than ‘castle’. It suited their personalities and the post-war austerity they were familiar with. It had been a joint project, and one that they both enjoyed. It mattered to them very much, because Britannia was the only ‘residence’ they made.



Up to now, Joan McGraw had loved every minute of life aboard the yacht. What really stood out wasn’t the state rooms, or the glossy paint, but the crew of hand-picked Royal Navy sailors, known as ‘Yotties’, who made everything run like clockwork. Many had served for years on back-to-back deployments, and the royals knew them by name. The general mood was professional, not stuffy. Days were long, and evenings could be raucous. One minute you were watching the crowds as you sailed into Sydney Harbour, and the next you were in the middle of the South Pacific, dancing to the sound of the band.

That was how it had been on the last long-distance trip Joan had undertaken. This one, to the West Indies, had been different from the start. And the difference had been Pamela.

After a nightmarish start to the day in Grenada, Joan had a few minutes to recover her composure while the Queen finished getting ready. Her aching brain kept sending her flashes of a moonlit beach, interspersed with a dangling naked arm, fingers brushing the floor, the pale flesh, cold to the touch, the unseeing eyes, face down, when she had gently lifted a thick hank of blonde hair to look . . . But she was learning to quell the images. Just as she willed herself to stop hearing the thump, thump, thump of the steward she’d called to help her, using all his strength to force the door with that damn suitcase in the way.

Taking refuge in the quiet wardrobe room that lay beyond the royal bedrooms, she found a moment of peace among the cupboards packed with hanging dresses and drawers of accessories. She didn’t normally feel like this. Struggling to ignore the feelings of anxiety and exhaustion that assailed her, she ran a mental eye over the schedule for the day, familiarising herself with names and searching for hidden pitfalls.

So far, the tour had been judged a success, but there was no guarantee that everything would go smoothly. As they’d prepared to fly across the Atlantic from London airport ten days ago, they’d been delayed by a bomb threat on the plane. Even if you ignored the shifting political sands around these islands, it only took one unfortunate photograph or mismanaged encounter (generally by Prince Philip in an attempt to be friendly, if Joan were being strictly honest) to spoil weeks and months of preparation. She tried to focus on the next few hours, and put the last few as far from her mind as possible.

Finding the body had been a shock, but feeling guilty wasn’t helping. Pamela was dead. There was nothing she could do about it now.



At nine twenty, Joan and other senior members of the royal household went ashore by launch. The Queen and Prince Philip followed ten minutes later, in the largest of Britannia’s tenders, known as the royal barge. Joan stood alongside local dignitaries in hats and natty suits and sunglasses as a choir sang a song of welcome at the harbour jetty. A bouquet was nicely presented by a shy-looking schoolgirl; the customary tree was planted; Grenada’s Colony Hospital was visited, and smelled of fresh paint, as all hospitals always did when Her Majesty visited them. In fact, Joan caught sight of the pots and brushes hastily stored away in a cupboard. There was another scenic drive in a convertible. The day ticked along in five-minute increments, exactly as planned.

Joan couldn’t help privately acknowledging that it was all much easier without Pamela there. Before, in addition to keeping an eye on politics and Prince Philip, she’d been increasingly unnerved by wondering what the new diary secretary was really up to when she was supposed to be working, who she was talking to, and what lie she would tell about it later. None of that applied today.

The afternoon was rounded off by a pageant in honour of the carnival season, where young Grenadians paraded in front of the royal couple, dressed as the produce of their island. Joan was hit by a wave of relief as rows of dancing cocoa beans, nutmeg, cotton and bananas passed the royal party without incident, to the lilting beat of a calypso band. Only one person asked about Pamela’s whereabouts, and Joan used her courtier’s acquired skill to change the subject without really saying anything.

More people commented on the dapper private secretary’s absence from Her Majesty’s side. Sir Dominic Stonor was missing, but it was easy to apologise and explain that he was taken up with unexpected business. Joan gave the impression that it was a minor government emergency at home, whereas in fact, Sir Dominic been leading a quick investigation aboard Britannia into the circumstances of Pamela’s death. However, by mid-afternoon he’d joined them at the pageant, looking elegant and unruffled as he took his place in one of the seats behind Prince Philip.

The prince was having a great time. He’d positively beamed from the back of today’s convertible, happy to chat to local fishermen as they paused at the side of the road. The pausing had been Pamela’s idea. Joan had thought it too unsafe, given the potential crush of press photographers, but in fact it had been a highlight.

The Queen obviously hadn’t told her husband about the body, and Joan was relieved. Philip’s face was a weathervane, and at the moment, watching the pageant, he was sunny, engaged, relaxed. Philip looking stormy and withdrawn would send entirely the wrong message about the island. Better to leave him in the dark.

It was only as they lined up on the jetty to follow the royal couple back to Britannia that Joan managed to have a quick, murmured conversation with the private secretary.

‘Did you make any progress?’ she asked.

‘Some,’ Sir Dominic said tightly.

‘Overdose?’

Joan muttered the word through her teeth like a ventriloquist, without moving her lips for long-range camera lenses to see.

‘Probably. Still no sign of the source. D’you know how . . . the lady . . . got back from the party last night?’

‘No,’ Joan said. ‘How?’

‘It’s a real question. Nobody knows.’

Square-jawed and urbane, Sir Dominic maintained a smile for public consumption, but up close, he looked tense behind his sunglasses.

‘Didn’t she catch a lift on one of the launches?’ Joan asked.

‘Nope. Nobody saw her.’

‘Does anyone have a theory? About what happened?’

‘You know what they’re like,’ he muttered evasively, glancing past her at the royal yacht at anchor across the harbour. ‘A dozen theories. No evidence. No facts.’

The sense of doom that had hung heavy over Joan this morning returned like a rain cloud. She’d known Dominic since he was a new boy in the private office, and considered him a friend. It wasn’t like him to prickle in her presence.

‘You said there were theories,’ she added warily. ‘Any theory in particular?’

‘Oh look, here comes our ride,’ he said in reply. ‘Big smiles. Aren’t we all having a lovely time?’

With that, he turned away, preparing to board the official motorboat that was drawing up beside them. In a few minutes, he’d be called in to brief the Queen on what was happening. Joan strongly suspected she wouldn’t be invited along.
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Chapter 4

Elizabeth sat in a chintz armchair in her personal sitting room one deck below the sun lounge, with her feet in a bowl of iced water. Her shoes, which had fitted perfectly this morning, were a size and a half too small after eight hours in the sun. At Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle, she wouldn’t be seen dead with her feet submerged up to the ankle, but one of the many things she loved about Britannia was that she was the first and only monarch to use this particular royal yacht, and there wasn’t any Victorian protocol to follow. Today, the swollen royal feet needed to recover quickly enough to fit into evening sandals in half an hour. Even aboard Britannia, one didn’t entertain local dignitaries barefoot.

She was here because she had carved fifteen minutes out of her schedule to discuss progress on Sir Dominic’s low-key inquiries aboard this morning. A silver pot of Earl Grey tea was brought in, and she poured cups for herself and the three senior men sitting with her. The two sharing the sofa, side by side in summer-weight suits, were Sir Dominic and Chief Inspector Peter Chambers, the head of her close protection team. Commander Evans, dressed in his white, tropical uniform, looked more relaxed in a low wooden armchair. Normally, Joan would have been here, too, to take notes, but instead a young naval officer stood by the door, notebook and pen in hand.

‘You know Lieutenant Cobb, ma’am,’ Sir Dominic said, with a nod to the junior officer, whose shiny, fair curls reminded the Queen of one of her golden retrievers back home. ‘He was the quarterdeck officer, in charge of comings and goings last night. He’s been helping me unravel what happened. Discreet inquiries among the crew and so on.’

Inspector Chambers leaned forward on the sofa. He was a lean and sinewy man, with sweetly big ears that reminded her of Prince Charles, and a penetrating stare that she wouldn’t want to be on the wrong end of, not that she ever was.

‘Naturally, my team will be taking over, ma’am. We were busy on land this morning, but we have all day underway tomorrow, to sort out what went on.’

Beside him, Sir Dominic bridled almost imperceptibly, and tried to mask it by taking a sip of tea.

Oh dear, the Queen thought, sensing tension. Chambers’s team consisted of half a dozen members of Scotland Yard. Personally, the Queen was reassured by the thought of several trained policemen on hand to help out with unanswered questions. Sir Dominic seemed less convinced.

‘So tell me, what do we know so far?’ she asked.

Sir Dominic pursed his lips. ‘Well, the more we look, the more uncertainties we find,’ he began. ‘Pamela was perfectly well in the afternoon, as you know. I myself saw her at the Governor General’s garden party on Tobago, and I’d say she was in good spirits then. Later, there was a little cocktail party back on the island, while you were entertaining aboard the yacht, ma’am. A rather popular cricketer has a big house on the coast, and he invited anyone in the household who wasn’t needed at the dinner. I gather the party was a relaxed affair . . . music and dancing and so on. It went on until about an hour before we weighed anchor, with two launches on hand to ferry people back to Britannia. Pamela must have come aboard somehow, but she didn’t use the tenders. We don’t know what she used. Everyone else’s movements are accounted for.’ He nodded towards the golden retriever. ‘Lieutenant Cobb has done an excellent job putting a summary together in a very short space of time.’

‘Thank you very much,’ the Queen said, addressing Cobb.

‘It’s a horrible business, Your Majesty,’ the young man offered gravely – which surprised her, as she hadn’t invited his opinion. ‘I helped take the body to the sickbay for Commander Evans. It reminded me of Shakespeare, you know . . . “Cover her face. Mine eyes dazzle . . .”’

‘“She died young”,’ Inspector Chambers interjected sombrely, finishing the line. ‘Not Shakespeare, Marlowe.’

‘Webster, actually,’ Sir Dominic corrected him. ‘The Duchess of Malfi, if I remember right from my Oxford days.’

The Queen happened to catch Commander Evans’s eye across the room. He winced. Sir Dominic didn’t often pull rank with his ‘Oxford days’, but he was obviously still a bit fragile in his role as private secretary, having recently taken over from the eminent Sir Hugh. Even his own knighthood to go with the promotion hadn’t helped (he’d been ahead of the Beatles in the line to receive it). Before that, Sir Dominic had been merely Mr Stonor, the bright-eyed palace press secretary, which was a very different kettle of fish.

Peter Chambers, meanwhile, had headed the Queen’s personal protection team for four years. He was known to everyone (but rarely to his face) as ‘Pots’, after the chamber pots that used to be found in every palace bedroom. The Queen was fond of him, but he liked to be in charge. Whereas Sir Dominic was in charge. This was going to be trickier than she’d hoped.

At least there was Mike Evans, who really didn’t care who was in charge, as long as things got done.

‘Have you got any further?’ she asked the medical officer.

‘I examined her as well as I could in the sickbay,’ Evans replied. ‘The injuries on the legs and hands were done by something rough and sharp, like stone or concrete – I would guess ashore, because I can’t think of anything on Britannia that could have caused them. And they don’t explain the bruising on Miss Sinclair’s shoulders. That was done by a person. Someone with big hands, grabbing her hard, I would suggest, given the placement. She might have been shaken, but not enough to cause serious damage, and she wasn’t strangled. And there’s no evidence of recent sex.’

At this, both Sir Dominic and Pots went beetroot. But the Queen was grateful for Evans’s practical manner. She was almost forty, and it was 1966. She was perfectly familiar with sex.

‘So you haven’t changed your mind about how she died?’

‘No, ma’am. As I mentioned to you before, it’s possible she had a congenital heart defect. But given the circumstances, I’d put money on it being barbiturates that did it. We see far too much of it these days, I’m afraid.’

‘Didn’t Marilyn Monroe die of barbiturates?’ the golden-haired Cobb asked, unprompted, from his post by the door.

Evans deliberately ignored him.

‘They’re popular for insomnia,’ he explained, ‘but I’m afraid it really doesn’t take very much for drowsiness to tip into death.’

‘How?’ the Queen asked, curious.

‘Her breathing would have been suppressed so much that it simply stopped, ma’am. There’s a dangerously small window between a therapeutic and a toxic dose. It only has to be slightly too high, and the results can be tragic. It was almost certainly an awful accident, but the question remains, where did she get pills like that? I didn’t prescribe them. Sir Dominic’s been in touch with her family, and nor did her GP, apparently. I did a thorough search personally this afternoon and there’s still no sign of her keeping or using them. I can only imagine she got them at the party.’

‘You say the dose might have been “an awful accident”, but what about the suitcase?’ the Queen pointed out. ‘Weren’t you concerned that she didn’t want to be disturbed while she took them?’

‘Ah. Yes. Oh, yes. I’d forgotten about that,’ Evans admitted.

She didn’t blame him. It wasn’t his job to work out the full mechanics of the thing. Or indeed hers. She glanced across at Sir Dominic and Peter Chambers, who were vying with each other to look suitably grave and on top of things.

‘And did you say the post-mortem will be in Barbados?’

‘I hope so, ma’am,’ Evans said, rallying. ‘We’ll be there in three days, as I mentioned, and I’m sure they’ll be very helpful. But we haven’t warned them yet – we’re waiting for Sir Dominic’s press release.’

The Queen turned to her private secretary. ‘Dominic?’

Sir Dominic sat straighter in his chair and brushed some invisible fluff off a jacket sleeve. ‘As Mike says, I’ve been in touch with the family,’ he began. ‘Her parents have taken the news very well, ma’am. Mr Sinclair’s already telegraphed to say he’s sure we’re doing everything we can. He wants the whole thing kept out of the press for as long as possible, at least until we can prove what really happened. But we’ll have to say something, obviously. We need to be on the front foot.’

The Queen thought of those poor parents. What did ‘very well’ mean? she wondered. Her own children ranged from baby Edward to Charles, who was seventeen, and off having adventures in Australia. How would she herself react, on hearing similar news? It must feel akin to drowning. One would carry on somehow, but . . . Pamela’s father seemed remarkably composed, in the circumstances. Some people were like that: they buried their grief in action. Still, the nature of his concern made her nervous.

‘What exactly does Mr Sinclair want kept out of the press?’ she asked.

There was a brief, delicate silence, until Lieutenant Cobb took it upon himself to fill it.

‘That Pamela was a druggie, ma’am,’ he suggested.

Sir Dominic reluctantly agreed.

‘I mean, as far as we know, she wasn’t a druggie . . . I mean, a drug user of any kind, beyond the odd aspirin and Beecham’s Powder. But where barbiturates are involved, the press love to speculate. Mr Sinclair would prefer to avoid all that. We’ve prepared a release with the bare bones of what happened. I wanted your approval before we send it.’

He handed over a typed sheet of paper for her perusal.


We regret to announce that Pamela Sinclair, a junior member of Her Majesty’s household staff, died unexpectedly in her sleep last night. No cause of death has been established. The Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh send their heartfelt sympathies to her parents. The family has asked for privacy at this difficult time.



The Queen nodded and handed it back. It was short, vague, and true, and at this moment, the less said the better.

Had Pamela thought she was simply taking sleeping pills? Perhaps the suitcase was there just to stop anyone barging in on her rest. The Queen agreed with the girl’s parents: it was only decent to protect her reputation, until they knew more. Pure speculation wouldn’t help anybody.

‘She seemed perfectly all right at the garden party,’ she said sadly, picturing the steel band playing the Beatles in the background. ‘She was busy introducing me to local people. There was one man she seemed keen for me to meet, I remember. Very tall.’

The young man in question had engaged her in five minutes of enjoyable conversation about the prospects for Tobago. He wanted to help build the island’s reputation abroad, based on its abundance of wildlife. Had Robinson Crusoe come up? Almost certainly. Pamela had spent the time at his side, looking on enthusiastically.

Sir Dominic nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am, that would have been Derek Green. Pamela was seen with him later in the evening, too. According to our records, Green’s a businessman from Barbados, currently based in Trinidad. Keen to boost the tourist trade.’

‘I’ve asked the police in Trinidad to get a statement from him,’ Peter Chambers interjected. ‘Nothing formal, as yet.’ He coughed.

He might say, ‘nothing formal’, but anything to do with Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II became formal, by its nature. It was hard to get more formal than the local police knocking on your door because the Queen’s chief personal protection officer had suggested it might be a good idea.

‘That’s very quick, Peter,’ the Queen observed.

‘It doesn’t pay to wait, ma’am. Inspector Kenton and I will personally conduct informal interviews aboard Britannia once we’re underway again this evening,’ Chambers went on, seizing the reins from Sir Dominic. ‘As you know, Geoff Kenton’s a decent policeman. Very professional.’ He threw a look at Cobb, lounging by the door. ‘I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, but it would be good to know if Pamela was nervous about being disturbed by someone. Did she normally leave her suitcase lying about on the floor? And how on earth did she get back aboard without being seen?’

He might make it sound almost impossible, but the Queen knew from experience that it was easier than it might look, if you knew the right people.

‘She must have had help,’ she said, although why on earth the girl couldn’t just walk up the accommodation ladder from the launch, like anyone else, she couldn’t imagine. ‘Ladder’ was a naval term for a comfortable, portable staircase with teak rails which even the squiffiest of partygoers usually managed without much difficulty.

Pots leaned forward again. His knees spread out, obliging Sir Dominic to close his own. ‘I’m afraid we can’t ignore the possibility she was forced, ma’am. There are those cuts and bruises on the body. Was she conscious at the time? With your agreement, we’ll also get the local constabulary to make some discreet inquiries on Tobago. It’s possible that someone at the cocktail party saw something.’

‘Maybe somebody sold her something,’ Lieutenant Cobb suggested, uninvited yet again. Everyone turned to give him a hard look, but they didn’t dent his angelic expression. With those golden curls, he reminded the Queen more and more of Brodie, a retriever at her seaside home at Sandringham, who always maintained an air of innocent virtue when a biscuit disappeared from a side table, or a carpet got covered in muddy pawprints.

‘I must go,’ she said briskly. ‘It’s time to get ready.’

She didn’t stand up, because of the bowl of iced water, but the three senior men got the message and did, bowing and preparing to leave.

‘Dominic, if you could grant me a quick moment . . .’

Her private secretary stayed behind as Pots and Commander Evans filed out, followed by Cobb.

‘Ma’am?’ Sir Dominic asked, once the door closed behind them.

‘You know perfectly well what it is,’ the Queen said. ‘Why was that rather impertinent lieutenant here instead of Joan? She found the body, after all.’

Sir Dominic looked uncomfortable. ‘She did, and that’s part of the problem, ma’am. Everyone knows that she and Pamela didn’t exactly . . . They weren’t . . . Ahem. It was Joan who introduced Pamela to the palace in the first place, but they weren’t the best of friends. It’s been getting worse since we arrived in the West Indies. I’m sure there’s nothing to it. Ma’am, you know what infinite respect I have for Joan. Ever since I joined the private office she’s been nothing but—’

‘Do get on with it, Dominic. My feet are getting cold.’

‘Yes, ma’am, sorry. I’m sure it’s fine, it’s just that several people Lieutenant Cobb spoke to today brought up Joan’s name.’

‘They did?’

‘I’m afraid so. In the last week, she’s been seen in heated discussions with Pamela a couple of times at least, first in Guiana and then Trinidad the day before yesterday. And two or three people said she was acting oddly last night.’

‘In what way “oddly”?’

‘I’m not exactly sure,’ Sir Dominic admitted. ‘Joan went to the cocktail party, but she disappeared for a lot of it and came back on her own, looking like thunder. I don’t know what they think she might have done, exactly. I’m not sure they know, either. As I say, it’s probably fine. But for the sake of propriety, she needs to be kept away from this investigation. Cobb’s been very helpful in that regard.’

This brought the Queen back to her original question.

‘Why is he working for you at all? Surely he reports to the admiral?’

‘He does, ma’am, but Admiral Russell has kindly offered his services whenever I need them. I must say, it’s very useful having a naval officer involved, because he knows what everyone does on board, and where to go, and who to talk to. He’s been very busy on my behalf.’

‘Can’t the master-at-arms do it?’

The Yottie in question was a senior rate, in charge of discipline on the ship. He, too, tended to guard his fiefdom closely.

‘Not really, ma’am. After all, the . . . um . . . unfortunate event happened in the household area of the yacht, and he’s only responsible for the navy bits.’

‘True. What about Dickie Briggs, then?’

Lieutenant Briggs was older than Cobb, and senior to him and, more to the point, was the yacht’s liaison officer, with responsibility for managing relations between the crew and her royal staff. The ideal person, surely?

‘He was busy all morning with navigation duties, ma’am.’

The Queen sighed. There was an answer for everything.

‘You were good friends with Pamela once,’ she remarked, changing the subject.

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Sir Dominic looked surprised. ‘I mean, I’ve always . . .’

‘Very good friends,’ she reiterated, meaningfully.

The private secretary gulped. ‘Briefly, ma’am, yes. We had a few pleasant evenings together after Joan introduced us. But Pamela was a stickler for propriety. Or at least, that’s how she put it to me. She decided it wasn’t . . .’ He looked more uncomfortable than ever. ‘I’d have had to move her. I think she preferred the job.’ He gave a lopsided smile.

‘Anyway, I’m sorry.’

He looked surprised again, as if he’d been expecting an admonishment, not sympathy. His upper lip wobbled for a second. His predecessor’s never would have, the Queen reflected – although she might not have known if it had. Sir Hugh’s upper lip had been protected by a fulsome moustache.

‘Thank you, ma’am. I’m not . . . I mean, it was over. It never really started.’

‘I see. Meanwhile, it might be a good idea to tell Joan what’s going on. She’s bound to have picked up on it. She deserves to know.’

He nodded, but the Queen wasn’t sure how honest he would be. He had a courtier’s talent for sparing people things. She might have to do it herself.
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Chapter 5

Philip was incandescent.

‘A bloody dead body in the sickbay! Pamela, of all people! And not a dicky bird! She’s been there all day while I was kept in the bloody dark!’

The Queen had been hoping for a romantic night at sea, but her husband had enjoyed a few more beers and rum punch sundowners than he usually did. He was what Private Eye called ‘tired and emotional’, and the news about the body, which he’d learned about during dinner, had not gone down well.

‘What do you mean, “Pamela, of all people”?’ she asked. ‘I thought you liked her.’

‘Huh. I did,’ he said, standing in the middle of her bedroom, which he’d stormed into a minute ago. ‘But the girl was obviously a dopehead. For the sake of a few uppers, or downers, or poppers, or whatever they were, she’s risked upending the whole bloody tour. Just wait till we get to St Vincent. It’ll be all over the bloody news. On the front of every bloody paper.’ He swept out a hand to indicate a headline. ‘“ROYAL DRUG YACHT DEATH SCANDAL”, or something equally inventive. What an absolute bugger. What possessed the girl?’

‘There’s a lot we don’t know,’ she said equably. ‘Mike Evans hasn’t done his post-mortem yet. It could have been an accident.’

‘What is it with young people nowadays?’ he demanded, divesting himself of his bow tie and dropping it on the floor. ‘What’s wrong with a decent glass of whisky, or a bottle of beer? Why do they all have to take mind-altering substances like some sort of native tribe?’

‘All of them?’

Philip sat down to remove his patent leather dress shoes and started to unbutton his shirt. ‘I’m beginning to wonder. Are we going to be governed one day by long-haired peaceniks high on LSD? They said she choked on something. Did she?’

‘Did she?’ Elizabeth asked. This was new. ‘Not that I’m aware of.’

‘Oh. Well, I asked Dominic, and he said it was definitely drugs. She probably got them from someone on Tobago.’

‘It looks that way—’

‘And took too many and killed herself and stuffed up the whole tour. And I repeat, nobody thought to tell me! They’ve known all day. Your bloody APS should have said something. Joan found the body.’

‘I think,’ Elizabeth said gently, ‘she wanted you to be on your best form while we were busy.’

He harrumphed. ‘On my best behaviour, you mean. Turned out like some sort of show pony. Quite oblivious to a dead body on my own bloody yacht.’

Our yacht, she thought, privately. Strictly speaking, my yacht.

‘Well, I’m not having it,’ Philip puffed. He rose and disappeared behind the connecting doorway to his bedroom, calling to her through the open door. ‘I want to be informed of every twist and turn of this damn business, Lilibet. I don’t trust Dominic. He’s only been your private secretary for two minutes, and he’s a bit of a PR-wallah anyway. It’s all about what looks good on the front pages to him. No backbone. And I don’t trust Pots either, or rather, I do, but I told him point blank just now to report to me on this, and frankly, ma chère, the man as good as said no.’

‘Did he?’

‘He didn’t say yes.’

‘He doesn’t report to you,’ she pointed out.

‘Not normally, no,’ Philip grudgingly acknowledged from somewhere out of sight. ‘He’s got the whole of Scotland Yard top brass to suck up to, I realise that. But they’re not here. I am.’ He reappeared, wearing a silk dressing gown and, she suspected, not much underneath. ‘You’re too busy to bother about all this, mon chou, and people want to see you looking calm and unruffled. You need me to take the slack, and I fully intend to do it, goddamit. Come hell or high water.’

She took a deep breath and counted silently to three.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ she told him.

It didn’t pay to contradict her husband when he’d got himself worked up about something. Poor Philip was a natural leader. During the war, he’d helped to save the destroyer he was serving on by getting night-time enemy fighters to mistake a burning raft for the stricken remains of the ship. He hadn’t told her this – a fellow officer had mentioned it, and Philip had seemed quite cross that the matter was raised. Later, he’d commanded his own frigate, and he still kept a model of HMS Magpie next to his desk aboard Britannia. He’d given up a good career for her, and it didn’t do to remind him that he wasn’t really in charge of anything anymore. So, she accommodated him whenever she could. It took diplomacy and patience, which weren’t really his forte, but luckily, they were hers.

Outside, a full moon hung in the night sky beyond the bedroom window. Philip was smiling cheerfully now. His huff had blown over like a squall. The night looked more promising than she’d originally feared.

However, in the meantime, here was another ‘man in charge’ of the quest to find out what really happened to Pamela. Britannia was a decent size, but not quite big enough for so many egos. Elizabeth could almost feel the yacht sitting lower in the water under the weight of them.
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Chapter 6

At sea, Grenada to St Vincent, Saturday, 12 February

The following morning, the Queen woke early, to the sound of Philip snoring gently from his bed across the open doorway. She wrapped herself in a dressing gown and walked through the sun lounge to the veranda deck, from where she could watch the dawn light slowly turn the sky from blue to pink, as the white, frothy wash from Britannia’s propellers spread out behind them like a veil.

Time alone, without her red boxes of paperwork, was precious and rare. She needed a clear head to understand everything that had been bothering her over the last twenty-four hours, and now was the time.

‘Tea, ma’am?’ her page asked quietly, emerging through the sun lounge door.

‘Alone’ was a relative term.

The Queen agreed that tea would be a very good idea and went back to contemplating the view, and thinking.



Joan sat up in bed in her cabin on the main deck. Her shoulders were draped in a jade-green silk caftan her aunt had made to replace her old kimono, and her red hair was wrapped in rollers and setting lotion, ready for another day. By now, her head had cleared and she felt more herself again after a reasonable night’s sleep. She knew she ought to be getting on with things, but instead she found herself caught up in a recent habit, rereading a closely written airmail letter, searching for words and phrases that had already etched themselves into her heart.

You don’t need to . . . Don’t think I expect . . . I would never ask . . . You deserve whatever you . . .

The words were designed to be generous and gracious, yet each phrase was as painful as a paper cut. She wanted them to say you need to, I yearn for, I want you to, I need you. The only thing the writer said he needed was . . . your answer, as soon as you can give it. Ideally by the time you reach Jamaica. I must finalise my plans by then.

Hector Ross had been her lover since she’d been billeted to his flat by Sir Hugh Masson, the Queen’s previous, mustachioed private secretary, who couldn’t face the thought of her travelling in to Buckingham Palace from East London every day. Joan had been perfectly happy to live with her aunt and cousins in the East End, but this was apparently not appropriate for someone of her suddenly elevated status. On the misunderstanding that Major Ross’s much closer flat in Pimlico was an empty rental, Sir Hugh had suggested she move in. However, it turned out that landlord used the second bedroom much of the time, and the landlord turned out to be a gruff, introvert Scotsman with keen intelligence, subtle wit, and a rapid, mutual attraction to Joan.

It was complicated. To start with, Hector had a wife, albeit one he never saw. He also had a senior job at MI5, while Joan was busy forging her new career at the palace, where she couldn’t be seen to be consorting with a married man. By the time his divorce came through, they liked the couple they’d inadvertently become: private, secret, equally focused and individually ambitious, together without pressure. Until he’d asked her to marry him. Then it got more difficult.

Joan was in a tricky position. If she accepted Hector, she’d have to give up her job. It was accepted that a married woman couldn’t possibly give a senior job her full attention. Men could do it, because their wives supported them and made it easier. But married women couldn’t be expected to cope with the pressures of work and supporting their husbands and families at home. The palace wasn’t unusual in thinking this way. Only spinsters could progress far, and there was something odd and ‘unfinished’ about them. Hector knew all of this and didn’t want Joan to have to choose between the man and the job she loved – hence You don’t need to . . . Don’t think I expect . . . I would never ask . . .

But she’d been prevaricating for five long years now, and before Christmas he’d been offered a plum assignment in Washington. As his wife, Joan would be invited to join him; as his ‘very good friend’, it was out of the question.

Would they survive at least two years apart? Could she bear to miss him for that long? He was her lover, her best friend, the most competent home chef she knew, and the only person she could talk to honestly, about everything . . . well, almost. He didn’t know everything she got up to with the Queen. Still, the mutual trust they’d built up was like their favourite wines: it had aged well, and tasted good.

The letter in her hands took things in a new and unexpected direction. Among the kind, respectful phrases that hurt (why did she want him to be passionate and demanding, when she was the one who’d put him off for five years?), were other passages that were more intriguing.


I was talking to a friend of the British ambassador the other day. Paul was at Oxford with me, then he went out to be a cowboy and make his fortune in the Wild West. He didn’t get that far, but he’s a bit of a player on Madison Avenue. He tells me that in New York, there are women who run charities and sit on the boards of companies. True, their families tend to own them, but they’re still formidable assets. A woman called Katharine Graham currently publishes the Washington Post.

Paul knows people in magazines. You have a reputation for your fashionable turnout, my darling. With your experience and contacts, you’d have them eating out of your hand. You saw how they warmed to the Queen in ’57. Don’t think I expect (Joan winced) you to go out and earn a crust. I’d be happy to keep you in a lesser manner than that to which you’ve become accustomed. But you don’t want to be kept – I know you too well. I’m not offering you a cage, but a zoo to roam in. I think you’d enjoy it. Ponder on.



Joan had always known that one day she’d leave this job . . . But it had never occurred to her that there were other possibilities out there that could shine almost as brightly. For a married – if she married – woman in her forties? Really? Were there?

She looked up at the ceiling of her cabin, pondering as requested. The room itself was larger than Pamela’s on the deck below, and better furnished, a bit like a first-class cabin on a cruise ship. Directly above her was the floor of the state drawing room, where the most powerful stateswoman in the world held court several times a year, and Joan was generally at Her Majesty’s side. What madwoman would give all that up for a gruff Scotsman with a job he wasn’t supposed to talk about, and a certain way with his hands, and pollo alla cacciatora?

She couldn’t bring herself to do it, and then young Pamela Sinclair had come along, and made Joan’s job less fun, and just a little bit more precarious. First, she’d somehow created the role of diary secretary when Joan had originally intended her to help out on a temporary basis with the filing. Then she’d come up with all those annoyingly inventive and rather good ideas for this tour, which Joan reluctantly had to admire. More unsettlingly, once they got here, Pamela’s attitude had changed almost overnight. She’d become distant and dismissive, as if Joan were the one who needed to be put in her place.

Now, Joan was being sidelined because rumours were swirling, and once again, Pamela was the cause. The events of the night before last still flickered in her head, both vivid and patchy.

Inside the house where the party had taken place, couples were dancing barefoot. Joan had been looking forward to the evening’s relaxation, but her mind was racing, her thoughts were dark, and she’d suddenly needed air. She felt silly and small for resenting the new girl, but Joan had watched All About Eve more than once, where Bette Davis’s Margo Channing is brought down by the scheming Eve Harrington, and she identified with Miss Davis more than she wanted to.

On the wooden terrace outside, a string of light bulbs framed the view of the sea. Someone had come over and started to chat, but she wasn’t in the mood for conversation. She’d gone for a walk alone along the sand instead, only to find Pamela lurking in the shadows further down, in yet another of those hidden conversations that she’d deny tomorrow. Was the young woman trying to haunt her?

It had all seemed so wretchedly important then, but Joan wondered now why she had taken it so seriously. She was older, wiser, capable of eating Miss Sinclair for breakfast. Wasn’t she better than that?

There was a knock at the door. A steward stood outside with a message for her that Her Majesty would appreciate a word in her sitting room in fifteen minutes. Joan thanked him, and began hastily applying the makeup she should have put on half an hour ago.



The new day was still beginning. Beside the bridge, the executive officer stood in the chart house on the flag deck, making sure he was happy with the route the royal yacht would take north to St Vincent. A few feet below him, a team of Yotties were hard at work, scrubbing and polishing the teak planks of the royal bridge, where the Queen would sometimes stand to wave to waiting crowds. As always, they worked to hand signals instead of shouted commands, so as not to disturb their royal passengers.

At the other end of the ship, another group of sailors equally tried not to disturb the lonely figure of the private secretary, sitting on a deckchair on the quarterdeck, from where he had a good view of the wash behind the stern. Sir Dominic, who’d been woken early, was thinking, too.

The private secretary was a good-hearted man, but not a good man, in his own opinion. Not good at his job, at least. Or not as good as he wanted to be. He’d got away with it until now, but today he felt that his reputation was going to be tested.

Dominic’s trouble, he often reflected, was that he’d always been very good-looking. It was a simple fact, repeated to him throughout his life by men and women, friends and enemies, and after many years he’d made peace with it – but in the meantime, he had a sneaking feeling it had got him through many a situation where his talents and application might not have been quite enough. If someone were to play him in a Hollywood film, they might be tempted to cast Robert Redford or Paul Newman. But he strongly suspected that Mr Redford or Mr Newman would pass up the chance once they got to the meat of the role.

Last summer, his highly regarded predecessor, Sir Hugh, had announced that he was retiring as PS, and it was assumed by many that Sir Hugh’s deputy, Miles Urquhart, would get the job. However, Dominic remembered the DPS storming downstairs from a meeting with the Queen at Buckingham Palace one Thursday afternoon, announcing he was taking his dog for a walk, and not coming back until the following Tuesday.

Miles would have made a terrible private secretary, Dominic saw that now. The job was a lot harder than Sir Hugh had made it look, requiring the cunning of a spymaster, the diplomacy of a courtesan and the intelligence of an Oxford don. Miles was fiercely loyal and solidly dependable, but that wasn’t the same thing.

Her Majesty had briefly considered Joan for the job. Dominic knew this, because Sir Hugh had told him over a glass of port one evening in his office. Joan was well established when Dominic arrived. He’d long realised that she was cleverer than him, and smarter still to try and hide it. She treated him as an equal, and he thought it was rather kind of her.

‘Can you imagine, though?’ Sir Hugh had said to him. ‘A woman with absolutely no education. No class. And even if she had it, what would she do? Take the ambassador of the United States to a woman’s club? Have senior meetings in the rain outside White’s? Because this job’s all about a word in the right ear, at the right time and place, and they’re not letting the fairer sex in, I can tell you. That’s what I told Her Majesty. And she said, “I’m a woman, Hugh,” and I pointed out to her that she’s as good as a man for most purposes. But Joan . . .’

Accordingly, various senior men had been approached for the role. Distinguished academics, an earl and two baronets, half the top brass of the Army Board and the Admiralty Board. But it seemed that either they hadn’t come up to snuff, or they hadn’t wanted the job, because six weeks later, the Queen had personally offered it to Dominic – the private office’s most recent hire.

Flattered as he was, he’d sat on the thought for a fortnight before saying yes. True, he’d been an effective press secretary at the time, and it wasn’t necessarily an easy post, what with former colonies constantly declaring their independence, and a press corps that had become increasingly chippy and intrusive. But those journalists were friends. Dominic had cultivated them over the years, and he knew how they thought. He could summon up the Stonor charm to do it all competently enough, and have time left over for wooing some of the most interesting women in London. The top job was different.

In the end he’d accepted, more out of curiosity than conviction. He’d realised it was probably a mistake when they’d quickly made him a knight of the realm, and instead of accepting it as his due, he felt it was one of the silliest things he’d ever heard. Sir Dominic? Sir him? But it was too late now.

He’d been dreading this trip. Ever since the tour to the Caribbean was decided, Dominic had been bracing for disaster. The Americans were up to their necks in it with Vietnam, and elsewhere the tectonic plates of sovereignty were shifting. First, Canada (Canada! Of all places!) announced that its citizens were Canadian first, and Commonwealth subjects second. They had even – and God, this grated – recently asked for fewer royal visits, because they might be controversial in the current climate. It meant that now everyone in the Commonwealth was asking themselves what kind of citizens they were, or wanted to be.

Less than four years ago, Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago had gained their independence, and now the Queen was their monarch by invitation, and not by right. Barbados was on the brink of going the same way, and despite endless negotiations in the background, Dominic half expected to be sandbagged when they got there, and presented with some sort of declaration, Her Majesty thanked for her service, and sent on her merry way.

That was bad enough, but it had never crossed his mind that he’d have to deal with a body. Never mind the body of a woman he’d once had a certain affection for. It had been his own idea to promote Pamela from the filing department to diary secretary, and if he hadn’t done that, she wouldn’t have been aboard Britannia for this trip, and her lifeless form wouldn’t be wrapped in sailcloth (did they still do that?) in one of the cold rooms now.

But he really couldn’t think about all that. Private emotions had to be parked until the practicalities were taken care of. Luckily, a boarding school education trained men like him for exactly this sort of circumstance. The answer was to repress, rebound, and redouble one’s efforts to appear competent. He’d been doing it since he was seven, and he needed all his wits about him now.

After the meeting with Her Majesty yesterday, it was all systems go on finding out what on earth had happened to Pamela, while trying to keep some sort of lid on the thing. Dominic had sent the approved press release to the press corps, as they waited to board the plane to St Vincent for the next stop tomorrow. Meanwhile, Peter Chambers had instructed the local police to do some digging on Trinidad and Tobago. Someone must have seen something. Pamela couldn’t have transported herself from the beach to her cabin like some sort of magician’s assistant.

However, in the course of their inquiries they’d already uncovered a detail that made Dominic feel queasy. Derek Green, the man the Queen remembered meeting on Tobago, was far more than the local businessman described in the royal briefing notes. Apparently, he was a known republican, active in political circles and vocal in his views, who was keen to do away with any vestiges of empire, including the monarchy. The police said as much in a signal he’d received in the early hours.

Would this political agitator cheerfully undergo questioning later this morning? Or would he go to the local press instead, and claim colonial strong-arm tactics against an innocent citizen? It seemed more than likely. Would the rest of the royal tour be overshadowed by his righteous indignation? Oh God.

What would the mustachioed Sir Hugh have done?

What would Joan do?

But he must stop thinking like that. Joan was there to assist him. Except, of course, she couldn’t . . . because he had deliberately excluded her. Her Majesty was right, dammit. Dominic needed allies more than ever, and he should rise above the rumours and gossip he didn’t believe.

What a mess. At least he and Cobb had established that there were questions to answer. As long as he stamped his authority on that bloody Pots, he would be as far ahead of the game as he could reasonably hope to be.
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Chapter 7

By now, the whole of the ship’s company was on the move. The Yotties who’d been on watch or working overnight were getting ready to grab some kip, while the rest prepared for a busy day at sea.

On the lower deck, seamen and stokers, stewards and cooks met up in their messes for breakfast and conversation. The barber set up his chair in his station nearby, and the engineers attended to the boilers that fed the turbines in the polished chrome and white enamel engine room.

In the household area, immaculately attired lady clerks got to work on writing out place settings for an upcoming dinner to be hosted by Her Majesty in Barbados. Next door, a couple of housekeepers went to strip the sheets from Pamela Sinclair’s bed and were surprised to find one of the ship’s joiners outside her door, inserting a new lock, and a steward with instructions that nothing inside was to be disturbed.

Across the corridor, in the household mess, staff sat together at tables organised by rank. Conversation revolved around what had happened to the diary secretary, and was it true that she had choked to death on a lychee, as one of the lady clerks was reliably informed?

‘Oh yes, she did,’ someone said on one of the middle tables. ‘Arabella Horne saw her do it. It was absolutely awful.’

‘No! What happened?’

‘It was after the garden party in Tobago. Pamela was grabbing something to eat with Annie Robertson, right over there, by the buffet table, and she popped one in her mouth. The next thing, she was quite blue in the face. Everyone else was shooed from the room. Arabella said it was positively traumatic.’

‘Just like that? No!’

‘Isn’t it tragic? She was twenty-two, you know. Or was it twenty-three? Practically a child, anyway. I liked her very much.’

‘Oh yes, so did I. She was lovely.’

‘Not everyone did, of course.’

A few quick glances were thrown towards the top table, where Joan usually sat. Someone said, ‘I mean, I wonder who gave her the lychee,’ and there was a giggle and a ‘Don’t!’, and the conversation shut down.



On the main deck, early birds were already at work in the paint shop and the shipwrights’ workshop, where the new cabin key had just been made. Next door, in the room the mid-ranking yachtsmen normally used to unwind after work, two dozen Royal Marines bandsmen used ancient choreography, perfected over many years, to negotiate their makeshift barracks, stowing sleeping hammocks, donning starched white uniforms, and retrieving instruments from whichever nook or cranny they had been stored in overnight.

Along the passageway, several members of the laundry team worked in sweltering heat to keep the crew in fresh uniforms that they would change up to six times a day for different practical and ceremonial purposes, while others made sure the Queen’s antique linen sheets were pressed exactly how she liked them. Nearby, Chief Petty Officer ‘Grubby’ Grubbins attended to two patients with high temperatures in the sickbay. Further down towards the stern, the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting gathered in their sitting room, and warily eyed a generous bowl of tropical fruits, thinking of Pamela and the lychee. Further on yet, not far from where Joan had recently put the finishing touches to her outfit, another housekeeper took advantage of the private secretary’s absence on deck to give a thorough brush and polish to his suite.



The upper deck was quieter. The drawing room and dining room in the stern were empty. This was where the royals would relax, eat and socialise later. In one of the pantries, a lone steward was hard at work polishing cutlery. Towards the bow, a few officers were having breakfast around the silver-laden table of their wardroom, where conversation was desultory because the admiral’s second in command had made it absolutely clear that he didn’t want any loose chatter or speculation about the late Miss Sinclair.

In his cabin at the front, Lieutenant Lionel Cobb was enjoying a moment of privacy after being on watch from midnight until four this morning. Cobb thought he’d managed to hide it pretty well so far, but he felt giddy and light-headed, and in danger of saying something inappropriate in company. He’d felt this way ever since Sir Dominic had told him about Pamela, and for some stupid reason he’d wanted to throw his head back and laugh. But not because it was funny. Not a laugh, exactly. A howl, perhaps. She was dead! And it was the strangest, strangest thing. Yet everyone who knew was acting with such decorum. How? How? The girl was dead!

Cobb had taken it upon himself as a personal mission to find out exactly who Pamela saw and spoke to that fateful night, only thirty-six hours ago. He remembered seeing her himself, just before the party. He could still hear her laugh above all the others, as she’d queued to join the tenders taking party-goers ashore. It was good that Sir Dominic wanted his help, but he’d have found a way to do it anyway. Those unseeing eyes. That suitcase. It was all wrong, like one of those Picasso paintings where everything was where it shouldn’t be, and there was horror and violence, but also a very beautiful woman. It was confusing for a man.

He was glad Sir Dominic was in charge, and not that policeman, whose lack of trust in Lionel’s assistance yesterday rankled sharply. Sir Dominic had seen what Pots the plod could not, which was that Lionel, as a naval officer, understood how Britannia worked, who did what, where to find the right man and how to talk to him.

It helped that the admiral knew Lionel’s family, and gave him a lot of slack. Lionel had always been a trier at school, but never a star. He needed a mentor – someone to believe in him – and he was lucky that Admiral Russell was in charge. The other officers made it clear they weren’t impressed with him, but Lionel still tried. He thought he’d made decent progress yesterday on who’d attended that cocktail party on Tobago, but his inquiries didn’t explain the conundrum of how Pamela got aboard, and why nobody saw. It would make sense if she’d been trying to get hold of drugs at the party. Perhaps someone there had been a dealer, and the police would find him. Lionel lived in hope.

He glanced across at his trusty alarm clock. Seven forty-five. There was just time to grab breakfast in the wardroom before all the best sausages disappeared. He went to close his porthole window, which had been letting in a welcome breeze, when he heard voices from the deck outside.

‘And of course, the worst of it is Her Majesty’s peace of mind. She’s bound to be affected by all this.’

‘Oh, she is. The sooner we get it shut down, the better. Did you hear anything about a choking incident, by the way?’

Admiral Russell’s plummy tones were instantly recognisable, and Lionel now knew the higher, more nasal delivery of Pots the plod. He moved closer to the porthole and ducked down to listen.



Meanwhile, the Queen was meeting with Joan in her sitting room. After nearly a decade, there was an easy familiarity between them. In fact, the Queen happened to have lipstick on her teeth, and Joan told her so.

Elizabeth rubbed it off with a finger. ‘Gone?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

She was relieved to see that her APS was looking more herself today. There was colour back in her cheeks and the usual frank intelligence in her eyes. The Queen had missed that yesterday.

‘Has Dominic spoken to you yet?’ she asked.

Joan shook her head. ‘No. I mean, he said “Good evening” to me last night and asked if I’d heard the Test match score, but he seemed anxious not to chat. I got the impression from what he said earlier that people were talking about me.’

‘They are,’ the Queen agreed. ‘They seem to think you had it in for Pamela. They don’t seem to realise that if you were the sort of person who had it in for people, you wouldn’t be working in my private office.’

Joan flashed a quick smile. ‘They might have heard me have strong words with her after a couple of our trips ashore,’ she suggested. ‘At least, someone lurking outside her cabin might have. She seemed to be avoiding me, so it was very difficult to get her on her own.’

‘Yes, you were overheard. What were the strong words about?’

Joan looked reluctant to explain any further. Normally the Queen’s inclination was to rely on her staff to sort things out between them. The good ones did not tell tales. But this was different.

‘I’m afraid I need to know,’ she insisted.

‘I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, ma’am.’

‘If you must, you must.’

Joan sighed. ‘We’d worked so hard together in London to organise every detail of this trip, and Pamela seemed as keen as anyone to get it right.’

‘That was the impression I had.’

‘So I’d naturally assumed she’d be just as diligent when we got here.’

‘And that isn’t what happened?’

‘Quite the opposite, ma’am.’ Joan warmed to her theme. ‘She was increasingly invisible whenever we got ashore. I’d be expecting her to be in a certain place, managing a situation or talking to a certain politician, but she wasn’t there. Later, I’d see her chatting to someone else entirely, and she’d flatly deny it when I asked her about it. She said I was imagining things.’

‘How extraordinary,’ the Queen said. ‘I didn’t think of her as rude.’

‘She could be, on occasion. I put it down to youthful overconfidence.’

‘Hmm.’ The Queen was thoughtful. ‘She wasn’t originally going to come on the tour, I remember.’

‘No, ma’am, she wasn’t.’

‘You didn’t come abroad when you first joined the private office, did you? Sir Hugh left you in London until he felt you were ready. I seem to remember that this time Dominic suggested to me the idea of Pamela joining us. Do you know why?’

‘Yes, I do,’ Joan offered. ‘Pamela made quite an impassioned speech to Sir Dominic one day before Christmas, saying how useful she’d be, and how helpful it would be to have a young person’s perspective.’

The Queen raised an eyebrow. ‘She did, did she? I suppose you and I are past it.’

Joan suppressed a smile. ‘I think when you’re twenty-five, even thirty-nine is—’

‘Ancient.’

Joan didn’t deny it. ‘She was quite persuasive.’

‘I agree,’ the Queen said. ‘She was to me, too.’

Joan frowned. ‘Ma’am? I didn’t know she’d spoken to you about it directly.’

She had. ‘We were alone one day, and Pamela mentioned her childhood holidays in various places. She described very specific views, like Fort George in Tobago, and how well suited they were for photo opportunities. She was up to speed on all the politics, too. When Dominic suggested bringing her, I thought she’d be helpful, as you say. She neglected to mention my very advanced age.’ The Queen threw Joan a look. ‘And what did you think yesterday? When you found the body. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’

‘It was a horrible shock, ma’am. I didn’t know what to think.’

‘You’re normally unshockable. You saw a lot in the war.’

‘That’s true, ma’am.’ Joan’s eyes grazed the carpet. ‘I wasn’t at my best yesterday. I’m sorry.’

‘I don’t need an apology, Joan. But there was more to it than shock.’

Joan hesitated. ‘I . . . I think I might have been sickening for something,’ she said, looking up. ‘But whatever it was, it’s passed.’

‘That was it? That’s all?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

The Queen didn’t quite believe her, but she pressed on.

‘And Pamela was on good form the last time you saw her? It was at the party on Tobago, you said yesterday. Did you talk to her?’

‘No, ma’am. But I happened to catch sight of her on the beach. She seemed to be having a good time.’

‘You weren’t, I understand,’ the Queen said, thinking back to the reported description of Joan looking like thunder.

‘I-I didn’t enjoy the party, no.’ Joan stiffened. A look of intense regret flashed across her face. ‘But I had no inkling of what was coming. The last thing I expected was . . . what I found in her cabin. If I could have done anything to stop it . . .’ She swallowed and blinked hard.

‘I’m sure you would,’ the Queen said, sincerely. ‘But here we are. See if you can find out more, will you? Dominic has the rather silly Lieutenant Cobb looking into it for him, and I doubt he’ll get far, especially among the women of the household. I’m not sure how far Pots and his policemen will get with them, either. Dominic might want to keep you out of this, but I don’t think I can afford to.’

‘You think it merits investigation, ma’am?’ Joan asked.

‘I do, rather. Don’t you?’

‘The suitcase, you mean? The pill bottle Commander Evans couldn’t find?’

‘Those, yes, and apparently nobody saw Pamela come back from the party last night.’

‘Oh?’ Joan’s eyes glittered with purpose, which was good to see at last. ‘Thank you, ma’am. I’ll see what I can do.’



Back near the bow, Chief Inspector Chambers was glad to have the ear of the admiral. He didn’t know the man well – as head of the protection team, Chambers wasn’t quite senior enough to socialise with him on a regular basis – but he knew of Admiral Russell’s reputation as a steady pair of hands. He liked the cut of his jib, as they liked to say in the navy. They both had a highly trained professional background, and the same ultimate goal: Her Majesty’s safety. Chambers was hoping to recruit the man to his side in the . . . well, it wasn’t a battle, exactly, or even a struggle, really, more of a delicate power realignment . . . as to who reported to the Queen on the Sinclair business. Which, obviously, should be him.

‘Choking incident?’ the admiral asked.

‘Yes. My team have been hearing a rumour about Miss Sinclair having a medical emergency on the day she died. Strictly speaking, the day before she died, probably.’

‘Which day?’ the admiral queried, confused.

‘I mean, she probably died early yesterday morning, while we were at sea, and this would have been the day before, when we were still anchored in Tobago.’

‘Ah, yes, I see. No.’

‘No?’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘Didn’t what?’

‘Hear about one,’ the admiral said, with some finality.

Chambers paused, physically and verbally. He’d lost the thread of his own conversational gambit, and it wasn’t helping his cause. Did he dare ask the admiral to remind him what he hadn’t heard about? He’d sound like a fool. Oh, wait, the rumour. The rumour. About the choking incident, phew. The admiral hadn’t heard about one, and that was fine.

‘I see,’ he said solemnly, slowly moving forward along the deck again. ‘It doesn’t matter. I just wondered.’

‘Excuse me,’ the admiral said. ‘Somebody needs me.’

They were being rapidly approached by a Yottie in starched whites, bearing a brown envelope.

‘A message for me?’ the admiral asked.

‘Actually no, sir,’ the yachtsman said. ‘It’s for Inspector Chambers. I gather it’s urgent.’

He handed it over and retreated.

Chambers was already opening the envelope. It contained a short, printed signal that had just arrived from Trinidad.

‘Something serious?’ the admiral asked.

‘Possibly.’

‘Oh?’

Normally, Chambers wouldn’t comment, but in this case, he felt safe to do so. ‘A man at the cocktail party on Tobago has gone missing.’

‘Ah. D’you mean they can’t find him?’

‘In a way.’ Chambers glanced back down at the signal. ‘He left Trinidad by boat last night, under cover of darkness, before the police could bring him in.’

‘Oh dear,’ the admiral said. ‘That doesn’t sound too good for him, does it?’

‘No,’ Chambers agreed. ‘It certainly does not.’
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Chapter 8

After saying goodbye to Joan, the Queen spent a couple of hours going through her boxes of official paperwork from London. It was useful to have a day at sea every now and again to keep on top of it all.

When the time came for her mid-morning catch-up meeting with Sir Dominic and Pots, she was pleased to see that Joan was back to take notes this time. Sir Dominic didn’t look unduly unhappy about it. He seemed to have other things on his mind.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘Where have we got to?’

The private secretary took a deep breath. His newly tanned forehead was deeply furrowed.

‘I’m afraid it’s much worse than we feared, ma’am,’ he began. ‘I don’t want to sound alarmist, but, not to put too fine a point on it, the remainder of the tour is in doubt.’

He ran a distracted hand through his hair in a rather irritating gesture.

‘What do you mean, “in doubt”, Dominic?’

‘Pamela Sinclair was the unwitting dupe of a known republican agitator, ma’am. I thought he might kick up a fuss about being questioned, but as soon as he heard we were looking for him, he disappeared by boat, last night. The man’s name’s Derek Green. You met him on Tobago.’

‘The very tall man? The one Pamela was keen about? Yes, I did.’

Sir Dominic nodded. ‘The police and coastguard are searching for him now. Pamela thought he was an innocent local businessman – with interests in restaurants, hotels and so on. That’s how she described him in her briefing notes when he was invited to the garden party. But, in fact, he’s a republican firebrand with political connections all over the islands. Pamela spent a fair amount of time with him. It’s possible that she found out something she wasn’t supposed to. I hate to say it, but perhaps she somehow paid the price.’

‘Goodness.’ The Queen had been expecting an unhappy love affair, perhaps. Not a revolutionary plot.

‘I’ve been reading signals from the police all morning,’ he went on, flicking open the slim file that sat on his lap. ‘Green’s a well-known character in Trinidad. He’s written several inflammatory articles for local papers. His anti-British sentiments are no secret.’

