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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  Almost before Laurence Deegan had left the Old Bailey, newspaper vans carrying the result of the case in their latest edition were hurtling to their delivery points around the

  metropolis.




  ‘Financier Freed’ and ‘City Millionaire Toasts Justice in Champagne’ were two of the headlines devised to titillate the exhausted commuter on his journey home.




  The previous evening a paper had carried an item about Deegan himself, informing its readers that, though only fifty, he had been a Queen’s Counsel for eight years and was widely tipped

  for early appointment as a High Court judge. The piece in question contained a number of inaccurate details about his life, speculated wildly about his earnings at the Bar and, to his considerable

  embarrassment, served the whole gossipy mixture up under the heading ‘Silk In Fashion’ – a reference to the silk gowns worn by Queen’s Counsel.




  Deegan eschewed self-advertisement as conscientiously as most of his professional brethren and had a genuine dislike of personal publicity. But the fact remained that he had recently had a run

  of forensic successes in cases which had attracted the public’s attention and there was little he could do to prevent the sort of piece that had appeared. His clerk, Stanley, and his whole

  family were under a strict injunction not to answer reporters’ questions, but, of course, if some journalist was minded to write something of that nature, a paucity of fact was seldom a

  deterrent.




  ‘That result won’t have done us any harm,’ Stanley said complacently as he gathered up Deegan’s belongings like a well-trained nanny. His robes, his brief, notebooks and

  several volumes of law reports were neatly assembled for taking back to Chambers.




  ‘I imagine not. Though I’m never happy about getting someone off on a technicality.’




  ‘It was one nobody else had spotted. Not even the judge. The prosecution went away with their tails right between their legs.’ In the same self-satisfied tone, Stanley went on,

  ‘I’m glad the judge paid you that compliment. He’s not given to praise, so it was doubly acceptable.’




  Deegan gave his clerk a tolerant smile. He knew Stanley was thinking in terms of the increased fees he would be demanding on his behalf in future, a percentage of which would go into

  Stanley’s own pocket. Small wonder that the senior clerk in a busy set of Chambers could find himself earning considerably more than some of the junior barristers for whom he clerked.




  Stanley had been the tea-boy when Deegan was first called to the Bar and became a member of Chambers in Mulberry Court. They had grown up together in the law and now Laurence Deegan was head of

  Chambers and Stanley one of the doyens of Temple clerks.




  ‘I’ve fixed a consultation in that Official Secrets Act case. The solicitors were on the phone just before I left Chambers to come to court.’




  ‘Oh, lord, I’ve not even opened the brief yet.’




  ‘The consultation’s not until the day after tomorrow.’




  Deegan gave his clerk a wry glance. ‘I suppose I shall have to read it this evening. I was going home to an empty flat anyway. My wife won’t be home until nine, so I might as well

  stay in Chambers and work.’




  Stanley nodded. ‘Yes, the security people were anxious you shouldn’t carry the brief around as it contains classified information. I’ve locked it in your wall safe.’




  ‘I don’t suppose it contains anything that a persevering spy couldn’t discover without breaking the law. The trouble is that secrecy becomes an end in itself in these O.S.A.

  cases. The powers that be become paranoid on the subject.’




  They had almost reached Chambers when Stanley said, ‘You’ll find a new brief from Chalmers & Co. on your desk. It arrived at lunchtime. There’s a bit of urgency about that

  one too, I’m afraid.’ Deegan frowned but his clerk didn’t notice and went on, ‘Perhaps you’d glance at it and then I’ll phone Mr Chalmers tomorrow and fix a

  consultation.’




  ‘I suppose you’ve already promised to do that.’




  ‘I told him we’d do our best.’




  It struck Deegan in his less benign moments that his clerk was overfond of the royal ‘we’, seeing that he was never the one who actually had to do the work. Fortunately, however, he

  had the right constitution for a busy silk’s practice and relished all his success to the full. He had his sights set on a judgeship in due course, though not as imminently as the writer of

  the gossip item had speculated. He thought fifty-four or fifty-five would be about the right age to be appointed. So Fay, his wife, would just have to wait a few more years before becoming Lady

  Deegan.