‘What sort of sentiments?’

‘Well, for a start, he’s one of those people who blames us for the slave trade, and doesn’t think our successful campaign to stop it was enough of a correction.’

‘He’s not alone there,’ the Queen pointed out.

Sir Dominic consulted the notes he’d brought with him. ‘He’s absolutely furious about our plans to join the European Economic Community. He argues that we should favour the West Indies in all our trade deals, and welcome even the most illiterate, unskilled people into the UK so we can train them up and pay them well. I think I’ve summarised correctly. He’s spoken passionately about the recent Commonwealth Immigrants Act. He says it is designed specifically to keep black people out of the United Kingdom. I could go on.’

‘Again, he’s not alone,’ the Queen observed. ‘People say as much at home, in the Labour Party.’

‘He thinks we should pay enormous reparations for slavery, and that you personally should argue for them, ma’am. Meanwhile, he’s been unbelievably rude about the royal family—’

‘Oh? What has he said?’

‘Oh. Ah.’

Sir Dominic hesitated, but she gave him her blue-eyed stare.

‘Go on.’

‘Well, in a manner of speaking . . . That is, to summarise . . .’

‘Do tell.’

‘Well, ma’am—’ he squirmed ‘—he called you inbred Germans. Not you personally, but the family generally . . .’

She was briefly tempted to let him off the hook, but an impish streak took over and she decided not to.

‘Yes? And?’

‘And, and, and . . . and parasites like pimples on the backside of society, ma’am. He said that in a speech last year, according to the reports.’

‘He has a lively way with words.’

She would like to meet this man, she thought. Meet him again, that is, with a better understanding of what he was really thinking. Did he blame her for the slave trade? Mr Green had seemed so charming at the garden party. They were in a difficult relationship, she realised. She felt a sense of deep responsibility towards all her subjects. At the moment, he was one of them, even if he passionately didn’t want to be. Did he really think of her as an inbred German? More to the point, did that make him want to do her harm? Or Pamela? She’d had no sense of it at the time.

Throughout her private secretary’s ineffectual attempts not to sound alarmist, she was aware of her chief protection officer’s disdain. She was about to ask Chambers for his opinion, when Joan looked up from her notes and said,

‘Am I right that Mr Green was the very tall gentleman in the tailored suit, with the braided hair?’

Sir Dominic’s face clouded. ‘I’m not sure what he was wearing at the garden party. I don’t recall.’

‘I do,’ said Chambers. ‘That was him. Why?’

‘Oh,’ Joan said. ‘It’s just . . . I saw Pamela with someone on the beach that evening, and I think it might have been him.’

Sir Dominic frowned at her. ‘I don’t see how that—’

‘Which beach?’ Chambers asked Joan, cutting across him.

‘A little secluded one near the house, round the bay from where we were anchored.’

‘What were they doing together?’

Joan winced. ‘I’m not exactly sure. They were alone together, further along from me, standing quite close to each other. When I recognised the woman as Pamela, I must admit, I was surprised. I didn’t think she knew anyone there that well. I caught a glimpse of the man’s silhouette through a cluster of palm trees and now that I think of it, I recognise the height, and the hair. I couldn’t swear to it, though.’

There was a beat of silence.

‘And you didn’t think to tell me?’ Sir Dominic’s voice was icy.

‘You didn’t ask me,’ Joan said, cool to his cold. ‘I’ve been waiting to talk to someone.’

‘Waiting? While you knew that a woman who you found dead in the morning was alone with a man on the beach the night before?’

‘I did try and mention it to you yesterday . . .’

Sir Dominic raised a furious hand to shut her down. Chambers, who had observed how heavily Joan had been sidelined yesterday evening, was openly enjoying himself.

‘And you’re sure it was Derek Green?’ he asked.

‘No. Not really. I left them to it. When I passed the spot a few minutes later, they were gone. But it might have been him.’

‘What were they saying to each other?’

‘I’ve no idea. I was too far away to hear.’

The Queen decided that Joan had said her piece. There wasn’t time here to debate it.

‘And what do you think of Dominic’s theory about Mr Green?’ she asked Chambers. ‘Should I be worried?’

Pots couldn’t help a dismissive glance in the private secretary’s direction.

‘Well, one thing’s for certain, ma’am. Whatever he did or didn’t do with Miss Sinclair on Tobago, he didn’t personally deposit her in her cabin later. I think we might have spotted a six-foot-four black man sneaking about the ship with a body over his shoulder. It’s someone aboard we need to worry about.’

He ignored the bristling Sir Dominic, who glowered from his armchair.

‘So, you think I’m safe to continue the tour?’ she pursued.

Chambers was grave, as he had every right to be. His predecessor had worried tremendously for the Queen’s safety during her trip to Ghana five years ago. She was a relatively young mother of three children at the time. He would have preferred her not to go, but she’d insisted. Then came the serious attempt on General de Gaulle’s life the following year, and the assassination of President Kennedy the year after that. The risk was real. All it took was a gunman with a rifle and an element of luck, as Dallas had so horrifically shown. But what she liked about Pots was that he understood her need to carry on. She liked ‘can do’ people, and he was one.

‘As you know, I don’t take this lightly, ma’am,’ he assured her. ‘Given the political volatilities, we’ve been fully prepared for some kind of anti-British demonstration. We’ve ears to the ground on every island, but so far, the story is that the people in general retain their loyalty to you personally. My sources tell me the republicans think they’ll do more harm than good if they disrupt your visit. I’ve heard no different in the last couple of days. We’ll get backup from London to look for Green. But I think it would be an overreaction to abandon your engagements.’ His gaze flicked back to Sir Dominic, whose hand was once again raking his shiny hair. ‘I’ll keep you up to speed on whatever I hear, ma’am.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. As he well knew, her philosophy was that she had to be seen to be believed. She simply couldn’t do her job from a bunker. ‘Let me know if you find out anything that changes the situation. That is all.’
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Chapter 9

‘I could kill him.’

In the safety of his suite on the main deck’s starboard side, Sir Dominic faced Lieutenant Cobb and Joan. By tacit agreement, Joan was part of the team now, listening while the private secretary brought Cobb up to speed with this morning’s developments.

The golden boy smiled. He seemed to be enjoying himself.

‘You’ll have to find him first, sir.’

‘Not Mr Green, Peter ruddy Chambers. Pompous ass. He’s putting Her Majesty in direct danger and he knows it. Letting her carry on as if nothing’s happened. I mean, think about the bomb threat before we even took off from London. A bomb threat! This is not a game. Lionel, you’re quite sure Green or his associates couldn’t have come aboard that night, however briefly, in any capacity at all?’

‘Quite sure, sir. We were about to weigh anchor, so the blighters were extra careful to watch out for potential stowaways. Nobody could’ve got aboard who wasn’t supposed to be here.’

‘Then how did Pamela do it?’

Cobb inclined his head. ‘Ah, there you have me, sir. But if I might point out, she was a slim white woman, not an oversize black man with beads in his hair.’

‘Did you ask if any large items were stowed aboard that evening?’ Joan asked him

‘What, big enough to contain a hidden assistant to the assistant private secretary?’ Cobb asked glibly. ‘Actually, I did. Anyway, I was on the quarterdeck for much of the time myself, and no, there weren’t. Except for a generous crate of beer, and I went to check it later, and it was solid bottles. Even a cat would have struggled to hide there.’

Joan didn’t like his tone. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. They were all quite jokey with each other when they relaxed, but something about Cobb grated. However, he’d got her thinking.

‘She could have disguised herself in some way. As another partygoer perhaps? Was everyone accounted for individually?’

‘Yes.’ Cobb hesitated. ‘Um, no. I’m not sure. I’ll look into it. Perhaps she could have, but he couldn’t. Or any of his associates.’

Sir Dominic snorted in frustration and turned to Joan. ‘Are you sure about what happened on the beach with Green?’

‘Not really,’ Joan said. ‘As I told you, they were behind some trees and it was dark.’

‘You were sure enough to tell Her Majesty just now.’

‘Only that it might have been him. I caught the briefest glimpse by moonlight.’

‘Oh gosh, really?’ Cobb cut in. ‘You saw Pamela with the fugitive?’

‘Possibly.’

Sir Dominic frowned at her. ‘As far as we know, she’d never actually met anyone at that party until earlier in the day. And suddenly she was in a moonlit tryst. Didn’t it alarm you?’

Almost everything she did alarmed me, Joan thought to herself. That was part of the problem. It had been happening from the moment they’d arrived in the Caribbean.

‘Yes,’ she said simply. ‘It does in retrospect. I’m glad we’ve finally got the chance to talk about it.’

Sir Dominic caught the edge to her voice. She expected him to be even more infuriated by her unspoken rebuke, but his response surprised her.

‘I’m sorry, Joan,’ he said heavily. ‘I shouldn’t have kept you out of things. I know practically everyone aboard thinks you had something to do with it. Ha! But obviously, I know you didn’t. So does the Boss.’

‘The Boss?’ Cobb queried.

‘Her Majesty,’ Sir Dominic explained. ‘That’s what we call her. And the family’s the Firm. God knows, she’s in charge. People think I am. They have no idea.’

Cobb grinned. ‘You are to me, sir. And if you think it was this Mr Green on the beach with her, then it was,’ he said to Joan, as if that settled the matter. ‘You’ve got quite the reputation.’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked sharply.

He shrugged. ‘Only that you tend to be right about things. They say in the wardroom that not much gets past you. And you’re rather well connected, shall we say?’ He tapped his nose with a smile that made Joan want to slap him. ‘Anyway, maybe Pamela wanted something out of him. You know, something you could only get locally. A little bag of grass, perhaps . . . Maybe she wanted to experiment. When in Rome . . .’

‘Grass?’ Sir Dominic’s brow crinkled.

‘Marijuana, sir. Weed,’ Cobb elaborated. ‘They live on that stuff out here. They call it ganja.’

‘He’s a businessman, not a drug dealer,’ Joan said, frowning.

‘You think there’s a difference?’ Cobb shrugged.

Joan peered at him, hard. Cobb held his hands up.

‘Look, I’m not racist. One of my best friends at school was black. Well, Indian, but it’s the same idea. The West Indies are awash with the stuff. Just because it makes you uncomfortable, doesn’t mean it’s not true. I mean, we English are different. That’s all I’m saying.’

She gave him a look that would have dropped a lesser man at twenty paces.

‘I’m Irish,’ she said, coldly.

‘Look, I’m not worried about drugs,’ Sir Dominic interjected brusquely. ‘As her parents pointed out, we have no reason to believe Pamela took any. Not deliberately, anyway. I’m worried about what Green’s been plotting against the Queen. He’s known to have specifically anti-royal sentiments. There’s an outside chance Pamela was in on it, I suppose, in which case, God help us all, because he’ll know every last detail of the Boss’s schedule by now. But I’m more inclined to believe that she found something out that night. From then on, she was in danger. And yes, I know he couldn’t have followed her back on board, but the fact is, she’s dead. She had something in her system. Not “weed”, or “ganja”, or whatever you call it, Lionel, but something he or one of his associates could have slipped into a drink, or got into her bloodstream somehow. And once she was back on board, perhaps she realised what they’d done to her, and in her confusion, she tried to bar the door against whoever got her in that state, forgetting that they’d be several miles behind us by then.’

‘It’s possible, sir,’ Cobb agreed. ‘Absolutely possible. As soon as I find out who did get her aboard, I’ll ask what sort of state she was in. That might explain everything.’

‘It doesn’t explain what they’re going to do next,’ Sir Dominic muttered. ‘That’s what matters now. That, and managing the fallout we’re going to get from the press. No doubt the pack will be radioing their stories back the moment they get to St Vincent.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Which will be imminently. With luck, we’ll still have a day in hand because in Fleet Street it’s nearly time to put tomorrow’s edition to bed already. But come Monday, it’ll be all hands to the pumps. Ed will do the best he can, but . . . well, you know. I’ll need your help, Joan.’

‘You’ll have it,’ she promised.

The hapless Ed Temple was Sir Dominic’s replacement as press secretary in the private office. He was hard working and well meaning, but it turned out that he was unbelievably prone to seasickness, even aboard a ship that sailed as smoothly as Britannia. He’d spent most of the time in his cabin so far, and the rest of it looking extremely sorry for himself.

‘I’m afraid I need to go,’ Cobb told them. ‘I’m on watch later, and I need to get some shut-eye. I’m sorry to miss the film tonight. I’m rather partial to Julie Andrews.’

Sir Dominic nodded absently.

‘Let me know how you get on with Joan’s idea about the disguise. Meanwhile, if Mike Evans finds proof she was drugged a decent time before she died when he does the post-mortem, I think we’ve got our man. As long – as you say – as we can find him. We have all the local coastguards and the Americans on the alert. He won’t be able to stay under the radar for long.’

Nodding cheerfully, Cobb left them to it.

‘Drink?’ Sir Dominic asked Joan, once they were alone. ‘There’s time for a quick one before lunch. We haven’t got a busy afternoon.’

It was his way of apologising again for his earlier treatment. Her acceptance of a pink gin made peace between them.

‘I’m thinking of asking for a plan of cabin allocations on the lower deck,’ she told him, now they were friends again. ‘I knew where Pamela’s was, but not everyone else’s. After all, someone aboard must know how she got back. It might give us an idea of who she might have encountered in the corridors.’

‘Or been trying to avoid,’ Sir Dominic mused. ‘I suppose so. Let me know what you find out.’

‘And Snaps says the photographs he took of her cabin will be ready tomorrow. The enlarger was playing up yesterday.’

‘He took photographs? Was that your idea?’

‘Yes,’ Joan said brazenly.

‘Can’t he print them today?’

‘Apparently not,’ she told him. ‘The motion of the ship does the enlarger no favours. I assume you’ll want him to make copies for Pots, too?’ she added.

Sir Dominic briefly thought about it. ‘I don’t think that’s entirely necessary,’ he said lightly. ‘He can always ask me if he wants to see them.’

Joan hid her half-smile. She had yet to spend a full day in the private office without one power struggle or another. ‘Certainly, Dominic. Whatever you say.’
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Chapter 10

At sea

‘You decided where we’re going yet, Mr G.?’

The grizzled man at the wheel tilted his head, waiting for an answer. He’d set off last night, assuming that they’d head west for the coast of South America, a few hours motoring away. But the one instruction he’d been given was to go north. So his old charter boat had headed in that direction as fast as her diesel engines would take her.

‘Still thinking about it,’ Derek said.

He’d spent most of the morning asleep. It had been a long day yesterday, and a longer night, first looking out for the coastguard, then keeping watch while the captain got some rest. At first he’d seen plenty of boats in the distance, but none had approached them. After several hours, they were alone on the open water.

‘I mean, it’s not too late to head for Venezuela . . .’

‘That’s where they’ll be expecting me to go,’ Derek told the captain. ‘Besides, I don’t have any friends there. Do you?’

‘I know a few people.’

‘Well enough to trust them with my life?’

The other man laughed. ‘No, I don’t. Well enough to trust them with mine, maybe. But ain’t nobody gonna come for me.’

Derek sighed. The logical place to go would be Barbados. He knew good people there, who’d look after him whatever happened. But it was a long way out east, and the police would be half expecting him to go there for that very reason. He needed a better plan – a balance between who he could get to on this boat before it was tracked down, and who he could trust. At least there was a lot of ocean out there, a lot of islands and a lot of shoreline. The police and coastguard couldn’t be everywhere.

‘How about Grenada?’ the captain suggested. ‘We heading right there on this setting.’

‘I’m not touching Grenada. The Queen’s just been there on her big yacht. But I know a man in Bequia. You think you can get us there tomorrow?’

‘You know it, big man.’

‘And don’t call me “big man”, Clifford. You’re practically old enough to be my father.’

‘Don’t you tell me that! Sure I got a grey hair or two. But I’m younger than I look.’

Derek laughed. ‘Just call me DG. Everyone else does.’

‘You got it, DG. You wanna come and hold the wheel for a minute?’

Clifford disappeared inside the small cockpit to consult his maps and chart a course. When he came back out, he was holding two enamel mugs of hot coffee. Derek sipped at his gratefully.

‘I’m not going to ask what happened,’ Clifford said, sipping at his own mug and leaving a hopeful silence. When Derek didn’t fill it, he said, ‘But it was bad, right?’

‘Bad enough.’

‘They scared of you, that’s the problem.’

‘Of me?’

‘They hear you tell it like it is, no doubt. You a firebrand, DG. You got the gift, like Pentecostal spirits. When you speak, people listen.’

‘Thank you, Clifford.’

Derek was touched. He didn’t know the old man was much of a follower of his politics – only that he was a drinking friend, and had a nice, fast boat he rented to sport fishermen, and wouldn’t ask too many questions.

‘I hear you talk about how we gonna rise up. They bring us here in chains, but we finally break free. We no be prisoners of history. We’ll make them listen!’

A shaft of moonlight caught the gleam in Clifford’s eye, and reflected off his silver tooth. Derek saw the fire of a revolutionary – so different from the quiet man he knew from the bars in Trinidad, so laid-back he was almost horizontal.

‘We’re trying,’ he said with a rueful grin. ‘We’re trying.’

Derek knew how hard it was, and the obstacles that lay ahead. Sometimes, he wondered if he could take the weight of other people’s hope. After what had happened recently, he wondered if he dared still hope at all.

‘You can do this, DG,’ Clifford urged, sensing his tiredness. ‘Look, you go catch some Zs again. I’ll wake you for the next watch. I got you, man.’

Gratefully, Derek did as he was told. He took the skipper’s empty mug from him and took one last look at the empty horizon before heading down inside.
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Chapter 11

After dinner, the table was quickly dismantled and cleared away, so Britannia’s dining room could become a floating cinema. A steward unrolled the screen from its long box near the ceiling, and household staff and naval officers gathered along rows of assorted seating. When they were settled, the VIPs made themselves comfortable in armchairs in the front row.

Wearing a blue cocktail dress with diaphanous sleeves, Joan walked in at the back, just as the film was about to start. The assembled viewers quietly chatted and sipped from beer tankards or ice-clinking tumblers, but they paused to swivel heads in her direction. After a small, frozen pause, there were plenty of invitations for her to join them. She didn’t mistake these for anything more than what they were. Her currency as a source of onboard gossip was very high.

One of the smiliest nods in her direction came from the whisky-toting Mrs Medhurst, the motherly lady clerk who had given Joan the cabin map this afternoon. Joan took the proffered seat, but after a few words of thanks she turned to the smart young woman on her other side, who sat straight-backed, as if balancing a pile of books on her head of dark curls.

This was Annie Robertson, assistant to the Master of the Household, and the niece of a Scottish laird. She was said to be shy, and Joan had always found Annie a bit stand-offish, but she was willing to use her new notoriety tonight.

‘D’you mind me taking this seat? I’m feeling a bit restless. Sorry if my legs jiggle.’

‘Not at all,’ Annie assured her. ‘Go ahead, jiggle away.’

‘Thank you. Maybe Christopher Plummer will take my mind off it.’

Prince Philip didn’t like people to talk during the screening, but after pre-dinner cocktails, a couple of glasses of decent wine with the meal, and the post-prandial snifter they were currently enjoying, the audience were inclined to be a little unruly. As everyone had seen The Sound of Music at least once before, it wasn’t long before the first wisecrack was made about cowbells and lederhosen. When someone suggested taking a swig every time someone else pointed out a historical or military inaccuracy, the mood became increasingly convivial.

Joan turned to Annie again with a sigh. ‘I do love these moments, don’t you? The off-duty ones, when you remember what fun it can be. It makes the rest of it . . .’ She waved a hand, as if she didn’t want to talk about the rest of it.

Annie surveyed her with eager curiosity. ‘I so agree,’ she murmured. ‘Aren’t we lucky? I wanted to work at the palace since I was a little girl, but I never dreamed about being aboard a yacht.’

‘Mmm,’ Joan said. Personally, until she’d been offered her original typing job, she’d never dreamed about working at the palace. It had never crossed her mind it might be a thing.

‘And if I can just say, Joan . . .’

‘Please do.’

‘Well, I think you’re very brave to . . . Well, to come and be here with the rest of us. It shows grit. I’m sure you know what other people . . . Ahem.’

‘What other people are saying about me? Yes, I do. People like to talk, don’t they?’

Annie gave her a wide-eyed smile, just as the Lord Chamberlain turned round with a large ‘Shhhh.’ There were limits.

Joan shrugged and whispered, ‘I might go outside and get some air. You don’t want to join me, do you?’

She stood, and once again several heads swivelled to watch. Annie hesitated for a moment, then bestowed a Mona Lisa smile on the nearest gawpers, as if already possessed of secrets they could only guess at, and followed her out.

Apart from a distant officer, looking out to sea, they were alone on the teak-clad gangway of the upper deck. It was a cloudy night, but still possible to catch the odd glimpse of the starlit sky. Back in England, it would be a freezing February night. They’d be wearing woollen coats, or indoors, huddled around a fire. Instead, they walked to the railing together and watched the phosphorescence on the cresting tops of the waves, which made them look like they were lit from below.

‘Pamela would have loved this,’ Annie said with a sigh. She breathed in the heady sea air. ‘May she rest in peace. She was a good friend.’ She paused and threw a sly glance across at Joan. ‘I didn’t know her as well as you did, of course.’

Joan looked out to sea. ‘I’m not sure about that. I don’t know how well I knew her.’

‘Oh, but it was thanks to you that she came to work at the palace, wasn’t it?’

Joan pretended to look surprised by this conversational gambit, but it was exactly the sort of thing she’d been hoping for. Even for a reserved young woman like Annie, the opportunity to talk to the main suspect about the victim was too good a chance to miss.

‘I suppose I was instrumental,’ she agreed.

‘She told me it was . . . something about your aunt? Is that right? She’s a fashion designer and Pamela modelled for her?’

‘In a way,’ Joan said. ‘My aunt Eva used to be a seamstress, but then she designed a dress of her own last year and it sold like hot cakes, and now she does it full-time.’

Annie frowned. ‘Couture?’ she asked, dubiously.

‘No!’ Joan laughed. ‘Quite the opposite. She likes to make dresses young women can afford. With the first one, she put an advert in a couple of evening papers and it took off like a rocket. You might have seen some of the adverts since.’

Annie wrinkled her nose, confused. ‘Advertisements? I thought Pamela was a house model for a couturier. That’s what she told me. In a showroom. Like Chanel.’

Oh, did she? Joan thought. Pamela had been adept at creating her own narrative.

‘Not exactly. She was a catalogue model. That’s what my aunt does now – sells her designs through catalogues.’

‘Catalogues? Oh dear!’ Annie grinned in sympathy. ‘Poor you.’

Joan smiled back without replying.

‘So how did she get the job at the palace?’ Annie asked. ‘I mean . . . catalogues. She came from such a good family.’

‘She needed the money, I imagine,’ Joan said evenly. ‘She told me she wanted to live in London, and her parents wanted her at home in the country. They said if Pamela was going to be in the city, she had to make her own way, and to their great surprise, she did. I admired her for it.’ This much was true.

‘How did you pinch her from your aunt?’ Annie asked.

‘I could see she wanted more out of life than modelling,’ Joan explained. ‘I needed help in the filing department, so . . .’

‘The filing department? I thought she came to help you with Her Majesty’s diary.’

‘Not at first.’

‘The filing department!’ Annie giggled. ‘Gosh, she did tell whoppers. I never knew.’

‘How did you get to know her?’ Joan asked. She thought it was her turn to probe.

‘Well, I met her at a few parties. Friends’ houses, you know. I could tell she was the right sort.’ Annie caught herself and smiled apologetically.

Joan knew what she meant. As the relation of a seamstress who worked in catalogues, Joan wasn’t, and would never be, ‘the right sort’. She’d encountered this attitude more times than she could count over the last ten years. Interestingly, it never happened with the royal family. Prince Philip was as happy talking to a docker as a duke – and could be equally rude to both. But such disinterest was rare.

‘Were you good friends?’ Joan asked.

‘Not at first. But when I saw her at the palace, we got to know each other better. Pamela’s the same shoe size as me . . . Was the same shoe size . . . and we have the same taste in clothes . . . had the same taste . . . So we used to share. My uncle has a flat in Chelsea and we were talking about renting it together.’

Now, thinking about the plans that would never come to anything, Annie bit her lip, and pressed the edge of a finger against her eye. Her grief looked all the more real because she was trying to control it. Joan put a consoling hand on her shoulder.

‘I’m sorry. It must be very hard. You had cabins near each other, didn’t you?’

‘Yes! H-how did you know?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Joan smiled vaguely. She’d checked the cabin plan earlier: it was why she’d chosen Annie to talk to tonight. ‘You didn’t see her after the cocktail party on Tobago, did you?’

‘No. Did you?’

Joan shook her head

Annie threw her a sideways look. ‘The last time I saw her, you were there too, actually, when we went to the wardroom for a drink. She seemed fine then. I mean, she’d completely recovered from that awful incident with the lychee. People are so silly sometimes.’

‘They are, aren’t they?’ Joan agreed. She’d heard ‘the lychee’ mentioned several times, and didn’t know why. ‘Were you there when it happened?’

‘Yes, I was. It was the simplest thing. We were chatting in the mess after Her Majesty got back from her trip ashore – not the wardroom, our mess, an hour before – and there was a lovely platter of fruit on the table. Heavenly pineapple, papaya, you know, and we were having the odd mouthful, and suddenly, out of nowhere, Pamela stopped talking and went blue. It was completely awful. We had no idea what to do. We shooed everybody out, and then, luckily, one of the stewards came along, and he just went right up behind her and grabbed her by the middle, which I must say caught me by surprise, and squeezed her until I thought she was going to pop, and then out came this . . . thing . . . which later turned out to be a lychee, and we laughed about it. I mean, she was a bit shocked, and so was I, but then she went off to get changed for the cocktail party on the island, and the next time I saw her was in the wardroom, with you.’

‘You didn’t go to the party afterwards with her?’

‘I couldn’t.’ Annie shrugged. ‘I was in the middle of a letter to my mother.’

‘No. Really?’ Joan assumed Annie was using this as some sort of excuse, but she seemed perfectly serious.

‘Yes, absolutely. I love writing, don’t you? I’m nearly as bad as Pamela was. She always had about four letters on the go, and she spent ages on her diary. To be perfectly honest,’ Annie confided, ‘I’d rather write home than drink cocktails with just anybody. It’s fun when it’s friends – people one grew up with, you know – but the idea of making small talk with perfect strangers . . .’ She shuddered.

‘I understand,’ Joan murmured. How difficult if they weren’t the right sort. Meanwhile, she was wondering: had a diary been found in Pamela’s cabin? She hadn’t heard talk of one, but she’d seen letters lying around. Then she returned to the subject of that night. ‘You didn’t hear any rumours of how she got back aboard?’

‘No, nothing.’ With a frown of annoyance, Annie added, ‘I’ve heard two people, who I won’t mention, say Pamela did . . . it . . . to herself . . .’ she lowered her voice ‘. . . on purpose. With pills. I’ve never heard anything so irresponsible.’

Joan thought about the suitcase barricade.

‘You don’t think she was upset, or worried about anything?’

Annie shook her head vigorously. ‘Only a pimple on her nose, but honestly, you could hardly see it. She was on very good form, actually. I mean, people say that you . . . But I would never . . . I mean, how ridiculous.’ As she spoke, she was eyeing Joan carefully, searching for a reaction. She had no poker face at all, but Joan knew her own was good. ‘What did happen, Joan?’ Annie pleaded, giving up. ‘The admiral and the Master are being so cagey about it. You must know, though. You know everything.’

‘I seem to have that reputation,’ Joan muttered.

‘So, what was it? It wasn’t the lychee. Pamela didn’t do anything silly, she wasn’t the sort. And she can’t have just died in her sleep. She was firing on all cylinders the day before.’

Joan remembered something else Commander Evans had said. ‘It does happen,’ she suggested. ‘She might have had a heart condition she didn’t know about.’

Annie’s eyes filled again.

‘Oh gosh. Isn’t that awful? I wonder if you’re right. She was so lovely to me. And such a good daughter to her mother, after everything, you know. Just a beautiful, pure soul.’

Who lied about what kind of modelling she was doing, and what kind of work I gave her, Joan thought. Not as pure as all that, but no devil, either. She gave Annie’s shoulder another gentle squeeze. ‘I really am sorry.’

To her surprise, Annie leaned in and gave her a hug. ‘You’re so sweet, Joan. Not at all like people say.’

With that, she turned to go back inside.
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Chapter 12

The Queen had noticed Joan slip out of the film, followed by Gerry Robertson’s niece, who was something in the Master of the Household’s department. She wondered what they were talking about, and strongly suspected it wasn’t anything to do with The Sound of Music.

There was a surprisingly tranquil mood onboard tonight. Pamela’s death was being put down to various causes that were either tragic and mundane, or so ridiculous (Joan as some sort of evil Disney queen) that no one could really take them seriously. Most royal household members hadn’t known her well, and the Yotties not at all. The Queen was wrong to have assumed they would be as alarmed as she was.

She was thinking about this as she led the way from the cinema to the drawing room. Here, a jazz quartet from the band of the Royal Marines were playing Frank Sinatra numbers for people to dance to before they retired for the night. Philip had disappeared, and was probably catching up with the other officers in the wardroom over a beer or two, so she picked her equerry – a charmer from the Coldstream Guards – for a foxtrot.

As they whisked around the floor, the young man brought her up to speed on the latest racing results from Haydock Park. They paused while the clarinettist from the jazz quartet did an impeccable solo during ‘Fly Me to the Moon’, and found themselves discussing the Soviet Union’s successful launch of two dogs into space (how absolutely awful for them, they agreed, but also, how impressive) and speculating about whether NASA would really manage to get a man onto the moon before the decade was out. Her equerry was doubtful, but the Queen was inclined to be optimistic. The same optimism, perhaps, that led her to side with Pots over Sir Dominic on the question of whether to go ahead with all her engagements tomorrow. She would, of course she would. But if she were to perform them well, she ought to go to bed sooner rather than later tonight.

‘I’m afraid it’s time for me to retire,’ she told the equerry. ‘It’s nearly midnight.’

He grinned. ‘Like Cinderella.’

‘Not exactly like Cinderella. Tell the others they can carry on without me for a little while. I’d hate to stop the band in mid-flow.’



She went to her bedroom unaccompanied, and about half an hour later Philip poured himself in through the adjoining door from his room, full of the joys of spring and several bottles of Boddingtons.

‘There you are, Lilibet!’

‘Where else would I be?’

‘I thought young Sir Dominic might have you cowering behind some sort of improvised shield by now.’

He undid his bow tie.

‘I don’t cower,’ the Queen pointed out.

‘I know you don’t.’ He slid into a chair and took off his shoes. ‘But Dominic does. The man could be blown over by a summer breeze. I don’t know if he’s got the balls for this job, Lilibet. Hugh had balls. Dominic’s got himself tied up in knots with this Sinclair business. Seems to think we should all be checking under our beds for hidden revolutionaries.’

‘Who have you been talking to?’ she repeated.

He grunted. ‘I was in the wardroom, playing wombat tennis with a few of the officers, when—’

‘Wombat tennis?’

‘Yes,’ he said, annoyed. ‘You remember. Someone bought a stuffed toy wombat in Australia, and now they throw it up into the ceiling fan of the bar, and you have to bat it around. It gets quite heated, I can tell you.’

She did remember, now she came to think of it. Another officer had described it to her once. It sounded great fun, and she was rather sorry she’d never been invited to play. But it might be a bit of a challenge to maintain one’s dignity while lunging for a flying Antipodean soft toy in a crowded bar, even for her.

‘I’m sure it does,’ she said. ‘Sorry to interrupt.’

‘Anyway, who should come in but Pots, as a guest of the navigation officer. I was sitting down after a particularly violent round, and he asked if I’d mind a stroll around the deck, which I wouldn’t. Mind, I mean. He had the decency to apologise to me for not offering to keep me up to speed on this Sinclair business earlier. He’s a decent sort. But he’s frustrated, Lilibet. Very much so. Your private secretary seems to have this mad idea that Pamela interrupted some sort of Gunpowder Plot, calypso-style. Mike Evans is still pretty sure she just took too many sleeping pills, poor kid. Pots thinks if she had a problem with anyone, it was someone aboard this ship. Which is far more worrying, frankly.’

‘Is it?’

‘Not for you, obviously. But for the rest of us. If Pamela was scared of someone, we bloody well need to know who it is.’

‘I’m sure Pots is working on it.’

‘He is,’ Philip assured her. ‘That twerp, Cobb, isn’t helping – going around at Dominic’s bidding, trying to do Pots’s job for him, and confusing the hell out of everyone.’

‘He hasn’t become an immediate favourite,’ she agreed. ‘I gather the admiral recommended him.’

‘Huh.’ Philip leaned down and removed his silk socks. ‘Trouble is, Cobb’s uncle is a war hero. Shot down over France and fought his way out. Went back and did it all again. Admiral Russell’s always been a fan.’

‘I see,’ the Queen said, thoughtfully.

‘Cobb got the name, but not the moral fibre. All flash and no bang. I’m surprised the admiral can’t see it. Anyway, Pots seems to have this thing in hand. He’s not panicking, most importantly, and you can relax. It’s Sunday tomorrow, anyway. Church in the morning. Nothing too strenuous.’

Philip called for his valet and went back through the connecting door to divest himself of his other garments. He left the Queen thinking that Pots had played a very poor game of his own just now. She had been tending towards favouring her protection officer’s more down-to-earth point of view about the handling of Pamela’s death – but he had spent his time trying to recruit her husband as a spokesman for his cause, and Elizabeth never liked to feel manipulated.

Sir Dominic might be a bit of a panicker, which wasn’t what one needed in a private secretary, but he wasn’t Machiavellian. Some might argue that that’s exactly what she did need, but she wasn’t Machiavellian, either, except in extremis. As Philip would say of cricket, she liked to play with a straight bat. She didn’t entirely trust people who didn’t. Pots might have gained an ally, but he had lost this battle, and Sir Dominic had gained an advantage without knowing it.
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PART 2

THE MAN WITH THE LIQUORICE STICK
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Chapter 13

St Vincent, Sunday, 13 February

Once again, the Yotties went about their silent business on deck as the new dawn broke. After threading her way past a string of verdant islands, Britannia arrived offshore and quietly dropped anchor, ready for another day.

The Queen awoke to a now-familiar view of dark, volcanic hills and brightly painted houses. This time, the crystal waters of Kingstown in St Vincent took the prize for the most multicoloured and glorious of the trip so far. She kept returning to her bedroom windows to admire them as Bobo MacDonald, her dresser, helped her get ready for church.

Mustique was not far away, and she wondered what her sister was up to today. The facilities there were very basic, yet somehow Margaret, who adored champagne and Dior couture, managed to enjoy weeks of island life without reliable electricity or running water. The blueness of the sky, the relaxed pace of life and the warm, scented air had something to do with it. St Vincent promised these too, today.

It made it all the more tragic that one member of the household wasn’t here to enjoy it. The Queen thought of Pamela, cold and still, in the storage room below, and the contrast with the glorious day outside was heartbreaking.

However, that was not what the good people of St Vincent and the Grenadines wanted from her this morning. She would save her thoughts for the service in the cathedral, later. Meanwhile, she added several puffs of powder to keep any shiny skin at bay.



Peter Chambers worked very hard that day to make it look as if he was barely working at all. The chief protection officer was encouraged that the islanders welcomed Her Majesty with enthusiasm and a twenty-one gun salute. After church, the day took on a familiar pattern: a hospital visit, a pageant, and the almost-inevitable tour of the island in a convertible.

At moments like these, Pots tried to put Dallas as far from his mind as he could. He had liaised with the local force for weeks to get the Queen’s protection right without looking heavy-handed. Every day, she put herself in danger by appearing in public, but they’d discussed it a hundred times, and his job was to let her do what she did best. Otherwise, as she said, ‘What’s the point of me?’

Throughout each engagement, she beamed with delight at everyone she met. Her whole demeanour radiated pleasure. Had he managed to persuade her yesterday that she really wasn’t at threat? If so, he’d done a better job with her than he’d done with himself. He realised he was more worried than he’d let on. Not as jumpy as that idiot, Sir Dominic, but ‘alert’. That was a good way of putting it. Very alert, and despite the fact that St Vincent was a place he wouldn’t mind returning to one day, with his family, a good book and time on his hands, he’d be glad when this day was over.



Sir Dominic, who followed the royal couple in a separate car, was actually having a very good morning. Before leaving Britannia, he’d read the digest of London’s Sunday papers, and there was remarkably little about the death on the royal yacht. The ex-press officer in him was more than happy for his fears of front-page headlines to have been unfounded. Somehow, the press pack had convinced themselves that Pamela’s role was temporary and junior, and that she might have died from ‘an allergic reaction to her medication’. Where on earth had they got that from? Her parents, God bless them, had released a photograph of her from a youthful gymkhana, so old and blurred and out of date that only the Sunday Express had bothered to run with it, and it was an unfortunate snap that made the poor girl look marginally less attractive than her pony.

If Mr Sinclair was trying to protect his little girl, he knew his business. Dominic sent up a silent prayer of gratitude. And once again, the crowds were out in force to welcome the Queen; the republicans, such as they were, had chosen to keep a low profile.

St Vincent was one of the few places he hadn’t needed to worry about unduly in the run-up to the tour. The islanders weren’t asking for independence; in fact, it would suit the pen-pushers back at home if they wanted to be more of it. As far as Dominic knew, Mr Green didn’t have any radical associates here. They might just get away with a day of peace and quiet. Then tomorrow, Commander Evans could perform the post-mortem in Barbados, and they could put out some bland – hopefully, true – story about a sad accident with barbiturates, and carry on as before.

Even Ed Temple, the new press secretary, had managed to rise from his bunk long enough to be useful for five minutes. He was liaising with the transmitter room on Britannia about further signals from the police in Trinidad and Tobago, and would come ashore if he needed to update Dominic urgently about anything to do with Green.

Joan, meanwhile, sat beside him in the car, dressed for church and lost in thought.

‘How’s Hector?’ he asked, to jolly her up.

‘I don’t really know,’ the APS said, looking out of the window, at the crowds of flag-waving schoolchildren lining the streets.

‘Still thinking of moving?’

‘Yes, probably.’ She turned back to face him. She was very glum.

‘You could go too,’ he said expansively. ‘Take Washington by storm. They’d love you in America.’

‘Why?’ she asked, sceptically.

‘Because you’re English. Well, British. They love that. Actually, you’re Irish, as you say, and they love that even more, don’t they? The Kennedys are always reminding everyone how Irish they are. And you’re . . .’ It didn’t do to overpraise people, but she was giving him an odd look and it was the truth. ‘You’re efficient, and you’ve got verve, Joan. You get things done.’

‘Don’t people find that rather pushy?’ she wondered.

‘Perhaps, a little. But that’s what I mean. Americans love that sort of thing. They call it get up and go. Or whatever they call get up and go, anyway. I think you’d slay ’em.’ He grinned. ‘They definitely say “slay ’em”.’

Lord help him if she actually did go, but he was in a good mood, and he wanted to share it. He was glad he’d apologised earlier for freezing her out. Dominic was a softie, he knew. Another reason he wasn’t really cut out for his own job. He wouldn’t mind some of that edge.

But at least he managed to get half a smile out of her.

‘You’re just trying to get rid of me,’ she said.

‘Ha! Yes, obviously,’ he told her with a nervous laugh.

Please, God, may she never leave.



At ten past three in the afternoon, the relative moods of Dominic and Chambers were about to be reversed. Ed Temple found them both grabbing lunch in the staff dining room at Government House between a tour of the botanical gardens and the afternoon reception.

‘What’s the matter?’ Dominic asked, abandoning his egg and cress sandwich.

‘Um, please can I have a word with you outside?’ he asked.

Their conference was brief, and Dominic returned feeling bloody.

‘What is it?’ Pots asked him. ‘Have they found Green?’

‘Not yet.’

‘News of a plot, then?’

‘No. Not exactly.’ Dominic’s shoulders slumped. ‘Pamela’s father has been in touch.’

‘Mr Sinclair? You like him,’ Pots said. ‘He did that thing with the photo of Pamela and the pony you told me about.’

Dominic arched an eyebrow. ‘I thought I liked him. I had the impression he was helping us. Loyal citizen, protecting the sovereign. That sort of thing.’

He sighed and looked at his abandoned sandwich, and then at the open kitchen door, through which voices could be heard. He nodded his head towards the gardens, where there was a greater chance of privacy. Pots might as well know. Hands behind their backs, they walked along a stone path, beside a flower border bursting with oleander and creamy calla lilies, and a wall draped in purple bougainvillea.

‘Mr Sinclair. Loyal citizen,’ Pots prompted.

‘Well, he isn’t,’ Dominic said. ‘Quite the opposite. It turns out, it’s every man for himself. Certainly, he wants his daughter’s reputation protected. He’s not so concerned about Her Majesty’s.’

‘In what way?’

‘I’ve just been informed . . . Informed, note, not consulted . . .’ Dominic huffed, ‘that the Sinclairs are bringing in a pathologist of their own to act as a second opinion on the post-mortem tomorrow.’

‘What?’

‘Exactly that.’ He didn’t hide his irritation. ‘They clearly don’t trust Commander Evans, the most eminent surgeon in the Royal Navy, and long-term adviser to Her Majesty the Queen. They’d rather use the services of some old pal of Sinclair’s from his university days, who’s now working at a hospital lab in Orlando, of all places. He’s flying in from Florida and he’ll be in Barbados tomorrow morning. Sinclair’s “sure we won’t mind”, and of course we look highly suspect if we do. He obviously thinks we’re prepared to make up whatever result suits us, and throw his daughter’s reputation to the wolves, metaphorically speaking, if we have to.’

Pots cocked his eyebrow again and cast a wry look that Dominic didn’t care for.

‘And you mean to say . . . you wouldn’t?’

‘What, throw her reputation to the wolves?’

‘If you had to.’

‘We don’t have to. Evans thinks she died of an accidental barbiturate overdose, and if she didn’t, she was probably poisoned on Tobago. Why would we lie?’

‘What if it turns out she was up to her neck in LSD, for example?’ Pots asked. Was the man being deliberately provocative? ‘Or heroin, or something. What if she took it willingly? She hid the evidence, after all . . . or someone did. There’s no neat little bottle of pills to support Evans’s overdose theory.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Dominic muttered.

But Pots was an experienced policeman. He had a point.

‘Even if she took something . . . stronger . . . let’s say,’ Dominic allowed, ‘why would we go on about it? Unless she was poisoned, which is a different matter. It’s as much in our interest as Sinclair’s not to suggest we had a junkie aboard Britannia. God forbid.’

‘Then perhaps this new guy is the Sinclairs’ insurance,’ Chambers suggested. ‘To make sure you both play by the same rules.’

‘Tell the truth if it suits us, you mean, and obfuscate if it doesn’t?’

‘Something like that.’

‘I’m not sure I could get Commander Evans to obfuscate, even if I wanted him to. In fact, I’m pretty sure I couldn’t.’

‘No. But you could do it yourself,’ Pots said. ‘You’re the one in charge of communications, after all. And it would make it easier for you if there was someone who disagreed with the commander. If he wasn’t coming to the right conclusion.’

Dominic tuned to stare at the chief inspector. He saw him in a new light.

‘I wonder if you’re right.’

Pots smiled, and patted him on the back. ‘You’ll find I usually am, Sir Dominic.’
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Chapter 14

At half past six, the Queen’s schedule allowed for Joan to have a ten-minute catch-up session back on board. They met in the sun lounge, with the firm instruction to the footman outside the door that they weren’t to be disturbed.

The visit to St Vincent had been short, but good for the soul. Elizabeth had very much needed the cathedral service in the morning. It was a chance to commune with the divine force that had given her her life’s mission, and particularly today, with the responsibility for Pamela Sinclair weighing heavy on her shoulders. It had been a joy to share the occasion with the people of the island, dressed in their Sunday finest and singing the familiar hymns with hearty enthusiasm and very good voices. Sometimes, just occasionally, Anglican services in regional churches in England could be rather muted affairs, as if half the congregation was really thinking about Sunday dinner. Not so here. The Queen’s may not have been the loudest voice, but she’d felt very much at home.

‘That was delightful,’ she told Joan, as they made themselves comfortable on the wicker chairs. ‘And the gardens in the afternoon . . . They almost put Kew to shame. I could have spent all day there. Philip definitely could.’

‘You should hear the administrator’s secretary talk about them,’ Joan said with a grin. ‘I spent an hour with her. She could run the tourist board all by herself.’

‘Is there anything we need to talk about?’

‘I think Sir Dominic has an update for you,’ Joan told her. ‘He didn’t tell me what it was, but he looked very dour in the boat on the way back to Britannia.’

‘How interesting.’

‘Meanwhile, I got the enlargements back from Snaps this afternoon, showing the state of Pamela’s cabin after she died, ma’am.’

The glint in Joan’s eye was promising.

‘Oh?’

‘And it wasn’t as messy as it should be,’ Joan said. ‘Do you remember, there were papers scattered around?’

‘I do. On her dressing table.’

‘At least two of them were letters that she was in the middle of writing, ma’am. I remember them distinctly, on airmail paper, in her handwriting, tucked into an open drawer.’ Joan’s memory was photographic, and proved very useful. ‘Annie Robertson told me Pamela liked to write home,’ she went on. ‘But the letters had gone by the time the photographs were taken. I asked the housekeepers if they’d tidied them away, but they promised they hadn’t touched anything, as instructed. Pots didn’t see them either, which makes sense, because he didn’t get to the cabin until after Snaps.’

‘But wasn’t the cabin guarded?’ the Queen asked. It had been when they arrived. Chief Petty Officer Gubbins had been standing outside the door.

‘Unfortunately, there was a misunderstanding about the need to keep someone on the door after the body was removed, ma’am. It was left alone for a couple of hours in the morning, until Lieutenant Cobb noticed and raised the alarm.’

‘That’s less than ideal,’ Elizabeth observed. ‘What do Pots and Sir Dominic think about the letters?’

Joan made a wry face. ‘I haven’t had a chance to tell Sir Dominic yet. But I bumped into Pots on the way here. I asked his opinion, and I’m not sure he believes me, ma’am.’

‘What?’

‘He remembers the room being generally disorganised. There were various papers lying about. He thinks I might be mistaken about the missing ones. The rest are still there, along with all her jewellery.’

The Queen doubted very much that Joan was mistaken, though Pots almost certainly was.

‘Has he seen the photographs?’

‘Not yet, ma’am.’

‘Snaps made a set for him, yes?’

Joan’s hesitation was as good as a ‘no’, and the Queen could guess exactly why.

‘Oh for goodness’ sake! One-upmanship gets us nowhere. Make sure he has one.’

‘Yes, ma’am. I also think Pamela wrote a diary,’ Joan added. ‘The photos show there was a separate bottle of ink and a fountain pen on her bedside table. Annie Robertson said she mentioned writing one, but all Pots found was a pocket appointment book. He assumes that’s what Annie meant. I don’t, though.’

The Queen agreed. ‘A girl like Pamela would have had more to say than she could fit in a pocketbook. I think you might have a little poke around, don’t you? Of course, if someone took it, they might have thrown it overboard, but it’s hard to do that here without being overlooked. If they’d been caught in the act, it would have been damning, so they might have stashed it somewhere. The letters, too.’

‘I’ll see what I can find, ma’am,’ Joan promised.

And once again, the Queen’s serenity was shattered. It was so tempting to believe that Pamela’s death was a heartbreaking accident, but there was, literally and metaphorically, no getting around that suitcase behind the door. The missing bottle . . . And now missing letters and an absent diary. It couldn’t be a coincidence.
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Chapter 15

Barbados, Monday, 14 February

On the morning of St Valentine’s Day, dawn slowly turned the waters pink in the shelter of Carlisle Bay. For everyone aboard Britannia, Bridgetown in Barbados was a return to the place where the Queen had joined the royal yacht two weeks ago. Now, after sailing to the coast of South America and back, via five islands, the yachtsmen were looking forward to pausing for a couple of days to refuel, restock and touch up some paintwork, while the royal household worked flat out to ensure that forty-eight hours of visits and entertaining went as smoothly, and with as much panache, as everyone expected of Her Majesty.

This time, the royal yacht didn’t need to anchor off the coast. As the first stopping-off place for sailing ships from Europe, Bridgetown boasted ever-expanding port facilities, and Britannia sailed into a comfortable berth. Soon after sunrise, a sombre group of men made their way down the gangway to the quay in Deep Water Harbour, watched over by Lieutenant Cobb from the quarterdeck. The group was led by Commander Evans, in uniform, and Sir Dominic, dressed in a dark suit and black tie. Behind them, two Yotties from the Royal Marines carefully wheeled a gurney, on which lay the canvas-wrapped body of Pamela Sinclair.

A van and an official Rover took the group to the new Queen Elizabeth Hospital. There, they were met by the hospital’s administrator, the district medical examiner, and Professor Hank Gadwell, the lugubrious American pathologist brought in by the Sinclairs, who had flown in from Florida the night before.

To Dominic’s relief, Professor Gadwell shook Mike Evans’s hand with a good deal of vigour, slapped him on the back and said, ‘It’s good to meet you, sir. It’ll be an honour to do this together.’

‘The honour’s all mine, I assure you,’ Evans said smoothly.

‘I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.’

Evans nodded. ‘I agree. Miss Sinclair’s death is a real loss.’

‘I mean . . . I’m talking about my unusual assignment. I’ve known Mr Sinclair for many years. He likes to be in control, shall we say. He asked me to do him this favour, and when he asks, you don’t say no.’

‘I’m more than happy for us to work together,’ Evans told him.

Of all of them, Evans himself had been the least bothered about being second-guessed by another professional. He trusted his own skills and experience, and was confident he’d come to the correct conclusions, with or without help.

‘Talking of which . . .’ Gadwell added. He gestured awkwardly towards a corridor leading off the main hospital lobby. ‘They’re waiting for us there. They’d like to say hello.’

His gaze included Dominic, who hesitated slightly, before donning the unreadable mask of the courtier. Barbados was one of those places seriously considering independence, and there were some difficult conversations about procedure and legislative details to be had today. Dominic had a million things to do, important things, in the glare of the world’s press and with the most delicate political niceties to manage, not to mention the worrying fact that the deceased might well have uncovered a plot to harm Her Majesty that could be enacted at any minute. He really didn’t have time for this. But he nodded sympathetically.

‘Of course. Please lead the way.’

The room at the end of the corridor was yellow, and hot, and smelled of fresh paint. (The Queen and the Duke would be arriving in a few hours.) It contained four plastic chairs, two flies that were desperately trying to get out of the netted window, and a seated, middle-aged woman who seemed at first glance to be impossibly tiny, being comforted by a slightly older man who seemed impossibly large.

The latter stood up, and held out his hand. He wasn’t fat, but he was tall and broad, and he radiated an aura that made the room seem hardly big enough to hold him.

‘Jock Sinclair. This is my wife, Jennie. Good morning.’

Mrs Sinclair didn’t look up as Dominic and Mike Evans shook hands with her husband and gave him their condolences. She sat curved over, with her patent leather handbag on her lap and her eyes on the floor. Her spine seemed to protrude through her immaculately tailored tweed jacket. How she could possibly wear such an item in this heat, Dominic couldn’t imagine, but nothing seemed to penetrate her shield of sadness. She could probably wear an overcoat, he thought, and she wouldn’t notice.

‘Now, look here, Sir Dominic,’ Sinclair boomed, after introductions had been made. He planted a large, heavy hand on Dominic’s shoulder. ‘I’ve got some ideas about how we’re going to handle this. I’d like us to talk while the medics get on with the . . . um . . . with the business. A few wrinkles we need to iron out. You’ve got a moment, I assume?’

Dominic stiffened every sinew he possessed.

‘Actually, Mr Sinclair—’

‘Jock, man, Jock.’

‘In fact, Jock, I’m sorry, but I have a beast of a day today. I can’t begin to imagine your grief, and your wife’s . . .’

‘Don’t try. You can’t.’

‘No indeed. There’s really nothing more important than making sure you have everything you need, but . . .’

‘What?’

Sinclair’s face loomed in. He was powerful, he had a plan, and he wanted Dominic’s submission. He wasn’t used to ‘but’s.

‘But . . . I’m sure my capable second in command can help you out. She can be at your disposal.’

‘She? A woman?’

‘Joan McGraw is Her Majesty’s Assistant Private Secretary . . .’

‘A typist?’

‘Not at all. Neither am I,’ Dominic gently reminded him.

‘Oh. Ah.’ For a second, Jock Sinclair remembered that he was talking to the Queen’s right-hand man. He retreated slightly.

‘Your second in command, you say? And we can talk to her this morning?’

Dominic had been going to suggest the afternoon. This morning was absolutely packed.

‘Yes, of course,’ he said, hating himself.

Sinclair seemed to shrink back down to something approaching human size. ‘My wife and I are very grateful.’

Dominic smiled wanly. Forgive me, Joan.
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Chapter 16

Another man had arrived in Bridgetown on Sunday night. Chief Inspector Fred Darbishire, from the Murder Squad in Scotland Yard, had flown in from London Airport, via a stopover in Bermuda, and was getting ready to have a meeting with Chief Inspector Chambers. He knew the Queen’s chief protection officer vaguely through the force, but that wasn’t why he’d been chosen for this assignment. Fred had come into the royal orbit a couple of times before, once when a high-class escort and her client were found murdered on his patch in Chelsea, and another time when a witness saw a body from the royal train. He’d become the Met’s ‘go to’ man where the divining rods of ‘royalty’ and ‘murder’ occasionally met.

Fred’s two girls had been small when he solved the Chelsea murders. ‘Solved’ them. He always thought of the term in quotation marks, partly because his boss had taken most of the credit at the time, and also because Fred had the strong suspicion that he’d been getting help from very high up the food chain in royal circles to get as far as he did in the investigation. The second time, he’d been called up to the Potteries just as his eldest had started big school. Now, the girls were both teenagers. Teenage girls in London, and him not there to keep an eye on them! Lord above! He hoped to get this sorted out sharpish, so he could get back to them before any damage was done.

Because things could go wrong, horribly wrong for a young woman, and he knew that better than anyone. Take this case, for example. A dead servant of some sort; suspicion of drugs; a hint of violence; a missing suspect. The order had come from on high: Do as much as you can on land, while drawing as little attention to yourself as possible. Fred was good at working unobtrusively; it was his natural style where possible. But still, when the young person in question had died aboard the Royal Yacht Britannia, just how easy was that going to be?



Joan returned the doorman’s friendly greeting as she walked inside the pink Palladian splendour of the Sandy Lane Hotel. Inside, she was spitting. What was wrong with Dominic? He knew how much she had to do today. Now, he was touting her out as a nursemaid, and yes, of course, she felt desperately sorry for the bereaved parents of a much-loved daughter, but, honestly.

An elegant receptionist greeted her in the airy lobby.

‘I’m here to see Mr Jock Sinclair,’ she explained.

The receptionist checked her notes. ‘Are you Miss McGraw? I believe he’s expecting you. Just one minute and someone will show you through.’

Joan waited while the receptionist dealt briefly with a hotel guest. It gave her time to look around and take in her surroundings. She was glad she was wearing one of the smartest summer dresses she could find in Dickins & Jones last August, along with her pearls. In anything less, she’d have felt out of place. As well as a stunning glimpse of the sea, framed by coral stone arches, the lobby had the air of nonchalant luxury that comes from marble floors, an army of smiling staff, and about a hundred orchids in a massive pink display.

Was this where the Sinclairs had chosen to come and grieve their daughter? It was no doubt comfortable, but it had a determined air of ‘fun’ about it. Joan felt a dissonance that made her uneasy.

‘Miss McGraw? This way, please.’

A bellhop in a white jacket showed her out to a wide, raised terrace shaded by vast mahogany trees. A bronzed couple were walking near the sea below, he in rolled-up trousers, she in a wide straw hat, looking both carefree and impossibly chic. Waiters strode by bearing drink-laden trays for groups who lounged at various tables. Joan’s guide took her to the furthest table from the entrance, where a couple sat alone and silent. At her approach, the man stood, and the woman didn’t.

Mr and Mrs Sinclair.

‘My heartfelt condolences,’ Joan said.

‘Miss McGraw. You were the one who found her?’ Mr Sinclair asked.

‘I . . . Yes. How did you know?’

‘I read the paperwork,’ he told her brusquely. ‘The small print. All of it. There was a briefing note.’

Joan frowned, shading her eyes from the sun. ‘But . . .’

‘I wasn’t supposed to see it?’ Jock Sinclair said. He smiled; not a happy smile. ‘Like I say, I read it all. Do sit down. What’ll you drink? Waiter! Boy! Over here. We’ll have another iced tea for my wife, a fresh pot of tea for me and . . . yes, bring a cup and saucer for my guest, would you? Now, down to business, Joan. May I call you Joan? Good. I’m Jock, as no doubt Sir Dominic told you. He said you were at my disposal, but he was being polite. You’re a busy woman, Joan, with a busy day ahead of you. I promise I won’t take up too much of it.’

Joan had taken a seat at the table, as requested. She was trying to make sense of this man, who was as intimidating as he was charming, when he chose to be, no doubt highly intelligent, and naturally inclined to be rude. She didn’t like the way he’d called the waiter ‘boy’. He was not a man to be underestimated, she thought. Glancing across at his shrunken wife, she pitied the poor woman, having to put up with this for at least a quarter of a century.

‘How can I help?’ she asked.

‘You can’t help. Nobody can help,’ Sinclair said, with some finality. ‘It’s how I can help you. We all know what’s happening with Pamela right now . . .’

At this, his wife’s bony hand shot out and she grabbed his wrist. Joan saw her knuckles go white with the strength of it. She shook her head once.

‘I’m sorry, dear,’ he said quietly. ‘I shouldn’t have.’ He turned back to Joan. ‘What I mean is, they’re going to find out what killed her, and though I’m absolutely one hundred per cent certain that it wasn’t a drug overdose or anything like that – and I have good reason to be, I promise you, I’m not some soppy father making it up – while it wasn’t that, if she took any medication of any description, the press are bound to make a thing of it. Young girls, party girls . . . that sort of thing. You know how it goes. Pamela wasn’t one, but she did attend the odd soirée. They could easily get the wrong idea. But the thing is, the thing that’s quite clear from the paperwork . . .’

How had he got hold of it? Joan wondered. There were only internal memos of the highest level of confidentiality, shared between Britannia, Buckingham Palace and the Cabinet secretary.

‘. . . is that there was some level of violence. Bruising and so on. Someone saw her having an argument. The police are looking for a man called Green.’

‘I must ask, how do you know this?’

‘About Green? I have friends in the police force on Trinidad, and here. Several of the islands. It helps to know what’s going on. Anyway, Green’s done a runner, and he’s clearly mixed up in all of this somehow.’

‘I don’t understand what you want me to—’

‘It’s easy. If the press do start throwing mud at Pamela’s memory, I’m not sure her poor mother will survive the strain. D’you see what I’m saying? All of it undeserved. If we can get the focus on Green, the press will be doing our job for us. No doubt they’ll find him eventually, if the local constabulary can’t, and they can do some digging into his violent tendencies, too. He’s a wrong ’un, that boy.’

‘Do you know him?’ Joan asked, as the tray of tea was placed in front of them and the cups and saucers distributed.

‘Not personally. God, no. He’s not my “type”, as they say.’ Sinclair gave another mirthless smile. ‘But I know all about him. He’s an agitator. A part-time hack. Claims to be a respectable citizen, but he wants to overthrow the status quo. He’d be happy if everyone lived in mud huts, and the rest of us cleared out back to Blighty.’

He paused to pour their tea.

‘By “the rest of us”, you mean . . . ?’

‘Those of us who’ve invested in these islands for generations.’

‘Oh,’ Joan said. ‘You know the islands well? I knew Pamela came here on holiday.’

‘Yes, as a child. Every year like clockwork. Summers in Saint Tropez, winters here, or in Antigua or the Bahamas. But mostly here. My wife’s family have a long history in Barbados.’

Joan sipped her tea. ‘Did they have plantations?’

Jennie Sinclair roused herself, like a slim fern slowly unfurling. Sitting up straight, she placed her heavily beringed fingers on the table, and gave Joan a penetrating look.

‘My family were traders.’ Her voice was faint, but her cut-glass accent was precise. ‘They first came here three hundred years ago. They were devoted to these islands. My great-great-uncle was an eminent botanist. He discovered many rare and exotic species.’

‘He’s responsible for some of the best plants in the great conservatories of Scotland,’ Mr Sinclair said, pitching in. ‘James George Stoke. Look him up. He wrote a book about it too, a bestseller at the time. He collected some of the local herbal remedies and turned them from mumbo-jumbo into proper medicine. Made a lot of money out of it.’

‘Jock’s been very generous to Barbados,’ Mrs Sinclair said. ‘He funded a public garden in my family’s name.’

Sinclair shook his head. ‘Joan doesn’t want to hear about all that, my love.’

Mrs Sinclair ignored him. ‘Pamela was very proud of her heritage,’ she declared, in her thin, breathy voice. ‘They all were.’ She seemed to hiccup, and shrank into herself again. Her husband reached out a huge paw and patted her hand.

Joan remembered something Annie Robertson had said to her. A good daughter to her mother – after everything, you know.

‘If I may ask . . . I’m sorry, but . . . is this the first tragedy in your family?’

‘No, it bloody isn’t,’ Jock Sinclair shot back. ‘Don’t you read your own briefing notes? Surely someone told you?’

‘No,’ Joan retorted, torn between feeling guilty and keen to point out that she was on the other side of the Atlantic from all her usual reference sources, and either at sea, or fairly occupied with Her Majesty’s busiest schedule of the year. It had only been four days since she’d found the body.

‘We lost her brother,’ Sinclair said heavily. ‘Car accident in ’fifty-two. Bright, bright boy. Brilliant mathematician. Set for a career in politics or finance. Jennie was driving. The press were bloody, even though it was the fault of a bastard drunken driver leaping out of a side road, who got off with a mere five years.’

Joan looked across at Jennie, who gripped her iced tea and sipped it like an automaton.

‘I’m very sorry,’ she murmured.

‘Well . . . quite,’ Sinclair said. ‘But the thing is, we’re not going to let it happen to us again. Splashed all over the evening papers like some sort of entertainment for the masses. Jennie deserves her privacy. She’s been through enough to last a lifetime. Look, I’ve got friends in high places in Fleet Street now. Made sure of it. We can swing this thing so Green, that jumped-up revolutionary, is the one they want to write about. Just say the word, or get Sir Dominic to, and I’ll make sure this is swept so far under the rug no one will ever know it happened. Yes?’

‘I think Sir Dominic would prefer to manage his own communications strategy.’

‘Don’t be naïve, Joan. I’m offering to help, and I think he should take it.’

Joan stood up. She didn’t take kindly to being strong-armed.

‘Thank you very much for the tea. I’ll talk to Sir Dominic and get back to you later.’

Sinclair stood up, too. He towered over her. ‘You do that. Just remember, we’re in this together, Joan.’



Later that afternoon, back aboard Britannia, Joan joined Sir Dominic and Lieutenant Cobb in the private secretary’s suite, to discuss progress over tea and a quick round of cucumber sandwiches, before an evening of onboard diplomacy.

‘How did it go?’ he asked her. ‘What did you make of the Sinclairs? Did the mother say a word?’

‘She did, actually.’

Joan gave them a summary of what she’d heard.

Sir Dominic found it affecting. ‘And you say this is the second child she’s lost? Poor soul.’

‘Pamela never mentioned it,’ Joan said. ‘I know she had a living brother, George, but her parents didn’t mention him at all. I got someone to do a bit of digging at the palace just now, about the accident. All three children were in the car with their mother. John was the eldest. I had the impression from Mr Sinclair that he was on the brink of adulthood, but they were only nine, eleven and twelve at the time. Pamela and John were a year apart.’

‘They must have been very close,’ Sir Dominic said, sadly.

‘Or very far apart,’ Cobb suggested with one of his silly grins. ‘I’m a year younger than my brother. Can’t stand the man.’

‘The other thing,’ Joan said, ‘was that it was very strange, thinking back, the way they talked about Pamela. It felt odd at the time, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.’

‘Odd how?’ Cobb asked, curious.

Joan had been considering it in the hours since. ‘They didn’t talk about her. Not really. Jock Sinclair is clearly very keen to protect his wife at all costs. He went on about one of her distant ancestors. But his daughter’s just died, and all he really had to say about Pamela was that she was proud of her family, she was a bit of a party girl, and he wants her death to be swept under the carpet.’

‘What should he have said?’

‘He didn’t ask me about how I found her,’ Joan replied. ‘He says he “reads the small print”, but if he knows anything about the suitcase behind her door, he didn’t mention it. He seemed to have no interest in her last hours.’

Cobb shrugged. Sir Dominic frowned briefly.

‘Grief does strange things to people,’ he observed. ‘The Boss told me that. Ours not to judge.’

‘What was Sandy Lane like, by the way?’ Cobb asked. ‘I’ve heard very good things about it. All the stars stay there, you know.’

Joan gave him a cool, hard look which, like the others, was water off a duck’s back to him. ‘I think you’d like it very much,’ she told him, drily.

‘What about you, Lionel?’ Sir Dominic asked.

‘Mmm?’

‘Any progress? On Joan’s idea on the way to St Vincent, about Pamela disguising herself to get back aboard?’

‘Oh? That.’ Cobb looked blank. He scratched his golden curls. ‘Sorry. Yes, I did start to look into it. Been a bit busy. I still don’t see how it could’ve happened though.’

Both Joan and Sir Dominic were under the strong impression he hadn’t started to look into it. Joan wondered whether this was because it had been her idea, or because it would make Cobb look bad for not having spotted Pamela in the first place. His soppy grin did little to placate them.

‘Try a bit harder,’ Sir Dominic said, through gritted teeth.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘By the way, this is for you,’ Joan said, retrieving a manilla envelope from the papers she’d brought with her, and handing it to Sir Dominic. ‘Snaps’s prints from Pamela’s cabin. For your files.’

‘Oh, good,’ he said, reaching across for them and peering into the envelope.

‘Could I have a look, sir?’ Cobb asked, eagerly. ‘I might spot something.’

It was Joan’s turn to give Cobb a blank smile. It occurred to her that it was probably unwise to show the photographs to anyone else who’d been in the cabin on the morning after Pamela died, at least for now, even if Cobb was the one who’d spotted the door was unguarded.

‘I’m afraid they’re restricted.’

‘Talking of which,’ Sir Dominic said, ‘I’ve been thinking about Pots and I’ve changed my mind. Get him a set too, would you? He ought to have one, I suppose.’

Joan nodded diplomatically.

‘Pots was very interesting on St Vincent, by the way,’ Sir Dominic went on, as he slid the envelope into a filing cabinet drawer and locked it.

‘Was he?’

‘Well, he was spot on about Sinclair, from what you’ve just told me. I’ll give him that. He’s got a policeman’s understanding of psychology. He told me Sinclair might want to do a deal to protect his daughter’s reputation. And it seems our Jock has used his police and press contacts to work out what that deal should be.’

‘Yes, it does,’ Joan agreed, still as outraged as she’d been this morning. ‘I suppose it’s a question of how to let him down lightly. I don’t think we want him as an enemy, quite apart from his position as Pamela’s father.’

‘I certainly don’t want him as an enemy,’ Sir Dominic said. He tapped his finger on the envelope beside him. ‘Jock’s been very helpful so far – with the snap they chose for the papers that got buried or not used at all. He knows his stuff, Joan. I can forgive the business with the second opinion on the post-mortem – depending on what they find, of course. In fact, I wonder if he could be a friend.’

Joan thought back to the table on the terrace, and the way Jock Sinclair had treated her as if he was giving dictation. His lack of curiosity about his daughter was profoundly unsettling. Not my friend, she thought.
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Chapter 17

In her sitting room, the Queen had just finished a telephone call to her sister. One of the useful things about being alongside was that one could use the phone, rather than relying on signals that risked being read by various operators before reaching their destination.

The problem was more at Margaret’s end. Like many other small islands, neglected after the decline of the grand plantations, Mustique was short on infrastructure. Landlines were prized, and Margaret didn’t have one in the pretty little house where she was staying. She’d had to walk over to her friend, Colin Tennant’s house to use his. But, as she’d just been discussing, she was about to start building a house of her own at last, on land Colin had given her. Then she would have some decent privacy.

The call wasn’t only about house designs. Elizabeth knew that Margaret was more tuned in to the young party set in London than she was, and Colin was a party-thrower par excellence. She thought they might know about Pamela Sinclair’s London life, and if they didn’t, they could do a little bit of digging without drawing too much attention to themselves. Everyone liked to gossip, didn’t they? It wouldn’t seem anything more serious than that.

As it turned out, Margaret already knew a little. Pamela had a reputation for being rather ‘fast’ in London. If she’d ever got married, she wouldn’t be wearing white, put it that way. But she would ask friends back home, and Colin might well know more.

After the call, the Queen felt restless. Beautiful as Mustique was, she didn’t really understand how her sister could enjoy day after day of reading on the lawn, swimming in the sea and supper at other people’s houses. Earlier today, Elizabeth had met a group of fascinating college students, inspected the troops, visited the smart new hospital that Philip had opened on his last visit here, and mingled with an engaging group of local administrators who were helping to build the island’s future, at a reception at Government House. Tonight, she would entertain some of them aboard for rare and precious private conversations about what they really thought. In a few months, if the elections went the premier’s way, she would be their head of state by invitation, as she was in Trinidad and Jamaica. What sort of royal figurehead did they expect her to be?

In the meantime, her schedule still gave her sixty minutes to rest and recover. She wondered how Joan was getting on. What had happened to those missing letters, and the diary? Where on earth might the thief have hidden them?

Elizabeth knew Britannia intimately after all these years. She pictured Pamela’s cabin on the lower deck, between the clerks’ office and the steering gear compartment. Little opportunity for stashing anything there, unless the person was a clerk – but in that case, using their own office (always occupied or locked), would be a bit of a giveaway.

What about the household mess further down the corridor? Joan would obviously look there. Towards the bow, the Yotties’ various messes were always busy with men going in and out, depending on their shifts and when they had time to eat. They were unlikely hiding places, and anything put there would surely have been found by now.

She was mentally surveying the main deck (the laundry, the sickbay, the shipwrights’ workshop) when the sound of trumpets wafted in through the window. The band of the Royal Marines were playing an extemporary concert on deck, for the crowds gathered on the quay below to watch the comings and goings on the yacht. As they struck up ‘Hearts of Oak’, the Queen was reminded of the bandsmen in the jazz quartet who had played a couple of nights ago, while she danced with her equerry. ‘Fly Me to the Moon’ . . . such a lovely song. They had the vinyl record of it in the sun lounge, where Philip had installed a gramophone. There were all sorts of lovely albums there, including a couple by the Beatles . . .

She stood up suddenly, ran out and up the grand staircase, and marched past her bedroom to the sun lounge, which was empty. There, she crossed to a teak-panelled wall and crouched down to open the door to a concealed cabinet. On the royal deck above her, the band were playing heartily, and the sound of brass and drums was powerful. They were playing Strauss’s ‘Radetzky March’ now, which she loved because it always reminded her of horses performing in the ring at Windsor or White City. But never mind that: in front of her were three boxes of LPs and another of singles, and surely this would be an excellent place to hide some letters, if one happened to know the cupboard was here?

She rapidly selected the album covers that seemed most badly aligned, looking between them and inside the sleeves. Then she went through the rest methodically. She pulled out the boxes completely and searched behind them, then in the boxes of board games and puzzles on the shelf above. Nothing.

She shouldn’t have been so excited, or felt so disappointed now, but it had been such a good idea . . .

‘Can I help you, ma’am?’

A rather alarmed-looking footman was standing just inside the door.

‘No, thank you, Harold. I was just . . . getting ideas for a treasure hunt. For the children, in the summer.’

‘Yes, ma’am. Do you need a cup of tea? Can I get you a slice of cake?’

‘Not now, thank you. If you wouldn’t mind guarding the door. I’d rather not be disturbed.’

He bowed and nodded. ‘Very good, ma’am.’

Alone again, she straightened up and looked around. The thing about the sun lounge was that not many people came here, except the family. If someone were brave enough to pop in for a few seconds, they might be able to hide something for days or weeks without it being found. Especially now, without the children, when they were unlikely to suddenly want a game of Snakes and Ladders. She searched again, without success.

Where else was like this? She stood up, hands on hips, and considered. The drawing room downstairs was housekept to within an inch of its life every day. Ditto the anteroom and bar. What about the wardroom? Where did the officers keep the wombat, for example, when it wasn’t in play? Joan wouldn’t be able to search there, because anyone in the household – even Elizabeth herself – only visited by invitation. Did one trust Lieutenant Cobb enough to ask him to do it? Philip called him a twerp, and she knew what he meant. Anyway, while they were in port, he would be busy overseeing movements on the quarterdeck for much of the time. What about Commander Evans?

Yes. Mike Evans, of course. There was a man one did trust.

She paused for a moment. Could the ship’s medical officer have killed Pamela? In theory, of course he could. He had more know-how than most. Had he killed her, though? The Queen had learned over the years when to trust her gut. She believed in Mike’s integrity, and while she was at it, she could get him to search the sickbay. It was another place, accessible to many, where papers might be concealed between medical books or behind equipment. And what about the Yotties’ little NAAFI shop and post office? Might he be able to find an excuse to look there, too?

‘If anyone needs me, I’ll be in the sickbay,’ she told Harold, the footman, as she headed back to the stairs.

He looked alarmed again. She had neither the time nor the inclination to explain.



There was a good chance the medical officer would be somewhere else aboard, but the Queen was lucky. He was in his consulting room, tucked between the sickbay itself, the nurses’ station and the little operating theatre, writing up some notes.

He leaped to his feet.

‘Your Majesty. To what do I owe the honour? Have you heard about the post-mortem results?’

She was surprised. ‘Do you have them already?’

‘The basics, yes. Professor Gadwell and I . . . Do you know about him, ma’am?’

‘No,’ the Queen said, frowning.

‘I’ll explain in a minute. Anyway, we performed it this morning, and there’s little doubt. We’re waiting for the blood test results of course, but we’ve already found what I expected to see. More than I expected, actually.’

‘Oh? What do you mean?’

She made sure the door was closed behind them. Evans, catching her caution, went to close the porthole window. He glanced around his little room uncomfortably. His eyes briefly rested on the only other chair apart from his, which was currently piled high with open books and files.

‘Don’t worry, I can stand,’ she assured him.

‘What I mean,’ he went on, ‘is that we were looking for telltale signs of barbiturate poisoning. There were no internal injuries, or signs of a heart defect or other organ failure, but we did find a couple of disintegrating pink pills in the throat, and more in the stomach.’

‘Pink pills?’

‘Red ones, technically. I’m pretty sure it will be established that they were Seconal. It’s a sleeping powder that they package in distinctive, reddish-pink cellulose capsules, and Gadwell agrees with me – he has a lot of experience of this, ma’am – that they would have been more than enough to cause respiratory arrest in a young woman of Pamela’s height and weight, especially if combined with alcohol. Seconal’s a fast-acting drug. The pills were only starting to disintegrate when she died.’

‘And who is Mr Gadwell?’

‘The professor of pathology invited by Mr Sinclair to assist me.’

She was dumbfounded. ‘Mr Sinclair invited someone to assist you?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘The cheek of the man!’

‘It was a little unorthodox.’

‘I’ll say. And Sir Dominic let him?’

‘I don’t think he gave Sir Dominic much chance to disagree.’

‘Hmm,’ the Queen muttered. The elderly Sir Hugh would have had none of that nonsense. But it was too late now, and apparently, this Professor Gadwell had been more useful than not.

‘You said you got more than you bargained for,’ she prompted.

‘There were the remains of a light meal in the stomach contents,’ Evans explained. ‘It included several recognisable traces of curried crab meat, which were served at the cocktail party until around nine o’clock.’

‘Gosh, how do you know?’

‘Lieutenant Cobb did a little asking around for me, ma’am. I hope you don’t mind. Given her body temperature and the presence of rigor mortis, I would say Pamela died between two and five in the morning. That would be several hours after her last meal. Normally, one would expect it to be digested to a much greater extent.’

‘What stopped that from happening, do you think?’

‘I suppose we can’t rule out the fact she might have taken some food back to the yacht with her to eat later, although I’m not aware that she had a capacious handbag, or anywhere to put it. If she ate it at the time, it strongly suggests to me – and Professor Gadwell agrees – that she was under great stress, ma’am, or came under stress soon afterwards. Her digestion had slowed to next to nothing.’

The Queen sighed. ‘That suggests she may well have been arguing with the man who might be Mr Green.’

‘It does.’

‘And it fits the bruises on her arms.’

‘Those too. Definitely caused by someone with large hands, a man’s hands almost certainly, grabbing her from the front like this . . .’

Evans stepped forward and mimicked slowly lunging for the Queen’s shoulders, taking care not to actually touch her.

‘Yes, I see.’

‘And possibly shaking her,’ Evans added. ‘But not enough to leave any visible signs. There’s no bruising to the neck, either. We both agree that the scrapes to her arms and legs look as though they were caused by a rough rock surface. We found traces of sand and salt in them, so I imagine they happened on the shoreline, or out to sea. I wonder, actually, if she went for a swim.’

‘So, what do you think happened that night?’

He spread his hands. ‘That’s not really for me to say, ma’am.’

‘I’d like you to,’ she pressed. ‘You’ve examined her, and I can see you have a theory.’

His lips twitched. ‘If you insist. I know there have been . . . suggestions . . . that she was somehow drugged on Tobago. One thing’s clear, and that’s that she couldn’t possibly have swallowed all those pills without knowing what she was doing. Also, she must have done it after she came aboard, while Britannia was already underway.’ There was a knock at the door, which he ignored. She nodded for him to continue.

‘It’s dependent on the blood tests, of course, ma’am, but it looks to me as though she drank a few cocktails and ate some canapés on the island, became stressed soon afterwards, quite possibly as the result of the violent argument we’ve discussed, went for a swim in the sea, and eventually took Seconal in the early hours of the morning. Far too much of it – either because she wasn’t familiar with its side effects, or because she was. Seconal’s a common killer, as I mentioned before. In my humble opinion, it should be banned outright or given under strict medical supervision. These pills are handed out like sweets sometimes, and this is what happens. Professor Gadwell—’

There was a second knock at the door, and this time it was more insistent.

‘Yes?’ Evans demanded.

‘Is Her Majesty with you?’ a voice asked.

‘She is.’

‘Please could you tell her that Mrs MacDonald would be pleased to help her get dressed as soon as she’s ready?’

Evans smiled at the Queen, as if he knew the interview was over. Bobo MacDonald was known as a fearsome, protective presence throughout the royal yacht. If Bobo was waiting, you didn’t dawdle.

‘You said something about Professor Gadwell?’ she asked quickly.

‘Only that he’ll get his team in Orlando to analyse the blood and gastric samples as a priority. He has all the latest technology there. We should get the definitive results in the next few days.’

‘Thank you very much. I’m afraid I must dash.’

It was only when she was halfway up the stairs that she remembered that she hadn’t asked him about the letters and the diary, but it was too late now.



Joan hadn’t been idle, meanwhile. As soon as her meeting with Sir Dominic was over, she’d started her own search on the lower deck, in the passageway outside Pamela’s cabin.

A cubbyhole along the wall would have been the easiest place to stash papers quickly with the lowest chance of being seen. The corridors here were utilitarian, with lino floors, low ceilings and bare walls. One door was narrower than the others and turned out to lead to a small housekeeping cupboard, with room for carpet beaters, mops and tins of bleach and Brasso. She searched it thoroughly, but found nothing.

The steering gear compartment was locked. She looked behind the noticeboards in the household mess, which were the only locations where anything bigger than a toothpick might have stayed hidden all this time. Again, no luck.

She briefly considered venturing forward into the Royal Navy section, where the crew lived and worked cheek by jowl, but to do so would draw too much attention to herself. To her annoyance, she might have to get Cobb to do it at some point.

Instead, she went down into the bowels of the ship, below the waterline, where the only people she was likely to meet were busy engineers, who didn’t ask questions, and the odd junior Yottie collecting supplies from the bottom storerooms.

The staircase down was vertiginously steep and narrow. By now, the yacht was tapering towards its keel, and there was little space to move. Slim corridors were dimly lit, and the woody smell of burning coal took her back to her war days, waiting for trains in steamy stations, though it was overlaid with the less-than-fragrant smell of harbour water from outside.

Joan checked behind fire extinguishers and light fittings. She tried the storeroom doors and looked carefully inside the ones that opened. Pamela’s body must have been stored in one of these. The lack of daylight and the muffled drone from the engine rooms added to the sense of claustrophobia down here. Joan thought of the submariners she’d tried to save in some of her war work, and wondered how on earth they could have endured it day after day, week after week.

But again, she was unlucky. The navy’s obsession with tidiness meant that anything out of place would stand out, unless very carefully concealed. If the letter thief had put something here, he or she had done it well.

Up on the main deck, she searched where she could, even popping into the ladies-in-waiting’s sitting room, along the corridor from Sir Dominic’s suite. Of all the places she’d seen, this room was the one she’d have picked personally, if she wanted to hide something fast. There were bookshelves, a writing desk, rugs on the floor and pictures on the walls; even a mock fireplace to add a sense of homeliness. Lots of places to tuck something away. Hope flickered for a while, but died. Still nothing, and now, Joan really had to rush. She was expected for cocktails in the drawing room before dinner, and she didn’t want people to be talking about her more than they already were.

After half an hour’s intense grooming, she arrived in the drawing room looking calm and unruffled, wearing a shimmering shantung silk dress, her bob freshly curled, ready to make conversation with the head of the Barbados Labour Party, over the sound of a Beatles medley from a white-clad trio from the Royal Marines band. It was just as the dinner gong sounded that Joan saw the Queen staring at the musicians with a faraway look in her eye. Like stout Cortez, on a peak in Darien, Joan thought.

Her Majesty then turned to scan the crowd, and her eyes came to rest on Joan’s.

‘Is something the matter?’ the politician asked her.

‘I think the Queen needs to talk to me about something.’

‘Oh dear. She seems rather busy at the moment.’

This was true. The Queen was now leading the way into the dining room, accompanied by the Governor of Barbados. Joan happened to know that she would be seated at the opposite end of the very long dining table. There would be no chance of conversation for a while.

She shrugged at her companion. ‘I’ll catch up with her later. I’m sure it can wait.’

It couldn’t, but there was no way she could have known that yet.
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Chapter 18

In the morning, with her hair still in Carmen rollers, the Queen caught up with Joan as she finished her paperwork, before heading out again for more engagements.

‘Any luck?’ she asked.

‘With the letters, ma’am? Not yet.’

The Queen sighed. ‘It was barbiturates, by the way. Commander Evans told me about his findings yesterday.’ She explained about the pill casings.

‘Was that what you wanted to tell me last night?’ Joan asked. ‘I saw you trying to catch my eye.’

Elizabeth shook her head. ‘No it wasn’t. I was actually thinking about the band. It reminded me . . . I believe some of the Royal Marines played at the cocktail party in Tobago, didn’t they?’

Joan nodded. ‘The jazz quartet did.’

‘Mmm. I thought so. I’m very fond of those particular bandsmen. They’re so professional and fun. But, as you know, I’ve been surrounded by naval and military men all my life. One thing I’ve learned is that they have a fierce loyalty to each other. It’s what gets them through in battle. Generally, it’s exemplary, of course, but sometimes it can be slightly problematic. If they have to choose between that bond and something else, well, the bond often wins.’

Joan frowned. The Queen sensed she could tell where this was going.

‘You had the idea that Pamela might have been disguised,’ she went on. ‘Sir Dominic told me. I know he assumed she’d have done it as another member of the household, but I wonder if she might have involved the jazz quartet.’

‘Dressed up as one of them, you mean?’

‘Yes. I can’t imagine how it was done, or why, but what I can imagine is that afterwards, they would all defend each other: give each other alibis and so on. It would be a very unwise thing to do – dangerous for their careers if it got out – but I’m afraid junior soldiers and sailors have been known to do silly things. So have senior ones, for that matter. Anyway, I wonder if you might manage to have a word. Sir Dominic and Pots have both tried without success. You’ve got a bit of experience in that sort of thing. Tell the private secretary it was your idea.’

‘Of course, ma’am.’

‘Nothing too overbearing. I’m sure you’ll think of a way.’

‘I will. By the way, talking of Sir Dominic, did he tell you about what happened yesterday, with Pamela’s father?’

‘No,’ the Queen said guardedly. Was this one of the many things her private secretary chose to keep from her ‘for her own good’?

‘Ah. You might want to talk to him about it,’ Joan suggested. ‘I have a feeling your line on the matter might be a little different from his.’

‘Oh dear. I take it, you’ve spoken to him about it?’

‘I did, yesterday.’

‘Is it connected to the additional post-mortem expert he didn’t tell me about, by any chance?’

Joan couldn’t help the corners of her mouth twitching. ‘It is, ma’am. In part.’

The Queen could see that Joan was tempted to say more . . . But there was that same loyalty she’d just been talking about again, playing its role in suppressing open conversation. Joan obviously wanted to air her views on whatever it was Sir Dominic was keeping to himself, but she didn’t want to criticise the private secretary behind his back. It was admirable, and the Queen’s more self-disciplined courtiers often behaved this way, but it made her job more difficult, working out what potential fiascos might be unfolding behind the scenes on the basis of the odd raised eyebrow and pursed lip. She’d got better at it over the years. It was a particular muscle she exercised a lot.

‘I’ll talk to him now,’ she said. ‘Can you tell him I have five minutes? And ask Mrs MacDonald to meet me here afterwards, with my hat?’



After waking, Sir Dominic had enjoyed a few blissful minutes of peace this morning. It was good to look out at the same view as yesterday, for once, and to know that the royal reception on Barbados would be friendly – because, much to his relief, it already had been.

However, while he was shaving, the press secretary had knocked on his cabin door.

‘Come in, Ed,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Got the papers? How do they think it’s going?’

‘Um, all right, I suppose,’ Ed Temple said.

And then Dominic remembered. The Sinclair story. He’d had one day’s grace, thanks to Pamela’s parents and their clever, blurry picture, but the British press were not going to stay incurious about the late Miss Sinclair for long.

His heart sank. ‘Right then, show me.’

Ed had received overnight summaries from the palace. Published hours ago, all of them included updates on the ‘royal yacht mystery fatality’, and two of the least salubrious had put it on page three. They had found up-to-date pictures of Pamela this time, and all of them included at least one image of her, huge-eyed and Bambi-legged, looking like a model. They also had updates on the post-mortem yesterday – its location, if not its findings – and were cheerfully speculating on a range of possible causes of death, from the ‘choking incident’ some had caught wind of, relaying it statement of fact, to drowning, carbon monoxide poisoning, a mugging on one of the islands and ‘the tragic suicide of a party girl who lived too fast and died too young, see exclusive interview with fellow “it” girl on page 6’.

What would Jock Sinclair make of this? Dominic had wondered. What did he make of it?

And now, here he was in Her Majesty’s sitting room, and she was asking if there was anything he wanted to talk to her about, with a certain glint in her eye that brooked no argument. He assumed she meant the press reports, and summarised the headlines.

‘It could be worse,’ he said, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

‘Oh? How?’

‘Well . . . at least they’re not blaming us, ma’am. Not saying we somehow caused the death, I mean.’

The Queen’s glint got glintier. ‘I hardly think not being accused of murder or manslaughter in the middle of a tour is a cause for celebration, Dominic.’

‘No, ma’am. I’m just saying.’ At least he had a little bit of good news to add.

‘If it gets any worse, we have a few options, though. Joan discussed them yesterday with Pamela’s father.’

‘Was this the man who called in a pathologist to help Commander Evans with the post-mortem?’

‘Ah, you know about that, ma’am.’

‘I tend to find things out,’ she said, crisply.

He ran a nervous hand through his hair. ‘I thought it was beneath your pay grade, so to speak.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘I assure you, another person dictating how my medical adviser conducts his business is very much my pay grade.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he acknowledged, with a cough. ‘However, I think he might be useful to us.’ He outlined Jock Sinclair’s relationship with the press barons in Fleet Street, and his offer to help by throwing the focus onto the elusive Derek Green. ‘The family value their privacy. We’d be doing them a favour. Mrs Sinclair looked in a very bad way.’

The Queen’s gaze remained piercingly uncomfortable. ‘Do we want to do Jock Sinclair a favour?’

‘Well, ma’am, for the sake of his wife . . .’

‘For the sake of a quiet life, rather?’

She was getting increasingly roused, and Dominic began to wish he hadn’t brought the subject up.

‘Sinclair and his contacts would simply encourage interested journalists to follow their noses . . .’ he suggested, hopefully.

‘Away from us, and towards Mr Green, who as far as we know, hasn’t done anything illegal.’

‘Several police forces are searching for him, ma’am. He’s gone on the run for a reason.’

‘Then let them search. Do not, I repeat, do not let Mr Sinclair do my press secretary’s job for him, Dominic.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Although somebody else will have to,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Sooner rather than later. Ed Temple’s a very nice man, but I can’t really operate with a press secretary who’s allergic to water. I spend half my life at sea.’

‘I know. I’ll start looking for a replacement as soon as we get back. I already have wheels in motion.’

‘Good. In the meantime, I trust you to manage our public relations – but I do mean you, Dominic. Not a bereaved father. Not a man whose motives we don’t necessarily fully understand. Someone with such an arm’s-length relationship to the truth. It will come back to bite us in the long run.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Thank you very much.’

Outside the royal sitting room, he paused for a moment to regain his breath and the full use of his legs. Then, for the benefit of the footmen, he strode down the passage with as much nonchalance as he could muster.



Joan was waiting for the private secretary as he went back to his cabin. She thought he looked rather grey.

‘Hullo. I’m a little busy. Is it urgent?’ he snapped.

‘It is, rather.’

He sighed. ‘All right. Come in.’

‘Is everything OK?’ she asked.

‘Perfectly. Go on.’ He opened the door and waved her in ahead of him.

‘I was in the drawing room last night, listening to the band,’ she began.

‘Lucky you. The admiral spent twenty minutes telling me about the difference between islands and cays. My own fault for asking him.’

‘And I suddenly realised where I’d seen them before. Or some of them anyway.’ This was almost true. Joan had known all along, but hadn’t made much of it until her recent conference with the Queen. ‘The jazz quartet were playing at the cocktail party on Tobago. They were the dance band. I suppose the people throwing the party must have asked them to help somehow.’

‘Perhaps through Pamela,’ he said thoughtfully.

She was grateful for his ability to switch focus and concentrate on the matter in hand.

‘Perhaps,’ she agreed. ‘Lionel Cobb and Pots have interviewed everyone ad nauseam. They knew about the band, but . . .’

‘What?’

Joan felt guilty about doing it, but she passed on the Queen’s insight into their loyalties as if it had been her own.

‘So, they’d create alibis for each other, you mean?’ he asked.

‘Possibly. If they had to.’

‘And somehow, you think between them they might have dressed Pamela up as one of them? But they’re Royal Marines. And she was tiny.’

‘She was quite tall.’

‘But very skinny,’ he said.

‘Would anyone notice, under a starched, tropical uniform?’

Sir Dominic brightened. ‘I say, d’you think she might have hidden in one of their instrument cases?’

‘Um, not really.’

He pursued his train of thought anyway. ‘It could only have been the double bass. She’d hardly have fitted in a clarinet case. I suppose the others would have noticed if a double bass went missing.’ He grinned. ‘Sorry. A flight of fancy. It was just an idea.’

‘It would have taken a couple of people to manhandle it up the stairs,’ Joan pointed out. ‘I think Cobb would have picked up on it when he did his little chart.’

‘Don’t sound so rude about his chart.’

‘I’m not being rude,’ she said. ‘It was very helpful. Up to a point. Anyway, I’m going to have a word with them, if you agree.’

Sir Dominic sighed. ‘Dammit, this is not my day. All right, let’s follow this thread and see if it leads us to the Minotaur.’
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Chapter 19

Day two in Barbados had always been more of a ‘Joan’ day in the planning than a ‘Pamela’ day. The main events included the opening of a national park on the site of an old plantation house ravaged by fire, and a ribbon-cutting ceremony for a new road overlooking the spectacular Atlantic coast. The old giving way to the new . . . Public benefits and progress . . . that was the idea they’d wanted to work on, in conjunction with the local administrators.

Pamela had eagerly suggested all sorts of alternatives, from visiting a yacht-building yard to cocktails on the Sandy Lane terrace and limbo dancing on the beach – but for once, she had been overruled. Her Majesty, Sir Dominic had explained, was keen to see how the new Barbados was working for all her subjects, not just for rich visitors who would, quite frankly, come anyway. Pamela had smiled sweetly at the time, and later told Joan that he ‘just didn’t get it’, and that the Queen was in danger of looking ‘dowdy and old-fashioned’.

She didn’t get, Joan thought, that the Queen wouldn’t particularly mind. Her Majesty’s talent was to balance what had come before with what was coming next. Joan wondered how long Pamela would have lasted as a royal favourite. Would her bright star have burned out fast? Now, they would never know.

And on that thought, there were the men in the jazz band to interview.

Her plan was to catch up with a larger contingent from the band who’d travelled ahead of the royal party to play at the opening of the East Coast Road. When she arrived in St Andrew to make sure everyone was ready for the Queen’s arrival, they were already providing some entertainment for the hundreds of people who had turned out to watch from the nearby hillside.

A dozen bandsmen stood out in their white uniforms and gleaming buttons, brass instruments shining brightly in the sun. While they subtly shifted from ‘Life on the Ocean Wave’ to ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’, Joan scanned the faces half hidden under their white pith helmets for the quartet who’d played in the drawing room. One of the side drummers looked familiar, and she thought she recognised the nearest piccolo player as the talented pianist from the group. But the attractive, fine-featured clarinettist didn’t seem to be among the wind section today, nor the tall, dark, bear of a man who’d played the double bass.

‘Welcome to Barbados!’

Joan hadn’t noticed the elegant, fashionable wife of the deputy transport minister, resplendent in a white straw hat and gloves, sidle over from the nearby group of dignitaries to stand next to her.

‘Thank you very much,’ Joan said.

‘I guess you work for Queen Elizabeth?’

Joan agreed she did. Technically, ‘Queen Elizabeth’ was the Queen Mother, at home in London. The Queen was ‘the Queen’. But it would be rude to correct anyone on such a minor point.

‘So, you knew Lady Penelope?’

Joan frowned. ‘I’m not sure.’ The only Lady Penelope she could immediately think of was the glamorous puppet from Thunderbirds, whom her aunt’s young grandchildren were currently obsessed with. Joan had a few acquaintances from the palace who were a bit like that, but none combined being a spy with driving a pink Rolls-Royce. She wished they did.

‘Lady Penelope, from the yacht,’ the deputy transport minister’s wife elaborated. ‘The one who died on Grenada. I read it was her medication.’

Joan was still scanning the band for the two missing faces. Perhaps they were still aboard Britannia.

‘We don’t know exactly what happened yet,’ she said. ‘She was called Pamela Sinclair,’ she added. She felt Pamela at least deserved to be named properly. ‘We’re all still coming to terms with the loss.’

‘Oh I’m sure.’ The woman lowered her voice slightly, but still had to shout over the noise of the band. ‘There’s rumours of drugs in the papers. Parties. Like her brother. Is that true?’

‘I’m afraid I couldn’t say.’

‘She came here as a kid, you know,’ the woman went on. ‘She probably stood here on this very spot in St Andrew, looking out to sea. It makes you shiver.’

‘Gosh, I suppose perhaps she did.’

Joan spoke absently. In the meantime, she had noticed some movement among a group of schoolchildren gathered on the hillside across the road. Three adults were making their way through the crowd. One was a very striking young woman with legs even longer than Pamela’s, dark skin and a profile that reminded Joan of an Egyptian statue. She was accompanied by two men carrying heavy boxes of what looked like photographic equipment. They made Joan nervous. She didn’t remember seeing any permissions for photographers other than the official ones she had already met.

She looked around for one of the Queen’s protection officers, who had come ahead with her to ensure the ribbon-cutting venue was safe. Before long, one of the Met officers caught her eye and followed her gaze as she sought out the group again. He nodded, and she relaxed slightly. At least he’d be keeping an eye on them now.

‘I just thought I’d let you know,’ the deputy transport minister’s wife said.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘About the drugs and parties. Penelope. Maybe she took something bad. You might want to look into it, you know?’

‘Thank you,’ Joan told her. And then, ‘Did you mention her brother?’

But the woman didn’t catch her words over the combined noise of the band and the crowd.

‘It’s very nice to have Her Majesty here with us today,’ she yelled. ‘It’s not every day we get to see the Queen. I met Prince Philip and her aunt Alice two years ago, you know? Princess Alice is a very interesting lady. Not like the Queen, though. And I saw Her Majesty’s aunt Mary in 1953. Oh look, here they come!’

After that, the cheers of the crowd became impossible to talk over, and anyway, Joan was busy making sure that the dignitaries were lined up correctly for the Queen to meet them, and that the scissors were in place to cut the ribbon.



When it was over, Joan forced herself to stand for a moment under the blue Bajan sky, with the sound of Atlantic breakers coming from the shore below, imprinting the image on her memory to keep her warm during dark nights in future English winters. Then she rushed over to the band and caught them as they waited with their instruments for the ride back to Britannia.

‘Hello. Are you the pianist with the jazz quartet?’ she asked the piccolo player she thought she’d recognised.

He wore a sergeant’s stripes on his uniform, and was the more senior of the two she’d spotted, but he looked deeply uncomfortable to be talking to her in front of his bandmates.

‘Yes,’ he said cautiously. ‘I’m Sidney Heath. Why?’

She motioned for him to follow her to a quiet area near where the dignitaries had been standing.

‘You played on Tobago the evening before we left, didn’t you?’

He looked even more uncomfortable. ‘Is this something to do with Miss Sinclair?’

Joan admitted it was.

‘Look, I’ve talked about all that already,’ he grumbled. ‘To Lieutenant Cobb and the policemen. Twice.’

‘I understand.’

She had read through Cobb’s chart and notes, which he had reluctantly given her on Sir Dominic’s instructions. All the bandsmen claimed to have gone to the island and returned together without incident – but someone was lying. Joan pictured Cobb catching them between rehearsals and could well imagine that his blank, angelic smile would irritate them as much as it did her. She felt a strong desire to talk to them all personally.

‘There isn’t anything else to say,’ Sergeant Heath added bluntly, removing his pith helmet and wiping his sweaty brow with a handkerchief. He was pink in the heat.

Was she imagining it, or was his mild belligerence a sign that he was hiding something? She thought back to her days in Trent Park, where she’d been sent in the war to interview Nazi officers. Young women had been specifically chosen, to put the officers off their guard. Instead of trying to intimidate him – and it’s quite hard to intimidate a Royal Marine anyway, while wearing a summer dress and heels – she smiled as if sharing a confidence.

‘As you know,’ she said, ‘we’re still trying to work out how she got back aboard. We’re thinking someone must have helped her and, to be really honest, they must have been rather brilliant.’

Something in Heath’s attitude shifted very slightly. Joan decided to pursue the line of heavy flattery.

‘Whoever did it,’ she went on, ‘we think they must have been helping Pamela out.’ Assuming they weren’t responsible for the bruised shoulders, and the scraped arms and legs, of course. ‘We’re wondering if she asked them to.’ She giggled. ‘If so, they did a magnificent job of it. She got back safely. Nobody noticed.’

‘So?’ he asked. ‘What’s that got to do with me?’

But he had nodded very slightly. Was that the faintest hint of a smile?

‘Possibly nothing,’ she said. ‘I just went to the most professional group of people I could think of.’ Laying it on thick. ‘Musicians. Jazz musicians. And marines. You’ve got to admit, if anyone could have done it, you could.’

By now, his smirk was unmistakable. ‘Maybe you’re right. It wasn’t us though, sorry.’

‘I see the drummer from the band is here . . .’

He instantly became more guarded. ‘Yes. Corporal Lyall. His name’s Terry, but we call him Tatun.’

‘Tatum?’

‘No, Tatun. Tatun Lyall. Like the Golden Syrup?’

‘Thanks. I’ll just go and have a word with him.’ A flash of anxiety darkened Heath’s expression, which she pretended to ignore. ‘And what about the other two? The double bass player and the clarinettist?’

‘Corporal Ainsworth plays bassoon, usually, and we didn’t need it for this morning.’ His face tightened. ‘Sergeant Delaney, same story.’ He shrugged and looked away.

‘The clarinettist?’

‘Yuh.’ Heath couldn’t meet her eyes. He was lying about Sergeant Delaney’s services not being required. ‘Look, I’d better get back.’

Joan glanced back at the group of bandsmen, who had lit cigarettes and were idly chatting to each other as they continued to wait to be picked up. They didn’t seem in such a hurry for him to return.

‘Of course. Thanks for your help.’

She spotted their coach in the distance, heading up the ribbon of new road. It gave her a few minutes with Corporal Lyall, the drummer, who told her that Delaney hadn’t been in rehearsal this morning, or, when Joan pressed him on the subject, in barracks last night.

‘Not that I saw, anyway.’

Lyall glanced back at Heath, who was studiously cadging a light off a fellow bandmate. If the drummer wanted to know what the story was supposed to be, he wasn’t getting much help.

‘It wasn’t your uniform, was it?’ Joan asked, lightly.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘That Pamela borrowed?’ She giggled again, and she, too, looked over at Heath, as if he’d just been confiding in her.

‘What?’

The drummer made a magnificent go at looking totally baffled, but he couldn’t drag his eyes away from Heath. Joan had interviewed enough enemy officers during the war to spot the signs. Lyall wanted to talk to his friend. They had a lot to sort out between them, it seemed.

She would have to find a way to stop them doing that if she, or Pots, were to get the best chance of finding out what really happened. Her own ride back from St Andrew was an official car, which was waiting to take her to Government House. However, Joan told it to drive to the harbour as fast as it legally could.
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Chapter 20

Heading up the gangplank from the quayside, Joan knew she was about to play into her persona as the Disney evil queen. So be it. She made a very quick phone call to the governor’s secretary to apologise profusely for missing their meeting today, and gave instructions that two of the bandsmen from the jazz quartet should be found aboard immediately, the other two taken aside once they arrived from St Andrew, and all four placed in separate locations, ready for interview. She knew it would be hard to find free rooms on a ship where accommodation was so tight that many of the Yotties had to sleep in hammocks. However, she was asking an officer of the Royal Navy to do something important, so it would be done without fuss or question . . . somehow.

Pots was due back in an hour. At the moment he was ashore, catching up for a second time with Fred Darbishire, the respected DCI from the Murder Squad at Scotland Yard. Joan felt perfectly capable of interviewing the musicians herself, but protocol mattered, and she knew that not only would Pots want to do it, but that the Boss would expect him to.

Meanwhile, it gradually became clear that nobody had seen Sergeant Delaney since the night before. Only three bandsmen would be anxiously awaiting questioning. Joan left them to their fate while she went to update Her Majesty on the day so far.



The Queen was grabbing half an hour in the sun lounge to write letters home to her mother and the children.

‘What is it?’ she asked, looking up.

‘You were right about the jazz quartet, ma’am. They’re being questioned now. The thing is, one of them’s gone missing.’

‘Oh no. Which one?’

‘The clarinettist. Sergeant Delaney. Nobody’s seen him since last night.’

The Queen gave a long, deep sigh. She knew Joe Delaney: his solos were a feature of the band. This didn’t bode well at all. Yotties didn’t just ‘go missing’. Britannia was hardly an everyday cargo ship.

‘Has a search party gone out?’ she asked.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Joan said. ‘We have a few hours before we get underway. The police are looking, too. They’ve been told Delaney was feeling unwell last night, and that we’re worried he had a medical episode.’

‘I see. And what about the others?’

Joan described her encounters with Sergeant Heath and Corporal Lyall in St Andrew.

‘They’re hiding something. At the moment, they’re being held separately, waiting for Pots to talk to them. The thing is, they were alerted to potential trouble by Lieutenant Cobb’s investigation into everyone’s whereabouts on Friday morning. I don’t know how thorough he was – not very, I imagine – and it would have given them plenty of time to get their story straight.’

‘Let’s hope Pots can get them to crack. Not something I ever thought I’d say about my Royal Marines.’

‘I think he will, ma’am. Most probably Lyall, the drummer. He seemed the more nervy of the two I saw.’

‘Was there anything else?’

‘Actually, yes, ma’am.’

Joan told the Queen about the chatty deputy transport minister’s wife, who had passed on the various rumours that were circulating in Barbados about Pamela’s death.

‘She also mentioned a brother, who seems to have a reputation here as a party animal. She must have meant Pamela’s younger brother, George, given that the older one died in a car crash when he was twelve. Pamela was in the car at the time. From the way they spoke about him, ma’am, I would say that her parents still haven’t really recovered.’

‘Dominic said they were grief-stricken yesterday,’ the Queen said.

‘They were . . .’ Joan agreed, with some hesitation. ‘But I do wonder if it was for Pamela. They only got really emotional talking about John, the son who died. They didn’t mention George, who obviously still comes to the West Indies. Most of the time, it was about the press strategy. That’s what’s so baffling. They’ve come all this way, but they didn’t ask me anything about Pamela’s last days, what sort of mood she was in, how she was feeling. Jock Sinclair spent more time talking about one of his wife’s distant ancestors. So did she.’

Unlike her private secretary, who hadn’t been interested in the personal dynamics of the Sinclairs, the Queen was curious. She tried to picture a mother and father who seemed to care more about their reputation than their own child. The trouble was, it was too easy. She knew many a duke who’d lost interest in the family after the production of the heir and the spare, and various plutocrats on their second or third wives, who hardly seemed to know what their children were called. Her own parents, both of them, had been deeply involved and loving towards her and Margaret for as long as her father was alive – and her mother still was, very much, even now. Philip doted on his four. And goodness knew, she did, too – as much as a packed diary and a couple of very strict nursemaids in the nursery would let her.

What sort of parent, when talking about the tragic deaths of two children, would fail to mention one who was still alive? And what sort of mother wouldn’t want as many details as she could get on the last days and hours of her only daughter? What parent would provide the fuzziest, least flattering image of that child, in the hope the newspapers wouldn’t use it?

She and Joan talked through the psychology as much as they understood it, but both admitted they didn’t understand it fully. Just because the Queen had observed it, it didn’t mean she could fathom it.

‘Didn’t someone say every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way?’

‘Tolstoy, ma’am. In Anna Karenina.’

‘Ah yes.’ The Queen sighed. What on earth could that have to do with a missing member of the band? ‘Anyway, let me know as soon as they find Sergeant Delaney. And Inspector Chambers can give me a written report on his interviews. Don’t let Sir Dominic hide it at the bottom of my boxes. I can read it tonight. Ah, here’s Bobo with my sapphires.’

Joan smiled.

‘I’ll leave you to it, ma’am.’
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Chapter 21

At sea, Wednesday, 16 February

In the end, Chief Inspector Chambers still wasn’t ready to write his report by the time Her Majesty retired to her bedroom, after a sparkling dinner in the state dining room, and a dance with Barbados’s premier in the drawing room.

Pots thought that the Queen might have been pleased, in some respects, to know that her musical Yotties were too disciplined, too organised, and too well trained to give up their secrets straightaway. For several hours, each of the three bandsman maintained that all four had travelled together to the beach house on Tobago last Thursday, and that they had come back in pairs with assorted party guests who could, and did, agree they’d been on two of the last boat rides back to Britannia. The Yotties who piloted the launches concurred.

On the island, they’d played, on and off, for a couple of hours and yes, they had seen Pamela from time to time, in her distinctive purple cocktail dress. They hadn’t known exactly who she was at the time, but she was pretty, so they’d noticed. They might have seen less of her in the second half of the party. They couldn’t say for certain, because they were busy focusing on the music. Two of them thought they had seen a man answering to Derek Green’s description at some point or other. The other had no idea.

‘They all look the same, the locals, don’t they?’ This was Corporal Lyall, the drummer.

‘He was six foot four. He had his hair in braids.’

A shrug. ‘No idea. Lots of tall guys. Sorry.’

‘And you don’t know who booked you for the party?’

‘That was Sergeant Delaney. He had a contact. Don’t know who. Do we really have to go over this again?’

At two thirty in the morning, Joe Delaney was discovered in a ditch behind a row of shops and restaurants on the road that led north towards the Sandy Lane Hotel. He was badly beaten, and suffering from a small stab wound to the side. He’d been there for some time, over twenty-four hours, possibly, and the police didn’t know if he would make it through the night.

Then, they started talking.



‘Pamela was the contact.’

Chambers allowed himself a quiet sigh of satisfaction. In fact, Corporal Ainsworth, the bear-like double bass player, was the first to crack.

‘The guy on the island said he was having trouble getting his usual people because they were all still in Trinidad, after playing in the carnival. Pamela told him she’d see what she could do. That’s what Joe said.’

‘She went to him directly?’ Chambers asked.