  ‘He wants you to undertake the defence of Terence Edward-Jones,’ Stanley went on blithely. ‘He’s the young man charged with the murder of his girl-friend. You’ve

  probably seen his name in the papers. He’s the son of Tom Edward-Jones, the property tycoon.’




  ‘I’ve had my fill of millionaires,’ Deegan said in a suddenly acerbic tone.




  ‘Mr Chalmers was very anxious that you should take the brief. It’s a paid defence and he suggested a brief fee of five thousand, with refreshers to match.’ When Deegan

  didn’t respond, the clerk went on in a hopeful voice, ‘I gather it’s by no means an open and shut case and the young man has quite a good run. Mr Chalmers already has a couple of

  medical experts lined up who’ll say that the girl had a heart condition which would have inclined her to sudden death in certain circumstances. It sounds like our old friend vagal inhibition.

  You only have to half-prove that and a jury will reduce murder to manslaughter at the very least. Anyway, if you could take a look at the brief this evening, I’ll call Mr Chalmers in the

  morning.’




  They had arrived back at Chambers and, to Stanley’s mild surprise, Deegan stalked ahead to his room at the end of the corridor without a further word. Normally, he would have poked his

  head round the door of the clerks’ room and exchanged a greeting with whoever was there. There were invariably one or two members of Chambers sorting out their next day’s work with John

  and Mark, Stanley’s two young assistants.




  Stanley stared at the retreating back with a puzzled expression. Something seemed to have suddenly upset his head of Chambers, but he had no idea what. His once variable moods had been less

  apparent in recent times. Indeed, ever since he had taken silk (that often unpredictable step for a barrister) and had abandoned much of the drudge work which had come to him as a member of the

  junior Bar. For him, becoming a Queen’s Counsel had held fewer risks than for many and his practice had developed and expanded without a hiccup. Now, eight years after that event he had the

  legal world at his feet and was probably the most sought-after silk in general practice. Playing his part as a good clerk, Stanley had been careful to secure him as much civil as criminal work in

  order to broaden his experience and equip him for the judgeship which would certainly come his way. Not that Stanley had any wish to hasten that day, for Laurence Deegan’s departure from

  Chambers would affect his pocket more than anyone’s. It had been the same when Sam Hensley, an ex-head of Chambers, had been elevated to the Bench. But Stanley had learnt to be philosophical

  about such departures, reflecting that, even if the sea didn’t exactly contain better fish than ever came out of it, there were still promising ones swimming around in the middle and upper

  reaches of Chambers.




  Meanwhile, he had better try to find out what the trouble was with Deegan. There was doubtless something he could do to help. After all, the role of a barrister’s clerk embraced everything

  from business manager to friend and nursemaid.




  He knocked on the door and went in without waiting for an answer. Deegan was standing with his back to the door, staring out of the window. It was a familiar stance and the view across to the

  river was one that could never grow stale. But on this occasion there was something about the hunch of Deegan’s shoulders that told Stanley he wasn’t just admiring the view.




  ‘Is every thing all right, Mr Deegan?’ he asked in a faintly worried tone.




  For several seconds there was no reply, then in a brittle voice Deegan said, ‘I’ve been thinking, Stanley. I don’t want to do that Official Secrets case.’




  ‘But, Mr Deegan . . .’ Stanley said in a shocked tone. ‘What can I tell the instructing solicitor? The consultation’s fixed . . . I mean . . .’




  ‘I’m sure you’ll be able to cope. After all, you spend your life making excuses for us and smoothing our paths. Nobody’s better at it.’




  ‘But you’ve not even read the brief yet. You said so on our way back from the Bailey.’ He paused, but when Deegan went on gazing out of the window, continued in a tone that

  bore a note of umbrage, ‘May I ask the reason for your sudden decision, sir? I think I’m entitled to know.’




  ‘I don’t care for those cases. I hate all the mumbo-jumbo and secrecy and parts of the trial being held in camera . . . I find the whole set-up distasteful.’




  Stanley stared in disbelief at the silhouetted figure in the window. He thought his ears must be deceiving him. Deegan had never returned a brief once it had been delivered save when he had an

  unavoidable clash of fixtures. But in the Kulka case the date of trial had not even been settled. It would be Stanley’s task to try to negotiate a date convenient to everyone.