‘Yeah, probably.’

‘Why wouldn’t she do it through your bandleader?’

Long silence.

‘Because she knew him.’

‘Knew Delaney?’

‘Yes.’

‘For how long?’

Another silence.

‘Six months? Seven?’ Ainsworth suggested, with a shrug.

‘Six months! You mean, she knew him back in London?’

‘Yeah. They met at a party he was playing at in Kensington. One of those posh houses. Some guards officer wanted the jazz band, and we were free that night. Some of us went on afterwards to Soho, to Ronnie Scott’s. It was a friendly group, not stand-offish, you know.’

‘So, you were there?’

A sigh. ‘I was.’

‘And how friendly, exactly, did Miss Sinclair get with Joe Delaney?’

Rolled eyes. The game was up. Sheep as a lamb. Whatever.

‘Very.’



By seven in the morning, Chambers had the whole story. Or at least, as much of it as the remaining bandsmen could tell.

Pamela and the clarinettist had formed an instant connection at the jazz club last September, and had continued to see each other – borrowing spare bedrooms and even parked cars for the purpose – whenever they could. Chambers could easily see what they saw in each other: Pamela was a straight-up blonde knockout, and Joe Delaney was a raven-haired charmer with old-fashioned, film-star looks and a way with his ‘liquorice stick’, as his instrument was apparently known.

It was a risky relationship across the class divide. Prestigious for Joe, but if Pamela got caught going out with a bandsman, there’d have been hell to pay. If she had been his daughter, Chambers would have been horrified, but she wasn’t. Girls of her class did things differently – he’d seen enough of it to know. A very tiny part of him even sort of admired her for it. She’d fallen in love, and love makes people behave in crazy ways. If one of those French cineastes had made a film of it, everyone in the audience would have gone gloopy.

Anyway, the fire had burned bright, but not for long. By Christmas, she’d called it off. Chambers had the impression from Sergeant Heath, the pianist, that Joe Delaney was the type of musical lothario who hadn’t always been strictly faithful. Perhaps Pamela had found out, or she’d grown bored already, or she’d found someone new and better suited to her lifestyle. Either way, they’d had no serious contact aboard Britannia that Heath or Corporals Lyall and Ainsworth knew about for those first two weeks, and their schedules were so full, and accommodation so cramped, that they surely would have known.

Then Delaney had come to them with a well-paid offer to play the party on Tobago. It was a chance to go ashore, live a little and do what they did best. According to Heath, they’d said yes, the gig had gone well, and they were having a quick cigarette round the back of the house before packing up, when Joe heard someone call his name from somewhere in the undergrowth, so he’d gone off to investigate.

He’d come back looking puzzled.

‘It’s Pamela, and she wants to get back to her cabin without being noticed.’

‘Why?’ Heath had wondered.

‘She’s gone a bit . . .’ Delaney had struggled to describe it.

Heath said Delaney told him she’d had too many cocktails.

‘She told Joe she’d gone for a swim and got beaten up by the rocks. She’d tried to use her dress as a towel and was wet and sandy. She had her reputation to think of,’ the pianist grunted. ‘Private office, all that stuff. She could be snooty sometimes. She didn’t want anyone to see her like that.’

‘And when you saw her, did you think she’d been “beaten up by the rocks”?’ Chambers asked Heath, Ainsworth and Lyall in turn. But they all claimed not to have seen her personally.

Now it was Corporal Lyall who took up the tale. According to the drummer, Joe Delaney had hatched a plan that he and Lyall would travel back to the yacht together while the other two finished packing up and collecting their money. Then Delaney would return to the island alone with Lyall’s uniform – recently worn and nicely dishevelled, because a freshly starched one would have stood out at that time in the evening – and Pamela would slip into it, and come back in the boat with him.

‘We worked it out between us. It was just a joke, really,’ Lyall insisted. ‘Joe went and got something for her to dry herself with while she waited in the bushes. Then he took out the mouthpiece of his clarinet and left it on a shelf near where we’d been playing. A high shelf, mind, made of glass, to show off shells and such like. He didn’t want anyone to swipe it accidentally. We took the next tender, and when we got back on deck, Joe told the quarterdeck officer he’d left the mouthpiece behind, and he’d have to go and get it. He took one of my empty drum cases back to the island with him, too, with my jacket and trousers inside, and the smallest pair of black shoes he could find, and a cap he’d borrowed from somewhere. I didn’t see him after that. In the morning, he said it had gone OK. She’d put the bits and pieces on, and apart from the bo’sun driving the boat—’

‘Who was that?’

‘I don’t know, sir. Apart from him, nobody was any the wiser.’

To Tatun Lyall, it all seemed to make perfect sense. To Chambers, it opened up a series of further questions.

‘You said you thought it was just a joke, but Pamela was hiding in the bushes. She didn’t want anyone to see her. What kind of mood was she in?’

‘Like I said, I didn’t see her myself, but Joe said she was kind of “buzzy”. Something like that. Pamela could be a little bit crazy, you know? In London, she liked to be the centre of attention. I mean, a girl like that . . . she usually was anyway. She was really . . .’

‘What?’

Lyall went quiet for a moment, searching for the right word. He found it, and said it with a scowl. ‘Gorgeous. To look at. You know.’

‘She didn’t seem upset? Frightened? Anxious?’ Chambers asked.

‘Joe didn’t say so. If he had, I’d have said something afterwards, when you talked to us, I swear. But it was just a joke. A stupid prank. Maybe . . .’ Lyall frowned, as if really thinking about it for the first time ‘ . . . she was scared of someone on board. Trying to avoid them. Maybe someone she didn’t get on with . . .’

‘Do you have anyone in mind?’

‘No, sir,’ Lyall said, sitting back and crossing his arms, with the insolent look of a junior in the ranks that said, Yes, sir, but I’m not telling you, sir. We all know who I mean, sir, but if you think I’m saying that out loud you’re very much mistaken.

Joan. He thought that if she was scared of anyone, it would be Joan McGraw.

‘How did you get your uniform back?’

‘Through the laundry. It came back washed and pressed the next day. I didn’t ask, but I guess Joe handed it in with his.’

‘Where did she change back into her dress? Assuming she did.’

‘No idea, sir.’

‘And when Lieutenant Cobb, and then my personal team, asked all of you, repeatedly, what had happened that night, and you knew that Pamela Sinclair was dead, you said nothing?’

The drummer was tense, and frightened for his future, and exhausted. By now, he’d been answering questions on and off for hours. He hung his head. When Chambers pressed, Lyall made up various excuses for all four bandsmen’s behaviour in the morning, but what it came down to was that they had made a pact before their first rehearsal of the day, to protect Delaney from the consequences of his little charade from the night before. According to Lyall, they’d convinced themselves that whatever they’d done on the island, it couldn’t have had any impact on whatever had happened to Pamela later on. It was obvious that their duty was to each other. One for all and all for one.

What a goddam shame. Four highly trained musicians in a prestigious corps, careers ruined, game over. Presumably they’d get jobs as players in local bands and seedy clubs, but the Director of Music of the Royal Marines would not take kindly to the fact that they’d lied to Her Majesty’s personal protection officer from Scotland Yard where the death of a young woman was concerned. Their military days were over.

‘You said you didn’t see Sergeant Delaney until later that night,’ Chambers observed. ‘Where was he between midnight and four in the morning?’

Lyall rubbed his heavy-lidded eyes. ‘I wouldn’t know. I sleep in the unwinding room with the other bandsmen on the lower deck. The sergeants bunk with the petty officers in their mess on the main deck. Ask Sid.’

Sid Heath, in his turn, asserted that, to the best of his recollection, Joe Delaney had joined them for a beer and a game of darts in the mess at around eleven thirty. Britannia was well on the way to Grenada by then. They’d all gone to bed at around midnight, and Delaney was fast asleep in his bunk, at the top of a column of three, when Heath had got up to use the heads at two or three in the morning. They were packed in like sardines in there, so it was rare to be able to move without waking someone up, but there was no sign that Delaney left his bunk at any point. The band sergeant who had the middle bunk, directly underneath him, corroborated the story.

Lastly – and Chambers himself was struggling to stay awake as Britannia anchored in St Lucia, her latest port of call – the Yottie who had brought Delaney and his ‘bandmate’ back from the fated party admitted under heavy questioning that he, too, had lied, fervently and repeatedly.

Leading Seaman Terry ‘Far’ Kinnell explained that he wasn’t supposed to be piloting a launch that night. He’d been helping Cobb and the bo’sun make sure the royal yacht was shipshape before weighing anchor, when Delaney had come up to him and asked him if he could take a boat out for one last journey. The men who’d been making trips all evening were done for the day, and adamant they weren’t going back for a ‘bloody mouthpiece’. Kinnell, on the other hand, was a friend of Joe’s. He was known to be good with the boats – he could sail or drive anything and bring it back in pristine condition in the choppiest of waters – and he quite liked the idea of landing on ‘Robinson Crusoe’s island’.

No, Pamela hadn’t seemed anxious or alarmed when she’d stepped aboard with Joe for the return trip, he said. She’d enjoyed it, getting sea spray on her face and laughing. Would Far describe her as ‘buzzy’? Yes, he probably would. Before disembarking, she’d given him a kiss on the cheek to say thank you. Joe had told him it was for a bet, and she didn’t deny it.

Arriving back at Britannia, Joe had helped Pamela climb onto the accommodation ladder from where she boarded the yacht, while Far had taken care of helping the bo’sun stow the launches. The last he’d seen, Pamela was disappearing up the staircase, the hems of the white uniform trousers trailing a little over her shoes, her hair hidden under the borrowed cap.

And when he heard she’d died? She’d choked on some kind of fruit, hadn’t she? Far had overheard some ladies in the royal household talking about it. Nothing to do with him. It was terrible, because she’d been in such a good mood on the boat with her . . . with Sergeant Delaney. No, he hadn’t been about to say ‘her boyfriend’. OK, he knew they’d been an item, but they weren’t anymore. She hadn’t been all over Joe on the boat or anything. He’d been about to say ‘her ex-boyfriend’, if you must know.

‘What about when you were asked, specifically, if you knew how Pamela had got back aboard?’ Chambers asked. His bones ached with tiredness now. His voice was gravel.

Kinnell frowned. ‘I wasn’t.’

‘What?’

‘I wasn’t asked how she got aboard. I was asked what I did that night, that’s all. I said I took the boat out, with permission, which is true. The quarterdeck officer wrote it all down, and anyway, he saw me go.’

‘And when you came back with two bandsmen, not one? Making five, altogether?’

Kinnell looked blank. ‘I don’t know if anyone was checking by then. We were almost ready to get underway. But nobody asked me about that. End of story.’

Pots’s heart sank. This sounded all too likely. His team, like Dominic Stonor and Cobb before them, hadn’t wanted to create unnecessary rumours and alarm among the crew when they’d done their little interviews last Friday. They’d phrased their questions carefully – too carefully, sometimes, it seemed. Far Kinnell wasn’t an idiot. He’d have looked for any excuse not to tell them about his friend’s little indiscretion with a member of the Queen’s private office, no less. And they’d given him a nice way out.

Meanwhile, Joe Delaney had paid dearly for that night.

It seemed he held the missing pieces of the puzzle. Had the dashing bandsman really been the victim of a random mugging on Barbados? Or was that coincidence too much to swallow?
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Chapter 22

Grenada

Fred Darbishire arrived in Grenada on the first flight from Trinidad, retracing Britannia’s journey in the air. The Chief Inspector from Scotland Yard had been working hard over the last forty-eight hours, putting out feelers throughout the islands, and even as far as Venezuela and Miami, to see if anyone had a sniff of the fugitive Derek Green. He’d only arrived in Trinidad yesterday afternoon, but reports had come in suggesting that Green’s boat might have been spotted in these waters, and he was on his way again.

This was Darbishire’s second flight on a little prop plane, the first one being yesterday, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to do it more than he strictly had to. Both times, he’d felt every bump and wobble. He was sweating under his suit jacket, and regretting packing light for the tropics. Ideally, he’d change shirts twice a day, but he only had three spare.

Fred had other things to worry about, however. His police colleagues in Trinidad and Barbados were being as helpful as they could, but their systems were antiquated compared with those in London. They could do with a decent upgrade. Also, the size of the West Indies had taken him by surprise. Fred had assumed they were about as big as the Channel Islands, but it turned out there were thousands of them, stretching for two thousand miles, and they were littered with coves and little landing strips. Mr Green was a small needle in a very big haystack. Every official on land and sea would need to be on his guard.

A policeman in uniform was waiting for him at the arrivals gate, holding a sign.

‘How’re you doing, Chief Inspector? How was the flight?’

Darbishire lied about enjoying it, and tried to look like a seasoned traveller.

‘Any news for me?’

‘I think they’re going to update you at the station, sir. Welcome to Grenada, by the way.’

In the car they discussed the cricket, and England’s chances in the World Cup.

‘I’m going to see them against West Germany next week,’ Darbishire said. ‘Assuming I get back in time.’

‘A friendly?’

‘If you can call it that. We tend to beat them, at war and football. I’m looking forward to it.’

‘Bobby Charlton!’ the man intoned enthusiastically.

And so it was a more relaxed and happy chief inspector who eventually arrived at the station, where he was treated to breakfast and a decent cup of tea before they got down to business.

‘How reliable are those sightings, do you think?’ he asked the detective inspector who was looking after him.

‘Not very,’ the man admitted. ‘I’d put it down as fifty–fifty. It makes sense, though. If Green went north last Friday, he could be here by now.’

‘We need to get moving. Are you aware of contacts who could shelter him?’

‘Nobody specific. Barbados, yes, Jamaica, maybe. The thing is—’

‘I’d heard the same,’ Darbishire said. ‘But, of course, he might be avoiding those islands for precisely that reason. I’m sorry, I interrupted you.’

The other man smiled genially. ‘No problem, sir. I was just going to say that a message came in about thirty minutes before you got here. They missed you in Trinidad before you left.’

‘Missed me how?’

‘I was going to let you have your breakfast before telling you. They’ve found a witness or a suspect, I’m not sure. One of the sailors from the Royal Yacht Britannia was beat up in Barbados, and he’s in hospital. They want you to interview him.’

‘What, now?’

‘When he wakes up, sir. They’ll let us know. We’ve got time. Meanwhile, I’ve got a couple of theories about Green’s whereabouts that I’d like to share with you’

Darbishire nodded, and kept his thoughts to himself. If Green was involved in Pamela Sinclair’s death, then surely he must have organised this beating somehow, even if he wasn’t there in person. What threads connected him to this sailor, and how was he giving instructions, and to whom? Just when Fred could have been useful on the spot, he wasn’t. He smiled grimly.

‘Tell me your theories, Inspector. I’d love to hear them.’
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Chapter 23

St Lucia

For Lionel Cobb, Wednesday the 16th of February was a day he’d rather forget.

The executive officer announced the basic facts of the bandsmen’s sequestration at breakfast in the wardroom, and their involvement with Pamela Sinclair quickly became clear. What an ass he’d been! What an incompetent idiot. He could hardly deny it. Last Friday, once the body was discovered, he’d dashed around the yacht at the private secretary’s request, sniffing out information like a bloodhound, making a bloody chart out of it . . . And it turned out that all the time he, the quarterdeck officer, was the one who’d been taken for a fool, both the night before and that very morning.

How could he have missed Pamela coming aboard with Sergeant Delaney? What was he doing? Had he been too busy helping to oversee the storage of the tenders? Or was he just an idiot that the admiral did favours for as a courtesy to his uncle?

Cobb didn’t want to admit it, but he couldn’t help knowing that having Admiral Russell on his side had got him through a couple of tight situations already. Meanwhile, he’d have to eat humble pie, and lots of it, and most especially in front of Joan McGraw. She was an intelligent woman. She’d come up with the idea about dressing up, and by gosh, she was right. He admired her, he really did. But he saw the way she looked at him. She didn’t think much of him . . . Probably thought he was an idiot, too. She certainly would today.

Lionel was already in trouble for not following up the disguise thing. He wanted to be useful and if he didn’t prove himself . . . well, the Royal Navy wasn’t very forgiving. He wondered what it was about those photographs that Joan had patently not wanted him to see. She clearly didn’t trust him. He thought back to the cabin, which had been in a bit of a state, as he recalled. A damaged suitcase in the corner, makeup and papers everywhere . . . Had she spotted something that shouldn’t be there? Something missing?

An idea struck him. Maybe he could restore his reputation after all, if he upped his game like Joan.



The royal couple were finishing breakfast in the sun lounge again. Prince Philip, hair oiled, besuited, sunglasses at the ready, was all set to enjoy this particular day.

‘They say St Lucia’s a very pretty island. The Helen of the West Indies.’

‘Aren’t they all pretty?’ the Queen asked.

‘Some more than others. St Lucia’s got these ‘Pitons’, see? Those two pointy hills over there, like—’

‘I know about the Pitons,’ she said. Her father had landed here, half a century ago, as a young naval officer. From his stories, St Lucia had always seemed wildly other-worldly to her – more so than the other islands, somehow. And now, here she was, about to set foot in this very place.

‘Sir Dominic told me last night that he’s worried about the natives,’ Philip said. ‘They’re gearing up for one of those independence conferences.’

The Queen winced at his vocabulary. Please may he not use it in public.

‘Sir Dominic’s worried about everyone,’ she said.

‘Aren’t you?’

‘My job is to oversee the colonies become a commonwealth of nations.’

‘I had noticed,’ he muttered gruffly.

She hadn’t meant ‘job’ so much as ‘God-given duty’, but he knew that, too.

‘So, no, I’m not worried. As long as they do it peacefully, and try not to make friends of our enemies.’

‘Not become another Cuba, you mean.’

‘Ideally, no.’

Philip sighed. He looked out across the bay at Soufrière, where the wooded Pitons rose up vertiginously on the starboard side, straight out of the water. ‘Well, with luck they won’t declare war on us and sign up with the Soviets. I wouldn’t mind coming back. Can you imagine, taking a boat out, and noodling further along the coast, pulling in somewhere and having a picnic on the beach?’

The Queen could imagine it. It would be idyllic. It was impossible to imagine doing it now, though. What would the people of St Lucia think if she ignored them and went for a picnic? Their independence talks would become a lot more militant.

‘My valet tells me he saw Pots this morning,’ Philip added. ‘He was going for breakfast just as Pots was going to bed. Up all night, apparently. I hope he’s got suitable procedures in place to look after you today.’

‘He was interviewing the men who smuggled Pamela aboard Britannia,’ she told him.

A note had been delivered to her first thing this morning, outlining what had happened, and it would be all over the ship in a matter of hours.

‘Who were they?’ he asked.

‘The jazz quartet.’ She briefly described what had gone on in Tobago.

‘The treacherous bastards! Not worthy of the uniform.’

‘They didn’t necessarily know what was going to happen next,’ she pointed out. She didn’t add that she’d heard of many a similar prank among Guards officers and their girlfriends. What young military men got up to in their spare time, it was often better not to know.

‘And this Delaney chap’s in hospital? Hang on . . . Did you say one of them was Tatun Lyall? I remember Lyall. When I was in the Bahamas in ’sixty-four, I overheard someone saying he was the man to go to if you wanted anything.’

Elizabeth frowned at him. ‘What did they mean?’

‘A Yottie was showing off, whoever he was . . . I was on the shelter deck, taking the air. He was working on the deck below and didn’t see me. It’s very useful, sometimes, not being seen. Anyway, he was sharing their secrets of Britannia, “the insiders’ guide” . . .’

‘What sort of secrets?’

‘Oh, which officers to give a wide berth to, which jobs to volunteer for if you want a suntan,’ Philip said, ‘and that one. Tatun Lyall, who played the saxophone . . .’

‘The drums.’

‘Some damn instrument or other. Anyway, they said he was the go-to man, apparently. Some sort of fixer, I assume. I meant to ask one of the officers about him the next day, but I forgot about it, until now. I say, if anyone gave Pamela little red pills, he’d be your man, don’t you think?’

‘Hmm,’ the Queen said. ‘I’ll see you on deck in ten minutes. I just need a little word with Joan.’



The Duke’s insight about Tatun Lyall was quickly shared among senior staff. It felt like a breakthrough. Sir Dominic accompanied the royal couple ashore this time, while Joan spent the next hour raising poor, exhausted Pots and consulting with the admiral about what to do about it.

They agreed that it was time for Britannia to be searched, despite the alarm and disruption it would cause, and even if it wasn’t certain that any crime had been committed. Sir Dominic’s parting words before disembarking had been to beg them to remember that the cause of death couldn’t be fully established until the post-mortem blood tests were back, and even then, from what Evans said, they would probably confirm an accidental overdose.

‘Even so,’ Pots muttered. ‘Pamela Sinclair was afraid of something on board. Someone. Or why did she put that suitcase there?’

‘And what happened to the letters?’ Joan added.

‘Letters? What letters? Oh, the ones you thought you saw in her dressing table, wasn’t it?’

‘I did see them,’ she assured him.

‘Well, if the Duke is right about Corporal Lyall, then perhaps we’ll find them alongside an empty bottle of Seconal, and they’ll explain what the hell was going on. That would be nice, wouldn’t it?’

She grimaced.

He knew what she meant. ‘You’re right, of course. But a man can dream, can’t he?’



Admiral Russell, like all commanding officers of Britannia, was suave, competent, charming at a cocktail party, brilliant in a crisis. The royal yacht was scheduled to make several stops around St Lucia today, as the inland roads weren’t up to getting the royal couple to their various destinations. Normally, that would keep the crew busy enough, but he quickly ensured that from the shore Britannia gave the appearance of being very calm and utterly unruffled, while below deck, every nook, cranny, cabin, hammock, locker and storeroom was searched from top to bottom, by small teams of senior Yotties who worked together and could keep an eye on each other, as well as looking out for potential hiding places.

They were looking for ‘items that may have been taken from Miss Sinclair’s cabin the day after she died’ (they would know them when they saw them), and ‘the medication it was believed she had taken’. Three teams searched the lower deck and stores, while two each went through the main and upper decks. It was agreed that the royal bedrooms and offices, which were always guarded, occupied or locked, would be spared. But the first places they focused on were the accommodation used by bandsmen Heath, Delaney, Ainsworth and Lyall.

It took six minutes to find three part-filled bottles of pills in a handmade hole in Lyall’s mattress. These were taken to Commander Evans, who confirmed that one contained barbiturates, one was paracetamol, and the other was a prescription sedative called diazepam. There was also a small bag of marijuana, several packets of cigarette papers, and a box of loose tobacco that also contained a small, home-made key.

Pots was absolutely delighted. It was as if his prayers had been answered.

In the storeroom-turned-brig, where he’d been temporarily confined, Lyall wasn’t talking anymore. The evidence was right there, but he’d obviously decided that he’d said enough. Ainsworth and Heath professed complete innocence and didn’t talk either. Back in Barbados, Delaney still hadn’t regained consciousness. The shipwright and engineers were consulted as to the places the key might fit, but it took a further six hours to find the hidden hatch installed in an unused training dinghy. There wasn’t room for much, but what there was gave Pots serious pause for thought.

How was he going to explain this to Her Majesty?
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Chapter 24

Tatun Lyall spent the night thinking dark thoughts about Pamela Sinclair. This was all her fault, and if Joe Delaney died, that would be her fault, too. Those posh girls, with their fancy airs, who think the world owes them everything and, guess what, they get it. Poor Joe had been besotted with her. Of course it went wrong. Wasn’t it always the way? Good boys, brought down by bad girls, with butter-wouldn’t-melt smiles and batty eyes and legs so thin you wonder how they stand up, sometimes.

Joe had something special about him. Not just the looks, but his talent with a liquorice stick. He was destined to be a star. Maybe he used the uniform a little bit too much to get the girls, but one day he was going to get out of the corps and join a big band, make his name, maybe go to America and make recordings like his heroes, Sonny Rollins and Charlie Parker. Maybe he’d even get to play with the big guy, Miles. Tatun had lost count a long time ago of the number of times they’d listened to A Kind of Blue. That was their music, really, experimental, modal, playing endlessly with the melodic line. Sure, they could do bebop and swing in their sleep, but Joe was interested in progression . . . not chord progression, but the way jazz was going. There was a whole new world out there.

And now it looked as though Joe wouldn’t get to be a part of it. All because he hooked up with a posh floozy at Ronnie Scott’s, and let his other liquorice stick do the talking.

Tatun always knew she was bad news. Not just her looks, but there was something else about Pamela. It was like she always had to turn the spotlight in her direction. Needy and watch-your-back. Joe was cut up when she broke it off, and Tatun had been angry on his behalf, but he’d been happy, too. That was the end of those teasing, criticising looks she’d give you from under those long lashes. Until she’d shown up again, on Britannia, and Tatun just knew she’d spoil it somehow, even though there was no reason why she and Joe should ever meet.

Except, she’d made one: a gig Joe couldn’t turn down. She was always turning up, like a bad penny.

Tatun didn’t want to think about tomorrow, and the next day, and what they’d do about what they’d found in his cache in the dinghy (someone had made sure to shout the bad news to him through the storeroom door), and what would happen when they got back to Portsmouth – if he even made it that far.

All he’d ever done was try and help people. Tatun was good at it. He’d built himself up from nothing, a backstreet in Bristol with a dad who never came home and a mum who never stopped working to keep them all in food and school uniforms, and now he wore the best uniform in the world, and he could hold you in the palm of his hand with a drum solo in a nightclub, or dazzle you with his prowess at a big parade, or dazzle you in bed, if you really wanted, or get you that little thing you needed to make your life easier away from home, no names no pack drill. It had been going so well, and now, thanks to Miss Pamela Sinclair, it was dust and ashes.

If she wasn’t already dead, he could think of a way or two to get rid of that bitch.

The trouble was, she was.
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PART 3

SUGAR AND SPICE AND ALL THINGS NICE
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Chapter 25

At sea, Thursday, 17 February

The Queen was strongly reminded of the story of the three wise men and the elephant.

They were at sea for the day again, while Britannia sailed past Martinique (French, not of interest) to the island of Dominica. It was late on Thursday morning and the now-familiar trio of Pots, Sir Dominic and Mike Evans had made themselves comfortable (ish) on the chairs in her sitting room, with Joan in attendance to take notes and Cobb, the golden retriever, thankfully forced to wait outside. The Queen had seen him hovering hopefully in the passage, but her little room was quite full enough.

In the story of the wise men and the elephant, the wise men are blind, and each of them thinks the elephant is something quite different, depending on which part of it they’re touching. They are, as the Queen remembered it, very confident of their individual theories (they are men, after all) – and so were her senior staff today.

Pots had already given her a full update on his investigations, and he was quite certain that one or more of the jazzmen had done Pamela harm. She had been fearful of them doing more, hence the suitcase in front of the door.

‘It all comes down to sex, ma’am,’ he concluded, the tips of his ears reddening slightly. ‘The, um, items in the dinghy show Lyall’s proclivities. Delaney was known to have had a relationship with Pamela that ended badly. Emotions run high when intimate relationships are involved. She made a big mistake when she went to them for help that night. If indeed that’s what she did do: we only have their word for it. They seem to have alibis for most of the night, and certainly on Monday, when Delaney was attacked on Barbados. But we know they’re covering for each other.’

The Queen knew her husband agreed. ‘It’s bound to be a sex thing,’ Philip had said last night, having heard broad rumours about the search and the eventual discovery of Lyall’s cache. ‘Smut, apparently. Lots of it.’

Evans, the medical man and professional sailor, was unimpressed by the stash. (What was it, exactly? Nobody could bring themselves to tell her.)

‘I don’t think we can draw firm conclusions yet, ma’am. The one thing Lyall didn’t have in his possession was a bottle of Seconal. True, he could have got rid of it. But he only had small quantities of amobarbital and diazepam – a handful of pills each – and half a bottle of paracetamol. To be perfectly honest, I know navy wives in Portsmouth who have as much or more in their bathroom cabinets. There were no drugs in his little glory hole. And the other stuff . . . To be frank, ma’am, we’re a naval vessel. I haven’t seen it, but from what I’ve heard, it doesn’t strike me as obscene.’

‘It is, literally, obscene,’ Pots countered.

‘Dangerous, then,’ Evans amended. ‘He wasn’t transporting wild animals, or heroin, or bullion. There were nine-volt batteries, for goodness’ sake!’

‘Were there?’ the Queen asked, interested.

‘Very useful for transistor radios,’ Sir Dominic put in.

She knew this. She was a dab hand at replacing batteries in her radios when required. ‘Why would he hide them?’ she wondered.

‘He probably collected things sailors might need,’ Evans said. ‘He wouldn’t be the first to pick things up cheap in port, for distribution later. There were rubber johnnies, too. You could argue the man was doing women a favour.’

‘You’re being facetious, Mike,’ Pots said, tightly. ‘This is Britannia.’

Evans shrugged. ‘I only mean, bottles and batteries don’t make him a murderous drug pusher. Miss Sinclair could easily have taken the Seconal to try and get some sleep after an upsetting night, and got confused – she would have been, after that many – and put the suitcase across the door to stop anyone from interrupting her. It’s possible the bandsmen are telling the truth: they did her bidding and got her aboard and didn’t see her again.’

‘And Lyall just happened to have the type of drugs in his secret possession that killed her,’ Pots scoffed.

‘Not the exact type, no.’

Evans was strongly inclined towards a self-administered overdose. This was his elephant. He and his fellow medics had come across it so many times. On land, the press were taking the same low-key view, from what Joan told the Queen in St Lucia. They didn’t know about the suitcase, the manipulative father, the bandsman stabbed on Barbados and the contents of Tatun Lyall’s mattress.

‘I think,’ Sir Dominic interjected, ‘that we’ve lost sight of what upset her in the first place. Mike, you tell us that Lyall didn’t have the right sort of pills. Peter, you say that all the bandsmen have alibis for the time Delaney was attacked. I still maintain that we need to pay attention to what happened on that beach in Tobago, and who with, and what it means for the rest of the tour.’

This was Sir Dominic’s elephant. He had lost his own recent enthusiasm for the accidental overdose idea. In his view, it all came back to politics. He turned to Pots.

‘Peter, I’m honestly quite surprised that you’re so relaxed about it.’

‘I’m not relaxed,’ Chambers muttered. A tic in his jaw suggested that, right at this moment, he was anything but. ‘I’m in the middle of an investigation.’

‘Did anyone find whatever was missing from Pamela’s cabin?’ the Queen asked, in a tone designed to calm the waters a little.

‘Not yet,’ Chambers informed her. ‘If indeed anything was, apart from the bottle.’

‘What a pity.’

Joan, whose notetaking had slowed down as the bickering had increased, suddenly looked up with a start.

‘Yes?’ the Queen asked.

‘May I pop outside for a minute, ma’am? I thought I saw something.’

While she was away, they discussed what to do with the remaining jazzmen. Sir Dominic was keen to send them to England, as fast and as far as possible from Britannia and any hint of scandal. Pots was firm in his intention to keep them close, where he could question them further at will. Evans tended to agree with him. In most cases, the navy preferred its own system of court martial, should it come to that, rather than resorting to criminal courts. It would be different if they knew Pamela had been murdered, but they didn’t yet, did they? The only confessions they had were to a drunken prank. All reluctantly agreed that they needed more evidence before they could decide what to do next.

And then Joan returned, with a slim volume in her hand, bound in soft, blue leather.

‘Pamela’s diary,’ she said, holding it out.

Pots was the first to recover.

‘Where did you find it?’

‘Lieutenant Cobb had it. He found it half an hour ago.’

‘Why didn’t he tell us, for God’s sake?’

She shook her head ruefully. ‘He said he was trying to, but it was hard to catch someone’s attention. He was waiting until we came out.’

Pots snorted. ‘The idiot.’

‘I saw something tucked under his arm when we came in,’ Joan explained, ‘but I only just realised what it might be.’

‘May I?’ Sir Dominic asked, holding out his hand for it, but Pots interrupted with a yelp.

‘Don’t! Fingerprints!’

Joan manoeuvred it gingerly until the edges were pressed against her flattened palms. She held it up for display. It was an expensive, mid-size notebook, with gilt-edged pages.

‘Are you sure it’s Pamela’s?’ Chambers asked.

Joan nodded. ‘I looked inside. I’m sorry about the fingerprints, Peter. I recognise her handwriting. But it seems to be partly written in code. She must have been worried about it being read by other people. The code looks detailed and well-established – she didn’t invent it on this voyage.’

‘Dammit!’ Sir Dominic muttered.

‘Do you have a fingerprint kit with you?’ the Queen asked Pots. It seemed unlikely. Surely not all Scotland Yard policemen travelled with one at will?

‘No,’ he said. ‘But we can rig one up easily enough. And with your permission, ma’am, I can get Snaps to take pictures and make enlargements next time we’re at anchor.’

‘By all means,’ the Queen agreed. ‘He can do it tomorrow, when we get to Dominica. Once he’s taken the images you need, Peter, would you mind giving the diary back to Joan?’

‘May I ask why, ma’am?’ Pots asked, which was the politest way he could think of to tell her ‘no’. His whole demeanour suggested Joan, of all people? The unreliable witness from the beach?

‘Because she’s familiar with codebreaking,’ the Queen said.

All faces turned to look at the APS. They knew Joan had had an ‘interesting war’. Pots and Evans stared. Pots swallowed.

‘Of course, ma’am.’

‘Can I ask, where did Lieutenant Cobb find it?’ Evans asked Joan.

‘In your office,’ she told him, ‘slipped in between two clothbound notebooks.’

‘Dammit!’ the Queen yelped, and everyone turned to stare. ‘Sorry, I think I just got bitten by a mosquito,’ she said, rubbing her arm. In fact, she remembered she’d been about to ask Evans to look exactly there when he’d distracted her with news of the post-mortem. If she’d only gone back to her original train of thought, she could have saved them all some time. ‘Why was Cobb looking there?’

Joan shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I’ll ask him.’

Sir Dominic beamed. ‘Clever old Lionel.’

‘Unless he put it there in the first place,’ Pots grumbled.

The Queen decided they’d all spent quite long enough in this increasingly claustrophobic room together. She, for one, needed space and air.

‘I’m going outside,’ she said. ‘Good luck with next steps, everyone.’

Sex, suicide, sedition . . . What did the good people of the West Indies think she talked about, she wondered, when she wasn’t wearing a hat and waving? Racing, dogs and children. That’s what she enjoyed discussing, in roughly that order, whenever possible. But she got the chance less often than she’d like.



Upstairs, she encountered Philip with his binoculars, looking out for seabirds from the veranda deck. Pleased to find him alone, she came straight to the point.

‘What exactly did they find in Tatun Lyall’s locker yesterday?’

‘D’you really want to know?’

‘Yes of course. And nobody will tell me.’

Philip grinned. It was known among the most senior staff that he’d suggested looking into Lyall. He was still basking in the glory.

‘It sounded like a mixed bag of things. Nine-volt batteries, if you can believe it.’

‘I know about those.’

‘A couple of desiccated cigars,’ he went on. ‘For celebrating newborns, I assume. Enough rubber johnnies for an aircraft carrier. Optimistic lad. Some homemade-looking hooch, I think they said . . .’

‘You mentioned smut,’ she prompted.

‘Ah. And a serious collection of Danish magazines.’

‘Danish?’ She pictured woolly knitting patterns and incomprehensible recipes for pastries. ‘Why Danish?’

‘Because the Danes make better pornography than we do.’

Oh. That explained it. Up to a point. ‘What’s different about Danish sex?’

He lowered his binoculars. ‘They look more athletic,’ he explained. ‘And they take better pictures while they’re at it. The sort that would have the Lord Chamberlain reaching for the smelling salts. Very little left to the imagination.’

‘That’s rather sad, isn’t it?’ she said, on reflection. ‘I always rather like the imagination.’

‘You’re not a sailor in the Royal Navy, Lilibet. They have to use their imagination all the time.’

‘I suppose they do,’ she admitted.

She wondered whether she wanted to see the magazines in question, and decided she didn’t need to. She’d seen enough horses in the act, and they left nothing to the imagination whatsoever. ‘Was that all?’

Philip laughed. ‘If the British judiciary could see your reaction! They spend half their lives protecting the innocent minds of middle-aged women.’

‘I’m neither innocent nor middle-aged,’ she told him, crossly.

‘Thank God for that,’ he said, leaning past the binnacle to brush aside a stray curl and kiss her.



Down below, Joan, Sir Dominic and Lionel Cobb were catching up in the private secretary’s sitting room.

After his failure to uncover the bandsmen, Joan had been hoping that Cobb would be dropped from this little trio, but thanks to the diary, he was the golden boy again.

‘How on earth did you find it?’ Sir Dominic asked. ‘More to the point, how did we miss it?’

‘That’s the thing,’ Cobb said, pausing to accept a ginger ale from the drinks tray. ‘I mean, the searches yesterday were so thorough. They were looking in the most ingenious, difficult places, under carpets, in ceiling cavities . . . I thought if it’s going to be anywhere, it might be somewhere obvious. Hiding in plain sight, you know, like those stories where the thing was on the mantelpiece all the time.’

‘How did you know it even existed?’ she asked him, frowning.

‘Ah, well, I didn’t. But I wanted to help.’ Cobb smiled diffidently. ‘I realise I haven’t been on the top of my game recently. To be perfectly honest, I didn’t know what I was looking for. I remembered the state of the cabin with Pamela’s makeup and papers and things everywhere. If it was jewellery, I wouldn’t have a clue where to start, but if it was letters or papers . . . Well, I know the places to look. I was on a mission.’ He grinned. ‘The sickbay was the fourth place I tried. I suppose I was looking for letters, really, but there was something about that calfskin leather, you know. It didn’t seem right among all the medical books and notebooks.’

Sir Dominic smiled. ‘Well done.’

Cobb’s shoulders slumped. ‘And then, I opened it, and it was gibberish, and I thought oh heck.’

‘Not gibberish. Encoded,’ Joan corrected him. She was annoyed with herself for not thinking of the ‘hiding in plain sight’ theory, too. Or rather, she’d thought of it, but she hadn’t acted on it thoroughly enough.

‘I meant “encoded”,’ Cobb echoed. ‘And if anyone has the skills to decode it, Joan, I’m sure you do.’ He actually winked. ‘Anyway, it was an honour to be of service.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, guardedly.

Like Pots, she wasn’t convinced he hadn’t put it there in the first place. Tomorrow, Snaps would enlarge the pictures that would show his fingerprints were on the leather – but of course, they would be, wouldn’t they? As would hers. She sighed. At least she’d get to examine the closely written pages, and perhaps they’d give up the secrets she was looking for.
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Chapter 26

Barbados

Hotter and more dishevelled than ever, Chief Inspector Fred Darbishire arrived at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Barbados at seven o’clock on Thursday night. Having flown in from Grenada, he was hungry, and the taxi had passed several street stalls selling food that smelled outrageously delicious: curry and spices, freshly fried fish, the sweet smell of oranges and sharp tang of lime. There were cold beers in tubs of ice, and what he wouldn’t do for one now . . . but he was busy. Sergeant Delaney had been awake for several hours. It was time to talk.

Delaney had been moved into a side room intended for expectant mothers. Fred Darbishire felt bad for causing them to move, but apparently the room had been specially repainted for the Queen, and was still awaiting the return of some of its furniture.

Two iron beds sat with their backs to the windows, while fans whirred too slowly overhead to do much good. Only one of the beds was occupied. Presumably the bandaged man leaning uncomfortably against thin pillows was Delaney, but it was impossible to tell from the photographs: the face was too swollen to make out the sleek, dark eyes, or the razor-sharp jawline. He looked in a bad way. According to the nurses, the knife wound in his side had missed his liver by a fraction of an inch. Whoever had done this wasn’t messing about.

Darbishire took a chair and helped himself to a grape.

‘Nice fruit bowl you’ve got there,’ he said.

The man grunted. ‘’Resent from ’er Najesty,’ he said, through lips too puffed and cracked to meet.

‘Literally?’

‘Gritannia.’

Every syllable was costing effort. The eyes were still swollen shut. Darbishire saw a cup with a straw in it beside the fruit bowl and lifted it to the puffy lips. The man took a grateful sip or two.

‘I’m Detective Chief Inspector Darbishire, from the Murder Squad in Scotland Yard. I assume they told you I was coming, Sergeant?’

The man made to nod, and regretted it. Any head movement was a bad idea. He said a guttural ‘yes’.

‘I thought I might have to hang around for you, too. Your murder case, I mean. But you made it. You’re a tough nut, Sergeant Delaney. A lucky man.’

The face scrunched up. ‘Don’t feel so lucky.’

‘No. I get that. D’you know who did this to you?’

It was hard not to be able to look a man in the eyes. Probably harder, Darbishire reasoned, to have lids that wouldn’t open.

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Can you tell me what happened?’

The local police had already passed on an account of what Delaney had told the nurses so far. He repeated it now: badly lit road, taken by surprise, hit on the head from behind, sharp pain in the side, no idea who did it.

‘But I’ve got a list of your injuries,’ Darbishire said. ‘Lacerations on your hands and forearms. What we call defensive wounds. You were conscious long enough to turn round and see who was coming at you. Local lads?’

Delaney said nothing.

‘Someone from the crew? Or was it a lady in waiting?’

The musician laughed, and hurt, and wheezed, and was in so much pain it took a couple of minutes and half a glass of water sucked through the straw before he was in a fit state to listen.

‘You see,’ Darbishire went on, ‘I’d say from your reaction that it was someone you knew, or thought you knew. I’d say from your silence that you’re protecting him. Can I suggest, that’s a very bad idea? A young woman died. Some strange things happened that night. You’re in the frame.’

Delaney winced. ‘Don’t know anything about that.’

‘I think you do,’ Darbishire said. ‘Your mates have talked, by the way. Sung like canaries. All of them.’

Somehow, the swollen face managed to smile.

‘Don’t think so. Anyway, nothing to say.’

‘Oh, there was a lot to say. About how you put Pamela Sinclair in Corporal Lyall’s uniform, and smuggled her aboard. About what she had on you . . . your relationship, back in London. How the plan was all your idea.’

Delaney seemed to sink a little further into the thin pillows. He was perspiring, but then, so was Darbishire. Somewhere down the corridor, someone was being violently, copiously sick. How could so much vomit come out of a person? There was a shout, footsteps and the clanking sound of a bucket. Darbishire heard it all, but Delaney seemed to be in another world. One of disappointment, regret, perhaps. That his bandmates had grassed on him? That he had caused this mess in the first place?

‘’amela,’ the bandsman murmured. Then he was silent.

‘But someone else knew, too, didn’t they? Someone who wanted to shut you up about what happened first, or what happened next. If you’re not careful, they’ll do a better job of it next time.’ Darbishire leaned in closer. ‘Look, Joe, I’m the best chance you’ve got. Talk to me, and I can get you back to England, back to your family. Whoever you’re protecting, they’re not protecting you.’

With enormous effort, Delaney turned his head and opened half an eye. He fixed what little showed of his iris onto the policeman at his bedside.

‘God rot my fam’ly,’ he said. ‘I did a favour for a girl. That’s all, end of story.’

It wasn’t, though, was it? But it was all Darbishire was going to get out of the Royal Marine tonight.
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Chapter 27

Dominica, Monserrat, Friday, 18 to Saturday, 19 February

By now, a week had gone by since Joan had first discovered Pamela’s body. Pots got the pictures of fingerprints he wanted from Snaps, and for three days, as Britannia made her way north through the Leeward Islands, Joan worked on the diary in every spare moment.

Pamela had obviously written one for a long time. There would be other volumes at home, and Joan suspected they, too, were blue Smythson notebooks containing thin, lined, gilt-edged pages. Starting on the tenth of December 1965, which was presumably when the last notebook ran out, she tended to write just over a page a day, in a fluent hand.

The code looked a lot like Pitman’s shorthand, which Joan knew well from her days as a lowly typist after the war. It meant that she could instantly tell it wasn’t Pitman’s, or any other commercial shorthand. Pamela had either made it up herself, or copied it from a friend who had. It contained various symbols which were more like hieroglyphs, and Joan was happy to see them. When she’d first been introduced to cryptography at Bletchley Park, it was with the disappointing information that the Enigma Code had the unusual and frustrating feature of looking very, very boring. It had been made up of endless chains of five-letter groups with a space between them. There was no hint of where words started or ended, no clues as to what mattered and what did not. Fortunately, Pamela hadn’t followed this model at all. Where there was variety, there were patterns to be found, and there was hope.

Not all the writing was encoded anyway. The plain text passages referred to daily uncontroversial observations: what clothes Pamela had worn, whether she liked them, makeup ideas, meals worth remembering for future dinner party menus. She also often commented on the weather. Sentences about rain and snow brought back powerful memories of the war. Enemy signals often started with the weather, and if you knew what the skies were doing that day, it gave you a head start on those five-letter groups that could sometimes mean the difference between life and death for the passengers in a convoy, or the crews in a night raid. Joan was almost disappointed that these were written in plain English.

For the other sections, the solution to decoding those hieroglyphs turned out to be knowing who was who in the royal household. This was where the writer preferred to keep her thoughts to herself. But if Joan worked out a name, and knew the characteristics of that person, she could guess what Pamela might be saying and work backwards, working out a crib for other symbols along the way.

The first clue came in the entry for 2nd January, while they were still in Buckingham Palace. A particular set of symbols was underlined four times. Joan remembered that was the day Sir Dominic’s secretary got into a blazing row with Pamela about the importance of straight stocking seams in the private office. I hate her, Pamela had told Joan that day, rushing into her office furiously after a dressing-down. May she burn in hell, the absolute shrew. The following sentences in the diary gave Joan the symbol combinations for ‘she’, ‘office’, ‘petty’, ‘bitch’ (almost certainly), and ‘frumpy’.

It was a painstaking process, but Joan got faster with each success. She gradually developed a working key containing names and common words, grammatical structures and typical elisions, making some passages decipherable in minutes. As she progressed, she found the work positively enjoyable. Joan loved this sort of challenge, and these pages were nothing compared with the devilish complexities of the Enigma machines.

So it was with speed, confidence and the wind in her sails that she suddenly and unexpectedly arrived at the first of the passages about herself.



Peter Chambers was busy thinking about the diary, too. As he’d risen through the ranks of Her Majesty’s close protection team, he’d enjoyed a job focused on reading people, building relationships, understanding locations, developing strategies to manage situations in a low-key style . . . These were his strengths, but he hadn’t lost sight of the basics of police work. Investigations were about sifting through the smallest details.

From the start, in between the trips escorting the Queen ashore, his team had been occupied in examining every square inch of Pamela’s cabin, logging observations, cross-checking alibis and now, collecting and verifying fingerprints. Unfortunately, only two sets had been successfully lifted from the diary, and both of those were expected: Joan’s and Cobb’s. Both sets were fresh, and had been created after the soft leather had been thoroughly wiped. The inside pages revealed only the occasional partial print in smudged blue ink, which was Pamela’s own.

A couple of pages early on and four at the end of the written section had been carefully removed with a razor or similar blade. Whoever had handled the notebook had clearly wanted to remove traces of someone or something – presumably themselves. Why not get rid of the whole thing? Chambers could only assume that they didn’t have time, or they were keeping it for some specific purpose. Possibly blackmail? It wasn’t impossible that the girl had known some secrets, and that these were being held over someone on board, even now.

Deciphering the contents was up to Joan, but Pots was interested in who could have had access to Pamela’s cabin at any point to take it. The trouble was the very unfortunate two-hour gap on the Friday morning, after the body was removed, when the cabin wasn’t guarded. It was only made truly secure on Saturday, once the shipwright had changed the lock and made a replacement key, which now resided on a ring in Chambers’s pocket.

As for the night before, when Pamela died, well, the blocked door that wouldn’t budge strongly suggested that nobody had joined her inside after she took the pills in the early hours. There was still the question of who, if anyone, had access to her, or the cabin, before that. Unfortunately, one of the men who seemed to have the most unbreakable alibi for that night was Corporal Tatun Lyall. He seemed – almost suspiciously – to have been in the company of fellow Yotties of one sort or another from the moment he got back from the party to the time the bandsmen woke up in the unwinding room the following morning.

Heath, the piano player, had a similar story. That left Ainsworth, the double bass player, and Delaney, the clarinettist, who each had a few unaccounted-for minutes to swipe it, but never more than ten or fifteen at a stretch, unless their fellow Yotties outside the band were lying.

Delaney was the one with the broken relationship. Almost a week on from the attack, he still wasn’t talking. Fred Darbishire from the Murder Squad had spent three hours with him, during three separate sessions on Barbados, but the man was resolutely saying nothing. Surely it made sense for him to be the guy that Pamela was trying to avoid with that goddam suitcase? However, as far as anyone was saying, he had only tried to help her. And if it was him . . . who had attacked him later? Why?

Chambers had a list of Yotties who’d gone ashore in Bridgetown on the day of the attack. It was more thorough than anything that idiot, Cobb, would have put together. But it didn’t help much, because they had travelled in groups, and everyone on the list had a more-or-less decent alibi. Which left the possibility that someone local might have done the deed.

Thus, the trail led back to Derek Green, and the conversation Joan said she’d seen on the beach in Tobago. Had Green somehow tasked friends of his to target the jazzman? Or even done it himself? It was frustrating that Chief Inspector Darbishire had had to park his search for Green in order to talk to Delaney – with precious little to show for it. But he was back on the hunt for the fugitive now.

Which all meant that bloody Sir Dominic might well be right after all. Dammit! Green and Delaney working together in some sort of combination, maybe? Using Pamela for some unknown purpose? Then falling out, perhaps? . . . But how did they know each other?

More questions, more work for Darbishire’s new contacts in Barbados and Chambers’s colleagues back in Scotland Yard. More leads to find and details to assemble. More days of putting up with Sir Dominic’s half-raised eyebrow every time they met, with its eloquent suggestion of ‘I told you so’.
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Chapter 28

Antigua, Sunday, 20 February

Three weeks into the tour, the Queen was experiencing a couple of days where her batteries felt a little flat, and she wished she could simply insert fresh ones, or experience the sort of jump-start she used to be able to give cars and Land Rovers in her ATS days. It always happened at some point, and you had to grit your teeth and smile through it. This time, it was perhaps partly a reflection of the weather, which had turned rainy with some quite impressive thunder.

It was also impossible to ignore the fact that when she’d come to Jamaica and Bermuda in 1953, the crowds had been dangerously large, and quite ecstatic. They were still enthusiastic, but it wasn’t quite the same. Then, she’d been in her twenties, freshly crowned, the first monarch ever to set foot in the Caribbean. This time, she was thirty-nine, well-travelled, and almost old hat, really. In a few weeks’ time, she’d celebrate her fortieth birthday. She didn’t know many women who looked forward to being forty. Pamela Sinclair was right: it seemed ancient, until it was almost upon you. Elizabeth was also missing home, missing baby Edward, painfully aware that she had also missed Andrew’s sixth birthday, and in need of a second wind.

Sir Dominic wasn’t much help. His predecessor, Sir Hugh, had always worked hard to pep her up. Too hard, sometimes. But Sir Dominic managed to look ever more anxious as they anchored in each new harbour. Honestly, the man would be astonished if she made it through this tour alive, and still Queen of these islands.

Philip was marvellous. Thank God for Philip. He was born to be at sea, and adored meeting new people every time they came ashore. Every day, he seemed to vibrate with energy.

Attending Sunday service in Antigua helped as well. Thank goodness for these steady rhythms of worship. How did people manage who didn’t have them to rely on in their choppy, modern lives, she wondered? Very soon it would be Lent, and she was looking forward to that, too. A little time for restraint and reflection in the run-up to Easter.

This period always reminded her of her father’s death in February, and those early days at Sandringham, when she had suddenly been catapulted from princess to monarch, with the remains of a disintegrating empire to run, and a country still recovering from war, badly in need of a figurehead. One minute she was prostrate with grief, and the next she was posing for portraits for stamps and coinage. She had hardened, like tempered steel. If she’d survived those days, what could submerge her now?



‘What is it?’ she asked, when her APS came to collect her red boxes of official paperwork on Sunday evening. Was she imagining it, or were Joan’s batteries looking a little flat, too?

‘Nothing, ma’am,’ Joan said, breezily, with a bright smile.

‘Come on, Joan. Tell me.’

‘I’ll snap out of it in a minute.’

‘I’m sure you will. Out of what?’

Joan steeled herself. ‘Yesterday, I managed to read quite a lot of the diary . . . And I made the mistake – if you could call it that – of discovering Pamela Sinclair’s plans to get rid of me.’

The Queen stared at her. ‘Get rid of you?’

‘Yes, ma’am. She gave it eighteen months.’

The little minx.

‘That was rather bold,’ the Queen said, drily. ‘And what was her master plan?’

‘There wasn’t one, really. That’s what’s so infuriating. She didn’t think she needed one – she wasn’t very perspicacious, ma’am – but she did need allies.’

‘Don’t tell me she had them?’ It was obvious from Joan’s silence that she did. ‘How many?’

‘A few. Women I thought I trusted. Perhaps Pamela was exaggerating her impact on some of them – in fact, I’m sure she was. But royal courts can be . . .’ She searched for the right form of words, without being too rude.

‘A nest of vipers.’ The Queen spared her having to say it. ‘I know they were in the past. I like to think my own is different.’

Joan nodded, but the Queen noticed she didn’t deny the description. ‘It was nothing personal, ma’am. Pamela was jealous of the job. She wanted to run before she could walk. Her friends encouraged her.’

‘And what made them think I would have entrusted the role of assistant private secretary to a woman in her twenties who’d only just started working in the private office?’

‘The confidence of youth, ma’am,’ Joan said. ‘She was sure she could do it.’

The Queen wished for the briefest of moments that Sir Dominic could display such confidence. In his job, it would suit him.

‘I’m sure you don’t need me to assure you how very wrong she was?’

Joan smiled, but without conviction, and Elizabeth knew that, ironically, it was Sir Dominic who stood between them, in a way. The younger, more inexperienced person had got the bigger job. It would have been a stretch for Joan, too, but one made easier by their own relaxed relationship. Sometimes, even the Queen of the United Kingdom and her other Commonwealth realms didn’t get what she wanted.

‘That wasn’t the interesting thing though,’ Joan added, perking up.

Oh good. The Queen smiled encouragingly.

‘I think I know why she wanted to come to the West Indies.’

‘Wasn’t it just the glamour of coming on tour, and revisiting her childhood?’

‘I thought so, ma’am,’ Joan said. ‘And as you know, I had the impression she’d become lazy when she got here. But actually, I wonder if she was working rather hard. According to the diary, it seems she’d been asked to investigate the idea of using some of the islands as offshore financial centres. For avoiding tax, ma’am.’

This was certainly not what the Queen had been expecting.

‘What sort of thing? Like Jersey?’ she asked.