  When at length he found his tongue he said, ‘If you really insist, of course I’ll return the brief, but I don’t know what I’m going to tell the solicitor. You’re

  putting me in a most embarrassing situation, Mr Deegan. And you of all people who have the reputation of never letting anyone down! Have you said your last word?’ Stanley waited but the

  figure at the window remained silent. ‘May I make just one request? That you sleep on your decision and we talk about it again tomorrow.’ Stanley turned to go when his eyes alighted on

  the wall safe. He walked over and, unlocking it, removed the brief which had rested there unopened for two weeks while Laurence Deegan’s attention had been occupied with more immediate

  matters. Often briefs had to wait considerably longer than that before he could read them.




  Returning to the desk he placed it in a prominent position next to the equally bulky set of papers that had arrived in the case of the Queen against Terence Edward-Jones.




  ‘I’ve put the brief on your table,’ he said reproachfully. ‘You’ve never not listened to me before, so I’m asking you again to read it before you go home this

  evening. If you’re still of the same mind tomorrow, I won’t argue further but will endeavour to extricate us from what will undoubtedly be a very awkward situation.’




  As he turned to go, Laurence Deegan stepped back from the window and faced his clerk for the first time since he had entered the room. His expression was calm, but he had a strangely detached

  air.




  ‘Don’t think too harshly of me, Stanley. Just accept that I have my reasons.’ He gave his clerk a wistful smile. ‘I don’t want to talk about it any further, but if

  I did, you would be the person I’d consult. I’ll certainly do as you request and read the brief.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘You might let it be known that I don’t wish

  to be disturbed. Before you leave, put an outside line through to my extension. I’ll lock up when I go.’




  He stepped over to his desk and stared down at the brief his clerk had placed there. For several seconds, Stanley hovered with his hand resting on the door knob. He appeared racked by

  indecision, wanting to speak but not knowing what to say. Seldom short of words, he found himself mentally tongue-tied.




  Finally, in an unnaturally stiff tone he said, ‘I’ll wish you good night, sir.’ But he received no reply.




  By seven o’clock everyone had left, the last conference having broken up a few minutes earlier.




  ‘Sorry if I’ve kept you, Stanley,’ Alan Crombie said, standing in the doorway of the clerks’ room. He was dressed for departure and was carrying a brief-case.

  ‘I’m afraid my con went on longer than I expected.’




  ‘You’re not the last. Mr Deegan’s still here.’




  ‘Oh, I’ll go and poke my head round his door and say hello. I’ve not seen him for several days.’




  ‘Better not, Mr Crombie. He particularly said he didn’t wish to be disturbed.’




  Alan Crombie raised a surprised eyebrow, but Stanley declined to meet his gaze.




  ‘I’ll say good night then, Stanley. I’m at Cambridge Crown Court tomorrow, so you won’t see me.’




  ‘Phone in at the end of the day and let me know the state of play, sir.’




  ‘But of course, Stanley. When have I ever not?’




  ‘I know you’re better than most. I almost need to send out search parties for one or two members of Chambers when they’re out of London.’




  ‘Not guilty! In any event my case won’t last long. It’s a plea. But I’ll phone to find out where I am the next day.’




  For several seconds after Alan Crombie’s departure, Stanley stared across the room. Should he make one final attempt to find out the reason for Laurence Deegan’s unusual behaviour?

  Almost two hours had passed since he had left him alone in his room. Two hours during which he might have been on the other side of the moon for the silence that had reigned. And now they were the

  only two people left in Chambers. Might it not be the moment to go and broach him again? But somehow he shrank from the prospect, a hitherto undreamt of possibility in their relationship.




  He rose from his desk and went out into the passage. He could see a light shining beneath Deegan’s door and began to walk slowly toward it. For a couple of seconds, he stood poised to

  knock, but then he returned forlornly to his own room.




  Picking up a phone, he buzzed Deegan’s extension.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘I’m just going, Mr Deegan. Thought I’d better let you know.’




  ‘Thank you, Stanley. Good night.’




  ‘Anything else before I go?’




  ‘Nothing,’ Deegan said and rang off. It was as if he sensed his clerk’s inclination to prolong the conversation and decided to give him no opportunity.




  Stanley had seldom felt so ill at ease as he left Chambers and made his way home. He hoped that everything might be seen differently in the morning and that the evening’s events would

  assume the proportions of a bad dream, which had passed with the new day. But deep down he realised he was hoping for a miracle.




  It was as if the head of Chambers had undergone some sudden mental transformation. One minute he had been on top of the world, the next he had been mysteriously stricken.




  There had to be an explanation. But what was it?












  Chapter Two




  Fay Deegan was surprised to find the flat in darkness when she arrived home shortly after nine o’clock. She wasn’t so much worried as faintly cross that her husband

  wasn’t there to welcome her with a drink. He had known she was going down to Bristol to visit her sister who was in hospital after a serious operation and he might have guessed that she would

  arrive back tired after a trying day.




  They lived in an expensive flat, a stone’s throw from Kensington High Street, into which they had moved after the boys had grown up and left home. Norris, their elder son, was now

  twenty-five and had recently been called to the Bar. He and his wife, Joanna, lived in a tiny flat in the Paddington area. He was not in his father’s Chambers which was a relief to both of

  them. Against his parents’ wishes he had married before he qualified, though their unspoken objection had been to Joanna herself whom neither of them liked.




  Richard, their younger son, had been adopted when he was a baby, after Fay had been told she would never be able to have any further children of her own. He was two years younger than Norris and

  had proved to be not only a much more affectionate son than his brother, but generally easier in every way. He had more than repaid his adoptive parents for everything they had done for him. The

  contrast in behaviour of the two boys was something they still found painful to dwell on.




  As soon as he had left school at the age of eighteen, Richard fulfilled an ambition and joined the Metropolitan Police. He was now a detective constable in the Special Branch at Scotland Yard

  and lived in official accommodation. He had a girl-friend called Sophie whom his parents liked considerably better than their daughter-in-law.




  Fay picked up a letter from the mat inside the front door. It was a bill and she tossed it on to the hall table. Obviously her husband hadn’t come in and gone out again or the letter

  wouldn’t have still been on the mat. She wondered whether he would want anything to eat when he returned. She had had a sandwich on the train and was not hungry. Her appetite was little

  larger than a sparrow’s anyway, her husband was always asserting.




  She rarely took a drink alone and as he was not there to pour her one, she decided to make herself a cup of tea instead.




  Having turned on lights and drawn curtains, she wandered into the living-room with her tea. She had been home twenty minutes and there had been no calls. She had told Laurence which train she

  would be catching, so he must know she would be back by now.




  If he was not going to call her, she had better call him. He was presumably working away in Chambers, totally unaware of the time. She would remind him.




  But his telephone rang without answer. She knew that when he stayed late in Chambers, he had his extension connected to the direct line. Either Stanley had forgotten or Laurence was already on

  his way home. It was also just possible that he had gone to dine on the Bench of his Inn. To his intense pleasure, he had recently been elected a Bencher, which meant eating at the high table in

  the company of judges and other leading members of the profession.




  She had barely sat down when her own phone began to ring. That will be him now, she thought, as she walked across to answer it.




  ‘Mum? I thought I’d call to see if you’d got back safely. Also to find out how Aunt Ruth is.’




  ‘Oh, it’s you, Richard! I thought it must be your father. I got home about half an hour ago. I found Ruth reasonably cheerful and one of the nurses said they were pleased with her

  progress. But oh, how I hate hospital visiting! I always feel it’s I who’ve been through the mangle, not the unfortunate patients.’




  ‘I suspect most healthy people feel that way,’ he said with a laugh. ‘I remember when you used to visit me after I’d had my appendix removed, I always felt you were much

  more in need of the grapes and Lucozade than I was. Mind you, I don’t think Dad was much better, but he’d had more practice at hiding his feelings. You can’t get on at the Bar

  without the ability to simulate. How is Dad, by the way?’




  ‘He isn’t in yet.’




  ‘Probably working late in Chambers.’




  ‘I’ve just tried to call him there, but couldn’t get any reply.’