‘I think so, ma’am. Those passages are still a bit impenetrable because I’m not sure exactly what I’m looking at. But she seemed to be rehearsing some sort of patter to give her contacts here.’

‘D’you mean, she was secretly working in finance? Surely not!’

Elizabeth had met plenty of people in finance in her day, and none of them had ever been young, female and arrestingly attractive. They were, to a man, pinstriped ex-public schoolboys. They didn’t wear sheath dresses and heavy mascara, or vast amounts of hairspray, or the latest scent. They didn’t flirt with her private secretary. They didn’t have secret affairs with jazz musicians – or at least, perhaps they did, but they didn’t look as if they might. She tried hard to be open-minded, but this was a stretch.

‘I know what you mean, ma’am,’ Joan agreed. ‘I assume her father put her up to it. The strange thing is, Pamela doesn’t mention him in the diary. She talks about her mother a lot, and her brother George occasionally, but never him. I got the impression she was slightly estranged from him, if anything.’

‘He went all the way to Barbados to try and manage the post-mortem,’ the Queen observed, ‘but you thought that was more about him than her.’

‘Yes, ma’am. Or rather, the family reputation. He didn’t seem interested in Pamela. But I could be wrong. It could be a clever smokescreen to hide a close relationship with his daughter, I suppose. Especially if this offshore finance thing was something big. She mentions a Bank of England ruling in 1957. That bit at least wasn’t in code. I’ll try and find out what it was about.’

‘Thank you. I’m sure the Keeper of the Privy Purse can enlighten you, if you send him a signal.’

‘I will.’

‘Perhaps Pots can get someone to look into Jock Sinclair at the same time. It might shed some light on this business. And Joan . . .’

‘Ma’am?’

‘You haven’t talked to me about this.’

Joan nodded. They’d been down this route before. ‘No, ma’am. I’ll get onto it right away.’



It took a few minutes for Joan to locate Pots, inform him of what she’d found out so far, and compose a signal for the radio operators in the transmitter room to send to Buckingham Palace. She found herself doing both with excessively brisk efficiency, as if she were trying to prove something.

She was.

She had lied to the Boss just now about Pamela’s discussion of her in the diary. It was very personal. Annie Robertson turned out to have been one of Pamela’s key allies, which stung, after their brief conversation a few nights ago. Annie and Pamela used to refer to Joan as ‘the Irish Colleen’, and speculated over how many family members she’d lost to the potato famine. They said she’d ‘bewitched’ the Queen and wondered if she’d paid a fairy or a leprechaun to do it.

Another ally was one of the younger lady clerks. She’d always been charming to Joan’s face. Behind her back, she and Pamela had discussed why Joan hadn’t had children, and if she couldn’t, and speculated on what she’d done in the war to deserve such favour now – assuming it wasn’t by magic, after all. The speculation, needless to say, wasn’t flattering, either to Joan or the senior men who must have given her a leg-up, and more besides.

The diary entries returned to these fantasies increasingly often. The rational part of Joan’s brain knew that they were almost certainly a reflection of the junior young woman’s increasing frustration with her own job. Pamela’s raging ambition extended far beyond her skills and experience. There seemed to be a powerful need that urged her on, never fully expressed but always lying just below the surface. She was driven, and unhappy.

But knowing this didn’t make it any better. Joan reached her cabin and closed the door behind her, leaning against it and pausing to take a breath. Most of the time, she was on top of her game, but occasionally something like this would take her back to that strange evening on the beach in Tobago, when it had all come to a head somehow.

When she’d seen Pamela talking in the shadows it had seemed like a hallucination. Joan had been in the middle of mentally railing against her protégée’s growing rudeness, her unreliability, even her flair for the publicity side of the job. She remembered the neurotic intensity of feeling that had got the better of her that night. Had she known what Pamela was saying behind her back, how much worse it would have been.

And now she was dead, and Joan’s fellow passengers aboard Britannia seemed to find it easy to think of her as a murderess. Joan McGraw, wartime secret operative, ex-palace-typist, lately confidante to Her Majesty, and stone-cold killer, apparently.

The thing was, they weren’t entirely wrong. Joan knew she could kill, if asked. She’d even been practising recently. Her latest instructor from the Grenadier Guards had told her that her facility with various small arms and improvised weapons was coming along nicely. If it became entirely necessary to cause the exit of an enemy by stabbing them in the neck or drugging them to death, she would do it without blinking.

She hadn’t, but couldn’t ignore the possibility that someone else aboard Britannia, who felt the same way, had. And the clue as to who that person was might still be hiding in the diary’s pages.
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Chapter 29

At sea, Monday, 21 February

All through Monday, Britannia steamed west towards the islands of St Kitts and Nevis, as fast as her engines could take her. In the boiler room, one of the engineers was stripped to his underwear and flip-flops in the hundred-degree heat. Outside, on the veranda, Philip took a rare opportunity to paint, and was happily ensconced in front of his easel, with a box of oil paints and a bucket of rags and turps.

The Queen sat inside, with the doors to the sun lounge firmly shut. Commander Evans had asked for a word, so she’d taken the opportunity to invite him to tea while they talked in private. On the table in front of them was an appetising chocolate biscuit cake, with a couple of slices missing. Elizabeth wanted to make the most of her last chance to indulge before the (admittedly mild) privations of Lent put a stop to chocolate treats.

‘So, Mike . . . Tell me.’

‘I know you were interested in the initial results of the post-mortem, ma’am,’ Evans said, wiping crumbs from his upper lip. ‘The results of the blood tests have just come through from Orlando.’

‘I see. And were you right?’

‘Up to a point. We were correct in assuming the red pills we found were Seconal. The capsule dyes confirm it. But there were also traces of another drug in the body. It’s a type of amphetamine, which normally has the opposite effect of a sedative like Seconal. I was very surprised to see it there. It’s known as “speed”, ma’am. Troops use it in battle, to increase alertness. We don’t know how much Pamela took, but the indications are that it was in her system for some time. That could explain her sluggish digestion. It was there longer than the Seconal, certainly. And she’d consumed a reasonable amount of alcohol, too.’

‘Yes, she would have done.’

‘That, and the combination of speed and the sedative was always going to be very dangerous. If she took them deliberately, it was extremely foolhardy.’

‘Do you think that’s possible?’ the Queen asked.

Evans sighed.

‘Normally, I’d expect to see that sort of behaviour in someone who’d built up a pattern of drug abuse over time. I do rather begin to wonder if Lieutenant Cobb wasn’t right after all. What did he say? A “druggie”? Well, she wasn’t injecting herself with heroin or anything like that, but I’m concerned that she might have been more reliant on pills than anyone realised. Which makes it even more odd that I only found those aspirin in her cupboard.’

‘Could she have gone to Corporal Lyall for top-ups?’ the Queen mused.

‘If so, he got rid of his supply,’ Evans said. ‘Which makes me wonder why he kept what little was found in the hole in his mattress. And Pamela got rid of the containers that must have held the pills she needed to get her through the tour so far. I wonder if she brought them in bags or sachets of some sort, ma’am. I admit I didn’t check for those, but I believe none were found.’

The Queen frowned to herself. ‘She never struck me as a drug user.’

‘Well, she wouldn’t. They can be very good at hiding it.’

‘Hmm.’

They summoned the energy to finish their cake slices, and a second cup of tea.

Alone again, Elizabeth wondered how Margaret had been getting on with her inquiries into Pamela and her past. She really needed to talk to her sister. She’d been planning to do it when they docked again in the Bahamas, but she realised she couldn’t wait that long.



To his surprise and chagrin, Derek Green was discovering that he was not a sailor. He could take a dinghy out, if you wanted to sink a few beers and catch some fish. He was not bad with a motorboat, judging the distance nicely as he pulled up to a jetty. He’d even helped Clifford with the charter boat and he thought he was pretty comfy on the water. But on board a racing boat like the one transporting him now, where every crewman had his purpose and a sheet could kill you if you stood in the wrong place at the wrong time . . . Well, Derek was just a passenger who sat where he was told and ducked if someone yelled to keep his head down.

He was loving it, though.

Fate had smiled on Derek when he’d reached the harbour of Port Elizabeth in the Grenadines. God Bless the Queen, haha! With Clifford’s help, he’d managed to get ashore in Bequia without alerting the good men of Customs and Excise. Clifford had then piloted his boat to Grenada, to confuse the enemy, while Derek had tapped into a network of locals who could be trusted to keep their mouths shut, letting them know he was keen to find passage to somewhere north and west.

He needed to be far from Barbados. Many of his friends and business partners were there, and he could only assume the police were waiting for him. But he had contacts on other islands, the further away the better. Maybe someone with a cargo ship could help?

Derek was in a bar when, three days ago, he’d met up with the first mate on Veruschka. She was the finest yacht in the harbour – maybe in all of the Grenadines right now, on her way to meet her new owners in America. The first mate knew Derek’s cousin in Jamaica. The captain turned out to be a bit drunk that night, and a bit of a gambler, who offered to take Derek along on the next leg of their voyage if he could beat him at chess. Which was a strange bet to make, because the captain was really, really bad at chess. And so, here Derek was, halfway into a thousand-mile journey across the Caribbean Sea.

Above him, the main mast towered some forty feet towards the sky. The mainsail was fat with wind, and the spinnaker billowed out like it was powering them skywards. You could feel every slight gust, every change in wind direction, and the boat responded to the skipper’s directions like she was an athlete, trained to perfection, built for speed.

The sun beat down on them all as the crew exchanged jokes, shouting across the shrieking ropes and creaking sails. First, they’d sailed north, skirting the Lesser Antilles. Then they’d turned west, heading directly for Jamaica on the warm and powerful trade winds that had powered galleons and clippers to wealth and fame for centuries.

Derek knew men who’d done this route on cargo ships. They’d said it was nice. They’d never travelled on a fast yacht like Veruschka, though. If they had, they’d have been grinning from ear to ear every time they talked about it, surely?

He wondered how many of his ancestors had come this way, on other ships entirely. Locked below deck, piled on top of each other tightly in the dark, their bodily fluids dripping onto the people below. Singing sometimes, to tell themselves they were still alive. Praying, maybe, to gods who didn’t answer. Shackled in irons, to be worked in the sugar plantations and cotton fields until their bodies broke.

‘What’re you thinking about?’ one of the sailors asked him. ‘You look like you’re a thousand miles away.’

Derek smiled. He would never lose sight of what had happened to his people, but his eyes were firmly fixed on the horizon. ‘Oh no. I’m right here. Right here. How much does a yacht like this cost?’

‘You wouldn’t get change from a million dollars. And a million more to run her, I reckon.’

‘Good to know. I wouldn’t mind getting one of my own one day.’

The sailor grinned. ‘If you get one, let me know. I’m always available. Why have we got you as excess baggage, by the way?’

‘It’s a long story. Let’s just say your captain put too much faith in his queen,’ Derek said.

‘Well, it’s a mighty fine day for it. I’d say you’re the luckiest man in the Caribbean right this minute.’

Derek watched the sails dip and strain above him. Right now, he didn’t disagree.
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Chapter 30

Saint Christopher and Nevis, Tuesday, 22 February

As the man in charge of Her Majesty’s finances, the Keeper of the Privy Purse was nothing if not efficient. Within hours of receiving Joan’s signal, he sent back a detailed reply regarding the Bank of England’s ruling in 1957 on non-sterling transactions between non-resident entities, with added thoughts on how it might affect companies with interests in the West Indies.

Joan worked early on the morning of Shrove Tuesday to go through his signal line by line, so she could explain it to the Boss before her visit to St Kitts.

‘According to Lord Tryon, the 1957 ruling Pamela referred to creates a tax loophole,’ she told the Queen in her sitting room, in the brief five minutes they had together.

‘So, Pamela was interested in tax?’

‘The Bank ruled that it isn’t responsible for regulating borrowing and lending if neither party is resident in the United Kingdom. But, if a transaction takes place there, it’s not regulated – or taxed – anywhere else. So, it encourages companies to transact in London, as long as they do it in dollars, and base themselves elsewhere. It caused considerable interest in the City when it happened.’

‘I must admit, it passed me by,’ the Queen said. ‘And how do the West Indies come in?’

‘The question becomes, where should the companies be based, officially? What they need is somewhere that will let them create a shell company for investment purposes, and not tax or regulate them itself – or at least, do so with a very light touch. Switzerland does it for individuals. Luxembourg and the Channel Islands provide a model for businesses, but there’s room for growth, Lord Tryon says. Once these islands gain their independence, they might be keen to join in.’

‘And what do they get out of it?’

‘They can charge management fees and provide services,’ Joan said. ‘The fees may be small for each company, but they add up. And he thinks that rich financiers might like to visit. If they have to travel for a board meeting, or to set up a new shell company, it’s a lovely place to stay.’

‘So, they’d get the revenue from that, too. Yes, I suppose they would,’ the Queen said, thoughtfully. ‘But I’m not sure I like what I get out of it.’

‘Ma’am?’

‘The taxes paid in London fund my government’s spending plans at home. I wouldn’t mind if they were to be paid here instead, up to a point, but it sounds as if the whole idea is, they won’t be.’

Joan smiled. ‘You could raise that with the Governor of the Bank of England.’

‘I think I just might. What was he thinking? Actually, I know what he was thinking. He’s keen to see the City grow. He’s not responsible for the National Health Service. This kind of battle crops up in my boxes every day.’

‘It’s clear what the benefit would be to a man like Jock Sinclair,’ Joan observed.

‘Trinidad and Tobago haven’t adopted such a thing, have they?’

‘As far as Lord Tryon’s aware, no country here has done it yet.’

‘And yet, Pamela was all over it.’ The Queen shook her head in disbelief. ‘She can’t possibly have been arguing with Derek Green about shell companies and offshore investments. Can she?’

‘I’m still not certain it was even him that I saw,’ Joan insisted. ‘It seems very unlikely. I haven’t read anything about him arguing for offshore financial centres. He wants slavery reparations and investment in local businesses.’

The Queen looked glum. ‘And once again, we’re one step forward, two steps back,’ she sighed.



She made a little more progress with her sister, once she got ashore in St Kitt’s. It had been enormously difficult to arrange, but somehow, thanks to Sir Dominic, the Queen managed to be alone for ten minutes in the Administrator’s office in Basseterre, and even more amazingly, Margaret managed be at the other end of the line at precisely half past ten, as requested.

‘How’s it going?’ her sister asked. ‘Are you having the most wonderful time? Which is your favourite island so far? Was it St Lucia? I—’

‘It’s going very well, thank you,’ the Queen said briskly. ‘But now I have nine minutes. Have you managed to find anything out for me?’

‘Oh, absolutely,’ Margaret assured her. ‘I’ve been having a fine old time. Letters and phone calls have been pinging back and forth. Colin and Anne have been talking to their friends in London and I’ve got Tony to—’

‘What were the conclusions?’

‘Oh.’ Margaret sounded disappointed. ‘You want it like one of those one-page Cabinet summaries you get, Lilibet. All right then. Well, the thing about Pamela is that she was very bright, and rather hard-working, and popular and all those things, but she could be rather loose. I’ve got a friend who likes to think she’s a psychoanalyst, and she says it’s because of the car accident. Did you hear about that?’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘So according to my friend, Pamela lost her moorings when she lost her big brother. She was always searching for comfort. Isn’t that interesting? Was she having an affair?’

‘Not at the time, as far as we know,’ the Queen said carefully.

‘And surrounded by all those men in uniform! I wonder if she was tempted.’

The last thing Elizabeth wanted to do was speculate to her sister about the state of Pamela’s love life, so she shifted the conversation to the rest of the family.

‘I don’t suppose you talked to anyone about Jock Sinclair, did you? Were he and Pamela close?’

‘Not as far as I heard. Pamela was in awe of her father, if anything. Jock’s very well thought of in the City,’ Margaret went on. ‘He made a killing in tobacco and oil, and he’s got an “in” with the Shah of Iran. Colin knows him a little bit; they’ve shot together once or twice. But he didn’t even know Jock had a daughter.’

‘Did he talk about his sons?’

‘The one who died? John? Often.’

‘What about the other one?’

‘Not really. George was a bit of a handful at Eton, I gather. When he left, he got in with the wrong crowd and became some sort of hippy dropout. My friend would probably say that was down to the accident, too. He went to Morocco and took a lot of drugs. I think he still does. The family like to pretend he’s got a good career as a stockbroker ahead of him, but in private, they despair. But everyone says Pamela was simply horrified by it all. She became rather square about drugs. She didn’t smoke, except at parties. Tony knows lots of people who knew her, and they all said the same thing.’

‘I see.’

It helped that Margaret was married to a man who was tuned in to the London party scene. Tony much preferred London to the West Indies – though the Queen suspected that was more because of his antipathy to Margaret’s friend Colin, than to the islands themselves.

‘Was there anything else? Anything about her mother, for example?’

‘Not really. Jennie Sinclair is a very boring woman indeed. She likes to collect botanical prints, and that’s about it. Sorry.’

With heartfelt professions of gratitude, Elizabeth ended the call. It left her feeling that if anything, the tide of her inquiries was receding again. Joan thought Pamela was helping her father with this complicated Bank of England tax scheme, and yet it sounded as though Pamela and Jock Sinclair weren’t close at all – just as Joan had originally suspected when she met him on Barbados. Not only that, but the girl was actively anti-drugs. How did a ‘square’ young woman like that take amphetamines and barbiturates in the same evening, on top of alcohol? Unless someone was trying to drug her. And if so, how, and why?

One thing that hadn’t changed was the feeling of foreboding Elizabeth had felt since that moment when Joan arrived in the sun lounge to announce Pamela’s death. Her first impression was that it wasn’t an accident, and she still didn’t think so, however much she wanted to. However, for now, there was little more she could do, and meanwhile, she was due in the neighbouring island of Nevis.

According to her briefing notes, one of the American founding fathers was born there, and Horatio Nelson had married a local widow while fighting the Americans at sea. Pamela had been keen to mark the wedding with some sort of re-enactment, but the idea had been duly quashed, in part because of Nelson’s flagrant infidelity, but also because the Queen would only have forty-five minutes to visit the island at all. However, she was always intrigued to see where the great admirals had been, and the lives they must have known so far from home. According to the navigation officer, the little island somewhat resembled his tricorne hat. What had it been like to return to Norfolk after a place like this? As a lover of Norfolk’s open skies herself, the Queen genuinely wondered which he had preferred.



When they eventually got back to Britannia, there were pancakes for tea. The chef had excelled himself with the batter, the lemon juice was fresh and sharp, and the nutty beurre noisette was top notch. Philip, who was usually quite abstemious, had three.

‘Did you know,’ he said, ‘that the real carnival traditions round here are very different from the pretty ones they showed us?’

‘No Beatles, you mean?’

‘I’ve been reading up about it. The slaves weren’t allowed to celebrate like their Christian masters, but they created their own rituals. A bit of Africa, a bit of good old Roman saturnalia – you know, upending the normal order, exploring the taboo. They used to make their skin even darker, with mud and molasses, and satirise the plantation owners. I’d be fascinated to witness it, but I see why they wouldn’t perform that for us on Trinidad.’ He took a thoughtful bite. ‘They didn’t do it with pancakes, and “A Hard Day’s Night”, put it that way.’

The Queen felt a shiver at the thought of it. She didn’t claim to understand it, but she felt a modern darkness in whatever force had led to a young woman dying several decks below them, with two lots of drugs inside her. Tomorrow, perhaps, with the penitence of Lent, they would make progress at last in defeating it.
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Chapter 31

British Virgin Islands, Wednesday, 23 February

At the next stop, Britannia was due to anchor in five places in the British Virgin Islands. Joan set the Smythson notebook aside and focused on the working day.

Between Smugglers’ Cove on Tortola and Beef Island next door, the one event where she felt she dare relax was the royal couple’s quick detour to nearby Virgin Gorda. It was Prince Philips’s office that had put in the request to go there. He wanted to meet the man who had created a nature reserve on a place called Little Dix Bay.

Pamela had been looking forward to the day, too, though she’d had little to offer that the Duke hadn’t already thought of. She’d been keen to meet Laurance Rockerfeller mainly because he was a grandson of the supremely rich John D. Rockefeller, whereas Philip was keen to find out more about his conservation ideas, and how well they were working. Joan liked the idea of the trip because the bay was quite remote, the visit would be private, and she could enjoy her surroundings without worrying about whether the right dignitaries were ready to be greeted in the right order, whether the local troops were ready to be inspected, or whether the press had the pictures they needed to send back that day.

As Britannia dropped anchor at the entrance to the bay, Joan couldn’t quite believe the quiet serenity of the moment. She paused on deck to take it in. No escort of local sailing boats, no ships’ horns honking, no crowds waving . . . Just a crescent sweep of pristine sand, backed by low hills and waving palm trees. A few yards from the beach, she could just make out an uneven cluster of grey, pyramid-shaped roofs. A flock of parrots flew through the trees, and she could easily imagine pirate ships sheltering here, or a Spanish galleon at rest, exhausted from trying to outrun them.

Turtles and brightly coloured fish threaded their way through the pale waters under the boats that took the royal party ashore. A jovial Mr Rockefeller stood on the jetty to greet them, along with his secretary and the hotel manager. Prince Philip instantly engaged their host in conversation, aware that they didn’t have much time.The Queen, meanwhile, paused briefly, lost in thought.

There was an air of unhurried wildness to the place. Joan wondered if it reminded Her Majesty of the Western Isles of Scotland, where she holidayed aboard Britannia every summer. She was never happier than when landing somewhere a little like this . . . if a little colder . . . barbecuing on the beach in splendid isolation, playing ball games with the children in the sand.

Rockefeller personally showed them around his own little realm, pointing out his favourite views and details. The central longhouse, with its craggy, bare stone walls and polished wood, reminded Joan of images she’d seen of recent homes in America, showcasing the great outdoors. She found it intriguing, a world away from the swagged curtains, gilt details and occasional damp plaster patches of Buckingham Palace. But she was startled out of her thoughts when Laurance Rockefeller, falling behind his royal guests, put his arm around her shoulder.

‘I gather you might be interested in a job here, someday. I assure you, it’s yours, Miss McGraw.’

‘A job?’ she asked, confused.

‘My secretary told me you’d been looking into the idea. I’ve got a string of other hotels and lots more interests besides. I’m sure we could find a peach of a role for you, with all your contacts and experience.’

Joan fought to look relaxed, while wondering furiously what had given him this idea . . . until she suddenly realised: Pamela. She must have privately got in touch, against all possible courtesy and protocol. Mr Rockefeller’s secretary had understandably confused the assistant private secretary with the assistant private secretary’s assistant. Who could blame him?

So, Pamela had been trying out backup plans, in case her plot to take Joan’s own ‘peach of a role’ didn’t work out. She was a hustler, that was for sure.

‘That’s very kind of you,’ Joan told her host, ‘but I’m afraid I’m not on the job market at the moment. It must have been someone else.’

‘Pardon me. I didn’t mean to insult you.’

‘Oh no, really,’ Joan assured him, ‘you didn’t.’

‘Good. Well, it stands, if you ever change your mind. Now, I must get back to Their Majesties.’

He rushed off. Joan chose not to point out that Prince Philip wasn’t a ‘majesty’. Explaining why the husband of a queen wasn’t, whereas the wife of a king was, would take an English history lesson he probably didn’t need. Instead, she walked over to the rustic terrace of the longhouse, which overlooked the beach through a line of trees. Pots was there, too, keeping an eye on things. Together, they sipped on pineapple juice while Rockefeller spent time in privacy with his guests.

‘Not bad, is it?’ Pots said happily. ‘All this. All it needs is a golf course. Mind you, the bloke I spoke to just now said Mr Rockefeller won’t even let it have a croquet lawn. Bad for the environment or some such. What are you looking at, Joan?’

She was peering through the trees at three barefoot figures who’d emerged on the far side of the beach. Dressed in shorts and short-sleeved shirts, two of them were carrying what looked like a big cool box between them. The third one wore a big hat and a flowing dress, with a fat cloth bag slung over her shoulder.

‘I don’t believe it!’

‘What?’

‘Not again! Look! It’s those three from Barbados. From the road opening.’

‘It can’t be.’ Pots crinkled his eyes against the sun.

‘I’d swear to it.’

They were joined by Sir Dominic, clutching a long glass with a paper umbrella in it.

‘What have you spotted?’

‘Those three,’ Joan said, pointing. ‘I saw them in Barbados.’

‘They told my team they were newspaper men,’ Pots remembered. ‘Are you sure, Joan? Those three don’t look like hacks.’

‘They wouldn’t,’ Sir Dominic said, instantly on high alert. ‘They’d be disguised as guests, or tourists. They’ll be here to take candid pictures . . . or worse. How in hell did they find out where we were? It wasn’t on the public schedule. You need to stop them, Peter, before something awful happens.’

Joan glanced from one to the other. The more the private secretary looked rattled and alarmed, the more the detective seemed determined to be relaxed. He didn’t appreciate being told what to do.

‘We got the place locked down yesterday, but I’ll send someone over,’ Pots muttered. ‘In case the lady in the hat has a handgun in her handbag.’

‘I’ll go too,’ Joan suggested. She could see that Pots didn’t really believe her that this casual beach trio were the same people she’d seen a week ago. But she was certain. And she had prior experience of unwelcome visitors making it to islands that had technically been locked down for the Queen.

Accompanied by Pots’s right-hand man, Inspector Kenton, she approached the trio as they stood on the sand, their loose clothes flapping in the breeze from the sea. One man was white, one was black, and the woman’s skin tone was somewhere in between, like so many of the islanders in the Caribbean.

‘Can we help?’ the white man asked, holding out a hand to shake.

‘You can buzz off,’ the policeman told him, ignoring the hand. ‘This beach is in lockdown.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ The man had an exaggeratedly posh English accent, as if he’d learned it at the Royal Shakespeare Company. His smile was ingratiating. ‘My name’s Marmaduke Dupont, by the way. And this is my assistant, Earl Jackson. Can I ask yours?’

‘No you bloody can’t,’ Kenton said gruffly.

‘We’ll only be here for a few minutes. We’re guests of Mr Rockerfeller. We just wanted a quick beer on the beach.’ Marmaduke indicated the cool box he’d deposited at his feet. ‘We’ll be gone before you know it.’

‘He’s lying,’ came a lilting voice from behind him.

Kenton and Joan both turned to the woman in the long dress, who was holding her hat against the wind with one arm. She was amazing to look at close up. Joan wasn’t sure she’d seen anyone with a neck so long, cheekbones so high, limbs so rangy. Her dress was futuristic, in bold, psychedelic colours, and her eyes were made up with iridescent green eyeshadow that enhanced the other-worldly impression she gave, but her accent was local.

‘My name’s Saturn, just Saturn. I’m a model. We’re here to take pictures for a fashion magazine. The big box, it have camera stuff inside, not beers.’

‘I’m a photographer,’ Marmaduke admitted. ‘This is my girlfriend.’ He scowled at her, while Kenton looked inside the box. It did indeed contain camera equipment, like the boxes on Barbados. But no handguns or long lenses, such as the paparazzi used. Nor did Saturn’s bag, which she opened for inspection.

‘How can we be sure you’re not going to use your cameras to take pictures of Her Majesty with Mr Rockefeller?’ Kenton demanded.

‘That would be cool,’ Earl Jackson said, in an accent similar to the model’s, ‘but we just want pictures of Saturn today. We came a long way to get them.’

‘With the Royal Yacht Britannia in the background,’ Marmaduke explained. ‘It’s not often you get a chance like this. We pulled out all the stops to get here. The effect will be incredible.’

‘Well, it’s not happening,’ Kenton declared. ‘Not here, not now. Get out, before you get arrested.’

All three of them began to protest, but he held up a hand. ‘I need you gone in the next five minutes.’ He folded his arms, projecting all the unbending authority of Scotland Yard.

Meanwhile, Joan had an idea. She turned to Saturn and asked, ‘You’re not going to take bikini shots, are you?’

‘No, ma’am,’ Saturn said. ‘Should we?’

‘Absolutely not.’

‘No problem.’ Saturn indicated her bag. ‘I’ve got two more dresses in here, that’s all.’ She lowered her voice. ‘One of them’s Pucci. I have a friend who works there.’

‘I suggest,’ Joan said, deliberately ignoring Kenton’s disapproving gaze, ‘that you might want to wait elsewhere until we’ve all set off and we’re back aboard the yacht. It always takes a little while to weigh anchor and get underway.’

The model’s eyes lit up.

‘I hear you.’

‘So do I,’ Kenton said. ‘I don’t think . . .’

‘I’ll take responsibility,’ Joan told him.

The Queen would be safe by then, and Joan rather liked the idea of Britannia in the background of a fashion shot. She had a soft spot for models . . . with the exception of Pamela. She’d have to square it with the Boss later, but sometimes it was better to ask forgiveness than permission.

Back at the longhouse, Sir Dominic was on tenterhooks.

‘What was in that picnic box? Who were they? Were you right, Joan?’

From three feet away, Kenton continued to glare at her. But it wasn’t done to criticise the APS in the presence of the private secretary, so he kept his thoughts to himself.

‘Cameras again, and yes I was,’ she said to Sir Dominic. She described the shoot they had in mind, and though he instinctively disapproved, he didn’t contradict her. Pamela had taught them that this kind of publicity could be good. Still, he was frowning at her oddly.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Only, you’re good at recognising people from a distance on beaches, that’s all. It was Green you saw that night, wasn’t it?’

Joan still refused to be drawn. It had been dark, she was far away, and her mind had been elsewhere. She knew when she was sure of a thing, and when she wasn’t.

‘It might have been,’ was as far as she would go.

‘Well, Darbishire’s hot on his tail now. It won’t be long, and then we can get this whole thing done and dusted.’

Joan thought of the suitcase behind Pamela’s door. Whoever she’d been frightened of, it surely wasn’t the man she’d left behind on Tobago. Joan knew it was more complicated than that, but she smiled to reassure Sir Dominic, because he seemed to need it.

‘That would be good.’
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Chapter 32

At sea, 24 February

Ed Temple, the press secretary with bad sea legs and a delicate constitution, had done little to redeem himself so far. However, three weeks into the tour, as Britannia steamed past Puerto Rico, heading north-west in the direction of Miami, he played what was generally agreed to be ‘a blinder’.

Sir Dominic pulled the Queen aside during pre-dinner drinks.

‘I need to talk to you about something, ma’am. Ed has a friend who works for the Daily Bugler.’

‘The Fleet Street one, or a local paper?’

‘The Fleet Street one. Ed’s had the nod that they’re going to publish a piece tomorrow about rumours that below decks . . . I’ve been worrying about this ever since that search was conducted . . . Not to put too fine a point on it, the gist of the thing is that the royal yacht’s awash with drugs.’

‘What?’

‘Yes, ma’am. They’ve somehow heard that at least one Yottie’s being held in solitary confinement as a result of a search we did.’ Sir Dominic looked grim. ‘Leslie Lloyd is writing the thing. He’s a grub-street hack of the lowest order, and no fan of ours.’

‘But Mike Evans said he’d seen more drugs in a navy wife’s bathroom cabinet!’

‘Yes, I’m not sure that Lloyd is always desperately concerned about the facts, ma’am. He can just shrug and say that’s what his sources told him.’

‘Who put him up to this?’ the Queen demanded. ‘Don’t tell me Jock Sinclair is trying to flex his muscles again.’

‘I think that’s it,’ Sir Dominic agreed. ‘The full post-mortem results haven’t been released yet, but it’s been several days, and if the press push for them, it’ll come out that Pamela had two types of drug in her system. We know Jock wants to protect her reputation. I’ve made it clear to him that if he goes after Derek Green before Chief Inspector Darbishire gets hold of him, he’ll have Scotland Yard breathing down his neck. So I strongly believe this is his new battle tactic.’

The Queen was incensed. ‘He thinks I won’t mind? That we’ll just let him roll over us like this?’

‘It’s the British press, being proudly free and independent, ma’am. What can you do?’

Sir Dominic asked this with a raised eyebrow, because the Queen wouldn’t have remained firmly on the throne for fourteen years if she let the papers make up scurrilous rumours about her on a daily basis without some sort of comeback.

She glanced at her watch. ‘Quarter past six. They’re five hours ahead, aren’t they? So it’s eleven in London. What time does the paper go to bed?’

‘Usually around now, ma’am, but they can stretch it to midnight.’

‘Mr Hill’s no friend of ours either,’ she observed. The man who owned the Daily Bugler proudly referred to it as the ‘people’s paper’.

‘I should think he’s dancing with glee, ma’am. However, the article will be popular because his readers love anything to do with you and the family.’

The Queen knew what Sir Dominic meant. ‘You can let it be known to Mr Hill that sources close to the palace will refute any claims of illicit drug-taking in the strongest possible terms, and that his royal reporters won’t get a sniff of what any of us are up to for several months.’

‘That’s the stick, ma’am. Can I offer him a carrot? The usual?’

‘The usual,’ she conceded.

At some point in the near future, the Daily Bugle would get an exclusive picture of her with the corgis, and the chance to recreate a royal recipe.

‘Meanwhile, Leslie Lloyd won’t have much to go on if Jock Sinclair withdraws his “sources”,’ she went on. She was thoughtful for a moment. ‘I think perhaps it’s time I met the Sinclairs personally, to offer my condolences.’

‘Gosh, ma’am.’ Sir Dominic’s eyes widened. ‘I assume I might point out to him that the meeting will go a lot better if the article doesn’t run?’

‘You might. Pamela’s brother is into drugs, you know,’ she added. ‘I refuse to stoop to Jock Sinclair’s level, but if I did, Leslie Lloyd could always start there.’

‘Really, ma’am? How d’you know?’

‘My sister happened to tell me. I wonder if that has something to do with Mr Sinclair’s sensitivities. And Pamela seemed to be working with her father, or for him.’

‘Joan mentioned that to me,’ Sir Dominic told her. ‘Something about finance, wasn’t it? I find it very hard to imagine Pamela concerning herself about that.’

‘So do I,’ the Queen agreed, ‘but—’

‘Don’t worry,’ he interrupted. ‘We’re on top of it. I’ve got Joan and Cobb, and Pots has Chief Inspector Darbishire and the whole of Scotland Yard onside. Leave it all to us, ma’am. You’ve got more than enough to think about already. I’ll go and signal Mr Hill and Sinclair now.’

‘Do thank Ed for me,’ she called after him, as he bowed and retreated.

After he’d gone, the Queen sighed to herself. She didn’t want to leave it all to her staff, but she was constitutionally obliged to. As monarch, she had a right to be consulted, to encourage, and to warn. She was very much not supposed to do. Everyone would hate it if she did. At some stage, someone was going to crack this case, but it couldn’t possibly be Her Majesty.

Luckily, she’d always managed it so far that it never was.



Meanwhile, Joan had time at sea to turn her attention to the diary once again.

In today’s sessions, she focused on the entries relating to finance. She’d been trying to look for evidence that Jock Sinclair had put Pamela up to talking about offshore financial centres. It seemed surprising that he was even interested before any such places had been set up in the West Indies. But that line of attack was a washout, and she decided to give it up for the time being, and simply read through the remaining encoded passages.

By now, her familiarity with the code had become more fluid. Pamela had used it to keep thoughts secret from friends and family, not someone trained by the best cryptographers in the country. At this point, Joan only struggled with a few proper names. Pamela had made up personal nicknames for people, so if Joan didn’t guess her line of thinking, working out their identities could take a while.

Relaxing with a small glass of whisky after dinner, she puzzled over one of the hieroglyphs that had bothered her. At first sight, it looked like a simplified, oval cat’s face, with two whiskers, or perhaps a plate with chopsticks. Did Pamela know anyone from China or Hong Kong? Then, suddenly, she saw it: it was a side-drum, with two drumsticks. Joan had seen them being played in the band dozens of times on this tour. It must mean Corporal Lyall. That meant the narrow triangle with three dots inside must be Delaney, with his clarinet. At last, she was onto something.

In early entries, written in December, three of the bandsmen were mentioned briefly – assuming the pear-like symbol was for Corporal Ainsworth, with his double bass. A couple of January entries now made sense: ‘praying “Delaney” won’t be on the trip’; ‘oh hell, saw “Lyall” at the Foxtrot Club tonight; he hates me’. From then on Ainsworth and Delaney barely got a mention, and Joan was inclined to believe the story that the affair was well and truly over. Pamela cheerfully swooned over Terence Stamp and Marcello Mastroianni, but she seemed dismissive of the men she knew personally, and she didn’t mention any physical relationships since Christmas. Sergeant Heath’s name was never mentioned. Lyall, however, appeared with increasing frequency towards the end. In the few days before the missing last four pages, Pamela mentioned that he was a ‘creep’, that she didn’t like the way he looked at her, and that he needed to be ‘put back in his box, like the last one’.

Maddeningly the diary cut off in the middle of the visit to Trinidad on the eighth of February. She had nearly finished her entry for that day and, according to her usual pattern, the missing sheet that followed would have contained the entry for the ninth of February on one side, and the tenth on the reverse. The tenth had been the day of the party on Tobago, when according to the bandsmen, Pamela had asked Delaney if they could play that night.

Whoever had taken the diary had removed these pages and the one that followed, which made Joan wonder if she’d written a long entry after she got back, before the Seconal did its worst. Clearly, the thief had been nervous about what Pamela had to say about them in her last days, and presumably also in those two days at the start of the tour, which had also been razored out. Joan was convinced these related to their first confrontation. However, they seemed confident that there was nothing to incriminate them in what they’d left behind. And it was true: Joan hadn’t found anything that pointed to one person, on land or here on the yacht, as her potential killer or drug supplier.

For now, Pamela’s antipathy to Corporal Lyall was all they had. Joan wondered if she had ‘put him in his box, like the last one’, as she’d promised, and what his reaction might have been.
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Chapter 33

Jamaica/Turks and Caicos, Friday, 25 February

Derek Green felt he had come a long way from the days on the charter boat heading north from Trinidad, when his friend Clifford had treated him like some sort of Che Guevara. Both geographically, and also emotionally. Back then, he had felt like Odysseus, starting on his journey, or a tired prophet, crying in the wilderness. Now, he just felt tired.

After the rush of being aboard the yacht Veruschka with the trade winds behind them, he’d finally got to Jamaica, where he managed to dodge customs and the coastguard by getting picked up on a friend’s fishing boat off the coast. As soon as he hit land, the exhilaration of those sailing days had dissipated. Apparently, the police were looking for him here too. His cousin and his contacts on the island were being watched.

The only place he could think to go was someone he hadn’t seen in fifteen years. So here he was, fleeing Her Majesty, her police force and her justice, and he was surrounded by Union Jack bunting that was hung up in her honour, and Coronation mugs with her face on them, and magazines with her picture on the cover, ready for the royal visit next week.

Derek had spent several years of his childhood on the island, and his old schoolteacher, Mrs Sutherland, had a small property in Montego Bay. As well as royal memorabilia, it was full of plants inside and out. Lorna Sutherland liked to watch things grow. She’d liked to watch Derek, when he was seven. He’d always been one of her favourite students, and she’d been one of his mother’s closest friends. She might be a royalist, but she was one person who wouldn’t talk.

To other people, that is. She delighted in talking to Derek.

‘Oh my God, boy, what have you done?’ she’d asked last night, finding him outside her back door, crouching in the dark.

‘Please can we just leave it, Mrs Sutherland?’

She’d let him inside, at least, and fed him stew and dumplings while she berated him.

‘The rumour I hear,’ she said, ‘is you did drugs with Her Majesty’s maid or something on the beach, and ran away to Trinidad, and she died the next morning.’

He looked up from his stew. ‘Well, I can tell you for a fact that isn’t true.’

‘So you say. You were a good boy, Derek, but you had some mad ideas, even when you were a child. You were always arguing and getting into fights.’

‘Only when I thought something wasn’t fair.’

‘Nothing’s fair in this world. You should know that by now. Look at you, on the run like a criminal. You should turn yourself in tomorrow.’

‘Can we talk about it then?’ he’d asked.

It was late, and they’d both agreed to sleep on it. In the morning, she was back on his case while she made him porridge and warmed up some johnnycakes.

‘So, tell me. If you didn’t do anything to that young woman, how did she die? How come you here now, not helping the police with their inquiries back in Trinidad?’

‘You know me,’ he protested, looking her square in the eye. ‘Am I the kind of person who would drug a maid? I only smoke a little bit of ganja with the boys. Everybody do that. But I didn’t even smoke that night. I was on my best behaviour.’

‘Did you know her?’

‘I met her for the first time that day.’

‘Did you do anything to her?’

‘I didn’t touch her, I swear!’ Derek said, holding up his hands and hoping he sounded convincing.

‘So why you run then?’

‘Because . . . who’s going to believe me?’ he asked. ‘I’m no fan of the British, most people know that. I want us to run our own country. If they get their hands on me, who knows what they’ll do? I see how they’ve treated their enemies in the past.’

‘So you think you their enemy? Here, have one of these.’

She passed him a johnnycake, warm from the oven, and went back to stirring the porridge. She’d made it with green bananas and the smell was so good already.

‘They think I’m their enemy,’ he said, through a mouthful of dumpling. ‘I don’t think so. I think it’s up to us now, what we do. They’ve shown us what they think of us . . . I’m just trying to get us all to think straight, that’s all.’ He finished the johnnycake and looked over to see how the porridge in the pan was doing.

‘We’re getting there,’ she said. ‘Don’t rush. So what’s your plan? D’you even have one?’

‘Sure. Keep my head down till they find out what really happened to that girl. It wasn’t me, so maybe it was someone else. Maybe she just took too many pills, like . . . who was it?’

‘Marilyn Monroe.’

‘Sure. Like Marilyn. It wasn’t me, so they’ll figure that out eventually.’ He glanced over at the pile of bunting, and the special shelf of Coronation mugs. ‘Then we can go and cheer on Queen Elizabeth together.’

He thought that would placate her a bit, but it seemed to have the opposite effect. She poured some porridge into two bowls, then glared at him suspiciously as she reached for the condensed milk.

‘I hear you want to get rid of the Queen.’

‘Hear how?’

She shrugged. ‘An article in the paper.’

‘Don’t believe everything you read in the papers.’

‘So?’ She glared across at him. ‘Do you want to, or not? Because, assuming you not in jail by then, you’re not coming to Kingston with me to wave if I think you going to throw a bomb at her, like that man in Yugoslavia.’

‘I’m not going to throw a bomb at her! Goodness, Mrs Sutherland! I’m a pacifist. And it wasn’t Yugoslavia, it was Bosnia Herzegovina.’

‘Wherever the heck it was. But I know you, DG. I can see it in your eyes. What’s she ever done to you?’

‘Nothing! I’m sure Queen Elizabeth is a perfectly nice lady.’

Mrs Sutherland put the bowls on the table and sat down opposite him, still glaring as he stirred in a dollop of fine, sweet condensed milk, but before he could take a spoonful, she protested, ‘She’s the first king or queen to come here in three hundred years. And she did it the year after her daddy died, when she was still grieving.’

‘Sure, Mrs Sutherland.’

‘Don’t roll your eyes at me, DG. What you got against her, then? Tell me.’

‘OK,’ he sighed. ‘What’s she ever done for me? Or you? She just do what the government tell her. But she does it in diamonds.’

She picked up her spoon and flourished it in his direction.

‘She and her family give me pride in our nation. That’s what. Her and her father before her. The Christmas message, the Coronation . . . And the birthdays.’

‘The birthdays?’

‘The Queen’s birthday every June. She a part of us. We go out in the street and have a party. It’s my favourite day of the year.’

Derek threw his hands up in frustration. ‘That’s how they made it! That’s their design. Why do I want to say happy birthday to a lady I never met?’

‘But I know her. She a mommy like me. I like it. You got no joy in you, Derek.’

‘I want to make my own joy.’

‘You do that. See where it gets you.’ She pointed the spoon at him again. ‘Next thing I know, we all be celebrating your birthday. Ha!’

‘Would that be such a bad thing?’ he asked. He’d never felt less like Che Guevara.

‘Derek Green Day!’ she mocked. ‘Or Mister-Richards-Down-the-Road-Day.’

‘Or what about you, Mrs Sutherland? You taught all those children all about right and wrong. You’re a champion of justice – that’s how I got interested in the law. You looked after the kids with no shoes on their feet, and fed them into the bargain. You’re famous for your bake-outs. You should get your own day.’

‘Oh, look at you, Derek,’ she said, reaching across the counter to squeeze his cheek between her fingers. ‘I love you like you my own child, but I never heard anything so foolish in my life.’

They spent the day quietly together, talking about the future. Derek shared his dream of owning a fast yacht one day and, more to the point, of voting for a president of an island federation who’d been born here, and grew up here, and understood Jamaica’s problems, and really cared. Mrs Sutherland’s dreams were more down to earth. Her son and daughter had both gone to England to work – the young man as a street-cleaner, though one day he hoped to teach, like his mother, and the young woman as a nurse. They lived in a place called Notting Hill and it sounded dirty and cold, but they had hopes of making good money and coming home one day.

‘I miss them. My God I miss them so bad I think my heart going to break sometimes, but I never tell them, of course,’ she was saying, when she was suddenly distracted.

‘What’s that?’

There was shouting and banging on both doors simultaneously. Before they knew it, the room was full of policemen with guns and fists and attitude. Somebody had talked.

‘I promise you, Mrs Sutherland, I didn’t do it,’ he yelled across at her, as he was hauled away.
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Chapter 34

At sea, Saturday 26 February

At one o’clock in the morning, a signal was received from Chief Inspector Darbishire, with the news that Derek Green had been located and arrested in Montego Bay.

‘He’s denying all knowledge of what happened at the party,’ Sir Dominic told Joan and Cobb a few hours later, as they met for an early-morning catch-up session before he updated Her Majesty.

‘Denying he was there?’ Joan queried. ‘People saw him.’

‘He admits to being there, but says he only saw Pamela in passing. He’s very tight-lipped about what happened between them. But it’s early days.’

‘Did they find any drugs on him?’ Cobb asked.

‘Some, I believe. Darbishire didn’t go into details.’

Cobb sighed with relief. ‘Well, there we are.’

‘We can’t assume they were barbiturates,’ Joan pointed out.

‘Drugs are drugs,’ Cobb said, with an attempt at world-weary wisdom that didn’t come off.

‘As I say, I don’t know what they were,’ Sir Dominic said, ‘but Pots has been passing on some of what Darbishire has found out about Green and his family. Tragic background. Parents both dead. Father killed in a gunfight. Lots of upheaval. It’s not hard to imagine how he could have turned violent.’

Cobb nodded. ‘I agree. You can see why we don’t want them at home, sir.’

‘What d’you mean?’ Joan asked.

Cobb turned to her with a shrug. ‘It’s the violence, isn’t it? It’s endemic to the islands, like the drugs.’

‘I haven’t met anyone remotely violent.’

‘Lucky you. I mean, who’s going to attack you, Joan? But I can see why you’d take their side,’ he said.

‘What does that mean?’ she demanded.

‘You said it yourself. I remember seeing those signs in London: “No blacks, no Irish, no dogs”. Terribly rude. I mean, if you’re in a position to take it personally, it must be.’

‘Lionel, I’d be very careful, if I were you,’ Sir Dominic said darkly.

‘What about, sir?’

‘You’re in danger of being highly insulting.’

‘Was I?’ Lionel looked surprised. ‘I didn’t mean to. Joan’s proud of being Irish. I just mean . . . she’s very optimistic, put it that way.’

‘Are you an expert on these people?’ she asked, struggling to remain civil.

‘Not at all.’ He gave his bland smile again. ‘First time here. But you hear all about them in London, don’t you? It’s not surprising people don’t want them. They’re scared.’

‘Are you scared, Lionel?’ she asked. ‘Personally?’

‘Oh gosh, I’m scared of everything!’ he said, with a giggle. ‘It’s why they put me in the navy, to toughen me up. I’m not like you, Joan.’ He shrugged and added quietly, ‘I wish I was.’

She breathed hard. She was so enervated she couldn’t speak. What was it about this young man that made her lose her carefully calibrated courtier’s self-control? Other people’s stupidity didn’t have the same effect. If Cobb had been found dead in his cabin, she wouldn’t have been remotely surprised. If he was able to needle the other officers like this, they’d have been queuing up. She suddenly wondered if he’d needled Pamela. There was no mention of him in the diary, but then, there were those missing pages . . .

‘We all wish we were like Joan,’ Sir Dominic said smoothly. ‘She has talents the rest of us can only aspire to. Anyway, Lionel, you’ve been involved in our inquiries aboard, so you might be asked to participate in the investigation into Green.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘He’s being flown to the Bahamas today, so Joan can pick him out in a line-up when we get to Nassau. It’ll have to wait until Monday, because nothing much happens on a Sunday, I gather.’

Cobb sniggered.

‘They want me to go to an identity parade?’ Joan asked, surprised.

‘They do.’

‘And you’re happy for me to be involved, Dominic?’

Normally, the private secretary would be wary of involving anyone as senior as she was in anything as public as a police line-up.

‘Absolutely,’ he said. ‘Hopefully, once Green cracks, we can sort out this business once and for all. At the moment, I’m guessing he gave her both sets of drugs on the beach, but she only took the Seconal later. Maybe it was supposed to last her a long time, I don’t know. Was it personal? Was it political? I’m sure Darbishire will get to the bottom of it. Right . . . I think that’s everything.’

He smiled at them both. Joan noticed that there was a new set to his shoulders. He hadn’t run a hand through his hair once in the last fifteen minutes. This was the end he’d hoped for, and he was utterly relieved it had come at last.
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Chapter 35

The Bahamas, Sunday, 27 February

Britannia anchored off Conception Island for the night. There was little to it, beyond mangroves and pink, sandy beaches, but on viewing it from her bedroom window when she woke up on Sunday morning, the Queen thought it was one of the most magical places she had ever seen. The island was flat, but the sea around it gradated through every shade of blue from pale turquoise to dark sapphire, and the sky above was the same periwinkle blue as her mother’s eyes. She ran to get her camera, and went out on deck in her dressing gown to take a few pictures for the album. It was almost as good as Scotland. What a privilege to witness it.

The royal yacht set off soon afterwards, so that she could steam into Nassau harbour at the precise minute indicated on the schedule, flags fluttering, Yotties massed on deck, with all the pomp and circumstance she could muster.

If the Queen’s spirits needed any more of a lift, they certainly got one when Britannia docked. There could be no doubt that here in the Bahamas, the crowds lining every street and thronging every doorway were as excited to see her as she was relieved to see them.

The morning was punctuated by the chance to go to church again and have a few moments of deep reflection. This was the third time Elizabeth had been to church on Sunday since Pamela’s body was found. By now, it was twenty-seven days since they’d first joined Britannia, and Pamela’s death had remained unsolved for seventeen of them. Sergeant Delaney had been in hospital, badly injured, for nearly two weeks (so long, already?) and despite all that Pots, Joan and Sir Dominic had discovered between them, they still weren’t any closer to knowing for certain why Pamela had jammed that suitcase behind her cabin door. Perhaps Derek Green’s interviews in a local police station would shed a light on it. She prayed they would, but not with the conviction Sir Dominic would have liked.

Meanwhile, Jock Sinclair had made some unsavoury threats (the chances of him ever being knighted were increasingly remote), and if she wasn’t careful, her last visit of the tour would be overshadowed by rumours of her precious yacht being riddled with drugs that had somehow caused the demise of his innocent, darling daughter.

The Queen also had sunburn. But there were medications for that. One carried on.

And she was careful. If she could manage a problem, she would.



Afterwards, it was back out into the sun, and the day ticked by, as usual, in its strictly measured five-minute increments. Sir Dominic and Joan had no room whatsoever to slip another meeting into the schedule while she was ashore. But the advantage of Britannia was that, in the brief gap between visiting a factory and hosting a state dinner, the Queen could sit down with people she needed to talk to in absolute privacy.

Jock and Jennie Sinclair came aboard in the late afternoon, and the young Lieutenant Briggs was tasked with keeping them fed, watered and engaged in conversation, until the Queen was ready to meet them in the cheerful, chintzy drawing room.

The Queen had had a vivid description of them both from Joan, and Jock’s pressure on Sir Dominic had made its own impression, so she was slightly surprised when the man who walked in was gentle as a lamb.

‘Your Majesty.’ Jock bowed from the waist, like a Japanese courtier. ‘This is the most tremendous honour.’

His wife, who was busy being introduced by Lieutenant Briggs, bobbed into a little curtsey and seemed too overwhelmed to speak.

‘Do sit down,’ the Queen said, indicating chairs across the fireplace from hers, while Briggs politely left them to it. She turned to Mrs Sinclair. ‘You have my heartfelt sympathy. I’m so glad you could spare the time to see me, so I could tell you in person.’

Jennie Sinclair merely nodded. Jock leaned forward.

‘It’s we who should be grateful, ma’am. We know how busy you are. This is the most . . .’ He looked around, lost for words. ‘The most . . . extraordinary honour.’ Aware he was repeating himself, he reverted to nodding vigorously.

‘How are you coping?’ she asked. ‘It must be hard, away from home. Do you have everything you need?’

‘I come from a long line of traders to these islands,’ Mrs Sinclair said stiffly. ‘My great-great-grandfather was a judge here, and the West Indies are in our blood. We’re hardly away from—’

But her husband leaned in again to calm the waters. ‘Absolutely everything, ma’am. We’re all set up at Sandy Lane. I’ve popped back to London to sort out my office. We can stay as long as we’re needed.’

‘And how long are you needed?’ the Queen asked. ‘I gather Pamela’s body can be flown back to England at any time, now the post-mortem’s done.’

She looked sympathetic, but the tempered steel core was coming into play. Wrong-footed, Jock Sinclair looked slightly flustered.

‘Well. Ahem. Ma’am . . . That is . . . We need to find out exactly what happened to Pamela. How she came by whatever was in her system. We need to assure ourselves that everything’s being . . . I mean, I’m sure it is, ma’am. To the highest standard. That is—’

‘I do hope you feel that we’re doing whatever we can to help,’ she said, firmly. ‘I know that my personal surgeon conducted the post-mortem. Along with your own chosen expert, I gather. Are you satisfied with what they did?’

Sinclair coloured. ‘I’m sure they did everything they could, ma’am. To the highest possible . . . That is . . .’ He finally caught up with himself, and took a breath. This was Jock Sinclair, after all, the great City financier. After that, he was calmer. ‘Yes, I’m satisfied, ma’am. As far as it goes.’

‘I’m so pleased. And you can rest assured that my staff are doing everything they can to find out where your daughter encountered the medication that killed her. She didn’t take it at home, as far as you know?’

‘Absolutely not, ma’am. Far from it.’

‘Do you have any evidence that she procured drugs on the royal yacht?’

‘Not as such, ma’am. Although—’

‘Ah,’ the Queen interrupted him. ‘I thought I’d heard somewhere that perhaps you did.’

She fixed him with an unblinking stare, and Sinclair looked one per cent chastened.

‘Not exactly, ma’am. But they’re rife in these islands. I mean, you only have to—’

‘So, you think that my yachtsmen might be running a drug ring? I understand that might be a serious concern. If anyone’s come to you with information, please tell me and I assure you we’ll investigate straightaway.’

There was a moment’s silence as they faced each other across the fireplace end of the drawing room. The Queen was five foot four, and even in his chair Jock Sinclair towered over her. He regularly swayed board meetings to his opinion, but she was used to nudging presidents and prime ministers in her desired direction. He was being outmanoeuvred, and that there was only one thing to say.

‘I admit, ma’am, that seems remarkably unlikely. I don’t have any information to suggest it, specifically.’

‘Or vaguely?’

‘Or vaguely, ma’am.’

‘Nevertheless,’ she said, ‘I can assure you, we’ll leave no stone unturned. And for your daughter’s sake, we’ll make sure the post-mortem findings are presented in a way that doesn’t paint her as a habitual drug taker. Commander Evans found no evidence to suggest she was one. I think my private secretary has already discussed the matter with you. Do you agree?’

‘Yes, ma’am. Absolutely.’

‘I’m so glad.’

Good. Having got what she wanted, which was his capitulation on all points, the Queen turned to Jennie Sinclair again. Her tone was gentle and sincere.

‘I gather Pamela was your only daughter. I have one daughter, too. I’m deeply sorry.’

‘A daughter and a son,’ Jennie answered, in a voice that sounded as if dredged from the bottom of the sea. ‘I lost them both.’

‘Jennie’s on medication of her own,’ Jock said. ‘It’s been very hard. It brings it all back, you know, losing John.’

‘I’m sure it must.’

‘He was a shining star, ma’am. A special boy. I’m sure you’d have ended up pinning medals on his chest, one day.’

‘Your only children?’ This time, the Queen’s sympathy hid the fact that she knew the answer, and was interested to see what they said.

‘No,’ Jock admitted. ‘There’s another. A boy, George.’

His face looked tight. In her own armchair, his wife said nothing. George was not a ‘shining star’.

‘Were he and Pamela planning to follow in your footsteps?’ she asked. ‘In the City, I mean?’

‘George will, eventually, when he settles down. But Pam? Ha! No! What, Pamela?’ Jock seemed amused by the suggestion. ‘She was into hair and clothes and film stars and music. You know what girls are like these days. My little girl . . .’

He said the last words quietly, and for the first time, the Queen felt a sense of his genuine sadness at the loss. Though whether he knew the same Pamela that she and Joan did was a different question. His daughter had found herself working in Her Majesty’s private office in her twenties. Surely there was more to her than ‘hair and clothes and film stars and music’? Still, whoever he thought she was, his emotion had finally worked its way through.

His wife, meanwhile, remained shut down. A closed book. Now, there was a woman on medication. Evans had said it was hard to tell, but in the Queen’s humble opinion, it often wasn’t. Jennie seemed present in body only. Elizabeth still wasn’t sure who she was grieving for.

She stood up. The meeting had served its purpose. She felt more sympathy for them than she had before, but importantly, Jock had agreed to stop threatening to spread unsubstantiated stories to feed his sense of powerlessness and frustration.

Meanwhile, the Governor and the Premier of The Bahamas would soon be boarding Britannia to watch the band of the Royal Marines beat the retreat before dinner, and she needed to rush if she didn’t want to stand on deck beside them in her dressing gown.
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Chapter 36

The Bahamas, Monday, 28 February

‘I’ve been having a chat with Chambers,’ Philip said over breakfast in the sun lounge, as the Queen sneaked a look at a well-travelled copy of the Sporting Life. ‘He’s been bringing me up to speed on Jock Sinclair and the whole Pamela fiasco.’

‘Has he?’ she asked sharply, looking up from the paper. ‘He’s not supposed to.’

‘Oh, he’s a good man, Pots. He knows I take an interest. What did you think of Sinclair yesterday, by the way?’

‘He was actually a lot more upset than I’d given him credit for,’ she admitted. ‘I suppose people grieve in different ways.’

‘Interesting. Chambers says that he’s got his people at the Yard to ask around in London, and find out if Sinclair was using his daughter for some finance scheme Joan dug up in Pamela’s diary.’

‘Gosh, he has been keeping you informed.’

Philip missed her tone. ‘As I say, he’s a good man. He’s been working hard. The finance business is a red herring, though. There aren’t any whispers that they were working together. Why on earth would there be? Although, Sinclair’s interested in offshore centres.’

‘Is he?’

‘There’s a Bank of England thing that’s good for tax efficiency, apparently. Nothing to do with the West Indies, though. By the way, did you hear about Dominic in Little Dix Bay?’

‘No. What?’ the Queen asked. The speed of her husband’s train of thought wasn’t new, but its sudden changes of direction could still surprise her.

‘He had an absolute fit. Saw three people on the beach, and Joan recognised them from somewhere. He was about to have them arrested for attempted murder. He’s still convinced he sees Guy Fawkes around every corner. Luckily, Joan and one of Pots’s detectives managed to ascertain that they were from some damn fashion magazine. You need to do something about him, Lilibet. Man’s a liability.’

‘Dominic?’

‘Yes.’

She twiddled her ring. ‘He managed very well when the Daily Bugler threatened to make something up about Britannia.’

‘Did he?’

‘He hasn’t been in post very long,’ she pointed out. ‘You know how many alternatives we looked at.’

‘You’re loyal to your team,’ he said, ‘but you can’t afford for your private secretary to be a waste of rations.’

No, that was true. The thing was, the Queen felt that Sir Dominic had something which could quite often be lacking at very senior levels, which was a sense of self-awareness. If she told him he was being a waste of rations, he would probably listen. There was a lot to be said for that. He would have to do something about it soon, though.

‘And did you hear about Joan and Rockefeller?’ Philip added.

‘No. What?’

‘He offered her a job! Ha! Can you imagine?’

The Queen thought back to Laurance Rockefeller, striding proudly around his estate. She could easily imagine it.

‘What did Joan say?’

‘D’you have to ask?’ Philip said. ‘She told him to eff off, obviously. In the nicest possible way.’

‘How interesting.’

‘She’d never leave you. Here for life, Joan. One of those long-timers. By the way, d’you know what she’s up to this morning? Pots told me. She’s off to an identity parade!’

‘I did know that, yes,’ the Queen said. She should jolly well hope she did.

‘They’ve caught that chap Green, who might have given Pamela drugs on that beach in Tobago. Joan saw them together, apparently.’

‘Mmm.’

‘With any luck, he’ll confess, and that’ll be an end of it.’

‘Mmm.’

‘God, Lilibet, you might take a bit more of an interest instead of looking at your paper. Not everything revolves around the three thirty at Aintree, you know.’

The Queen smiled equably. ‘I’m sure Pots and Sir Dominic have it all in hand.’

‘I’m not so sure about that,’ Philip muttered darkly. ‘I’ll do whatever I can, obviously. If I need your help, I’ll let you know.’



Fred Darbishire felt he was finally getting his feet under the table in the West Indies, so to speak. He’d missed seeing England beat West Germany at the Empire Stadium, and his daughters were causing havoc at home for their mother, but he was now on his fifth Caribbean island, and he was starting to get the hang of how it all worked. Nevertheless, his second day in the Bahamas did not go exactly as planned.

The idea was simple. The Queen’s assistant private secretary, whom he’d come across before in previous investigations, and liked and admired, was supposed to point out Derek Green in the identity parade he’d laid on for her, and he would take it from there.

The motley crew of men the Bahamian police force had assembled for the purpose duly stood in a line in front of a wall in the police station courtyard, and Darbishire had to admit, they looked a bit ridiculous together. Their average height was about five foot five, and Green was nearly a foot taller. For some reason, the others had every hairstyle from fully bearded to practically bald, but none had their hair in braids. Green had been ‘restrained’ during his arrest by a particularly patriotic couple of recruits, and now boasted an impressive swollen right eye. He didn’t actually have an arrow above his head saying ‘Pick me’, but you could imagine it.

Joan McGraw came into the yard where the men were standing, and Darbishire watched as she gave a start and stiffened. He knew from that moment that she was going to be difficult, and indeed she was. She walked carefully up and down the line three times, and told him regretfully that she couldn’t be certain. His heart sank. He assured her that absolute certainty wasn’t necessary, but she stuck to her guns. No, she could not say that any of the men here had definitely been with Pamela Sinclair on the beach.

Darbishire wanted to point out that Green admitted he had been at the cocktail party, and she would have seen him in the house moments beforehand. But that would be perverting the course of justice, and he didn’t like to do it where Her Majesty was so closely involved. He thanked Miss McGraw politely, and she apologised for not being more helpful. She said she had to get back to work. And that was that.

Fred thought it would make Green clam up like a . . . clam, in his subsequent interview. After all, he’d been totally unforthcoming the day before. However, seeing Joan somehow seemed to have the opposite effect. Green was surly enough as they took him to a hot, airless interview room, accompanied by his downbeat lawyer and a local inspector, but this time, he answered readily when Darbishire asked him what had happened on the night of the tenth of February.

‘You’re not going to believe me,’ he said.

Darbishire leaned back in his sticky, plastic chair and put his hands behind his head. ‘I’ve heard a few things in my time. Try me.’

‘OK. So this is the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’

‘Miss Sinclair wanted to talk to me about tax.’

There was a squeak and a clatter, as Darbishire lost his balance and almost fell backwards off his chair. He righted himself while the lawyer and the inspector tried to hide their smiles.

‘Tax? Oh, come on, Derek. I’m tired and fed up. I’ve been chasing your tail for several days and to be honest with you, I just want to go home. I haven’t got time for a comedy routine.’

‘It’s not a joke,’ Derek maintained. ‘Look, I said you wouldn’t believe me. But here it is. I went to the party that night to talk to Pamela, because she specifically asked me to.’

‘How did you know her? Through your tax accountant? Your stockbroker?’

‘No. She heard about me through her brother. He’s eaten at my restaurants a few times. I wouldn’t say we were friends, but he must have said something to her, because she wrote to me on Buckingham Palace paper a few weeks ago, and asked if I wanted to meet the Queen. I said, sure, why? And she said I was influential; the Queen wanted to meet entrepreneurs. Next thing I know, I get this invitation on fancy card from the Lord Chamberpot or some such, inviting me to a garden party on Tobago. So, I go.’

‘And Pamela fulfilled her side of the bargain,’ Darbishire said. ‘You met the Queen that afternoon.’

‘I did. Her Majesty was very nice. We talked.’

‘What about?’

‘I don’t remember well. Polite stuff. The quality of the food in the West Indies, mostly. How hot peppers are. Robinson Crusoe.’

Darbishire consulted his notes. ‘In the past, you’ve said the royal family were . . . Let me see . . . “The scum of the earth.” They were “the progeny of inbred Germans” and “Queen Victoria was no great white saviour”. Is that right?’

He felt the air in the room thicken, as the other police inspector seemed to gather his forces, ready to inflict another black eye, if called for. Derek remained calm. He gave a half-smile.

‘I may have, once upon a time. Not to Her Majesty’s face, though.’

‘That’s not funny,’ the local inspector snapped.

‘I’m not laughing.’ Derek held up his hands. ‘Look, when I said those things, it was to people saying, Oh, the royal family, they helped abolish slavery. They’re on our side. And I was saying, I don’t think they did it personally. You sing God Save The Queen, but when your kids go hungry, how exactly does Her Majesty help? It doesn’t mean I want to harm her. When did I ever say that?’

Darbishire sighed. ‘I’m not here to argue politics with you. I just want to know what happened that night. And don’t tell me it was all about tax, for God’s sake.’

Derek shrugged. ‘But it was.’

Darbishire leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. ‘Right. So, you’d met the Queen that afternoon. You’d talked about peppers. What happened then?’

‘Pamela told me about the cocktail party later. She said Her Majesty liked me, it was all good, and she had something she wanted to discuss with me. A business opportunity. She made it sound like it was to do with the tour, or the Queen, or Buckingham Palace. I wondered if I was going to get some sort of royal warrant for my restaurants. Hell, I don’t know . . .’ Derek wiped a hand across his face. ‘Can I have a glass of water?’

One was provided. Darbishire reminded him about the party.

‘So, I showed up,’ Derek said. ‘In my best bib and tucker. Don’t they say that? What is a bib and tucker?’

‘No idea,’ Darbishire muttered.

‘Anyway, I was sort of expecting to see Queen Elizabeth again. I didn’t really know what sort of party it was, but pretty quickly I got the idea she wasn’t going to be there. Turned out, Pamela wanted to talk to me alone. She had this weird kind of edge to her, like she was in on some kind of secret . . . I don’t know. She started to head down a corridor that led to the bedrooms, and I said, “Oh, no way, lady. Me, in a bedroom with you? I think a few people might have something to say about that.”’

‘You hadn’t met her before the garden party? In Trinidad, for example?’

‘No. But she’d sent me a personal note, saying how excited she was to meet me. Which I thought was strange. She sounded young, you know? Kind of like a schoolgirl. I’d been expecting someone quite elderly and serious to be working with Her Majesty – but it turned out she was young. Very pretty, too. No way I was going into a bedroom with her to talk business, or anything else. So, she asked where we should go, and I suggested outside. I was still thinking about the royal warrant for my restaurants. Did the Queen want to put me on a committee of some kind? Did she want to buy a plot of land, like her sister got on Mustique? Not that I had any to sell. Hell, I don’t know.’

‘You left the party and went to a secluded beach . . .’ Darbishire prompted. ‘Did you, at that point or any other, partake in any . . . substances?’

‘Substances?’

‘You know. Weed. Ganja. Pills. Something to lighten the mood.’

‘Lighten the mood? Who do you think I am?’

Darbishire shrugged. ‘I’m trying to find out.’

‘No,’ Derek said, leaning forward and staring him in the eye. ‘I did not take drugs with the young, white woman I’d just met who worked for Her Majesty the Queen. That clear enough for you?’

‘Hey!’ The local inspector thumped a fist on the table. ‘Have some respect.’

Derek scowled and sat back. ‘We “partook” in a couple of strawberry daiquiris on the way down to the sea, to be precise. It’s not my drink, but Miss Sinclair got one for me and one for herself. She drank hers pretty fast. I didn’t like mine, so I poured most of it into the bushes.’

‘And then?’

‘We found a quiet spot, under some palm trees. The sun was down, the moon was up, the party lights were twinkling behind us. The sea was calm. To be totally honest with you, at that time I thought she was going to put her arms around my neck and kiss me. I was like, no way, man. I thought I’d be dragged off in chains . . .’ He glanced around the hot, sweaty interrogation room. ‘Which is kind of what happened in the end anyway. But Miss Sinclair didn’t do that. She told me about this “great opportunity” for Trinidad and Tobago. She knew I had some businesses there, knew somehow that I was on the political scene. “A progressive”, she called me. She told me about some weird regulation shit they did in the Bank of England a few years ago, which means that companies can make a lot of money out of being based in other countries. I asked what she meant, and when it came down to it, it seemed to be all about not paying tax. Not in London, and not in the country they were based in. She seemed very pleased with herself.’

It was Derek’s turn to lean back in his chair. His lip curled with disdain.

‘Like I said. Tax.’

‘And this led to an argument?’

Derek closed his eyes for a moment. For the first time, his underlying anxiety showed through. Up until now, he’d been defensive and belligerent, as if daring them to disbelieve him. But he took a moment to compose himself before going on.

‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘It did lead to a difference of opinion. Look, I’m not proud of it. Miss Sinclair seemed to expect me to understand what she was talking about, but I didn’t. She said she was offering to help me. She said if I could make the argument, in public, that some of the independent islands should become these tax places – offshore centres, I think she said – then she could bring a lot of business my way. She mentioned her father and his friends. They’d create companies based out there and pay for services like setting them up, sorting out their mail . . . God, I don’t remember. But lots of companies, lots of income. And I said, but surely they wouldn’t be paying tax there either? Wasn’t that the point? And she said yes. And it turned out that what she wanted was for us to become the little Caribbean mailman for these fake companies. That was her big idea. She wanted me to be the poster boy. And I told her she was crazy. Things got . . .’

‘Heated?’

‘Yes,’ Derek admitted, sullenly.

‘And so, you attacked her,’ Darbishire suggested. ‘Your blood was up, she’d offended your dignity, you weren’t going to get your royal warrant after all, so . . .’

‘It wasn’t about the bloody warrant!’ Derek shouted, rising. But he checked himself, before the nearby inspector could restrain him. ‘It wasn’t about my dignity,’ he muttered. ‘She slapped me in the face. She suddenly got angry, and she slapped me real hard from out of nowhere. With all her force.’ His shoulders slumped. ‘She slapped me. And yes, my blood was up, if you want to put it that way. The shock of it, you know? So, I grabbed her by the shoulders, to tell her to calm down. I grabbed her harder than I meant to, and she looked frightened. So, I let go. She shouted some stuff at me, but she was starting to cry. I don’t know . . . women . . . She ran off towards the water, and stopped halfway to take her shoes off. I left her there and went back inside. I was angry, too. Angry with myself. I left without talking to anybody.’

‘Then where did you go?’

‘I’d rented a room in a house down the road. I went back and slept there without seeing anyone. In the morning, I hitched a ride back to Trinidad. Everything seemed OK, then that evening, I heard it on the radio. Some lady found dead aboard the royal yacht. I had a very bad feeling. They said her name. It had happened sometime the night before, when I laid a hand on her and she cried.’ He looked across at Darbishire. ‘And the rest, you know. I knew nobody was gonna believe me about the finance conversation. I mean, I’d grabbed her shoulders. And I’m a big, black guy and she was a friend of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second.’ He held his arms out, wrists touching, with a sardonic look, as if waiting for the handcuffs. ‘You got me bang to rights, copper. Isn’t that what they say?’

But Darbishire wondered. He’d come all this way, and he really needed a clean arrest. It would solve an awful lot of problems. But Derek’s ‘tax’ confession was so far-fetched he couldn’t help fearing that it might actually be true.
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Chapter 37

It was the black eye that had made Joan think twice about her role in the identity parade. That, and the ridiculous height difference. Derek Green was being set up. One word from her – the Queen’s APS, no less – and he’d disappear into the nearest cell. True, the moment she’d set eyes on him, she was finally certain that he was the man she’d seen with Pamela, but equally, she was reminded of how little she really knew.

Joan had missed the rest of the morning’s engagements on Nassau, but she’d accompanied the Queen in the afternoon, and everything had gone smoothly. Now, slipping out of her day clothes, and squeezing herself into a satin evening dress, she tried to take her mind off the upcoming VIP reception, and instead thought back yet again to that night on the beach in Tobago.

She remembered wandering down towards the sea with a cocktail glass in her hand, and how quiet it had been, apart from the reassuring rhythm of the water and the gentle hiss of the waves breaking on the shore. She had walked along the sand in the darkness, brooding about Pamela. Then she had heard them.

Raised voices, further back. Yes, of course – she had heard them first. That was when she’d peered through the trees and seen their silhouettes in the darkness. They had the look of lovers at first, but it sounded like an argument. Was there even a slap? Joan couldn’t think how she’d forgotten the soundtrack all this time, but seeing Mr Green again had sharpened her memory. She recalled more vividly than ever how she’d felt, heart pumping, mind racing, caught on the sand for ages in the grip of a strange anxiety so strong she could almost taste it. Instead of approaching, she had retreated. Leave them to it. Go far away. When she had passed the spot again, several minutes later, they were gone.

Joan wondered whether it was worth talking to the Queen about that moment. It had been so unlike her to think and feel that way. She decided she needed to be more honest altogether about that night. She’d kept a lot back, because her memories had been confused, and because they were overlaid with shame about the feelings that had risen up out of nowhere, and then dissipated over the following day. The Boss had a knack for seeing through to the truth. However, if she was going to use her powers, she’d need the full picture.

Across the passage, there were sounds of merriment as women slipped into each other’s cabins, borrowed each other’s hairspray, and helped each other out with tricky zips and necklace fastenings. Alone in her cabin, Joan reflected on the Pamela Effect.

It had raised its ugly head again, but more manageably this time, when she’d read those diary entries. She wondered whether she could be bothered to repair friendships with the younger women who’d so gleefully talked to her junior behind her back. The class system was as rigid and self-perpetuating as it was invisible. Then there was Lionel Cobb, the admiral’s favourite, insufferable and incompetent, who managed to irritate her every time he talked. Joan didn’t enjoy disliking people. It was a waste of energy. She felt tired as she examined her reflection in the mirror, eyeliner in hand. She felt old.

There was a shriek in the corridor, the sound of a slamming door – presumably a half-dressed woman disappearing inside her cabin – and a sudden, loud rap on Joan’s own cabin door. A steward stood outside impassively.

‘Good evening, ma’am. An urgent call’s come in for you. If you don’t mind coming with me . . .’

Joan’s mind raced as she followed him at a rapid clip. Had someone died? Someone at home? Was it news from the palace? A royal death, perhaps, and they needed Joan to pass on the news . . . ?

‘The First Lieutenant’s given you his cabin to use, ma’am. For privacy,’ the steward explained.

They headed up two decks, and towards the bow of the yacht, near the admiral’s suite. As they reached the ‘whispering gallery’, where the senior officers’ cabins were located, the steward opened the nearest door and Joan found herself in a small, pleasant space, furnished with surprisingly flowery fittings, where he indicated a phone on the tiny, inbuilt wooden desk. She picked up the receiver and he left her to it.

‘Hello?’ she said nervously into the mouthpiece, her heart still beating fast from the trip across the yacht. ‘Joan speaking.’

‘Hello, my darling.’

The voice down the line was so unexpected that she lifted the receiver away from her ear for a moment. That gentle, Scottish brogue with a hint of the Highlands. It couldn’t be.

‘Hector?’

‘How are you?’

‘What’s happened? Who’s dead? Has there been a fire?’

He laughed. ‘Aren’t I allowed to call my not-so-secret lover aboard Britannia?’

‘No!’ she expostulated. ‘No, you’re absolutely not!’

‘Well, I can, and so I did. I miss you. And I repeat, how are you? I’ve been reading the news. It must have been bloody for you.’

Joan felt wracked with guilt that she hadn’t written to him in a fortnight. There was too much to say. Too much that couldn’t be said.

‘I’m fine,’ she told him briskly. ‘Absolutely fine. Getting ready for a party, actually. There’s a reception for VIPs this evening . . .’

All the time, her mind still raced. Hector must have had a reason for calling, a serious one. Because you really didn’t commandeer one of the few lines to Britannia for a personal conversation.

‘I know about the reception,’ he told her. ‘It’s why I wanted to wish you luck. In bocca al lupo, my darling.’

It meant ‘good luck’ in Italian, and Italian was their love language, despite being the one out of the six they spoke between them that they knew the least well.

‘But . . .’

Joan was confused. Clearly, nobody at home had died, which was a relief. Their flat in Pimlico hadn’t burned to the ground. He wasn’t caught up in a scandal. Good luck about what? The only thing going on tonight was that she happened to be meeting her predecessor, the formidable, much-loved, The Honourable Fiona Matherton-Smith. True, Joan was dreading it, but she’d only mentioned it to Hector once in passing.

‘You don’t mean Fiona, do you? You can’t possibly—’

‘I can possibly, and I do,’ he said. ‘You’ll be glorious, and I want you to know that ti amo, amore mio. Knock ’em dead.’

‘But you can’t . . .’

‘Sorry, my darling, got to go. I can’t keep the admiral’s line occupied forever. Did I tell you I miss you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ti amo infinitemente.’

There was a click, followed by the burr of an empty line. Joan stared at the heavy receiver in her hand for a good sixty seconds, before slowly replacing it.

Had that just happened?

She looked around the pretty little cabin, to assure herself it was real.

Was Hector crazy?

That had been one of the silliest, most unpredictable, romantic conversations of her life. She took a breath and paused to wonder what it signified.

Clearly, it meant Hector loved her, but Joan knew that. He’d given her an open proposal for five years. It meant he had a phenomenal memory, to have picked up on her one brief mention of the ‘Fiona Matherton-Smith Reception’ (as she thought of it), and its precise date, in the midst of a five-week tour. It meant he knew her well enough, understood her deeply enough, to see when she was vulnerable.

Also, she decided, it was a risky power play on Hector’s part. He’d said in his letter (which she still reread from time to time) that he wouldn’t pressure her, but this was the ultimate pressure, wasn’t it? A declaration of intent on the admiral’s special, high-priority phone line. The Britannia equivalent of him standing underneath her office window at Buckingham Palace with lute and a rose between his teeth. Or Paul McCartney’s bass guitar.

She smiled to herself.



‘You’re in a good mood tonight,’ the Queen said.

She handed Joan her finished boxes, and admired Joan’s evening gown. She, too, was already dressed for tonight’s reception, in a blue lace sheath dress, accessorised with aquamarines and diamonds. On days like this, one fitted the work around the frequent wardrobe changes.

‘I wondered if I could have a very quick word, ma’am,’ Joan asked. ‘I wanted to tell you while it was on my mind. Now’s probably not the time . . .’

‘It’s as good a time as any. They’ve caught Derek Green at last, I gather.’

Joan explained how she’d privately picked him out in the identity parade, but had said nothing.

‘I sensed I was being manipulated, and no good would come of it. I realise that he and Pamela might well have been arguing, ma’am. I do remember, though, that I was more concerned about Pamela than for her.’

The Queen listened as Joan summarised her own feelings and confused emotions on the beach. They accorded with what Elizabeth remembered from the following morning.

‘I thought there was something odd about you that day,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t make sense of it.’

‘I couldn’t either,’ Joan admitted. ‘The feeling should have gone by then. But I felt this huge anxiety, like a physical thing. It wasn’t as a result of seeing the body, ma’am. That’s the strange thing. I was feeling it already.’

‘And when did it pass?’

‘I don’t remember exactly. It dissipated over the day.’

‘You don’t think it might have been food poisoning, do you?’

Joan frowned. ‘I don’t think so. I didn’t have an upset stomach.’ She shrugged. ‘I’ve never really been able to work it out. It was as if there were spiders crawling on my skin. And I was so . . . nervy is the best way to describe it.’ She gave an embarrassed half-smile. ‘I haven’t felt like that since. I can’t explain it. But I thought you might.’

The Queen was flattered, but she admitted she was just as mystified as Joan. ‘Anyway, you look quite different tonight,’ she assured her. ‘As I said, you seem much happier. Are you?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Joan grinned. She was glowing, and in that moment, the Queen had a sudden sense of foreboding. How many more of these shared moments would there be? she wondered.

‘Good,’ she said with a smile, and turned away before Joan could look into her eyes.
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Chapter 38

Thirty minutes later, Joan stood a few feet from the Boss on the upper deck, to watch the band play for arriving guests on the dock below. Back inside, she waited in the vestibule at the bottom of the grand staircase to greet the friends she’d made while organising this trip. The glow from Hector’s call persisted, but she always enjoyed this bit. She loved to see their pinch-me excitement as they emerged from their own little private tour of the yacht, before sipping champagne in the drawing room, dressed in their finery, and posing for official photographs by Snaps.

There was something about these moments . . . Nobody was immune. The grandeur of a thousand years of royalty was concentrated into a deceptively simple English drawing room at sea, surrounded by the calm efficiency of the Royal Navy’s finest, and focused with laser sharpness on the small, bejewelled figure of the Queen, who circulated serenely among her guests.

At one end of the room, a trio from the band played classical music (including a pianist who had been suspected of murder, but seemed to have an unbreakable alibi). Because she had done a lot of the liaising, Joan knew more people at this reception than anyone else. She worked hard for half an hour, introducing local VIPs to the royals and Britannia’s own VIPs.

She was so occupied with her role that when someone said, ‘Oh hello, I’m Fiona,’ it took her a few seconds to register the name.

‘Fiona! How lovely to see you!’ Joan said, plastering on a smile.

The woman in front of her grinned. ‘Yes. Fiona Wrightly. Fiona Matherton-Smith, as I used to be. You’re Joan, aren’t you? I recognised you straight away. It’s been a long time.’

Joan wasn’t proud of the next five minutes of her life. They went well, but they didn’t exactly reveal her inner soul in the best possible light.

She and Fiona chatted amicably about the stresses of the job of assistant private secretary. Fiona remembered how hard it was to fly from one wing of Buckingham Palace to the other without looking as if you were running.

‘And I could never remember where I put anything! And all that geography! Isn’t it a nightmare? I’m still never sure if it’s India or Indonesia. I expect you’re awfully good at it now.’

Joan was, and had been from the start. She thought about, but didn’t mention, the spy rings she, personally, had helped interrupt, and the traitors in the palace she had helped bring down.

Fiona said how lovely Joan looked in her green satin dress, and Joan naturally returned the compliment about Fiona in her yellow one . . . But the truth was, Fiona had caught too much sun in the last few days, and her skin was a delicate shade of lobster. Glancing around, she admitted she’d never been on the royal yacht before, and was as dazzled by it as anyone else. Spotting a woman in a nearby group, she was keen to introduce Joan to her hostess in the Bahamas.

‘This is Joan McGraw, dear. She took over from me at the palace. But she’s much more glamorous. You can tell she’s far more senior and efficient than I ever was. She was terribly kind to me.’ Fiona’s voice dropped. ‘I’m so very grateful.’

As she said this, she looked Joan deep in the eyes, reached for her hand, and held it tight for a moment between her fingers. The gesture was heartfelt and brimming with intention . . . But Joan had no idea what it was for.

They were interrupted by the Master of the Household, who strode over and boomed, ‘Fiona, as I live and breathe! What a delightful surprise!’ and enveloped her in a hug.

Joan had behaved beautifully throughout . . . But inside, it was as if something had been released. She felt like a cork, bobbing up from the bottom of the sea.

Fiona Wrightly, as she was now, was a very pleasant woman, keen to please and perfectly nice. She was not, by any stretch of the imagination, glamorous. Joan had only met her very briefly, before she started the job. She’d always remembered her as an Amazon, like one of those wafer-thin blonde aristocrats who’d acted as the Queen’s attendants for the Coronation, but Fiona was short and rounded, and her hair had recently been given an unfortunate perm that looked like bubbles clustered on her head.

As she’d cheerfully admitted, she’d been thoroughly useless at her job, though nobody at the time had minded. Somehow, Joan had built her up into this mythical figure. It must have been because of the family chef Joan had heard all about, the upper-class connections, the fondness in the private office for her spaniel, Monty. She was the right sort. Any minute now, Annie Robertson would probably rush over and gush.

But she was just a woman. Joan had been trying to live up to an ideal, and in the process, she’d reached the point where Fiona herself said she was ‘far more senior and efficient than I ever was’. Joan felt almost giddy.

What did she mean about Joan being kind to her, though, when Joan had been – not to put too fine a point on it – inwardly crowing just now? That hand-squeeze. Why? She had only a few seconds to think about it before the next group of people would need her to make introductions. She racked her brains, and suddenly remembered.

God. Fiona had been pregnant.

How could she possibly have forgotten?

The poor woman. That was why she’d left her job in a hurry. Fiona was a fully grown adult at the time, but single, unmarried, and clearly the beneficiary of no sex education at all. They’d first met by chance in the ladies’ lavatories in the Private Office corridor. Fiona was being sick and hoping her ‘tummy bug’ would soon clear up. Alarmed, Joan had asked a few gentle, probing questions. Fiona later admitted that there had been a certain old-Etonian Guards officer at a ball, who had assured her that it didn’t count if you were standing up. Joan had hinted that it might be a very good idea to see her doctor. Fiona had disappeared from polite society for a while, and Sir Hugh had mentioned that she’d gone to Switzerland for ‘a rest cure’.

Back in the drawing room, Joan watched her chat excitedly to the Master of the Household, and follow him eagerly to meet Her Majesty. Again, she wondered how on earth her mind could have let slip something so important. She, who prided herself on her memory. Tonight, she felt desperately sorry for Fiona. No more crowing. What she must have gone through . . . and with the sort of family who didn’t talk, explain or share. It would have been unbearably lonely, Joan suspected.

Despite whatever had happened to her, Fiona was naturally friendly and kind. She very much wasn’t another Pamela Sinclair. Joan liked her. She wondered if they could even be friends one day, sharing stories about Sir Hugh and his fellow ‘men in moustaches’. Hector would be chuckling if he could see them now. You see, amore mio? You see?



The drawing room was full, the sound of chatter growing ever-louder as the champagne flowed. Feeling different, and ready to float, Joan looked around for the next set of people she needed to talk to. However, she was stopped in her tracks by the sight of someone at the far end of the room.

What on earth? And . . . What on earth?

Not for the first time on this trip, she thought she must be hallucinating. Through all the clustered groups, one female head stood out among the others. That other-worldly, sculpted profile was very hard to miss, especially as her hair was wrapped in a voluminous, multicoloured headscarf. It was definitely Saturn, ‘just Saturn’, the model from Little Dix Bay. What could she possibly be doing here? And . . . this was where Joan began to doubt her own sanity . . . how could she possibly be wearing that particular dress?

The model glanced back across the room and caught Joan staring at her. Instead of looking scared, or guilty, she grinned. Joan marched straight over to her and Saturn greeted her with a cheeky grin. ‘Fancy meeting you here!’

‘I might say the same,’ Joan muttered darkly. ‘How the hell . . . ?’

‘Did I get here?’ Saturn raised an elegant eyebrow. ‘By invitation, same as everyone else.’

She nodded towards a group of older women in brightly coloured evening gowns, who stood deep in conversation with each other near the fireplace. One was taller and thinner than the others. Joan recognised an echo of the profile.

‘That’s my mother,’ Saturn explained. ‘She’s an educator. In the Bahamas, she’s a pretty big cheese.’

‘And she got you invited?’

Saturn grinned again. ‘I tend to go where I want to go, if you know what I mean.’ She twisted slightly to face into the room, where Joan noticed a dozen heads, male and female, instinctively turn to admire her. ‘If you’ve got it, use it. That’s what my mother taught me.’

Joan peered into the crowd.

‘You searching for Marmaduke?’ Saturn asked her, amused.

‘I suppose I was,’ Joan admitted.

‘Ah. I see.’ Saturn nodded to herself. ‘You’re thinking that what I’m using is my body, and Marmaduke’s in charge of it.’

Joan pursed her lips. That had been her first thought, but she also didn’t think Pots and his team would be too delighted to find the photographer Svengali in the vicinity.

‘Well, he’s not here,’ Saturn said flatly. ‘He didn’t get an invitation. You might say that what I’m using at the moment is Marmaduke. He knows a lot of people in magazines. He’s going to help me get where I need to go in London. In the fashion business. His name isn’t Marmaduke, by the way.’

‘I didn’t think it was,’ Joan told her.

‘It’s Kevin. Kevin Cooper. But he didn’t think he was going to be a big shot photographer like that.’

Joan shrugged. ‘Oh, I don’t know. That was a clever idea to get Britannia in the background of your pictures. He’s got courage, he’s creative . . . He could go a long way.’

‘Huh,’ Saturn replied doubtfully. ‘The thing is, though, those pictures were my idea. My cousin works at Little Dix Bay. He’s a biologist who works for Mr Rockefeller. I knew it would be tricky, but you’ve got to hustle if you want the breaks. Kevin was scared to try that day, but I said we should go for it.’

‘Did you get the pictures?’ Joan asked. ‘After we’d gone?’

Saturn’s face was transformed by a wide, schoolgirlish smile. ‘We did indeed. We got the light just right. Kevin’s friend at Queen magazine told us they’d print them if they were good enough. I think they’ll go for it.’ She gave Joan a speculative glance. ‘It would help if I got some royal endorsement.’

Joan laughed and shook her head. ‘Nice try, Saturn.’

‘That’s a no, then?’ Saturn pouted, but her eyes were smiling.

‘I do have another question for you though. It’s about the dress you’re wearing tonight. Where did you get it?’

‘Oh, this little thing?’ Saturn asked, glancing down at the pink gingham shift with long, puffed sleeves, edged in a zigzag trim that barely skimmed her skinny knees. It was more fun and interesting than all the long dresses around her, including, frankly, Joan’s own. ‘D’you like it?’

‘Very much.’

‘I ordered it from a catalogue,’ Saturn said. ‘There’s this new London designer. She’s incredible. She advertises in the papers sometimes. Her name is Eva—’

‘McGraw,’ Joan finished for her. ‘I know. She’s my aunt.’

‘Your auntie? Oh my goodness, that’s amazing!’ Saturn clapped her hands. ‘She’s my favourite designer! Me and my friends, we want her to open a shop in London, so we can go there and try things on, and buy everything. Nobody makes things for girls like us like she does.’ She rested her hand on Joan’s elbow. ‘Like, for real? Your auntie? Like, family?’ she checked, waving away a group of naval officers who clearly wanted to talk to her. They obediently stepped back.

‘She used to make all my clothes for me,’ Joan said ruefully. ‘All the best ones, anyway.’

‘I bet they were perfect.’

‘They were. I miss that. Having handmade clothes whenever I needed them. She even gave me pockets.’

‘Ha! Is that why she puts them in her dresses? I love them, too.’ Saturn slid her hands into the pockets of her little dress to illustrate the point. ‘You be sure to tell your Auntie Eva that we think she’s the top banana. I hope I get to meet her one day.’

‘I hope so, too.’ Joan grinned, thinking of Annie Robertson. You poor thing. Trade. Well, what about it?

Since talking to Hector, Joan felt not only the evening, but her life, unfolding like a flower. In Saturn, she had found a fellow spirit. Someone who was using her talents to make her mark on the world. She had an idea.

‘Let’s head over this way,’ she said. ‘There’s someone I’d like you to meet.’
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Chapter 39

Three hours later, Joan knocked on Sir Dominic’s door. To her great relief, he was up, and he was alone. He was also wearing a red silk spotted dressing gown over purple cotton pyjamas and monogrammed velvet slippers, which showed a flamboyant streak she hadn’t suspected.

‘Can you spare me fifteen minutes?’ she asked.

‘As long as you like. Of course, come in.’

He poured them both a whisky and they sat companionably in his sitting room. She saw that his desk lamp was on, and he’d been working on some papers. Probably briefing notes on the latest round of negotiations between the UK and the European Economic Community, she suspected. The UK government was keen to join, but the islanders in the West Indies were furious about it, and felt betrayed. She’d had many conversations about it with them on the tour.

Sir Dominic saw her looking over. ‘Another hour or so’s work, I think. The whisky may help.’ He raised his glass to her.

‘What I’ve got to say probably won’t, I’m afraid,’ she admitted.

‘Oh?’

She sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy.

‘Hector rang me today.’

‘What? How? In the Bahamas? Has something happened?’

‘It has, rather. I mean, it happened in the course of the call. As you know, he’s off to Washington in a few weeks.’

‘I do know,’ Sir Dominic said, looking anxious and leaning forward.

‘He wants me to join him. He didn’t say as much today . . . but . . . I’ve decided to do it.’

There was a pause.

‘As his wife?’ Sir Dominic asked quietly.

‘I think it would have to be, don’t you?’

Another pause.

‘The thing is,’ Joan went on, ‘I need to apply for my visa pretty soon if I’m going to make it, and before that we’d need to get the admin details out of the way . . .’

‘The wedding, you mean?’

‘So there’s a lot to do. I’m going to have to move fast, and start the planning while we’re out here. Of course it won’t affect my work on the rest of the tour, but I wanted you to be the first to know.’ She smiled at him. ‘As a friend. You were the one to encourage me to go, do you remember?’

He attempted a smile, and missed. ‘You haven’t told the Boss yet?’

‘Not yet. I will tomorrow.’

‘So you thought you’d come and practise on me.’ He knocked the remains of his whisky back and got up to pour himself another. He looked disappointed when Joan refused a refill. As he sat back down, he said, ‘I lied, you know. You’d be bored out of your mind. Diplomatic wives shuttling around from shop to soirée to nights at the ballet . . . Talking about children and schools and colleges and vacation houses in Long Island, or wherever they go to . . . over here, probably. But not by royal yacht.’

‘Yes, I’ll miss the yacht,’ Joan admitted. ‘And the job. And the Boss, God knows. And you. But it’s been ten years. It’s time. I need to move on.’

‘I said you had verve, or something like that,’ he admitted grudgingly. ‘I blame myself.’

Joan grinned. ‘Hector has some ideas about how to keep me busy. He has friends over there. I’ll get a new job, or even make my own. I might do something in New York and commute . . .’

‘Commute? To New York from Washington?’

‘There are trains, you know,’ she said. ‘And planes. Americans travel.’

‘You’re not going to work for Mr Rockefeller after all?’ he asked, frowning.

‘I doubt it,’ she said. ‘But it was an intriguing suggestion. He might be able to make some introductions.’

Sir Dominic shook his head sadly. ‘Oh, Joan. They’ll lap you up, of course they will. You’ll be the Queen and the Beatles and Julie Andrews all rolled into one. It’s just . . . I need you. Selfish, I know. If you go, I’ll have to go too.’

She leaned over and patted his polka-dot sleeve. ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Dominic. You wouldn’t have this job if the Boss didn’t want you to do it.’

‘She did, but does she now? One more screw-up like Jock Sinclair and I’m done for. She had to fix that one herself.’

‘It’s been less than a year,’ she reminded him. ‘In the middle of a Cold War. If I have one piece of advice, it’s just . . . play the long game, Dominic. Don’t be seduced by easy solutions. That’s how she does it.’ Joan sighed. She still felt a fiery ball of energy inside her and could talk all night, but he had work to do. ‘I’m sorry to let you down,’ she said, rising.

He rose too, and pulled her in for an impulsive, awkward, one-armed hug.

‘You never do that. But I’ve forgotten my manners. Congratulations! The future Mrs Ross, eh? Give Hector my regards when you talk to him. He’s a lucky man.’



Back outside, Joan was only a couple of minutes’ walk from her cabin, from the starboard to the port side of the yacht. However, she’d experienced too much emotion and made too many decisions to sleep. She’d been so busy thinking through her next steps that she’d managed to leave out the most important one. She needed to go to the transmitter room and ask them to send a signal to D Branch, MI5. A one-word answer from Britannia to a question that hadn’t been asked in as many words: ‘Yes.’

She was wondering whether to go up in her evening gown or get changed first, so she could wander on deck for a while afterwards, when she thought she heard someone call her name.

‘Hello?’ she called back, glancing round.

‘I’m just here.’

She didn’t recognise the hoarse voice, but it sounded like one of the officers. He must be further down the passage, in one of the offshoot corridors. He sounded slightly frustrated, as if he was in the middle of some task that wasn’t working. Was he looking for someone? Had he lost something?

‘Can I help?’ she called out.

‘Yes please!’

She moved forward, thanking her lucky stars that she was on board Britannia, and not in a random hotel corridor or another ship, when her spider senses would have been on maximum alert. After all, where else would a woman cheerfully go towards a disembodied male voice she didn’t recognise, at night, knowing that she was safe? This sense of being securely cocooned was one of the many things she’d miss about the job.

She was more than halfway down the passageway when it hit her that a young woman had died on this very ship recently, exactly one deck below where she was now. Suddenly, she didn’t feel so safe. It had only been a few seconds since the hoarse voice called out. She faltered in her stride.

‘Who are you?’ she asked, and suddenly a dark, masked figure was upon her, lurching from a shadowy side entrance she hadn’t realised was there.

Joan felt a strong arm around her chest, and a gloved hand was clamped to her mouth before she could scream. She was twisted off her feet, and half carried, half dragged past two closed doors to an open one, where she was thrown bodily inside. The room beyond was in darkness, apart from a thin sliver of light from the passageway. She still hadn’t had a chance to react as the figure behind her reached for a heavy object that they seemed to have placed in readiness, and raised it above her head to strike.
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DAYLIGHT UPON MAGIC
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Chapter 40

At sea, Tuesday, 1 March

‘Ma’am, I’m sorry to disturb you . . .’

The Queen sat bolt upright, wondering for a minute where she was. She’d been dreaming about Windsor Castle, but the pale, anxious face of Hattie, her maid, was hovering over her, and beyond, the shadows resolved themselves into her bedroom aboard the yacht.

‘What is it?’

‘There’s been . . . There’s been an attack, ma’am. It’s rather serious. The admiral wanted me to let you know.’

‘What time is it?’

‘Three in the morning, ma’am.’

‘Is anybody dead?’

Hattie hesitated slightly. ‘I don’t think so. There’s a guard outside your door, ma’am. The admiral wanted to reassure you—’

‘I’m not reassured.’

Elizabeth was already sliding out from under her sheets, so Hattie hurried to fetch her dressing gown.

‘Who’s been attacked?’

Hattie gulped and didn’t answer, so she asked again. At the mention of Joan’s name, she donned her dressing gown and belted it with a determined yank of the bow.

Hattie saw the look on her face and said nervously, ‘The admiral instructed me to tell you—’

‘Bother the admiral,’ she said, grimly. ‘Is she in the sickbay?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Do I have any face cream still on?’

‘A bit, ma’am.’

‘Can you help me?’

Between them, they removed the worst of the thick cream on her face and did what they could with her hair in about ten seconds. Then Elizabeth shoved her feet into her slippers, told the Royal Marine at her door to accompany her, and headed off to the sickbay as fast as she could.

‘Do you know any details?’ she asked him as they fled down the staircase.

‘No, ma’am. Only that there’s someone on the loose, and the admiral wanted to ensure you were safe.’

‘I’m with you, so I am,’ she told him. She hoped she was right.

Halfway down the main deck, the sickbay area was a pool of light and industry. Yotties in various uniforms flitted in and out of the nurses’ station and the consulting room; voices were kept low, but murmured in a constant hum; the admiral himself was there, looking very grave. He was the first to glance up and see her approaching.

‘Your Majesty!’ he exclaimed in surprise. In fact, it was more like horror. He looked as if he was about to tell her off for a moment, but he remembered himself and bowed. ‘How kind of you to join us.’

‘Not really,’ she observed. ‘I’ll try not to be in the way. Tell me what happened. Is Joan in there?’ She indicated the small room used as the sickbay itself, which seemed crammed with worried men in white.

‘No, ma’am. That’s Lieutenant Cobb. Joan’s in there.’ The admiral nodded towards the little operating theatre.

She didn’t know whether to be relieved or even more concerned.

‘What’s wrong? What’s Commander Evans doing?’

‘Various things, ma’am. I understand he’s worried about concussion and broken bones . . .’

‘Is he operating on her?’

‘I believe he’s stitching up her wounds. I don’t think it’s as bad as I’ve made it sound. Would you like to sit down? The consulting room is free. Out of the way, Grubbins! Clear a chair for Her Majesty. There we are. As I was saying, Miss McGraw seems to have been hit with a heavy object. It could have been worse, but it knocked her out cold. She might still be lying in the ladies-in-waiting’s sitting room, if Lieutenant Cobb hadn’t come along and interrupted the attacker in the process. Fortunately for Joan, he managed to raise the alarm. Unfortunately for him, he took the brunt of it.’

‘And . . . what happened to him?’ she asked. She realised her voice sounded tremulous. This was a lot to take in, in one’s slippers, at three o’clock in the morning.

‘He was hit very hard, ma’am. He has chest and facial injuries, too. It was a bit touch and go for a little while, I think.’

Admiral Russell hadn’t reached his exalted position by being a man inclined to panic. He spoke in a calm and conversational tone throughout, as he probably would have if half the ship’s company were incapacitated in the middle of a force ten gale. At some point he must have indicated that the Queen should be offered a glass of water, because a tray appeared with one on it, and she took it gratefully. It was shortly followed by a mug of hot, sugary tea, which she found she needed, too.

When she was ready, he offered to host her in his suite while he explained more fully what had happened – but she was still in shock, and she found she didn’t want to be far from Joan.

‘Here will do nicely,’ she insisted. ‘Until Commander Evans needs his consulting room back.’

She glanced nervously towards the operating theatre door.

The admiral stood next to her, leaning against the medical officer’s bookcase, drinking from a steaming mug of his own. Something told her that he didn’t really need the tea, but he was doing it to keep her company, and keep her calm. It was the sort of thing she’d have done herself.

‘I gather you’re looking for the attacker,’ she said.

‘We are, ma’am, high and low. I have three teams hard at work. He can’t have got far, and this time he can’t pretend he was in his hammock all the time. The yacht will be in lockdown until we find him.’

‘So, tell me about Joan and Lieutenant Cobb.’

‘We found them forty-five minutes ago,’ he explained. ‘Joan was in a section of the main deck near the stern, not far from your private secretary’s office, ma’am. I can only assume Cobb caught her attacker in the act . . . It’s normally very quiet at that time of night, so it was a bit of a miracle that he came along. She’d been knocked unconscious. Cobb took a bit of a beating himself before the man got away.’

‘Who found them?’

‘Ed Temple, the press secretary. His cabin was closest. He heard movement outside his door, I gather, and groaning. Thank God he did. Cobb lost consciousness soon after. Ed and Sir Dominic are debriefing Inspector Chambers now.’

The Queen had a litany of further questions, but this wasn’t the time or place to ask them. The admiral had a ship in lockdown to run. He’d done a good job of gathering what information he had, but it was largely second hand and she wanted to talk to Sir Dominic directly. Commander Evans, too, would be able to tell her more precisely about the severity of the injuries. He was still working in the operating room, and she couldn’t disturb him. She would have to be patient. For now.



But she couldn’t go back to bed.

Before leaving the sickbay, the Queen looked in briefly on Lieutenant Cobb, whose battered face was a mess under its bandages. One of the petty officers was giving him an injection – morphine, she assumed. She shuddered. If it wasn’t for a bright lock of hair, she wouldn’t have known for certain who he was.

Instead of going to her bedroom, she told her guard to accompany her to Sir Dominic’s office. As they headed past the boiler casing, she saw that the Royal Marine had drawn his sidearm from its holster. The Queen said nothing. This never, ever happened, and it was simply unthinkable aboard Britannia. Yet, here they were, and she was grateful he had a gun. The memory of Cobb’s face was still vivid.

The first section of the passageway was quiet and dimly lit. They passed into the carpeted household section without incident. Further along, a few male staff in dressing gowns stood in the doorways of their cabins, smoking. At a quick glance from the Queen, her guard subtly reholstered his pistol. They were safe, for now. She gave her staff a few words of normal, friendly conversation as she passed, and they tried to be equally reassuring. But it wasn’t long before she saw a streak of red blood along the passage wall. There was a dark patch of it on the carpet near a closed cabin door. She didn’t want to pause here for too long, with all eyes on her, but it was mesmerising.

This was the place. Death had very nearly happened here – and until they caught whoever did it, the threat of it hovered in every shadow.

Sir Dominic’s office door must be a few yards further down. The Queen didn’t remember its location exactly: he usually came to her. Anyway, she didn’t want to disturb him in the middle of his conference with Pots and the equerry who’d found Cobb and Joan. It would be better if they had their facts straight before they came to see her. Having seen what she came for, she made her way up to the sun lounge, and gave a sleepy footman instructions to let the Duke know what had happened, and where she was, and to ask Sir Dominic and Pots to join her when they could.



OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 41

Britannia steamed on through the night, heading south from the Bahamas towards Cuba.

At ten past four, the large, immobile frame of Corporal Ainsworth was found unconscious on the floor of Lieutenant Cobb’s cabin. Nobody had thought to look there, until Cobb was due on watch. Someone who hadn’t yet been briefed that he was one of the attack victims went to find him, and found Ainsworth instead. The bandsman was spattered in blood. He’d been hit on the head with a heavy skittle – presumably the one he’d used in the attack – and had somehow managed to stumble to the deck above before collapsing. He too was unconscious, but he’d recover.

Philip, who was keeping the Queen company in the sun lounge, was disappointed, on hearing the news.

‘The murderous bastard. Cobb should have hit him harder.’

As the sun rose slowly above the horizon, the crew and household were released from lockdown and the royal couple were finally joined by Pots, Sir Dominic and Mike Evans.

According to the medical officer, the worst of the danger was over for Joan. Cobb had opened his eyes, but it was far too soon to interview him, in his heavily sedated state. Evans was obviously keen to get back to his station, so the Queen let him go.

‘So,’ Philip said, taking charge, ‘how did that bastard Ainsworth do it, and why did nobody catch him before?’

‘We’re still working on it,’ Pots admitted. He accepted a cup of coffee as the Queen poured from a large pot.

‘What I don’t get,’ Philip observed, ‘is why bloody Cobb didn’t raise all hell when he found the bugger attacking Joan with a skittle.’

‘I think we can answer that, sir,’ Pots said. ‘He was punched very hard in the stomach before he was hit in the head. He’s got a couple of broken ribs. It looks as though he ran in to rescue her – probably on instinct, I should think – and was winded before he could shout. Ainsworth’s a big man. I should think he packs a powerful punch. After that . . . the attack was pretty brutal, but he must have been scared off before he could finish the job.’

‘And he went to Cobb’s own cabin, you say?’

‘Yes, sir. After all, he knew it would be empty. Using it was a clever idea, but he must have known his luck wouldn’t last. My guess is he always intended to take an overdose. We found a dozen pills in his pocket. They might have been enough to kill him if he’d taken them all. He just wanted . . . Ahem . . .’ Pots shifted uncomfortably in his wicker seat. He threw the Queen an unhappy look. ‘He wanted to get Joan first.’

‘Or me,’ Sir Dominic said glumly. ‘It’s quite possible I was the real target. I don’t see how he could possibly have known Joan would be there. But she saw him coming and tried to . . . I don’t know . . . But he . . .’ He trailed off, looking guilty and miserable.

‘And why did Cobb come along?’ Philip asked. ‘It’s hardly his neck of the woods down that end of the yacht. Any clues?’

‘He’d have been coming to see me, too,’ Sir Dominic sighed. ‘I don’t know why. He must have found something out that couldn’t wait.’

‘He should have come to me, of course,’ Chambers asserted, with a snort, ‘but he still hadn’t learned the rules.’

And thank goodness he hadn’t, given the circumstances. The Queen was reminded once again of Brodie, her clever golden retriever, whose relationship with the rules could be loose at times, too. Joan had a lot to thank Cobb for.

‘Does this mean that Corporal Ainsworth is the man who gave the Seconal to Pamela?’ she asked. ‘Do we have any proof?’

Pots looked mildly frustrated. ‘Not yet. I mean, it seems likely that Ainsworth and Lyall were working in consort. Lyall was the drugs man, and his mate Ainsworth was the muscle, if required.’

‘Not your first thought if you were listening to them play Sinatra in the drawing room,’ Philip mused.