  ‘He must be on his way home then. By the way, all right to come to supper on Saturday?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘And bring Sophie?’




  ‘Naturally.’




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘You’ve not said anything about yourself, Richard. Is everything going all right?’




  ‘I’d tell you soon enough if it wasn’t. But it happens to be great at the moment.’




  ‘Well, do take care! You’re in a dangerous job dealing with dangerous people.’




  Richard gave a cheerful laugh. ‘Everyone’s job is dangerous these days, Mum. Mine’s no more so than many. One can’t live wrapped in cotton wool.’




  ‘That’s the last thing I’d want you to do,’ she said defensively.




  ‘I know, Mum, I was only joking.’




  ‘Just don’t let familiarity breed contempt.’




  ‘If only the public really knew. Most Special Branch work is utterly hum-drum. Trouble is everyone thinks we spend our time hunting spies and infiltrating terrorist cells.’




  ‘Don’t you do that, too?’




  ‘Only on red letter days. Seriously, Mum, don’t worry about me!’




  Fay Deegan realised there was no profit in pursuing the topic. She knew that what he said about his job was true and, moreover, she wasn’t really the worrying sort.




  ‘Have you seen Norris recently?’ she enquired.




  ‘No. Why?’




  ‘I just wondered. We don’t see much of him either.’




  ‘Joanna makes it rather obvious that she doesn’t like Sophie,’ Richard remarked. ‘But I talk to Norris on the telephone from time to time. Nothing wrong with them, is

  there?’




  ‘No, but I like to think you keep in touch with your brother. It’s easier for you than for us in some ways. If Joanna could have her way, we’d never meet again save on formal

  family occasions. She’s always regarded me as a competitor for Norris’ affections, which is absurd.’




  ‘At least you like Sophie and she likes you.’




  ‘She’s a sweet girl.’ Fay was sensible enough not to add that, nevertheless, she didn’t really regard her as quite good enough for her son.




  ‘I must ring off, Mum. Love to Dad when he comes in and see you on Saturday. About seven o’clock.’




  Fay reckoned that her husband must be home within the next ten minutes. He always drove to Chambers and was one of the lucky ones with a permit to park in the Temple. At this hour of the evening

  when the rush hour was over, he could make the journey comfortably in twelve to fifteen minutes.




  At ten o’clock when he had still not returned, she decided to ring Chambers again. It was just possible that she had misdialled the first time and got connected to the number of someone

  who wasn’t there to answer and point out her mistake.




  On this occasion, she dialled with extra care and let the number ring two dozen times before giving up.




  Where on earth could he be? And why hadn’t he called her? It was most unlike him not to do so. Many husbands were more than casual about letting their wives know when they were held up and

  going to be late, but not Laurence. He was most meticulous and if he couldn’t call himself, he would get Stanley or one of the junior clerks to do so.




  She had hardly sat down when she jumped up again. That was it, she would phone Stanley. He would be aware of her husband’s plans for the evening.




  She reached for her handbag in which she kept her address book. It was ridiculous, but she always had difficulty recalling his surname. For twenty-five years he had been just Stanley. She was

  sure, however, that his last name began with one of the earlier letters of the alphabet. Yes, here it was: Stanley Beresford, 099 3006. She dialled the number and a few seconds later heard

  Stanley’s voice on the line.




  ‘This is Fay Deegan, Stanley. I’m sorry to bother you at home, but I wonder if you know what my husband was doing this evening?’ She gave a small, brittle laugh. ‘I was

  expecting to find him here when I got back an hour ago, but he hasn’t come in and he hasn’t called me.’




  ‘He was staying in Chambers to work, Mrs Deegan. He must still be there.’




  ‘I’ve phoned a couple of times and got no answer. He does have an outside line put through to his room, doesn’t he?’




  ‘Yes. It was the last thing I did before I left. Would you like me to try and get through to him and call you back?’




  ‘Will you do that? I would be grateful. He’ll probably walk through the door as soon as I ring off,’ she added with another short laugh.




  But he didn’t, nor did Stanley have any more luck in raising a response.




  It was not more than three minutes before he called back.




  ‘Is he home yet, Mrs Deegan?’ he asked as soon as Fay answered.




  ‘No. I take it you couldn’t get any reply either?’




  ‘No.’




  Fay found that her mouth had gone suddenly dry. There was something in Stanley’s tone which had sparked off a feeling of panic.




  ‘Did he seem all right when you left Chambers?’ she asked in a voice she scarcely recognised as her own.




  She thought Stanley wasn’t going to answer, but then he said in a careful tone, ‘He did seem unusually preoccupied.’




  ‘What about?’




  ‘I don’t know. He seemed to be worried about one of his cases.’




  ‘Was that all?’ she said with a note of relief.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Did he mention that I was going to be late home?’




  ‘Yes. When I told him there were two briefs requiring rather urgent attention, he said he might as well work late in Chambers as you wouldn’t be home until nine o’clock.

  Incidentally, he had a great triumph at the Old Bailey this afternoon.’




  ‘I read the result in a paper on the train.’ She paused. ‘What do you think we’d better do, Stanley?’




  ‘I’ll go up to Chambers immediately and see if I can find out what’s happened.’




  ‘That is good of you. It’ll certainly set my mind at rest. How long will it take you to get there?’




  ‘I’ll get my son to run me to the Temple in his car. It won’t take more than fifteen minutes at this hour. I’ll call you as soon as I arrive.’




  ‘I’ll be waiting beside the telephone.’




  She now felt sure that her husband must have had a heart attack and was lying dead on the floor of his room. What other explanation could there be? He had never shown any signs of heart trouble

  and was moderate in all his habits, but such were the pressures of work on him that the possibility of being struck down by a coronary must be ever present. Men younger than he had been stricken

  before now.




  She tried to distract herself by performing minor domestic chores, but finally gave up and sat down with the telephone within reach. Glancing at her watch, she tried to visualise Stanley’s

  progress toward the Temple. Half an hour ago she had not been unduly worried, but now panic was seeping through her whole body like floodwater bubbling up relentlessly between floorboards.




  Leaving his son waiting in the car, Stanley ran up the two flights of stairs to Chambers.




  The main door was fitted with an allegedly burglar-proof mortice lock, as well as with a normal Yale lock. When he had departed shortly after seven o’clock that evening, he had merely

  released the catch on the Yale lock.




  Nevertheless he now inserted his key into the mortice lock. If it could be unlocked, that would surely mean Laurence Deegan must have left Chambers; though he didn’t pause to consider why

  that should be any cause for reassurance. But he quickly realised that the tongue of the lock was still in a retracted position and inserting his other key, he opened the door and stepped

  inside.




  The light shining beneath the door of Deegan’s room was unmistakable in the otherwise dark interior of Chambers.




  He, too, was now certain that head of Chambers had been taken seriously ill, if not worse than that. He bounded down the passage and flung open the door.




  The room was empty.




  He stood staring about him, taking in the scene like a photographer indiscriminately clicking his camera at everything in sight. He noticed the two briefs still lying on the desk. Each was

  neatly tied and showed no sign of having been opened, though Stanley could tell they weren’t in the same position he had placed them.




  With a sudden exclamation, he sprang forward. If Deegan had collapsed and fallen out of his chair, his body could be on the floor hidden from view by the desk.




  But a second later he was satisfied that the head of Chambers was nowhere in his room. Nor could he find any written note indicating where he had gone.




  He hurried to the clerks’ room to see if any message had been left on his own desk. But once again he drew blank.




  He was about to call Fay when a small sound came to his ears. It was quite faint and at first he couldn’t make out what it was. Then he realised it was the gentle gurgle of water and came

  from the bathroom with which Chambers had been endowed when reconstructed after the war. It was used mostly by senior members who didn’t have time to go home before an evening engagement.




  His heart missed a beat when he tried the door and found it locked. He banged on it heavily.




  ‘Are you in there, Mr Deegan? Can you hear me?’




  But the only sound was the continuing mild gurgle of water lapping the overflow pipe. He thought he could also detect the quiet flow of water from a tap.




  Dashing downstairs, he shouted to his son who was still in the car.




  ‘I’m afraid something awful has happened, Brian. We’ll have to break open the bathroom door,’ he said breathlessly as his son joined him. Together they raced back

  upstairs.