‘No, sir. We’ve been looking into all four bandsmen in London, to see where the pills came from. The thing is, with prescription medicines like Seconal, it’s a bit harder to root out the suppliers. It’s all nice, respectable doctors and pharmacists, a little business under the counter, no questions asked. But we’ll find them, now we know where to look. It won’t take too long, ma’am.’

It would take too long, though, the Queen thought. In twenty-four hours, they’d have sailed around Cuba and reached Jamaica, where the press would be waiting yet again. This time, they would have two wounded passengers and a suspected attempted suicide to add to the tragic overdose of Pamela Sinclair, and the injured Delaney in Barbados. Unless they had a watertight case against the man who did it, the story could run for years.

This was also, presumably, why Sir Dominic was looking so miserable. He could hardly try and blame Derek Green for everything now. In fact, from his demeanour, he seemed to have finally ceded the lead on the investigation to Pots. After all, it was hard to place a Royal Marines bandsman at the centre of an anti-royalist plot.

‘Did Joan have anything useful to tell you, Dominic?’ she asked. ‘Was she updating you on Mr Green?’

‘Um, she was updating me, but not on him,’ he muttered. If she wasn’t mistaken, her private secretary had gone pink. Perhaps it was the effect of the sunrise. ‘Oh?’

‘She . . . aah . . . We just, talked about work, ma’am. Travel plans. Nothing to do with Mr Green or Pamela, or Corporal Ainsworth. She was in a good mood, actually. I can’t honestly believe how he could have . . . He must have been coming for me.’ Sir Dominic gave a bitter laugh and shook his head. ‘It was a wasted effort. I had no idea at all about him. It’s only since Peter here explained it to me that I’ve started to grasp the whole thing.’

‘Ah!’ Philip said, loudly and unexpectedly, causing the Queen to jump. ‘I knew you’d get a grip of it, Pots. Come on then. Don’t hide your light under a bushel. Explain what the hell’s been going on.’

Chambers was only too happy to oblige.

‘It comes down to drugs and sex,’ he said, putting his coffee cup down on the table. ‘As these things often do. We didn’t spot Ainsworth in the mix, because we were focusing on his bandmates. There’s ten minutes missing in his alibi for the night before Pamela Sinclair died. He said he was on the toilet, but he could have been with her. And other memories could be patchy. That ten minutes could easily be twenty once we really start investigating.’

Before he could continue, a steward appeared bearing a very large tray from the kitchens.

‘The chef thought you might be hungry,’ he explained. ‘He wasn’t sure what you’d like.’

As a result, several plates had been prepared of freshly made bread rolls with butter, jam and marmalade, colourful fruits sliced and carved into elaborate patterns, toast for the traditionalists, and an array of soft-boiled eggs. The men helped themselves, while the Queen looked on. She was thinking of the blood patch on the carpet near Sir Dominic’s office, and wondering how they could bring themselves to do it.

‘Anyway, this is how the evening probably went,’ Chambers picked up, as he buttered a bread roll, ‘Ainsworth was playing his double bass at the party on Tobago, and Pamela was in a funny, flirty mood. People have told us about her that night. She was drinking, she’d had a good day, and she was letting her hair down. At some point, we know she took amphetamines. I won’t be surprised if we find out Derek Green gave them to her on the beach, but if he didn’t, Lyall or someone else did. She was high, ma’am, not to put too fine a point on it. She stripped off and went for a swim. I’m guessing, to be brutally honest, that she then had physical relations with Delaney in the house, or behind the bushes, while the band took a break. Not complete . . . but . . . ahem . . . partial relations I should say. Perhaps the encounter was actually with Ainsworth. We know she had a thing for musicians. According to Sergeant Heath, she said she was embarrassed about looking a mess, and that’s why she wanted to sneak back aboard. Together, the bandsmen got her back on Britannia. And it was nicely done – it worked. But then she needed help to calm down from the buzz, so she asked for some of Lyall’s supply. Ainsworth was the one who gave it to her. It explains why we’ve struggled to break their alibis. We were focusing on Lyall and Delaney, ma’am.’

‘Gosh. You have a very full picture,’ the Queen said. ‘Presumably his bandmates will confirm this, when confronted?’

Chambers nodded sagely. ‘I think they will, ma’am. Especially now Ainsworth has blown any pretension to innocence. I got a decent amount out of them last time, once I put it to them that they’d helped Pamela in the first place.’

‘Yes, you did,’ she agreed. She remembered that it was thanks to Joan that the vital connection had been made. She wasn’t sure Pots saw it that way, though. He liked to be the main character in the story.

‘Then what?’ Philip asked, fixing Pots with a beady stare. ‘I mean, it’s what happened next that’s the crux of the matter.’

‘They went back to her cabin together,’ Pots replied readily, ‘and it was sheer luck they weren’t spotted. But staff were clearing up after your reception in the royal apartments, sir, and the crew were getting ready to weigh anchor. There was lots of movement on all the decks; everyone was busy; nobody was paying attention.’

‘I suppose so,’ Philip acknowledged.

‘Meanwhile, back in the cabin, Ainsworth gave Pamela some Seconal pills, like she wanted, and I’m guessing here that he gave her a few extra, to tide her over for next time. He couldn’t stay long. He needed that alibi. He must have swiped her diary while he was at it, to stop her writing it all up that night. Then he left her to it.’ Chambers paused for a sip of coffee. ‘But she was too high and drunk to know what she was doing with all those pills. Or she was used to pushing it a bit . . . We’ll never know. By accident or design, she took the lot. By then, Ainsworth was safely back in his mess with the other bandsmen.’

‘And the suitcase?’ the Queen asked. Pots had explained the lack of a Seconal bottle in her cabin, but always came back to the suitcase.

‘Ah, well that’s where the psychology comes in, ma’am,’ Chambers explained, crossing one leg over the other with the air of an expert. ‘You have to put yourself in her shoes. She’s starting to feel bad, and she realises she’s overdone it this time. Too many drugs, too much alcohol. If she wants to keep her job, there’s no way she can be found in this state. So, she blocks her door, to stop someone like Joan or one of her friends barging in before she’s sobered up. And then of course, she never did.’

‘It was a tragic accident,’ Sir Dominic said, shaking his head. ‘Too much of a good thing, you might say. I have to say, I had no indication she was that sort of girl. She always behaved impeccably in the office.’

‘They usually do,’ Pots suggested, with a policeman’s cynicism.

The Queen noticed that they’d both aligned themselves with Cobb’s theory that Pamela was ‘a druggie’. But, like Sir Dominic’s, it didn’t chime with her experience of the girl.

‘You said Ainsworth took the diary from her to stop her from writing in it that night. What was to stop her doing it the next day?’ she asked.

Pots had an answer for that, too.

‘I should think Ainsworth planned to warn her to keep him out of it. As we now know, he can be scary when he wants to. Scary and dangerous. So, his plan may have been to put the screws on her, but before he could, Pamela was dead. Then, he really was in trouble. The diary was the last thing he needed in his possession. It looks as though he removed any pages he thought might be incriminating, ma’am, but what to do with the notebook itself? Sickbay was a hive of activity, so he faked a headache or something, took advantage of their general distraction, and hid it there.’

‘Interesting,’ Philip said, buttering a second slice of toast. ‘Very interesting. And then, I suppose the clarinettist chap . . .’

‘Delaney, sir.’

‘Delaney . . . He tried to blackmail Ainsworth because he knew what he’d been up to. Or . . .’ Philip waved his butter knife as another thought occurred to him. ‘Or there was bad blood between them anyway, if Pamela had been two-timing Delaney with the bass player in the first place. So, they got into a fight on Barbados. Yes . . . that works.’

‘Ahem,’ Chambers coughed. ‘I’m afraid it doesn’t, quite, sir.’

‘Oh?’

‘Ainsworth only went to a bar for about an hour with friends. They’re other Yotties, not in the band, or involved in the investigation. They’ve no reason to lie, and they all tell the same story.’

‘So, Ainsworth got someone else to do his dirty work.’

‘Possibly, sir.’

‘Don’t you think?’

‘I mean, it’s possible.’

It was very difficult to disagree with Philip when he thought he was onto something. The Queen could see Pots’s discomfort, and she sensed he thought the Delaney attack wasn’t connected – or he hadn’t yet found a way to make it fit.

Meanwhile, Philip had another thought and pointed the butter knife at Sir Dominic.

‘And then, tonight, Ainsworth was on the way to you, because he thought you’d worked out his identity.’

‘I don’t see how he could have, sir. I mean, I hadn’t . . .’

‘But he thought you had, Dominic. He’s obviously not the sharpest knife in the drawer. Not if he’s the sort to go around giving happy pills to the Queen’s diary secretary, and make love to her in the bushes at the height of a busy tour. He should just have sat tight. He’d got away with it so far by some miracle. But he didn’t . . . Instead, the bastard came for you, and nearly killed poor Joan. And that idiot, what’s his name? Cobb. Not such a twerp now, I suppose. Perhaps he’s a chip off the old family block after all.’

‘That’s about the size of it, sir,’ Pots agreed.

Everyone nodded to each other, broadly satisfied. Except the Queen.

‘Now all you need to do is prove it,’ Philip said.

The sun was fully up by this time, and the sea sparkled. Pots and Sir Dominic finished their toast and rolls (the fruit was untouched), and left the sun lounge to go back to work.

‘Good men,’ Philip said, after the door closed behind them. ‘They wrapped that up pretty fast, I’d say. I suppose it helps when the bastard would-be killer as good as gives himself up.’

‘We still need the proof,’ the Queen pointed out.

‘Oh, they’ll get that. Just give ’em another few hours. I must say, I’m disappointed in Pamela, though. I thought more highly of the girl.’

‘Yes, so did I.’

Almost nothing that had been said in the last half-hour accorded with what the Queen had personally seen, and heard, and understood from her own gentle inquiries over the last few days. She dearly wanted to believe Chambers’s theory, in a way, because it was neat and tidy. But she had a feeling that something was badly wrong.

Philip was a reassuring presence, but he had his own strong ideas. There was only one person who she felt she could share her fears and uncertainties with. She needed to talk to Joan as soon as possible, so they could . . .

Dammit!

Joan was out of commission. For one, happy minute, she’d forgotten. Philip was smiling with satisfaction that the dark times were over. The Queen couldn’t help feeling they were anything but.
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Chapter 42

For years, since her early childhood, Elizabeth had solved puzzles and conundrums on her own. They were nearly always born of her intimate familiarity with her surroundings, and the realisation that suddenly, something didn’t fit.

As a young princess, she found she’d generally turned out to be right, but in solving the problem she had often somehow made it worse. One thing she had learned very fast was not to trust people. Even the kindliest of adults, who were well disposed towards her, tended to tell other adults what she’d said to them, and the consequences could be dreadful. Gradually, she’d gained more confidence, but it wasn’t until Joan had come along ten years ago that she’d discovered the benefits of a working partnership.

Joan was loyal and discreet, equally good at being a sounding board or a woman of action, prepared to do what was needed, regardless of how dangerous it might be. The Queen had come to rely on her almost without thinking. Her intelligence was a boon, as was her integrity. They were a pair. Two women, in a world run by men, who saw things in their own particular way. Joan didn’t mind pointing out if she thought the Queen was going in the wrong direction. Equally, she was supportive if everyone but the Queen thought one way, but Elizabeth stubbornly saw things differently . . .

And now she was lying on a bunk bed in the sickbay, with stitched-up wounds and broken bones, and a Yottie hovering over her, checking her blood pressure and heart rate at regular intervals.

The Queen leaned forward and picked up a melon slice, carved into the shape of a rose. After a long day and interrupted night, she was suddenly hungry. Also, she needed to think, and it was hard to do that on an empty stomach. She ate what she needed, then went to her bedroom to change into a welcome pair of trousers, before setting out on an unaccompanied walk around the shelter deck. She always thought better when she was moving. It helped, usually, to have a few favourite corgis at her ankles, but she’d have to do without them all today.

The first thing that bothered her, she thought, as she looked out at distant clouds on the horizon, was Joan being a victim at all.

Why on earth had Ainsworth attacked her, if he was really heading for Sir Dominic? Why not simply nip out of sight, and hide in a passageway? Why take the outrageous risk? And what had he hit her with? Had he really walked all the way from the bow of the ship armed with a pocketful of pills to use later and a heavy implement intended for the private secretary? It was hard to picture. Impossible to picture, actually.

The next thing that just didn’t ring true was the depiction of Pamela. One thing the Queen did agree with Pots about was that psychology mattered. In order for his theory to work, Pamela Sinclair had to be a certain sort of person: a risk-taking party girl, dependent on drugs – or at least very familiar with them and happy to take them in alarming quantities. Philip didn’t have that impression of her – he’d just said so – and nor did Sir Dominic. Elizabeth herself certainly didn’t. Joan didn’t like Pamela, but she’d never suggested she was the sort of person who needed a handful of pills to get through the day . . . as her mother so sadly did. Besides, according to Margaret, Pamela’s brother, George, was supposed to be an addict. Those who knew Pamela in London said she avoided drugs deliberately. She was a ‘square’. No drugs except headache pills had been found in her cabin. Perhaps she’d been the sort of girl who took Seconal occasionally, but did she really kick off the evening with amphetamines?

The more the Queen thought about that image, the more it failed to convince her. In fact, if Pamela reminded her of anyone, it wasn’t a ‘party girl’, it was Saturn, the impressive young model that Joan had introduced her to . . . was it only last night?

Meeting Saturn had been one of the highlights of the reception. She’d described the adventure of the photoshoot at Little Dix Bay – much to the Queen’s enjoyment. In the process, she’d made it clear that the idea for the shoot had come from her, not her boyfriend, and given the girl’s confident demeanour in the presence of royalty, Elizabeth could well believe it. Young women these days: they had brio and verve that would have been frowned upon in their mothers’ generation. Some of them did, anyway. Pamela was like that.

Yes, that was the Pamela the Queen knew. The sort of young woman who parlayed a temporary job as a filing assistant into the role of diary secretary on a royal tour, neatly sidestepping a career-damaging liaison with the private secretary in the process. And who, as it turned out, used that job to try and influence the future tax legislation of one or more Caribbean countries. Hardly a reckless party girl.

The Queen wondered if Pamela had been trying to impress her father with her political machinations. It was back to psychology again. Jock Sinclair was fond of his daughter, but didn’t think much of her. Perhaps she’d thought that if she could go to him after the tour with a list of contacts she’d signed up all by herself, who’d agreed to try and help him out with offshore financial centres . . . Well, that would certainly be more impressive than her hippy brother, who had yet to prove himself in any way at all.

It probably wouldn’t have worked. Men like Josh Sinclair didn’t like to be proved wrong by clever young women. But the Queen knew what it was like to try and impress one’s father. She knew that very well. And if Pamela was after Joan’s job eventually, then perhaps it didn’t end there. Did she ultimately want to impress Elizabeth herself with her novel scheme?

Pamela Sinclair: ambitious, focused, square. Not quite how Joan had perceived her on the tour, but at the time, Joan didn’t know about Pamela’s hidden agenda.

And yet . . . Perhaps she had got hold of amphetamines and deliberately taken them to ‘pep her up’ for her meeting with Derek Green. Yes, perhaps she had. But why would she have chosen that particular evening to act so out of character and jeopardise everything she’d worked for? The Queen couldn’t think of a reason. She must be missing something.

She walked all the way up to the flag deck, which was the highest on the yacht, and stood there, by herself, with the sea breeze on her face. Closing her eyes, she hoped that somehow, all the contradictory observations and assumptions would resolve themselves into a picture that made sense.

Instead, she was interrupted by a shout, and a group of Yotties two decks below, who were pointing out to sea. Off the starboard beam, a pod of dolphins arced in and out of the waves. It looked as if they were playing with the yacht, showing off and having fun. How marvellous they were, she thought. What a privilege to share the ocean with them. Pamela was missing so much.

Sadly, she turned to go back inside.



The rest of the morning was spent quietly, on paperwork and minor wardrobe fittings for the final leg of the tour. Elizabeth received occasional updates from Pots and his team, who were interviewing Sergeant Heath and Corporal Lyall from the jazz quartet, but so far, without success. They refused to change their story and put Ainsworth at the heart of it. Sir Dominic, who was supposed to be having a meeting with her about the Common Market, was apparently in his cabin, asleep. The Queen was rather shocked by this, until she remembered that he’d been up all night, at the start of which someone had apparently tried to kill him. She could understand him being somewhat under par.

By lunchtime, she was feeling a little weary herself. She, too, had been up since three. Philip suggested a nap, but first, she wanted to check on Joan. It was impossible to relax, knowing that her APS was still out cold.

In the sickbay, Joan had been moved to a temporary bed on one side of the little room for patients, while Lieutenant Cobb lay in the lower bunk on the other. It was unheard of for the sexes to share accommodation on a Royal Navy ship, but space was tight, both needed looking after, and Ainsworth, who couldn’t safely be left with either of them, was occupying another temporary bed in the operating theatre.

Cobb was asleep. His face was the colours of a Pacific sunset, but the worst of the swelling had gone and he was breathing peacefully. Joan’s hair was partially shaved on one side, where there were stitches in a laceration to her scalp. Her right arm was in a sling and her eyes were closed. It was strange not to see them flashing with understanding and recognition.

Commander Evans wasn’t in his office – presumably he was eating or catching up with sleep too. The Queen accepted the offer of a stool from a petty officer and sat at Joan’s bedside. She took Joan’s nearest hand in hers, and spoke very quietly, under her breath.

‘I need your advice. You knew Pamela better than I did. She acted out of character the night she died. Why, Joan? Why that night? Was it a coincidence?’

To her astonishment, Joan’s eyelids fluttered. The Queen called to Chief Petty Officer Grubbins, working at his station outside, who said, ‘Yes, she’s been doing that a little. It’s a good sign.’

‘What happened to her, do you know?’

‘Something caught her hard on her collarbone and broke it. It looks like she hit her head while falling, ma’am, and sprained her wrist. I’d say she was lucky. If her attacker hadn’t been distracted, it could have been nasty. Nastier, I should say.’

Alone again, Elizabeth tried and failed to picture how Joan had got into this state. Only a few hours ago, they’d been together in the drawing room, sipping champagne and talking to Saturn.

‘What were you doing last night?’ she whispered. ‘Why did you go to see Sir Dominic? What does “travel” mean, for that matter? What happened to you in that passageway, Joan? Did you really see Ainsworth coming? Why didn’t you shout?’

Joan’s eyes suddenly opened, causing Elizabeth to yelp in surprise. She gripped the Queen’s hand.

Her lips struggled to move. ‘Waiting,’ she said with a groan. ‘For me.’ Her voice was barely there. Her face adjusted itself into a painful smile. ‘Got him though.’

‘Got who?’ the Queen asked urgently. ‘Ainsworth?’

Joan turned to look at her blankly. It certainly wasn’t a ‘yes’, but she didn’t say anything. She turned back to face the ceiling and closed her eyes again.

‘Joan?’ the Queen murmured.

But she didn’t answer.

Got him?

Had Joan fought back? Ainsworth was a bear of a man. He might be a musician, but he’d done basic training as a commando, and he was several inches taller than Joan. If he’d caught her by surprise, surely she wouldn’t have stood a chance? The Queen went out to the nursing station and asked the chief petty officer if Joan had any signs of having been in a fight – beyond the obvious head wound and broken collarbone.

‘Funny you should mention that, ma’am,’ he said. ‘She had a bruised elbow, and knee, and scratches to her neck.’

‘Mmm. Thank you. By the way, she spoke to me briefly just now. Just a few words. She’s asleep again now.’

‘That’s excellent news, ma’am. I’ll let the commander know.’

The Queen returned briefly to the patients in their beds.

So you did get him, she thought, smiling. Well done, Joan.

She’d paid a heavy price, though. It was chilling to see how still she lay, eyes closed again, and deadly pale. The Queen was reminded of how her APS had looked that morning in the sun lounge, when she’d arrived to share the news about Pamela. There had been something strange and worrying about her then, too.

Yes, there had been.

Feeling that she was onto something, the Queen scrabbled in her memory for her conversation with Joan yesterday, about her experience on Tobago. She’d described a feeling of spiders crawling on her skin as she’d stood on the beach. Her dark thoughts had taken over.

I wouldn’t like to return to that beach, ma’am. Not if I were to feel that way again . . . I can’t explain it. But I thought you might.

It wasn’t like Joan to feel uncontrolled anxiety and emotion.

As she stood in the sickbay doorway, looking at that ashen face, the Queen suddenly thought that perhaps she could explain it, after all. In a way, Joan had answered her original question: Why had Pamela acted out of character that night? She wondered why she hadn’t seen it before.

It led to a whole train of rapid thoughts, going off in sequence like explosions linked by the same detonating cord. If it was done that way, then of course . . . But how would . . . ? Ah, and what if, afterwards . . . ? But why . . . ? In that case . . .

As if the room was suddenly filled with light, she could see clearly how the night might have unfolded. She still didn’t know exactly who was behind it, though. There was a lot to do and not much time before Britannia reached her next destination. Meanwhile, Joan continued to lie silent and motionless. Across the room Lieutenant Cobb stirred in his sleep and grunted with pain from his broken ribs.

The Queen had another thought. It was time to involve the ship’s liaison officer, and do a bit more digging. Better late than never. At least, she hoped so.
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Chapter 43

‘Yes, ma’am. What can I do for you?’

Lieutenant ‘Dickie’ Briggs, Britannia’s liaison officer, had been summoned to her sitting room after a quick call to the admiral. Briggs was an excellent navigator, a popular officer and a man the Queen could imagine becoming an admiral himself one day. Not least among his accomplishments was that he was the best Gilbert and Sullivan tenor among the crew. His Frederic in The Pirates of Penzance was still talked about, and he’d been a very good Nanki-Poo in The Mikado. She was sorry not to have been able to spend more time in his company on this trip – but there had been a lot going on.

‘I’d like you to do some asking around, Dickie,’ she said. ‘On the night we left Tobago for Grenada, I seem to remember hearing that there were drinks in the wardroom and some of my staff were invited.’

Briggs frowned. ‘Were there, ma’am? I think I was on the bridge that evening. What would you like me to ask?’

‘It was a while ago, I know, but it’s not every day that the officers host the senior household. I’d like to know if someone remembers giving a drink to Pamela Sinclair or Joan that evening . . . And who it was originally intended for.’

He nodded, but looked slightly puzzled. ‘That’s curious, ma’am. Just to be sure I’ve got it right . . . Pamela and Joan were handed the wrong drinks, did you say?’

‘Not exactly. One of them was. In a busy bar, these things happen. I’d like to know who remembers giving a drink to either one of them, and who gave it to him in the first place.’

‘Gosh, that’s a very specific chain of events, ma’am, isn’t it? I’d be surprised if anyone remembers, but of course I’ll ask. I can check with the stewards who were working that night, too. I suppose there’s no chance that they got them straight from the bar?’

‘I doubt it very much,’ the Queen said. ‘It’s just possible, but I don’t think so. I’m just helping Inspector Chambers out with a little detail from his investigation.’ This wasn’t exactly a lie. Chambers certainly didn’t know about being helped yet, but she wanted Briggs to think of him as the man in charge. ‘He’s remarkably thorough.’

‘I’m sure he is, ma’am. And do I take it—’ the officer’s look of puzzlement had resolved into a more thoughtful stare ‘—that you’d rather I didn’t say who exactly has asked me to ask?’

‘I’d be very grateful, Dickie.’ The Queen knew she could rely on him to be discreet. ‘Also, I don’t want anyone to be alarmed. The investigation’s at a delicate stage.’

‘I’ll float like a butterfly, ma’am. They’ll hardly notice we’ve had the conversation. I’ll report back as soon as I have a name.’

Afterwards, she asked Chambers personally if he would mind very much if she had a look at his notes, to bring herself up to speed on the case. She thought wistfully about that nap, but Joan was in trouble, there was a murderer aboard, and she decided there wasn’t time.



Corporal Lyall was being held in a storeroom that had been hastily turned into a brig. He was astonished when he was woken up – he tended to sleep most of the time, there was little else to do – and told Her Majesty wanted a word.

The guard outside her sitting room today was a fellow Royal Marine, a full-time soldier, not a musician. Only about three muscles moved in his face as Lyall was escorted past him, but they all said, Try anything, and I’ll kill you with my bare hands.

Tatun Lyall had no intention of trying anything. He didn’t know what was worse, Her Majesty’s comfy, chintzy office, with her inside it, or the bare, dark brig downstairs. On balance, he’d rather be in the brig.

‘I gather Inspector Chambers has been talking to you this morning,’ the Queen said sharply. It was funny how a lady this small, wearing trousers and no makeup, could be this frightening. She wasn’t even trying. It was just . . . She was usually super-friendly, and when she wasn’t, it was an Arctic wind.

‘He did,’ Lyall confirmed. ‘I told him everything I knew.’

‘I just wanted to check,’ the Queen said. ‘Because I don’t think it was quite everything, was it?’ Her blue eyes were glacial.

‘I don’t understand, ma’am.’

Her Majesty didn’t seem to buy it, though. He tried to explain to her that, like he’d said to the inspector, he didn’t know anything about Vic Ainsworth dealing drugs, or having an affair with Pamela Sinclair. In fact, he was sure Vic hadn’t done either of those things. Yet again, he described how Joe Delaney had brought Pamela aboard in Tobago, not Vic, and he had no idea whatsoever how Vic had ended up in an officer’s cabin last night, or how he’d got hold of the barbiturates in his pocket. Tatun’s own stash of pills had been taken, and he didn’t have anything you could . . . you know . . . try and top yourself with anyway.

The Queen didn’t look either as if she believed him, or she didn’t. Instead, she asked why Vic would have been in a fight.

This caused Lyall to stop and consider. It was a different question from all the ones Inspector Chambers had asked about Vic hating the private secretary, and what he had against him, and why he’d gone into that particular passageway that night. Then, Lyall had honestly been able to say he didn’t know. It had struck him as weird. Why would Vic go there? It was career suicide, if you got caught, and he had no reason to be there, as far as Lyall knew.

But getting in a fight . . . That was another matter. Lyall knew exactly why Vic would do that. He started to feel hot. The sitting room’s windows were closed, he noticed. Her Majesty didn’t want anyone listening in on this conversation from outside. He hesitated.

‘I’ll tell you what I think,’ she said. ‘In Inspector Chambers’s notes, he describes you as “one for all, all for one”, like the Musketeers. I know how loyal you all are to each other, and to me.’

‘Yes, ma’am! Exactly! Loyalty’s what it’s all about. And we are. Absolutely, ma’am. We wouldn’t do anything to—’

‘So, if one of you was threatened,’ she interjected, interrupting his patriotic flow, ‘you’d all band together. Sergeant Delaney is protecting someone from his hospital bed in Barbados, and you’re protecting him. And I believe Corporal Ainsworth was trying to protect Delaney, too. Or rather, he was angry, and focused on revenge.’

This was exactly what Lyall thought, and hadn’t told Chambers or his little minions. The Queen picked up on the look of shocked recognition on his face, and nodded to herself.

‘Loyalty is a wonderful thing, but it only goes so far,’ she said. ‘Or rather, you have to decide where it really lies. You made an oath to serve me when you joined the corps. Did you mean it?’

‘Yes! Of course! I’ve served faithfully as a Royal Marine ever since I—’

‘Now it’s time for you to decide. Everyone aboard Britannia is at threat from someone very dangerous. In trying to protect your friends, you’re putting all of us at risk.’

‘I swear, ma’am! I’d never—’

‘Which is it to be?’ she insisted. ‘Me? Or them?’

His heart was racing, and he was so hot he thought he might pass out. He couldn’t think straight, couldn’t believe this was really happening. They’d made a vow not to talk. One for all, all for one. But he’d sworn that oath of allegiance to the Queen when he joined the corps, and now the actual Queen, in person, was calling him on it. What the—?

‘Do you need a drink of water?’ she asked. And next thing Lyall knew, she was pouring one for him from her own jug on a tray beside her. He took it gratefully, and drank it down.

‘OK,’ he said dully, handing the glass back. ‘There’s not much to tell. You’re not going to like it.’

‘I’m listening.’

He sighed. ‘Vic . . . Corporal Ainsworth . . . He’s got a sister back in England who’s in a bad way. She’s . . . She got into some very bad things, got in with bad people. He tries to look after her, but it’s hard, from across the Atlantic. Next month we’ll be in the Pacific, and it’ll be worse.’

‘And?’ the Queen asked.

‘And somebody knows. I don’t know who, I swear. Someone on board. He’s got a hold over Vic. He got to Joe on Barbados. Maybe he’s got a hold over Joe, too, ’cause of Vic. I’m guessing that’s why Joe’s not talking.’

‘So, you think he could talk, if he wanted to? He might have something to say?’

Lyall shrugged. ‘Maybe. He didn’t tell me anything. But Joe was the last person who saw Pamela come aboard so . . .’

‘Who is this “someone”? You must have a clue.’

Lyall shook his head. ‘None. Sorry, ma’am. But he’s not one of us. Not a bandsman, I mean. That’s for definite.’

‘Did you know if Corporal Ainsworth felt threatened by my private secretary, or my APS?’

‘No, ma’am. I swear! Why would he?’

‘Was he generally a fighter?’

‘Who? Vic? Not at all. He looks the part, I’ll grant you, but he’s a musician. He plays rhythm section and bassoon. He needs his hands for fingering.’

‘He did a lot of damage last night,’ the Queen pointed out.

And they were back to the line of inquiry that the inspector had tried, and Lyall was back to looking blank and confused, which always felt safest in situations like these. He had one thing to add, though. It probably wouldn’t do any good, but it wasn’t every day you had Her Majesty asking you questions and listening to the answers.

‘They told me a couple of people were attacked,’ he said. ‘I could see Vic maybe going for the bloke who beat up Joe, while he still had the chance. Before we all get cashiered and sent home. But not two people, not unless they were both attacking him and he was fighting for his life.’

‘I find that scenario hard to imagine,’ the Queen said.

‘Me too. I mean, someone would have heard a ruckus like that, for a start. You must believe me, ma’am. It’s the truth.’

‘Thank you, Corporal Lyall.’

He’d done his best. He had the impression she’d already made up her mind about what happened last night, and he wasn’t going to change it. She rang a little bell on her desk and he was taken back to the brig.



Leading Seaman Far Kinnell was playing cards in the mess when he received a message that the Queen wanted to see him on deck. He assumed it was some sort of wind-up, but he went as instructed anyway. And to his amazement, there she was, standing alone on the royal bridge in front of the chart house, seemingly waiting for him.

‘Can I help you, Your Majesty?’ he asked. He couldn’t imagine in what possible way he could, but you had to be polite.

‘I think you can, Far,’ she said. Far had been a Yottie for a long time, and she was on first-name terms with him, which he liked. The use of his nickname also meant he wasn’t in trouble, which he liked, too. At her request, he stood easy, with his hands behind his back, ready to be of service.

‘I’ve been looking through the notes describing what happened the night Pamela Sinclair was smuggled aboard,’ she said, ‘and there’s a little detail that bothers me.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yes, and I know you’ve talked about this before with Inspector Chambers, but I think you might have more to say.’

He smiled in nervous anticipation. ‘More, ma’am?’

‘Mmm,’ she said. ‘You were the person who brought Miss Sinclair and Sergeant Delaney back to Britannia, weren’t you?’

‘In the last boat, yes.’

‘And the following day, you didn’t mention the fact, after you found out Pamela had died.’

‘No, ma’am, I didn’t. At the time, I thought she’d choked on a lychee. I—’

‘That’s not really the point, though, is it? You were practically the last person to see her alive.’

He hung his head. Best to brave this out. After all, he’d said it all before, eventually.

‘I didn’t want to get Delaney into trouble,’ he muttered. ‘He’s a mate. I know I got it wrong. I didn’t think it was such a big deal.’

‘So you explained to Inspector Chambers. But there had been a death on board. And you’re a good Yottie, Far. We’ve spent some good times sailing together, haven’t we?’

‘We have, ma’am. Some of the best.’

‘You’ve always been reliable, and honest. When you heard that Miss Sinclair had died, I can understand that you might have thought for a moment that Sergeant Delaney and Corporal Lyall might get into a little bit of trouble for allowing her to use Lyall’s uniform the night before, but after all, it wasn’t a serious matter of discipline.’

‘No, ma’am. Exactly!’ Far said, jumping on the fact that she didn’t think they’d done much wrong, either. ‘That’s what I thought. It was only a prank, after all. Just a bit of fun.’

‘So why did you lie about it?’

‘Um, what? I’m sorry?’

‘Why did you tell Lieutenant Cobb and, later, Inspector Chambers, that you hadn’t seen Pamela? If it was only a prank?’

‘I didn’t lie, exactly, ma’am. I just didn’t happen to mention it. It didn’t seem important.’

The Queen pursed her lips and looked at her watch.

‘We’re going around in circles, Far. Let me make this clear. We’ve established that what Delaney and Lyall did wasn’t very serious. You agree that it wasn’t. And yet you didn’t mention it when told that Pamela was dead. Dead. And later, Sergeant Delaney was badly beaten up, quite possibly because he knew what you also knew. This is very serious. Inspector Chambers needs to know what really happened.’

She looked him straight in the eye, and he felt his whole chest shrink towards his heart, and his blood pumped loudly in his ears. His mouth was dry.

‘I, um . . . Ahem. Look, I . . . Ahem . . . I didn’t want to . . .’

‘Who else are you protecting, Far? Please stop it. There isn’t time.’

Far knew what a pickle he’d got himself into. He’d been torturing himself about it for weeks. That poor girl. It always seemed safest to keep your head down and say nothing. After all, look what had happened to Delaney. Far was all too aware of this because, after Delaney ended up in hospital, he too had been approached, and threats had been made. He’d been hoping it would all just go away and get resolved without him, because after all, what did he really know anyway? But it was . . . well, it was impossible to say nothing to the Queen when she was asking you straight to your face, and you had the sense she kind of already knew what you had to say.

So, he took a deep breath and told her.



OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 44

For five minutes, the Queen remained on deck, facing a very strong temptation. Murder had taken place on board Britannia, and might again, soon, if the killer wasn’t stopped. She was certain she knew who he was now, and where to find him. The easiest, by far the quickest and most straightforward thing to do, would be to go to Sir Dominic or Pots, explain her theory right now, and let the action unroll from there. It would certainly be safest for Joan, whose safety was almost the Queen’s greatest consideration.

Almost, but not quite.

Greater even than the health and wellbeing of her much-loved APS was her own ability to manage the throne. The only way she knew to do it – the only way that worked – was to be trusted, and depended on, and slightly underestimated by all the people who technically served her. She listened, she advised, she gave people the benefit of her experience, she applauded, but she absolutely didn’t do their jobs for them. Ever. Everyone would hate that.

Above her, the sky changed hue from celestial blue to a more slubby lilac. The day was already shifting into late afternoon. She glanced at her watch: it was after five o’clock already. What should she do?

A pattern had emerged soon after she became Queen. It started out because of her youth and steady temperament; it worked, so it had stuck. In matters regarding her private household, her children, her horses and dogs, she exercised her power and that was expected – except when she let Philip do it. But in everything else, from diplomatic relations, to government policy, to murder, she let the people who were in charge do what they’d been elected or appointed to do. She advised, certainly. Sometimes they listened. But she didn’t instruct, or interfere.

Some states might appreciate a monarch or a president with a talent and reputation for taking over, meddling, trying to dazzle with their intelligence. The United Kingdom certainly did not. Since Charles I had lost his head, it had shown time and again that it liked its kings and queens to be one step behind the times and just a little bit dim. Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert, who was neither of these things, had been hugely influential, but also unpopular with the ruling classes. She couldn’t risk it. Not with everything that was going on in the world. Not now.

Joan’s safety would have to take a back seat for another hour or so. The Queen resolved to do what she could to minimise the danger. However, for the sake of her long-term interests, she would have to take a roundabout route to get where she wanted. It was going to be a good day for Chief Inspector Chambers of the Yard. She’d worked this way in the past, and the only difference was that before, she’d had time to sweep over her tracks. Today, she had to work fast.

With that in mind, she returned to the upper deck and asked a steward to find her private secretary and tell him to meet her in her sitting room.



Sir Dominic assumed he was in trouble. He’d set aside a lot of time today to take Her Majesty through the niceties of current French and German thinking about the Common Market . . . and he’d slept through much of it. By the time he woke up, she was busy in one meeting after another, then he was told she’d gone up on deck to take the air. Now, it was too late. They’d be getting ready for pre-dinner drinks soon, and some of the Yotties had prepared a post-dinner skit show. Geopolitics would have to wait, and it was his fault for napping.

‘I’m terribly sorry, ma’am. It’s no excuse, but I’m afraid I didn’t get much sleep last night.’

‘I realise that,’ she said, sympathetically, to his relief. She indicated piles of papers on her desk. ‘I’ve been reading through your notes, and Pots’s. I managed to talk to Joan a little, earlier . . .’

‘Oh?’

‘Only a few words, but I think they might be helpful,’ she went on. ‘Pots is so very close to understanding what really happened the night Pamela died . . .’

‘He does understand it, doesn’t he?’

‘And I thought it might be useful if I told him what I know. I must say, he’s been meticulous in his note-taking. He’s made some very perceptive observations.’

‘Uh, yes. Absolutely. Of course. Trained policeman, and all that,’ Dominic said, while feeling the sting of ‘meticulous’ and ‘perceptive’. What had his notes been like? How good were his observations?

She smiled a businesslike smile. ‘I’m going to ask him to join us briefly. It would be so reassuring to have this all wrapped up before we reach Jamaica.’

‘I thought it was wrapped up.’

‘I know you two have had your differences,’ she continued smoothly. ‘However, I’m sure you’ll agree that he has a rather brilliant mind. We’ve been very lucky to have him on this trip.’

Dominic nodded and smiled with all a courtier’s charm, but he didn’t know what she meant. Pots, brilliant? Lucky to have Pots? He’d been all right, Dominic supposed. He’d certainly shone in the spotlight first thing this morning, outlining his Ainsworth theory. But, brilliant? He’d been stumped for three weeks, and after all, Ainsworth had been practically caught in the act by that stage. Was this just a way of saying that he, Dominic, wasn’t?

When Pots arrived, with bags under his eyes that practically reached his chin, he didn’t exactly reek of Sherlock Holmes. He lowered himself stiffly into an armchair. Apparently, he’d been interviewing various people all day, to back up his conjecture about Ainsworth, but none of those people were playing ball.

‘Unfortunately, Sergeant Heath and Corporal Lyall are sticking to their original story,’ he admitted. ‘We’ll get to them eventually. I gather you spoke to Lyall yourself, ma’am, just now. Did you get anywhere?’

This was a bit of a shock to Dominic. What was the Boss doing, talking to a bandsman in the brig?

The Queen pursed her lips. ‘No, I didn’t. I agree, Peter. He seems to think Ainsworth is innocent of anything to do with Pamela.’

‘At least, he says so, ma’am,’ Pots said heavily.

‘He indicated that Ainsworth might have acted in revenge against whoever assaulted Sergeant Delaney in Barbados, though.’

‘He would say that, ma’am, wouldn’t he? If he’d organised the thing.’

‘I didn’t get the impression he had, actually.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Pots said, in the manner, Dominic thought, of a man who meant I’m not sure that’s relevant, ma’am, seeing as I’m a trained policeman and you’re not.

‘I suppose the target of his revenge wasn’t you?’ the Queen said, turning to Dominic. ‘He was on his way to your cabin, after all.’

It was a preposterous idea, and he presumed she didn’t mean it.

‘Me? Beat up Delaney in Barbados? No, absolutely not! I still have no idea why Ainsworth would have been heading for me. I do wonder if he was on his way somewhere else, and Joan happened to encounter him by the most unfortunate accident—’

‘Actually,’ the Queen interrupted, ‘she told me this afternoon that whoever attacked her was lying in wait for her. That’s one of the things I wanted to tell you, Peter. I went in to check on her and she happened to open her eyes and say a few words.’

‘Did she?’ Pots said, as surprised as Dominic. ‘Lying in wait, you say? For Joan? That puts a different spin on things. Unless Ainsworth thought she was the one who’d cottoned on to him. Although, how he could possibly have known Joan would be there at that time . . .’

‘Mmm,’ the Queen said, and Dominic didn’t think she looked entirely convinced. ‘She also mentioned that she’d managed to defend herself. She has bruises to her knee and elbow, I’m told. She must have hit him quite hard.’

‘He was in a pretty bad way,’ Pots agreed. ‘But I think Cobb did most of the damage, thank God.’

‘I know what you mean.’ The Queen nodded, but once again, Dominic didn’t think she looked as strongly in agreement as she sounded. She seemed to have reservations. She smiled at Pots, though. ‘There was one last thing,’ she said. ‘Your notes have been so exemplary, Peter. I was going through them this afternoon. All those descriptions of Pamela as “buzzy”.’

‘She would have been, ma’am. She’d taken amphetamines.’

‘What I mean,’ the Queen persisted, ‘is that they reminded me of something Joan told me yesterday. It’s another little detail you didn’t have access to. I wonder if it might help.’

‘I’m not sure that we need help at this stage, thank you. We’re nearly there.’

She maintained her polite smile, and her reservations, Dominic thought. Anyway, she carried on.

‘Joan mentioned that she’d also felt strange that evening on Tobago. She described a few sensations to me. They weren’t exactly “buzzy” – she seemed to have a rather awful time, actually – but she also behaved out of character that night, and she was below par the following morning, too. I suddenly wondered . . . I’d be keen to know what you think, Peter . . . if she’d been drugged as well.’

‘What?’ Dominic yelped. ‘No! Surely not? I mean . . . Joan?’

Sunk in his armchair, Chambers shook his head. ‘I hardly think so, ma’am. That seems extremely unlikely. She might have had a dizzy spell . . . Besides, I mean – and I really don’t think it could have happened, but if it did – who would dare take the risk with your APS?’

‘Unless,’ Dominic put in, suddenly energised and rather horrified, ‘it was politically motivated. To get Joan out of the way while something happened on Tobago. Or to discredit her in the eyes of the—’

‘I doubt it was politically motivated,’ the Queen said flatly, batting him down. ‘We’ve never seen any evidence of that. It seems far more likely that Peter’s right: it all comes down to relationships aboard Britannia. I hate to say it, but it seems unavoidable.’

‘I can’t see Joan having any untoward relationships,’ Dominic observed, licking his wounds a little.

‘Nor can I,’ she agreed. ‘Although she isn’t universally popular. No senior staff member ever is. Which leads me to wonder whether one woman was the intended target and drugging the other one was an accident. Perhaps they were standing near each other when drinks were handed out. What do you think, Peter?’

Pots was smiling with the generous satisfaction of a man whose rival has been ridiculed in front of him. ‘It’s an intriguing thought, certainly, ma’am. Although I still don’t think—’

The Queen carried on.

‘From what I saw in your notes,’ she said, ‘the only times that Joan and Pamela were together that evening were in meetings with me, and then with Sir Dominic, and a little later, in the wardroom bar, where they were kindly invited by the executive officer before the party ashore. From what Joan told me, they didn’t spend any time in each other’s company once they got to the island.’

‘Well, I can assure you, I didn’t drug either of them in my office,’ Dominic said, with a laugh that was supposed to lighten the mood but sounded tasteless, even to his ears.

‘And neither did I,’ the Queen added, without the laugh. ‘However, if something happened in the wardroom, I hope Lieutenant Briggs will be able to enlighten us about it soon.’ She turned to Pots. ‘I hope you don’t mind, Peter. I happened to be talking to him earlier and I asked if he could possibly find out who’d handed a glass to Joan or Pamela that might have been intended for the other one.’

‘But surely Pamela took the amphetamine herself?’ Pots queried. ‘We’ve established that she was a bit of a pill-popper.’

‘Have we?’

The Queen looked puzzled as she said it, but in the silence that followed it occurred to Dominic, and obviously to Pots, too, that she had a point. Still, the idea of sneaking amphetamines into somebody’s system . . .

‘Drugging a drink, though? Nobody would dare,’ Dominic said. ‘Certainly in the wardroom, surrounded by officers! I mean, it’s impossible, isn’t it, Peter?’

‘Hmm, it’s easier than you’d think,’ Pots contended. ‘Slip in a powder, swirl it around . . . It can be done very surreptitiously with practice. I’ve heard of it done with sleeping powders, to get a woman to . . . cooperate, I suppose. But not with amphetamines. They could have the opposite effect.’

‘I wonder if it was a prank,’ the Queen mused. She seemed to think it was more than possible. ‘A rather horrible one. The question is, by whom?’

Pots looked sceptical. ‘I’m trying to remember who was on the bar that night. I suppose I can find out, ma’am.’

‘According to your excellent notes, it was Petty Officer Richards,’ she said helpfully.

Pots smiled. ‘Ah, yes. I remember talking to him. He’s the regular barman in the wardroom. I can’t see him doing it, ma’am. If anyone suspected their drinks had been spiked afterwards, he’d be the first suspect.’

‘I agree. I can’t imagine Richards doing it either,’ she said. ‘Which means it must have been one of the officers, or another guest in the wardroom.’

Pots eyed her with strained tolerance. ‘I think we might be getting ahead of ourselves. We still don’t know that anyone was drugged.’

‘I suppose so,’ she agreed. ‘It’s an interesting thought, though, isn’t it?’

Her tone was light, as if she was just making conversation. The Boss never made light conversation about matters this serious, though, Dominic reflected. And she would be as fully aware as he was that they didn’t really have time for idle chat.

He started to think a little differently. He knew her. What was she up to? She didn’t want to let this go. Which raised the obvious question . . .

He might as well say it.

‘It would mean that Ainsworth didn’t drug Pamela,’ Dominic pointed out – a little nervously, because this holed Pots’s theory about the double bass player below the waterline. Not so brilliant now, Pots, eh? ‘The band wouldn’t have been playing in the wardroom. They’d have been setting up on Tobago by then, and besides, there’s hardly room to swing a cat in that bar, never mind four strapping Royal Marines.’

‘Could he have asked someone to do it for him?’ the Queen asked Pots.

The policeman shook his head. ‘I doubt it. The risk of getting Petty Officer Richards to do it for him would be too great for Richards. And I can’t see him approaching anyone else. But if it wasn’t him . . .’ Pots looked baffled, but not unduly concerned. ‘Then who? And how would that connect with what happened to Joan and Cobb last night?’ He shrugged.

The Queen nodded thoughtfully. ‘I see what you mean. It’s a difficult conundrum, isn’t it?’

Dominic sensed a flicker of frustration. She kept trying to introduce the subject of the wardroom drinks, and Pots kept trying to dismiss it. What was she really thinking? He tried to work it out for himself, but only got as far as realising she didn’t think Ainsworth was the drug baron of Britannia.

She sighed deeply. ‘Joan was still very discombobulated the next day. I wonder how poor Pamela must have been feeling at the party.’

Dominic nodded sympathetically, but he thought that really, Pamela had brought this on herself. After all she’d . . . But no! Wasn’t that the point? If she’d been drugged unknowingly in the wardroom, then she hadn’t set out to make a hedonistic evening of it. That’s what the Queen was getting at, surely? It accorded with what Dominic had originally thought, too. Pamela Sinclair was a sexy, intriguing, rather clever creature, but she’d never struck him as one of ‘that’ crowd. She was too ambitious.

‘I should think she would have been very confused,’ he said slowly. ‘After all, if you’re high on amphetamines, and you don’t know you are . . . It must . . . Ugh. Poor Joan. Poor Pamela.’

‘Ye-es,’ the Queen agreed, glancing over at Pots. ‘I see what you mean. It might make you do all sorts of reckless things, I suppose.’

‘Joan wasn’t particularly reckless, by the sound of things,’ Dominic observed with a frown.

Pots waggled his finger. He wasn’t really listening. ‘It gives me an idea, though. I’ve just thought of it. What if . . . ignoring Joan for a minute, and leaving Ainsworth out of it for now . . . Let’s say Pamela didn’t take the amphetamines deliberately. Excuse me, ma’am. I think better if I’m moving.’

He stood up and started to pace the little room.

‘What if she wasn’t a pill-popper like we thought, and didn’t know she was high? Bear with me. What if she acted strangely on Tobago because of the drugs and drink in her system, got herself back on board with the help of the bandsmen and . . . mmm . . . by now she’s feeling overstimulated, but she needs to go to bed. Yes, what if she thought she needed something to calm her down? But she’s not familiar with the medications. Doesn’t have any to hand. So, she goes to someone who can help her. Which brings us to Lyall and Commander Evans. The two men who we know had access to drugs. But she wouldn’t have known about Lyall, and I can’t see her going to the ship’s medical officer for barbiturates.’

There was a brief silence while they all thought about it, and just before any of them would quite have had time to come up with a decent answer, in Dominic’s opinion, the Queen said, ‘I happened to hear – is that right? – that Pamela’s brother George is a drug addict. Could she have recognised someone else aboard who knew her brother, and might have connections, perhaps?’

‘But wouldn’t she avoid someone like that like the plague?’ Dominic wondered.

‘Ah!’ Pots said, waggling his finger again. He resumed his pacing. ‘Except . . . Hang on. What if . . .? The woman was high, don’t forget. She was thinking irrationally. So maybe she would go to him. What if, without knowing it, she went to the very man who’d drugged her in the first place? No, no. That’s too neat. Too obvious.’

‘Gosh,’ the Queen said innocently. ‘Do you think it’s possible?’

‘I mean . . . it’s possible, I suppose,’ Pots reluctantly agreed.

‘Dominic?’ she asked, turning to him for his opinion.

There was the slightest edge to her voice. Dominic had worked with Her Majesty for a long time, and he knew that edge. What had she said at the beginning? Pots has a rather brilliant mind. Was that his job? To attest to the inspector’s greatness? He could do it, if that’s what she wanted.

‘Well, I um . . . That sounds like a rather brilliant theory, actually,’ he began, addressing the inspector. ‘I mean, I should jolly well hope there aren’t two men aboard Britannia with ready access to amphetamines and barbiturates. So, it makes sense to me that she’d go to the same person for the second lot who’d given her the first lot. Not knowing it, as you say, Peter. Like a lamb to the slaughter, poor girl. Carry on, carry on.’

‘Like a lamb to the slaughter,’ Pots echoed, gaining confidence as he resumed his pacing. ‘Yes. Ye-es. Bear with me . . . If she did go to him, because of some connection with her brother, it means she knows he’s the sort who might have a stash of drugs. That’s dangerous knowledge. At any time in the future, she might realise what he’s already done to her. And to Joan as well, I suppose, by accident or design, if Joan was drugged, which I still find hard to imagine. Anyway, he sees his chance. He’s utterly ruthless at this point. His reputation’s at stake. He gives Pamela Seconal, enough to ensure she doesn’t wake up in the morning, on top of everything else she’s had, and tells her it’s sleeping pills of some kind, and be sure to take them all to get a good night’s rest.’

‘Goodness,’ the Queen said, shuddering. ‘And I suppose she would have done, back in her cabin. Like an obedient young woman.’

‘Yes, and she starts to feel bad,’ Pots went on. ‘In this version, Pamela’s no drug addict. She’s feeling woozy and strange and she starts to get suspicious. She wonders what he’s given her. She should go and get help, but . . . Mmm, why didn’t she?’

‘She would still have been . . . what’s the word for it?’ the Queen asked.

‘High,’ Dominic said. She knew what the word was.

‘High, exactly!’ Pots said. ‘She’s drugged. She’s scared. She’s not thinking straight. OK, so she puts the suitcase against her door, not to keep out friendly faces, but to keep him out. My God!’ He clenched a fist. ‘It’s despicable. I hope I’m wrong.’

‘I hope so, too,’ the Queen said, with the sort of grim nod that meant she thought he wasn’t.

Dominic had an idea of his own.

‘I suppose, he might have meant to put various pill bottles in her cabin later, to make it look as though she had a habit, or whatever you call it, but if he tried, he couldn’t get in.’

‘Hmm,’ Pots said. ‘Maybe. It doesn’t explain when he took the diary. He wouldn’t have gone with her to her cabin, I doubt, because if he knew what he was doing, he wouldn’t want to be seen anywhere near it. He must’ve nabbed it the next day, before the key was made.’

Another thought struck Dominic, and it wasn’t a good one.

‘I hate to say this,’ he said. ‘But there was an officer who had unfettered access to the cabin while it was open.’

‘Who?’ Pots asked. ‘Oh. What? You can’t mean Commander Evans?’

‘We-ell . . .’

‘He does have the best access to drugs of anyone on board Britannia, I suppose.’

Dominic glanced over at the Queen, who said nothing.

‘It’s worth thinking about,’ Pots admitted. ‘He was on Barbados the day Delaney was attacked, doing the post-mortem. I suppose we can ask the hospital if he nipped out. It still seems pretty far-fetched.’

‘Well, let’s hope it wasn’t him,’ the Queen said briskly. ‘I’m still fascinated by your theory, though, Peter. You mean, Pamela might have been unknowingly drugged in the wardroom, and actually asked for the pills that ultimately killed her, assuming they were something else?’

‘I’m starting to think it might be a possibility, yes,’ Pots agreed. ‘And you realise what this means? If that’s the case, it was definitely premeditated murder. Maybe he had the idea on the fly, but he could have stopped her at any time.’

‘Goodness.’

The Queen gazed up at him with almost schoolgirlish admiration as he paused in the middle of the room. Dominic decided to echo her.

‘It’s a brilliant theory,’ he said. ‘I must say, I could never quite see Pamela as a regular pill-popper. Seriously, Peter, I don’t know how you do it. You’re way ahead of me.’

The Boss threw him a quick, shrewd glance, and he pretended to ignore it.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Pots said, modestly. ‘We’re trained to test our hypotheses. And that’s all this is at the moment. There’s a lot of what-ifs. And no proof at all.’

The Queen looked as if she’d had a sudden idea of her own – though by now, Dominic didn’t trust how sudden it really was.

‘I wonder if Joan can help,’ she said. ‘With proof, I mean. She seemed quite compos mentis earlier. Let’s go and see, shall we?’

She got up and, somewhat surprised at this abrupt change of location, both men followed her dutifully downstairs.
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Chapter 45

Down in the sickbay, Joan lay on her cot bed against the right-hand wall of the side room, looking dangerously pale and worryingly still. She wasn’t going to be helping anyone tonight, Dominic thought sadly.

He stood just inside the doorway with Pots to his left, and the Queen standing between them, looking sombre. The room wasn’t large and they could only just about fit. He didn’t think they’d be staying long.

One piece of good news was that Cobb was awake now, and almost recognisable under his bandages. He opened his eyes and raised three fingers to greet them from his bunk bed against the left-hand wall.

‘Good to see you on the mend,’ Dominic said to him. ‘You had us worried there for a moment.’

‘Not me, sir,’ Cobb grunted, smiling through puffed lips.

‘You can tell me what you were coming for.’

‘Sir?’

‘Last night. You were on the way to my cabin. Had you learned something?’

Cobb looked confused. ‘I’m really sorry. Was I? I can’t remember.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Dominic muttered. ‘We can talk another time.’

He lay back and closed his eyes again.

‘The thing is,’ Pots said, murmuring in a low voice so as not to disturb the patients too much, ‘even if Joan was awake, she probably wouldn’t be able to tell us who drugged her. Assuming she was drugged. He’d have done it in a way she didn’t notice.’

‘Very true . . .’ the Queen agreed. She seemed to have forgotten that she’d already asked Lieutenant Briggs to find out who gave Joan her drink. ‘I wondered if she might be able to help us discover who was lying in wait for her last night. She said someone was.’

Pots frowned. ‘But we know that, ma’am. It was Ainsworth.’

‘Why?’

‘Because . . . Oh, I see what you mean, ma’am. You’re right. I suppose if Ainsworth wasn’t involved in the wardroom business, he had no reason to worry about what Joan was up to. But didn’t you say something about revenge?’

‘Yes. According to Corporal Lyall, Ainsworth might have wanted to punish the man who beat up his friend, Sergeant Delaney,’ she said with a frown.

‘So, he was ready for a fight. But it doesn’t explain why he was near your office, Sir Dominic.’

‘No, it doesn’t,’ Dominic accepted, uncomfortably.

‘Was our man someone else with a cabin on your corridor?’ Pots wondered aloud. ‘We’ve been assuming he was an officer, but it’s just as possible that it was a member of your household, ma’am, much as I hate to say it. We agreed he might have been among the guests in the wardroom that night. His cabin wouldn’t have been far from Joan’s, and only one deck up from Pamela’s. Mmm. It means it would be someone in your inner circle. Someone you trusted.’

‘Normally, I’d trust anyone aboard Britannia,’ the Queen responded. She looked . . . How did she look? Almost angry, Dominic thought. Frustrated and let down.

They were joined by Commander Evans, a little out of breath, who’d obviously rushed over from whatever he was doing. He hovered behind them, managing the naval officer’s trick of looking keen to be of service while fully aware that you were intruding on his patch, and likely to disturb the operation of a tightly run ship.

Pots ignored him and lowered his voice further. There was a new urgency to it.

‘If my theory’s right, we’ve been harbouring something of a psychopath. And if it isn’t Ainsworth, we need to get this solved, fast. This man’s a killer, not to sugarcoat it, ma’am. He caused Pamela’s overdose, then he went for Delaney on Barbados to protect himself, and then Sir Dominic last night – or possibly Joan, if what she told you is correct – and I suppose he went for Ainsworth, too, somehow. Either that, or he defended himself against him. Anyway, he won’t stop there; he’s got too much at stake. He’s probably gone a bit crazy, living with the pressure of discovery on this little ship. It’s the psychological aspect, ma’am. He’s been pushed to his limits. That’s when they’re most dangerous. I hate to say it, but we should probably lock Britannia down again.’

‘How will you find him?’ the Queen asked. She looked wide-eyed with concern, and vulnerable. Which was extremely rare for her, in Dominic’s opinion. Her Majesty wasn’t the vulnerable type. ‘You searched so thoroughly last night. Nobody was missing, were they?’

‘No, ma’am,’ Pots agreed. He thought fast, eager to reassure her. ‘We thought we were looking for one injured man last night, but there must have been two of them – not including Cobb. He must be hiding his bruises. He couldn’t have got away unscathed. Presumably Cobb tried to give as good as he got.’

‘Joan certainly did,’ the Queen said, glumly.

‘Hang on, I’m confused,’ Dominic said. ‘I mean, our man didn’t just attack Cobb and Joan, he got into the fight with Ainsworth as well, didn’t you say? Unless there’s a fourth man.’

‘Please God, no,’ Pots muttered.

‘So, wouldn’t he be seriously battered, given the blood Ainsworth had on him? Not just bruised. You can’t hide that under a suit, or a uniform for that matter. I mean, surely he’d have had seven bells knocked out of him. He’d look like . . .’

Dominic saw it first.

He’d been watching the Queen as he spoke, so perhaps he’d spotted the way she was staring over at Cobb. Suddenly, he wondered why there had to be a third man, or a fourth man. Didn’t they already have all the dramatis personae they needed?

‘Oh my God,’ he murmured.

He was about to say something else when Her Majesty nudged him sharply in the ribs. She’d known for some time, he realised. She was waiting for something.

Evans saw it next. He leaned forward and said in his calmest, gentlest voice, ‘Ma’am, I think it might be a good idea for you to go now.’

In his bed, Cobb groaned in pain.

Chambers was the last to catch on. He glanced from the medical officer to the Queen, and from her to her private secretary. He followed their gaze to the patient in the bed, and the threads of the conversation suddenly resolved themselves into binding ropes, like the geometry of a perfect knot. Dominic watched as he finally nodded in understanding.

‘Ahem, I think the commander’s right. It might be a good idea if we retired, ma’am,’ Pots announced. ‘Leave the patients in peace.’

‘All right,’ the Queen agreed, meekly.

‘We can go to my office,’ Dominic offered.

Evans said he would stay with Cobb and Joan, until appropriate reinforcements arrived from the Royal Marines commandos. Pots and the Queen accompanied Dominic down the passageway at speed. On the way, he thought it might be a good idea to practise his new role.

‘I say,’ he said to Pots, as they strode along. ‘Have you really just worked the whole thing out?’

‘I think I may have it all straight,’ Pots confirmed.

‘Were we right about the third man? I still don’t really understand.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Pots assured him. ‘I think I can explain it to you now.’
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Chapter 46

In the private secretary’s suite, Pots made a couple of important internal calls. Then he sank into on one of the armchairs next to the Queen, while Dominic poured them all a quick refresher from his tray.

‘So, what just happened?’ Dominic asked, adding ice from a bucket to Her Majesty’s gin. He exchanged the briefest of looks with her as he proffered a glass. They were on a new wavelength now, he realised. He would think twice before withholding information from her again – she was better at using it than he was.

‘It was staring us in the face all along,’ Pots announced.

‘What was?’

‘Or, more to the point, who was,’ Pots corrected him. ‘We had all the information we needed, and we made it too complicated for ourselves for a while there.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ the Queen said. ‘It seems to me that you got to the right conclusion very quickly, Peter.’

‘Thank you, ma’am. But I should have seen it sooner. We started off with an injured officer and an injured bandsman. I assumed they’d attacked each other, and of course, they had. Hello?’

‘Come in,’ Dominic called out, in answer to a knock on the door.

Lieutenant Briggs put his head around it. ‘I have an update for the inspector. I was told he was here.’

‘Come in, come in,’ Pots echoed expansively. ‘Let me guess. You’ve come to tell me who handed a drink to Pamela Sinclair in the wardroom, the night before she died.’

‘Not exactly, I—’

‘And it was Lieutenant Cobb.’

Briggs looked surprised. ‘Almost, sir,’ he replied. ‘Actually, it was the navigation officer, and he handed the drink to Joan McGraw. But it was intended for Miss Sinclair. And yes, Lieutenant Cobb asked him to pass it over, only, Miss McGraw was senior, and she wanted the same thing – it was a gimlet with gin and lime – so he gave it to her, and asked the barman to make another. Cobb said not to worry, he’d take care of it.’

Pots nodded gravely, and only the slight creasing in the corner of his eyes gave away his inner triumph.

‘Thank you, Lieutenant. You’ve been very helpful.’

‘A pleasure, sir.’

‘You see,’ he said to his little audience, once they were alone again, ‘when I had the idea about there being a third party spiking drinks in the wardroom, it never occurred to me that it might be Cobb himself. I still thought of him as the victim. As he wanted us to.’

‘I think we all thought that, didn’t we?’ the Queen suggested.

‘Absolutely,’ Dominic agreed. He wasn’t sure they all had, though.

Pots carried on. ‘He was on duty the night of the party on Tobago, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t pop into the wardroom first. I’ll double-check, of course. And he was the quarterdeck officer, so he’d have seen Pamela coming back aboard later on. It was his job to check everyone, for goodness’ sake!’

‘Yes, he was very apologetic about not doing that properly,’ Dominic remembered.

‘He would be,’ the Queen said grimly. ‘D’you know, he always reminded me of one of my golden retrievers, Brodie? She’s very good at looking innocent, and very good at being one of the troublemakers, underneath. She’s sharp, too. An exceptional gun dog.’

‘Ahem, well, anyway . . .’ Pots said, moving on. ‘No doubt Cobb did see Pamela as she came aboard, and that’s probably when she asked him for something to calm her down and help her sleep. I’m starting to wonder if she had some sort of hold over him already, to make her think he’d obey. You mentioned that he was a friend of her brother’s, ma’am.’

‘I thought he might be.’

‘We’ll look into that, too. So let’s say they go back to his cabin . . . She changes back into her dress, even if it’s a bit soggy, he takes care of the uniform. Perhaps he didn’t want to give her pills at first, but she could be insistent sometimes, ma’am. I saw it myself. Somewhat high-handed. Anyway, at that point, Cobb realised he was in danger. If she assumed he had access to pills of various sorts – and of course, he did – she could tell anyone at any time. So, he acted as we discussed, to silence her. However, Sergeant Delaney had seen them together on deck before this all happened, and suffered for it. I’ll double-check Cobb’s alibi for Barbados. Lots of work ahead, but I think it will be pretty straightforward.’

Dominic sighed. ‘I blame myself. Lionel was so eager to be involved in the investigation. I never really questioned why. I assumed the admiral had put him up to it, but now, I wonder.’

‘So do I,’ the Queen murmured.

‘And he was always the one insinuating Pamela was the drug-taking sort. I never really believed it, but I didn’t ask myself why he’d think so. He always seemed so nice to Joan though . . .’ Dominic shook his head. ‘I’d never have imagined him ever physically attacking her.’

‘Brodie, again,’ the Queen observed, more to herself than anyone.

Pots glanced at her, frowning. ‘The retriever, ma’am?’

‘But Cobb was more of a wolf, really, wasn’t he? In retriever’s clothing.’

‘Um, yes, I suppose he was.’

‘What I don’t understand,’ Dominic said. ‘I know you’ve put all the pieces together, Peter, but . . . How did Cobb end up so badly beaten? I still don’t see how Joan could have—’

‘She didn’t,’ Pots said raising a finger. ‘She might have tried to fight him off, but Cobb got the better of her eventually. That’s another thing – he might well have known she’d be with you, Sir Dominic, if she wasn’t in her cabin. You three often met here, didn’t you?’

‘We did.’

‘So he lay in wait. Still, I imagine he couldn’t linger round here after the attack, so near to your office, out of his zone, so to speak. If Joan fought back, there must have been some noise made. So, he went back to his cabin, only to encounter Ainsworth waiting for him. Ainsworth knew he only had another day aboard Britannia before I took him off, so it was now or never. Cobb dispatched Ainsworth, too, but got a walloping in the process, then just about managed to get back to where he’d left Joan. It was after midnight, and most of the corridors were empty, so he took the risk. He lay next to her, genuinely hurt, to make it look as though . . . Ahem . . . To give the impression, anyway . . .’

‘Oh! To throw us off the scent, you mean, and make it look as if Ainsworth had beaten them both up? Like you . . . like we . . . originally thought,’ Dominic said, correcting himself. Pots was the hero, after all. ‘And if Ainsworth recovered enough to deny it, it would be the word of a discredited bandsman against that of an officer, and one of the admiral’s favourites into the bargain.’

‘Yes,’ Pots agreed. ‘That’s pretty much what I realised in the sickbay just now. When you look at Cobb’s injuries, and how they match with Ainsworth’s, and then you realise Ainsworth would have been attacking the man who beat up his friend, Delaney . . . It all comes back to Cobb. And now Briggs has confirmed it.’ He pursed his lips. ‘The danger, of course, is to your assistant private secretary, ma’am.’

‘Oh, really?’

The Queen had been very quiet while he and Dominic had been putting it all together. Her wide-eyed, confused concern was a masterful act, Dominic realised. He would never completely trust her not-quite-with-it-ness again.

‘Yes,’ Pots went on, oblivious. ‘Cobb was the man who originally lay in wait for Joan last night. There’s nothing to say he won’t try again. He’ll have to be moved, however hurt he is.’

‘I suppose so,’ the Queen said. She looked at her watch. ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ she added, rising, ‘I really need to go and get ready for dinner. You’ve been remarkable, Peter. I can’t tell you how grateful I am. I’ll leave it all in your capable hands.’

‘You can trust me, ma’am,’ Pots said with an indulgent smile.

‘Absolutely brilliant,’ Dominic echoed. ‘Truly remarkable.’

With one last blue-eyed, quick-flash glance in his direction, Her Majesty swept out.
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Chapter 47

Jamaica, Thursday, 3 March

‘What day is it?’

Joan turned to look at the person at her bedside. To her amazement, the face she could just about make out was that of the Queen. It helped that she was wearing a diamond tiara.

‘It’s Thursday,’ the Queen said. ‘You’ve been out of it for two days. Commander Evans thought you were looking much better last night, though. He had you brought here this morning, where it’s more peaceful. You’re still being checked on hourly, don’t worry.’

Joan dimly remembered being moved, then falling asleep again. She tried to look around, but her vision was still blurry.

‘Where am I?’

‘In an empty bedroom, not far from the sickbay.’

‘But . . .’ The only empty bedrooms in that area were the ones reserved for minor royals or visiting heads of state. She couldn’t be in one of those. She’d work out where she really was in a minute.

‘How’s the head?’ the Queen asked.

‘Still there,’ Joan said, with a wonky grin. ‘At least, I think so.’ A flash of pain in her upper chest made her quickly decide not to move her right arm.

‘You’ll be pleased to know, we got him.’

‘Got who, ma’am? I couldn’t see who it was. He was wearing something over his face.’

‘A sock with a hole cut in it, just in case you survived the attack, I suppose,’ the Queen elaborated. ‘It was Lionel Cobb.’

‘Cobb? Really?’

Joan heard her own voice, sounding weak and raspy. She tried to decide if she was surprised at the news of her attacker. In some ways, yes. She’d hated him for a while, but she’d put it down to her own prejudices. Perhaps he’d managed that deliberately, to keep her off the scent. Anyway, she was glad it was him.

‘Did I hurt him?’

‘It’s hard to know who did more, you or Corporal Ainsworth. Let’s just say, he’ll take longer to recover fully than you will, Joan. I strongly suspect you were the one to break his nose. I assume that was a self-defence move you learned?’

Joan smiled. ‘One of them. I’ve picked up quite a few. He got me back, though.’

‘It could have been much worse. The way Cobb went for you, Commander Evans thinks he was trying to put you permanently out of action. They found his stash, by the way . . . stashes, I should say. There were still a few pills left. Cobb was a very overconfident young man.’

‘Where were they?’ Joan asked.

‘In his alarm clock, would you believe, and the sole of the shoes he was wearing during the first search, and there were strips sewn into the linings of his jackets that he could use if necessary. He could have taught Corporal Lyall a thing or two.’

Joan had a thought. ‘Who worked it out this time . . . ?’

‘Pots did,’ the Queen said firmly.

Joan knew what that meant. She’d worked with the Boss often enough on this sort of thing before. Her wonky grin widened.

‘And surprisingly,’ the Queen added, ‘Dominic cottoned on pretty quickly. He played the game very nicely.’

‘I’m glad, ma’am. He’s keen to learn. He tries.’

‘I can see that. He has a little way to go in the matter of discretion, though.’ The Queen paused to wipe a damp curl away from Joan’s eye. She was serious again. ‘He told me about your discussion before you left his office that night.’

Joan sighed. ‘Oh. I wanted to do that myself.’

‘His intentions were good. He wanted to tell Major Ross what sort of state you were in. He thought he had a right to know.’

‘Hector?’

The Queen patted her hand. ‘Dominic asked my opinion first. He actually sought out my advice on the matter. He really is learning. And when he explained why, I thoroughly agreed with him.’

‘Hector knows? About me?’

‘He’s flying over now. He’ll be in Jamaica by nightfall. And he’ll be delighted to find you awake at last.’

Joan tried to think. ‘But I didn’t . . . I was on my way to the transmitter room . . . I didn’t tell him . . .’ She ran out of breath, and out of words.

‘That he’d finally managed to persuade you to go to Washington with him?’ the Queen suggested gently.

Joan felt alarmed to hear it said aloud, and slightly tearful. She knew the full implications of those words, and the Boss must know, too.

But the Queen’s tone remained determinedly light. ‘Dominic’s horrified,’ she said. ‘He has no idea how he’ll cope without you, but he will. He’s sharper than he realises. He pays attention. I chose him as my private secretary for a reason. He also mentioned the little matter of administrative details. Visas and so on. I assume you’ll need one in your married name?’

She was smiling properly now, and Joan felt how wet her own cheeks were as the tears flowed. She really needed to get a grip, and she would soon, once her head stopped spinning.

‘I’m sorry, ma’am.’

‘Don’t be. It’s time. You’ve given me ten years of your life. Devoted service. It’s enough.’

‘I’ll miss . . .’ Joan tried to gesture around the blurry room, to Britannia and everything the yacht embodied.

‘Being knocked out by vengeful murderers?’ the Queen suggested.

‘Quite possibly, yes.’ Not the knocking out part, perhaps, but the excitement. The drama. She’d probably never get to experience this level of it again.

‘Go and fly the flag for us in America,’ the Queen urged. ‘When you’re better. There’s no rush. I’m sure they can sort out the visa very quickly if I put a word in.’

Joan grinned. ‘I’m sure they can, ma’am. But first . . . Cobb. How did you . . . ?’

The Queen shrugged. ‘It was you telling me you’d got your attacker. As soon as I pictured you fighting back, Cobb’s little tableau of being your noble rescuer didn’t resonate quite so strongly. Some of his injuries matched the ones you could have given him. I knew then. It required proof, but meanwhile, he was lying right there, six feet from you, and I suddenly thought, he could come at you again with a pillow or . . .’ She shuddered. ‘Anyway, I couldn’t let that happen. He drugged you, you know. I’m almost certain of it. That evening when you felt very strange . . . It wasn’t your paranoia.’

‘Oh. How?’ Joan asked.

‘Your gin gimlet. It was intended for Pamela. He drugged her the same way on his second try.’

‘Why, ma’am?’

‘Because he didn’t like her. Because he didn’t think he’d get caught. Because he could. He’s under arrest in hospital in Kingstown now. As soon as he’s well enough to fly, Chief Inspector Darbishire will accompany him back to London.’

‘And they’re absolutely sure?’

‘Absolutely. They found some strands of your hair in his cabin, yanked out at the roots. Pamela’s unsent letters were hidden in the lining of his cap. They think he was probably wearing that when the search was undertaken, too.’

‘What did they say?’

‘She mentioned him twice – as an old friend of her brother’s. She said she had a bad feeling about him and she’d put him in his place.’

‘So he was the one . . . His fingerprints were on her diary, ma’am,’ Joan rasped. ‘I thought it might be him then.’

Pamela must have said something cutting to him early in the tour, and he’d removed the diary pages around that day, just in case. Joan could picture him harbouring resentment, wanting to undermine her, without her ever realising what he’d done.

‘You never really trusted him, and he didn’t trust you,’ the Queen said. ‘He was afraid of you. By the end, I think panic had overtaken him.’

No blacks, no Irish, no dogs, Joan reflected. No more Cobb. Good riddance.

Her thoughts turned to Hector, and somehow her daydream about the velvet dress that her aunt Eva would make for her to get married in must have turned into a doze, because by the time she woke up again, the Queen had gone. The room – it was a state bedroom – was dark and quiet. She went back to dreaming about Washington and New York, and walking up Fifth Avenue.
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Chapter 48

Jamaica, Friday, 4 March

‘I still can’t believe it,’ Philip said, as they sat in the back of the car the following afternoon. This time, the convertible was a Rolls-Royce Princess limousine, the only one of its kind, acquired for Her Majety’s use as Queen of Jamaica. ‘Cobb! Of all people! Turns out he was an evil bastard after all. Mind you, I never trusted the man.’

‘No, you didn’t,’ the Queen agreed. ‘Your instinct was spot on.’

Philip nodded. ‘It’s just a knack. People-reading, you know. I knew Pots would get his man in the end. Apparently, Ainsworth beat seven bells out of Cobb first. Good on ’im. Anyway, Joan’ll be back on her feet soon enough. I’m sure you’re pleased. I know how much you rely on her.’

‘Mmm.’

At some point, she would tell him about Joan’s plans, and he would rail against her for not revealing them sooner, but for now, they belonged to Joan and Hector alone. She would have to start looking for a new APS, she realised. Someone with a nose for danger and an ability to see things in a way that none of her other courtiers could. Another woman, perhaps. Why not?



‘Just look at her,’ Mrs Sutherland shouted, leaning over to Derek. ‘Isn’t she beautiful? But doesn’t she look tired?’

They stood among cheering crowds in Kingston, held back by the police, as the convoy of royal cars passed by. Derek was looking out for the red-headed woman who hadn’t identified him in the line-up back in Nassau. He wouldn’t mind talking to her one day about what had been going on there.

Was that why he’d flown back to Jamaica, just to stand among these people in the heat and the crush? Or was he curious to see the other woman – the one all the fuss was about – one more time, before she went home? Either way, it was obvious it was going to take time to persuade his fellow islanders to let go of this symbol of the past that oppressed them and used them. There was real energy in the streets today, and it was ‘God Save the Queen’ energy. He sighed. You can fool a lot of the people a lot of the time.

According to the papers, it had just been confirmed that Pamela Sinclair had ‘accidentally taken an overdose’ of pills after leaving Tobago, and the person who provided them had been ‘suitably disciplined’. What the hell did that mean? There was definitely a lot more to the story than met the eye. But at least it wasn’t ‘Black man kills white woman aboard a ship he never set foot on, somehow’. Be grateful for small mercies, Derek. There was work to do, but he was a patient man.

And Elizabeth II was a patient woman. He wasn’t unaware of the fact that a different queen, a different leader, could have had him thrown into a cell so deep he’d never have seen daylight. Why let the truth get in the way of a good story? She’d taken a different path – more subtle, more self-controlled, but also, harder to oppose.

He smiled to himself. Her Majesty the Queen was a nice lady in a nice hat, and a more formidable adversary than he’d anticipated. As the motorcade swept out of sight, he wished her well.



Back aboard Britannia that evening, Sir Dominic Stonor was surveying his immaculately laundered wardrobe in the private secretary’s suite. In a couple of days it would be packed up, ready for the flight home. Back in London, the charlady who took in his ironing wasn’t a patch on the Yotties who could turn around a dinner shirt in a couple of hours if needed. But home was home.

There was a knock at the door and when he opened it, the Queen stood there, alone.

‘May I come in?’

He ushered her inside and offered her a seat, which she refused.

‘I won’t be long,’ she began. ‘I just wanted to say that you were very helpful on Tuesday, when Pots was working out who killed Pamela.’

‘Not at all, ma’am. One tries to do one’s duty.’

‘You were almost too helpful at times.’

‘Oh, ah.’ He winced. ‘I wasn’t sure how thick to lay it on, ma’am. I’ll be more careful in future.’

‘The thing is, you’re the first man in my private office to work out what I’m really thinking.’

Was this a compliment? He thought it was, but he wasn’t sure.

‘The first man, ma’am,’ he emphasised. ‘Joan’s done it for a while, I gather.’

‘Yes, she has. But nobody knows all the time, not even my husband. I’d like to keep it that way.’

‘Ma’am?’

The Queen searched for the best way to describe it. ‘It’s useful for me to be . . . inscrutable.’

He understood. ‘I’ll endeavour not to scrute too much. And to ensure others don’t, ma’am. What was it Walter Bagehot said? Something about “daylight upon magic”.’

She nodded. ‘“Above all things our royalty is to be reverenced . . . Its mystery is its life. We must not let in daylight upon magic.” I think he had a point, don’t you?’

Dominic agreed. ‘You can trust me, ma’am. I shall keep the curtains closed. Pots is an absolute wonder. That’s all I have to say on the matter.’

She grinned. Her face lit up when she was amused.

‘Thank you, Dominic. And well done on this tour. I’ve watched you learn as we’ve gone along. I look forward to more of it when we get back to London.’

He wasn’t sacked. Whoopee! He might celebrate with a glass of champagne tonight.



Before she went upstairs, the Queen had one more visit to pay. She’d already asked for Pamela Sinclair’s cabin door to be unlocked for her, and she went down to the lower deck and headed towards the stern to reach it. Once there, she stood for a couple of minutes in silent prayer.

It had occurred to her more than once that if Pamela had played the role of unwitting victim that Cobb wanted her to, her murder would never have been discovered. It still annoyed Elizabeth that he was only being accused of manslaughter. (A fact that would be released to the press when the tour was over.) But at least his actions would carry consequences, and Pamela wouldn’t be consigned to history as the ‘druggie’ party girl he’d tried to paint her.

You did the best you could, she thought, addressing whatever spirit lingered in the room. You only asked him for pills because you weren’t thinking straight, because he’d already drugged you. You started to realise what he’d done, and you put the suitcase against your door. If you hadn’t, he might have been able to plant pill bottles on you, and we’d never have really questioned how you died.

Once again, she pictured the young woman who had lain on the bed looking slightly smaller than life-size, with her voluminous hair fanned out on the pillow, and all that life ahead of her that she could no longer lead. All because of a prank, and a man who thought he had power over her, and wanted to prove it.

She sighed. She’d done what she could, and now she had a Commonwealth to run, and a family to return to. And a new assistant private secretary to find.

Life would be very different without Joan’s understated and absolute reliability. The Queen would miss her very much, but, starting with her father, she had grown used to saying goodbye to people she valued. One gritted one’s teeth and got on with it. And somehow it made one appreciate a glorious sunrise, a loyal friend, or a decent gin and tonic even more.

It was time to go upstairs, where the band were getting ready to play on deck one last time.
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Afternotes

If this book seems like an ode to Britannia, and her life at sea, then it is. The royal yacht served only one monarch, and it’s largely thanks to the glamour and sanctuary it provided that Elizabeth II became one of the most well-travelled figures of the twentieth century, circling the globe several times. I feel a bit guilty about making up murder-related intrigue on board, given that the (mostly) men who served on the yacht speak of their time with fierce pride and affection.

My mother first encountered the Queen at a reception aboard Britannia in Hong Kong Harbour in 1986, and I can still remember the thrill with which she told me all about it. Since then, I’ve visited the royal yacht twice in her permanent berth in the docks in Leith, Edinburgh, and when you walk round, you see how unassuming, really, the rooms are. It’s not Versailles, or Buckingham Palace, but more like a small country house at sea, which is exactly how the Queen and Prince Philip wanted it. The first double bed was installed in 1981, for Prince Charles and Princess Diana’s honeymoon. The ‘luxury’ element was the crew, and I hope I’ve brought their unique role to life.

I’ve suggested that The Beatles might have smoked ‘funny substances’ in the loos at Buckingham Palace, on the way to getting their MBEs. According to The Beatles Anthology from 2002, John Lennon recounted the story this way. However, George Harrison later remembered it differently: according to him, they smoked ordinary cigarettes, and John embellished the story for effect. This sounds plausible to me, but how could I resist the original John Lennon version?

Needless to say, I’ve traced Britannia’s journey around the Caribbean islands in 1966 as accurately as I can, but I’ve left out various diplomatic events to make room for solving crime. A royal tour of that length involves a cast of hundreds, and you wouldn’t thank me if my cast of characters was that long, so I extend my apologies to the many people on board and ashore whose roles I haven’t been able to include.

When it comes to local attitudes to the British, sometimes it may seem as if I’ve anachronistically brought modern, post-colonial sensibilities into the past – but everything that’s expressed is something that was said forcefully at the time by local politicians or other commentators. There was mixed feeling about the West Indies’ historical relationship with Britain, based on slavery as it was, and the mood was shifting in the mid-1960s, when the UK’s divisive new immigration policies came into effect. Affection for the Queen, though not universal, remained strong and separate, prompted in part by her visit as a young monarch in 1953. It did not always extend to the rest of her family, as coverage of more recent visits shows.

As always, my research sends me down rabbit holes that could easily become books in themselves. The history of the Sandy Lane hotel in Barbados is one of those. Built by Ronald Tree on the site of an old sugar plantation, it played host to celebrities from Maria Callas and Harry Belafonte to Mick Jagger and Elton John. George Harrison honeymooned here with Patti Boyd. Tree’s daughter, Penelope, made a sensational appearance as a teenager at the infamous Black and White Ball held in New York by Truman Capote, and went on to be a successful model in the 1960s, moving to London, living with David Bailey and travelling the world. She, perhaps better than anyone, encapsulates the mood of cultural dynamism of the mid ’60s that I first wanted to capture when I set out to write this sequel to A Death in Diamonds and The Queen Who Came in from the Cold. 

The model ‘Saturn, just Saturn’ carries echoes of Penelope and two other trendsetting models of the day. The first is Donyale Luna, known as the first black supermodel (another American who moved to London), and the first black woman to appear on the cover of British Vogue in 1966. The second is Twiggy, discovered by Daily Express journalist Deirdre McSharry in 1966, who’s a great raconteur with a few royal stories of her own to tell.

Joan’s aunt’s career as a designer is fictional, but it’s based on the story of another fashion pioneer, Barbara Hulanicki. Starting out as an illustrator, she made fashion accessible and affordable for young women in the ’60s, first through her mail order company and then through Biba, her famous shop on Kensington High Street, which played an iconic part in making Swinging London swing.

I listened to a lot of jazz when I was writing. While the Beatles were revolutionising pop, Miles Davis was taking jazz in a new direction. His 1959 album A Kind of Blue is the soundtrack of the book for me, particularly the first track, So What. It’s what I was listening to in New York, walking the High Line, when the ideas for this book started brewing. The Queen was a knowledgeable jazz fan, as readers of A Death in Diamonds will know. The piano on board Britannia was hard to secure to the floor on rolling seas, and harder to keep in tune. Nevertheless, I know at least one Yottie who duetted with Elizabeth on its keyboard, an experience both nerve-wracking and exhilarating.

The Bank of England ruling in 1957 is real, and eventually it did unintentionally lead to some British dependencies becoming offshore tax havens in the 1970s, as they still are. They include the Cayman Islands, Bermuda, the Bahamas, the British Virgin Islands and St Kitts and Nevis, but not Trinidad and Tobago. What did the Queen privately think about this development? History does not, so far, relate.
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Hello!



Thank you for picking up Death on the Royal Yacht.

This is the sixth book in the series, but like the others, I hope it can be read as a standalone mystery. If it’s your first encounter with the Queen as a sleuth, you should be able to pick up her methods quite easily. 

I’m writing this reader’s letter in the week Elizabeth would have turned 100. The papers and TV schedules are full of articles and documentaries about her life, her influence, and her impact on the century during which she was an iconic figure. There seems to be general agreement that she was important, hardworking, good-natured and driven by a profound sense of public duty, and that we won’t really experience anyone quite like her again. I had this feeling while I was planning and writing the early books in the series, imagining a reader – though it was hard to do so at the time – who hadn’t lived during the reign of Elizabeth II, and didn’t know what it was like.

I know from the many readers who write to me that these books are a chance to remember her (for those of us who do), and to find out a little more about her. I want to emphasise the warmth of her personality, which didn’t always come through in photographs, but which those who knew her attest to, and I like to explore how difficult it was to be her: technically in charge, but not able to do very much, always in the public eye, but naturally a private person.

I also find myself exploring the role of women more generally in each period I write about. The mid-sixties was a time of ‘dollybirds’ and pop stars, where some powerful women were starting to find their feet, but any attempts to be taken as seriously as men were still decades away. The Queen and Joan do the best they can, but it’s the men who take the credit. Personally, I’m grateful to all the men and women in my life who’ve enabled me to follow my heart and write these books.

If you would like to get updates on this and future publications, then visit bit.ly/SJBennett where you can sign up to receive Royal Correspondence about the series in the UK. It only takes a few moments to join, and there are no catches or costs. Bonnier Zaffre will keep your data private and confidential, and it will never be passed on to a third party. We won’t spam you with loads of emails, and you can unsubscribe any time you want.

And if you would like to get involved in a wider conversation about this book, please consider reviewing Death on the Royal Yacht online, or talk about it in real life with friends, family or reader groups. If you’ve already done so, I send you a heartfelt thank you.



With warmest wishes, S. J. Bennett



www.sjbennettbooks.com
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Keep reading for an exclusive extract from the next mystery in the Her Majesty The Queen Investigates series . . .

The Day of the Corgi

Coming October 2027
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TOP SECRET

Not to be declassified before 2067



Author: DCI David Strong, Metropolitan Police



A personal cover note, to be attached to the file.



As history relates, she survived. By the time you read this, she will be history too. In fact, she only had five years left, although if you’d asked me at the time, I’d have told you twenty. She seemed indestructible, and that was the point.



You might wonder why this little story wasn’t released when it happened. However, you’ll also see the lengths she went to in order to ensure that nothing was ever seen to be amiss. There’s a lot you still don’t know, believe me.



There’s a lot more that even I didn’t know. I’m still working out the implications for other cases I was involved in recently, in London. I’m beginning to think she had a part in one or two of those as well. Nothing was said, but even a Metropolitan Police inspector catches on eventually.



It’s time to stop being so mysterious. I’ve pieced together what I can about the summer of 2017. Forgive me if I use a certain level of creative licence. I believe it began like this.
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Prologue

10 July 2017

The ferry back from the island of Porquerolles was packed with holidaymakers enjoying a warm July day on the Côte d’Azur. The Englishman sat in an outdoor seat near the rear of the boat, gazing out at the sea that shimmered under the deepening blue sky of late afternoon.

Since they’d boarded, it was as if a tinny alarm had been going off in his head. By chance, the man on the bench front of him bent down enough to reveal a glimpse of another man who sat facing him further on, in a row beside the exit stairs. Impassive face under a white floppy hat. Tanned, thickset neck above the collar of a beige windcheater. A windcheater that was entirely unnecessary on a hot, sunny day like this.

Was that what the Englishman had subconsciously noticed as they’d boarded the ferry? The man had been behind him then, acting unobtrusively, queueing politely. Or was it the thick neck that had set off the alarm bells? Or the close-cropped, black hair under the hat embroidered with ‘I Heart Jazz’?

He’d seen this man before. The summer air suddenly turned chilly.

Like most of his fellow passengers, the Englishman had been on vacation. His date had been the one to suggest Porquerolles, for the music festival. She used to visit the island as a child, biking around its rural roads and swimming in the crystal waters of its beaches. He wasn’t really into jazz, but for the last twenty-four hours they’d mostly holed up in their hotel anyway. Then, late last night, her agency called: a job had come up, and she’d left by water taxi soon after dawn.

In the Englishman’s view, there were worse places to be abandoned by a lover. This morning, he’d hired a bike and cycled to one of the beaches. The little island was pristine and part-wild, a throwback in time to life a hundred years ago, canopied by a blue sky so intense it was like seeing it from inner space. The air smelled of salt and Aleppo pines, and carried the happy shrieks of children’s laughter.

About four hours ago, he’d gone back to the hotel for a solo lunch of fresh-caught fish, grilled on the bone, and he’d sat on the terrace, idly watching new arrivals walk up through the garden from the creek below, where the visitors were ferried from scattered yachts offshore.

His bottle of rosé was almost finished and he’d been thinking of heading upstairs for a nap, when his attention had been caught by the arrival of a new group. Four holidaymakers in loose linen and straw hats were accompanied by a couple of stocky, muscled guys in black. He observed as one of the men approached the hotel’s formal outdoor restaurant, twenty metres along from his terrace spot.

The restaurant was full to capacity. Nevertheless, the muscle went off to talk to the family at the table with the best view of the creek and gardens, who had just started their dessert. Heads were briefly bowed in conversation. Shortly afterwards, they all stood up and left, and the muscle stood sentinel at the table. As the family passed his twin in black on the way out, a grateful handshake was subtly accompanied by a clip of hundred-euro notes.

The four linen-clad arrivals moved in to sit down and made themselves comfortable. What over-specced superyacht monstrosity had deposited them, he wondered? When you had that much money to spend, you didn’t have to book ahead – you could be spontaneous and let a wad of cash take care of any bumps in the road.

It had taken a minute or two before he’d clocked the identity of the leader of the group. Under a Panama hat, the mop of curling, grey-flecked hair was familiar from a hundred online images. The diamonds on his watch sparkled from twenty metres away against the tanned flesh of his arm. His body was lean and lithe, belying his real age by a good twenty years. According to reports, he planned to live to a hundred and fifty, and ideally beyond.

The Englishman had been studying him for weeks. He knew that, like many of his kind, this man was likely to be somewhere in the Med at this moment, aboard his yacht Iphigénie. It was sheer coincidence that the man had ended up here today.

Taking advantage of his position under a sun umbrella on the terrace, he surveyed the other people in the party. The woman sporting designer jewellery, lips and handbag was also familiar from his research. If the world he studied was a series of webs, here was one of the spiders at the centre. A man with ash-blond hair and rectangular, blue-tinted spectacles remained a mystery, but the fourth member of the group, who obligingly swapped places with the woman so that now he sat side-on, was astonishingly familiar. The jawline, the nose, the shade of red hair . . . Surely not? The squat set of the shoulders; the small, strong hands, raised expressively to make a point . . . Was it?

It was. The Englishman pictured him in a very different setting, bombing down a mountain on a pair of Army skis, glancing back to shout a few lines of Byron as he raced for the bottom.

What was he doing here, with them?

Raising a hand, he had asked for coffee and the bill. He wasn’t worried about being spotted, and anyway, there was no way a man he’d only briefly known would imagine encountering an old colleague, a relatively poor one, in this rarified place. Pretending to take a selfie, he tilted his own hat and angled his phone to capture the party in the background, already starting to compose a report in his head.

What on earth could this confluence of interests mean? The outing could be purely social, but the presence of the woman set his nerves on edge. She hired very specific people for very specific jobs, and was not the party planner her social profile suggested. You didn’t ask for her if you only wanted to blow up balloons. If he was with her and they were with him, then why? What possible interest would they have in common? But what if . . .

Jesus, what if.

He’d originally intended to stay at the hotel for another night, but instead he decided to take the early evening ferry to the Tour Fondue, where he’d parked his rental car. He’d drive to Marseille and catch the first flight in the morning. What he had to say would inevitably lead to follow-up questions and challenging interviews with his bosses in London. Could it wait? Maybe. But he wouldn’t fully relax again until he’d shared his insight with colleagues who could stress-test his hypothesis and, if necessary, do something about it.

Somehow, he didn’t know exactly when, he’d made a mistake.

He had been spotted. He must have been, because the man in the windcheater sitting near the ferry stairs was the bodyguard who’d looked on as his mate slipped the wad of euro notes to the departing family at the restaurant.

The goon’s presence here couldn’t be coincidental, nor the fact that he’d tried to disguise himself last-minute with the jokey hat and a jacket that didn’t fit. It might cover up the black polo shirt he was wearing, but it didn’t hide his distinctive physique. He sat quietly, near the exit, looking out to sea with relaxed unconcern. After all, his quarry wasn’t going anywhere.

The Englishman – whose name was Lundy, though that wasn’t the name he was travelling under – reached into his jacket pocket for his phone. He wanted to send a quick message in case anything went wrong later. But the phone wasn’t there. He felt through all his pockets, and every square inch of his backpack. He’d had it to join the queue to board the ferry, so it had somehow gone missing between then and now.

He suddenly felt very alone.

Lundy strongly fancied his chances against ‘I Heart Jazz’. The goon was a musclebound meathead, and in the kind of fighting Lundy used to specialise in, that was a disadvantage. Besides, good though he was in a scrap, he knew how to avoid them in the first place. He’d be out of the car park and heading for Marseille before ‘I Heart Jazz’ even realised he’d lost him. But it couldn’t have been the goon who took his phone. He’d never got close enough. Someone else was the pickpocket – a very good one, and someone Lundy didn’t recognise. The idea that it was merely a coincidence was nice, but too unlikely.

They were organised. He’d given them hours of warning by choosing to spend the rest of the afternoon in the lazy embrace of Porquerolles. They might be relying on ‘I Heart Jazz’ to take care of business, but if Lundy knew how the man in the diamond-studded watch worked – and he did – then nothing would be left to chance. It was possible that several unidentified, organised strangers might already be getting into position at the port. Lundy had trained enough to take such a threat seriously. He might well be able to counter it, but if not . . .

The bench opposite him contained a family of two exhausted parents and three children who took their full attention. The chances of them including the pickpocket were remote, but they weren’t going to be much help either. Two kissing teenagers were wrapped in each other’s bodies at the end of Lundy’s bench. Beside him, a small, South Asian-looking man in the maroon and yellow clothes of a Buddhist monk was absorbed in a book on his lap. Lundy glanced down at the pages. It seemed to be a prayer book of some sort, written in a script that looked a bit like Sanskrit or Nepali, but with more exaggerated curlicues to the characters. He spoke five languages, three of them fluently, but whatever this was, it wasn’t one of them.

Lundy glanced back out to sea. The mainland was already drawing close. Two things seemed clear: his wild surmise about the group at that restaurant table was closer than he’d given himself credit for; and they were trying to make sure he didn’t get to share it. Of course, he could have already done so, in the comfort of his hotel room earlier, but like a fool, he hadn’t. It had seemed so far-fetched then.

Turning back to his neighbour, he muttered,

‘I wonder if you could do me a favour.’

No response. Lundy repeated himself to no avail. He put his hand on the open book, and the man looked up with a polite smile, tapping his ear and shaking his head.

Oh, bloody hell, the gods were laughing. Of all the people to sit next to, he’d managed to find the one deaf, Buddhist monk on the Cote d’Azur. His neighbour shrugged and smiled with amusement, just as ‘I Heart Jazz’ glanced through the crowded benches, caught the exchange and gave a faint, triumphant smirk.

There was one sliver of light to come from this: at least Lundy’s deaf companion wouldn’t be seen as a threat. Meanwhile, the ferry had reached the polygonal fort that guarded the port at Tour Fondue, and the ferry operator announced their imminent arrival.

Paper. Lundy needed paper. But he was travelling light this weekend. His pockets were empty and his wallet contained only some slick euro notes and a flimsy receipt for the bike hire. He spread that on his knee and started to write a number across it in biro, whose ink flowed intermittently. The paper tore at each attempt.

There was a tap on his elbow. The monk was looking on, intrigued.

‘Esh-cuse moi’ he said, holding out his prayer book like an offering, nodding in encouragement. He tapped the pages. At Lundy’s frowned query, he smiled. ‘Ecrire. Ici. Oui?’

Lundy didn’t argue. In the nearest margin, he wrote a London phone number and added three code words: THRUSH, MAPLE, GREEK. The monk would need those if he was going to be taken seriously. Would he somehow be able to pronounce them in a way the desk officer at the other end would understand? Lundy grinned at the hopelessness of what he was trying to do and the monk grinned back.

Writing his cover name in another margin, Lundy racked his brain for the message itself . . . How to convey what he’d seen at the restaurant, what he’d surmised, how urgent the situation was, if they were following him like this? Would the monk even do what he was about to ask at all? 

The ferry turned into its berth at the terminal, slowing to a stop. The tired family had stood up and were busy gathering up their belongings, briefly obscuring the goon from view. Lundy took the opportunity to turn to his neighbour properly.

‘Call this number,’ he said, in French. ‘Telephone.’ He mimed it. Sudden fear clouded the other man’s eyes as they looked into his. ‘Prononcez ces mots. Say these words.’

He pointed to the code words in the prayerbook margin. The monk frowned at them like a schoolboy, tracing them with his finger.

In two seconds, the busy family would move, the goon would have sight of them again, and this act of writing might condemn the monk to death. How to encapsulate the hugeness of what Lundy needed to say, the urgency of it . . .?

He still had the faulty biro in his hand and scribbled down a name, and a letter. He couldn’t believe he was writing it. If he made it through the next few hours, he’d be saying it himself soon, on a secure line, and it would seem just as strange to him then:

Elizabeth R
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Brit tourist is found dead on French coast



12 July 2017 – A body found floating in the calanques area near Marseille in France has been identified as a British tourist in his thirties. Local police said the unnamed man seemed to have fallen to his death from a nearby cliff while hiking. British diplomats in Marseille said they are trying to contact his family.
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Chapter One

This was going to be a ‘stand up, no coffee’ meeting.

Normally, when the private secretary joined the Queen in her study at Buckingham Palace to talk about her upcoming summer holiday in Scotland, they did so over shortbread, in comfortable chairs, and spent a few minutes casually exchanging news about their various dogs. It was a little treat that Sir Simon Holcroft looked forward to. This morning, they had said goodbye to the King and Queen of Spain, after a rather intense state visit. Everyone needed a bit of a breather, so the timing was excellent.

Today, however, the Queen remained seated firmly at her desk, leaving Sir Simon standing stiffly on the carpet.

‘I forgot to say earlier, Happy Bastille Day, ma’am,’ he offered. ‘Vive la Révolution!’

Usually, she would have grinned. Today she did not.

‘Good afternoon, Simon. I gather there was an altercation about an hour ago.’

The blue-eyed gaze behind her bifocals presaged stormy weather.

‘Ma’am?’

‘Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. When the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions arrived to see me, voices were raised so loudly in the North Corridor that he overheard them from the Marble Hall.’

The private secretary’s office was in the North Wing of the palace, directly under the Queen’s suite of private rooms, where they were now. Normally, Sir Simon’s sanctum was soundproofed from the palace’s main entrance hall by two heavy mahogany doors. With dread, he realised that both of them must have been open.

‘Voices, ma’am?’ He maintained a look of innocent concern.

‘He told me one of them was yours.’

Sir Simon coughed. ‘There was a robust exchange of views,’ he admitted. ‘It’s all resolved now.’

‘Really? Who were you arguing with?’

The Queen herself never raised her voice, unless a corgi was about to bite an ankle, or one of her horses was winning a race, but that look in her eye could turn a man to stone. God, she was ninety-one, and these days she barely scraped five feet in heels, but she could still ramp up the ‘majesty’ in ‘Your Majesty’.

‘I met with Sir Gavin Humphreys, ma’am,’ he admitted. He hadn’t been planning on letting her know that the Director General of MI5 had popped in for a chat. Now he’d have to create a string of half-truths to obfuscate the reason for Sir Gavin’s visit – which was largely what the argument had been about.

‘I see,’ she said, nodding thoughtfully. ‘I feared as much.’

She sighed and, for a moment, she looked tired. Then the storm clouds gathered again behind the spectacles.

‘It was just a routine visit, ma’am,’ he assured her. ‘I apologise that a very brief heated moment spilled out into the corridor. I suppose it might have alarmed the secretaries.’

‘It alarmed me,’ she said. ‘Apparently, Sir Gavin’s parting words to you were something like, “On no account must she get even the slightest inkling of this.”’ That stare. A pause. ‘What, Simon, am I not supposed to have the slightest inkling of?’

Sir Simon gave an inaudible courtier’s sigh, disguised as a helpful smile. ‘If you wouldn’t mind briefly waiting, ma’am. A report is being compiled by MI5. It will make much more sense if you can read it in its entir—’

‘It will be massively watered down by the time it reaches me, as you very well know. Not the slightest inkling, he said. Sir Gavin likes to protect me from anything he thinks might alarm me . . .’ She glanced out of the window, lips pursed, and turned back with a twinkle in her eye. ‘I know, let’s have a little wager.’

‘Ma’am?’

‘I’m going to bet you . . . How much?’ She frowned and reached down for her handbag, searched around in it, and shook her head. ‘Ah, let’s do it in dog biscuits.’ She tapped a large tin of them on her desk. ‘I bet you a dog biscuit to a pound that the bad news concerns the head of the European Information Exchange and the president elect of the Republic of Masovia.’ At Sir Simon’s sharp intake of breath, she went on, ‘They were both targeted by car bombs last month, and the MI6 reports on their attempted murders have been strangely absent from my boxes.’

He rallied. ‘But, ma’am, I really don’t—’

‘Yes or no, Simon? Do I owe you a biscuit, or do you owe me a pound?’

He hung his head. It wasn’t his habit to lie outright to his sovereign. Especially when she was on to something.

‘Well?’

‘I owe you, ma’am.’

She grinned with satisfaction. The Boss always loved to win a bet.

‘Good. We’ll carry on, and at the end you can honestly tell Sir Gavin that you didn’t tell me anything at all. Not in so many words. Second wager.’ She dipped into the tin and placed a biscuit on the desk between them. ‘A highly respected climate scientist went missing in April, and a Belgian central banker was shot in a hunting accident that didn’t look that accidental, while stalking wild boar in May. I bet you a biscuit that there’s an MI6 report about the risk to senior public figures of being targeted by terrorists, and that it’s been passed to MI5 to review for internal threats, and not only did Sir Gavin not want me to see it, he didn’t even want me to know it exists.’

A clock ticked steadily on the mantelpiece. Sir Simon coughed.

‘I couldn’t . . . That is to say . . . Ahem. I owe you two pounds, ma’am.’

The Queen tapped the biscuit.

‘Third wager. The names of the King and Queen of Spain are not included in the report, or dear God, I hope you’d have told me before we ferried my godson and his wife down the Mall in an open-top carriage.’

Sir Simon smiled, encouraged. ‘Three pounds, ma’am. King Felipe and Queen Felizia aren’t mentioned.’

She nodded. ‘Good. Double or quits, Simon. Final wager.’

Pursing her lips again, she lined up six biscuits in a row, like soldiers. Then she raised her face to him.

‘But I am.’

Her blue gaze beamed through her bifocals like a laser. After nearly seven decades on the throne, the Boss was still engaged with every word of the material in her boxes, and yet still Sir Simon regularly underestimated how well she understood the writing between the lines. Oh, she liked to let him believe that he was of some use in guiding and advising her. But really, how much help was he?

‘I can assure you that your name wasn’t mentioned,’ he said tightly. ‘Until yesterday.’

Dammit. He’d practically promised Sir Gavin.

‘I see.’

‘And I can honestly say we’re not certain it’s your name, even now. There’s a distinct possibility—’

‘But that’s why Sir Gavin was here.’

He sagged. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘You owe me six pounds, Simon.’

He took it like a man. ‘I’ll bring it later.’

‘Thank you. No rush. And that MI6 report? The updated version?’

‘I’ll make sure it’s in your boxes tonight.’

The Queen sat back in her chair at last, and threw him a look.

‘I mean, honestly. How were you going to increase my protection without me noticing? I assume you are going to increase it. Or were you just going to leave me to my own devices and hope for the best?’

Sir Simon gave her a chastened grin. ‘That’s partly what we are arguing about this morning, ma’am. I mean . . . discussing energetically. But luckily, state visits are always highly policed, and you’re going to Balmoral at the end of the month anyway, and there’s only one external public engagement between now and then. We could easily give the excuse of a minor illness . . .’

‘You know I won’t do that unless I absolutely have to.’

‘I do, ma’am.’

‘Do you think I absolutely have to?’

‘Erm, no. As you’ll see, the report is very tentative. The evidence is slim. It relies on a single word, with various interpretations . . .’

‘Good.’ The Queen grinned at last and stood up, indicating the comfy sofas at the other end of the room. ‘I’ll call for tea, and we can talk about Balmoral. I’ve had an idea about Rozie, and I’d like to know what you think. Happy Quatorze Juillet, by the way.’
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The morning after a dinner party at Windsor Castle, eighty-nine-year-old Queen Elizabeth is shocked to discover that one of her guests has been found murdered in his room, with a rope around his neck.

When the police begin to suspect her loyal servants, Her Majesty knows they are looking in the wrong place. For the Queen has been living an extraordinary double life ever since her coronation. Away from the public eye, she has a brilliant knack for solving crimes.

With her household's happiness on the line, her secret must not get out. Can the Queen and her trusted secretary Rozie catch the killer, without getting caught themselves?
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Don’t miss the second mystery in the Her Majesty the Queen Investigates series!
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In the wake of a referendum which has divided the nation, the last thing the Queen needs is any additional problems to worry about. But when an oil painting of the Royal Yacht Britannia – first given to the Queen in the 1960s – shows up unexpectedly in a Royal Navy exhibition, she begins to realise that something is up.

When a body is found in the Palace swimming pool, she finds herself once again in the middle of an investigation which has more twists and turns than she could ever have suspected. With her trusted secretary Rozie by her side, the Queen is determined to solve the case. But will she be able to do it before the murderer strikes again?
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Don’t miss the third mystery in the Her Majesty the Queen Investigates series!
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December 2016 – A severed hand is found washed up on a beach next to the Queen's estate at Sandringham.

Elizabeth has become quite accustomed to solving even the most complex of murders. And though she quickly identifies the 70-year-old victim, Edward St Cyr, from his signet ring, the search for his killer is not so straightforward.

St Cyr led an unconventional, often controversial life, making many enemies along the way in the quiet, rural world of North Norfolk, where everyone knows each other's business.

But when a second man is found dead, and a prominent local woman is nearly killed in a hit-and-run, the mystery takes an even darker turn.

With the Christmas break coming to an end, the Queen and her trusted assistant Rozie must race to discover how the pieces of the puzzle fit together. Or the next victim may be found even closer to home.
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Don’t miss the fourth mystery in the Her Majesty the Queen Investigates series!
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1957 – Young Queen Elizabeth II is finding her way in a challenging world as the United Kingdom must adjust to having neither an empire nor a set place in post-war Europe.

As she travels the world to try and build bridges, the Queen is advised by the 'men in moustaches', as Philip calls them – her father's old courtiers, who may or may not have her best interests at heart. One of them is trying to sabotage her: that much she is sure of.

And then two bodies turn up, horribly murdered, in Chelsea, and the Queen finds herself unwillingly used as the alibi for somebody very close to her.

Elizabeth knows she can't face these challenges alone. She needs support from someone clever, discreet and loyal, someone she can trust. Then she meets ex-Bletchley Park code breaker, Joan McGraw, and their investigation into the murders begins in earnest . . .
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Don’t miss the fifth mystery in the Her Majesty the Queen Investigates series!

[image: Advert cover for 'The Queen Who Came in from the Cold' by S.J. Bennett]

It's 1961 and the Queen is planning her state visit to Italy aboard Britannia. But before she goes, an unreliable witness claims to have seen a brutal murder from the royal train. Did it really happen, and could the victim be a missing friend of Princess Margaret's new husband, Tony Armstrong Jones?

The Queen and her assistant private secretary, Joan McGraw, get to work on their second joint investigation, little imagining that this time it will take them all the way to Venice in a tale of spies, lies and Cold War skulduggery.

Available now
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