  ‘Got an axe or a crowbar?’ Brian Beresford enquired after testing the strength of the door.




  ‘There’s an axe on the landing above. It’s part of the fire-fighting equipment.’




  Brian gave a grunt and shot away. A few seconds later, he returned carrying it in a purposeful manner.




  ‘Stand back, Dad,’ he said as he prepared to swing it at the lock.




  There was a sharp splintering of wood, but it required two further blows before the lock yielded and the door flew open. Each let out an involuntary cry of horror at the scene inside. Laurence

  Deegan lay in a bath brimming with pink water. The hot tap was running gently and the water gurgled lazily down the overflow pipe.




  His head was resting against the back of the bath, but lolled to the left as if he had dropped off to sleep. His eyes were shut and his skin the colour of watered milk. On the ledge at the

  further side of the bath lay an open razor, its blade extended.




  ‘Come on, Dad, nothing we can do for him. Better go and phone the police,’ Brian said, as his father stood staring in numbed horror.




  ‘He might still be alive,’ Stanley said in a painful whisper.




  Brian went across and placed a hand on Deegan’s forehead. Then bending further over the bath, he lifted his left hand out of the water and turned it to expose the wrist. There were two

  superficial cuts and a much deeper and more deadly one that had severed the artery. He reached across to examine the other wrist. This bore a single deep slash.




  ‘He’s dead all right. I’ll turn off the tap,’ he said in a practical voice. He was a hospital laboratory technician who had ceased to be squeamish at gruesome sights. As

  he straightened up, the telephone in Deegan’s room began to ring.




  ‘That’ll be Mrs Deegan,’ Stanley said with an effort.




  ‘Better go and answer it, Dad,’ Brian said when his father showed no sign of moving. ‘You’ll have to break it to her sometime.’




  It seemed at first as if Stanley was unable to wrench his gaze away from the piece of Grand Guignol in the bathroom, but eventually he turned and disappeared down the passage.




  When he returned, Brian had half-closed the bathroom door and was standing outside.




  ‘Was it Mrs Deegan?’




  ‘Yes. She wanted to come immediately, but I persuaded her not to. She’s going to call her sons.’ Stanley glanced toward the bathroom with tears starting to fall down his

  cheeks. ‘Poor man, what on earth made him do it? He had everything going his way . . .’




  Brian gave his father a concerned look. He could understand what an appalling shock it had been to him. For the past few years, Laurence Deegan’s career had dominated his working life.

  Everything revolved about him and his name was never long absent from conversation. Stanley was not only proud of his own contribution to a prospering career, but proud, too, of the personal

  relationship which grows up between a barrister and his clerk and which someone had once likened to that between a shepherd and his dog.




  Brian moved toward the door of the clerks’ room. In a brisk tone, he said, ‘Time to call the police, Dad.’












  Chapter Three




  The police, who came within fifteen minutes, were efficient and polite.




  Brian had found some brandy while they awaited their arrival and had poured his father a large measure. He introduced himself to the uniformed inspector and explained what had happened, while

  Stanley sat looking dazed in his chair.




  ‘That the bathroom?’ the inspector enquired, glancing at the splintered door. Followed by a young constable and Brian, he walked across and pushed it open. ‘No question about

  his intention!’ he remarked after a cursory examination of the body in the bath. ‘I’ve sometimes wondered which method I’d choose if I was going to end my life. I know one

  thing: it wouldn’t be this. Whose razor is it? Mr Deegan’s?’




  ‘I’ll ask my father.’




  ‘Don’t worry. We can ask him in a minute. Wonder why he did it? Found a note of any sort? They usually leave one.’




  ‘That’s something else you’ll have to ask my father.’




  The inspector nodded thoughtfully. ‘He was a good after-dinner speaker, Mr Deegan. Came to one of our police functions a few months ago. Very entertaining he was. Told a number of funny

  stories about judges which went down well. Everyone said he was bound to be one himself soon. A judge, I mean.’ He shook himself as if suddenly aware it wasn’t the occasion for social

  reminiscence. ‘We’d better get a doctor along, just to estimate time of death. After that the body can be removed to the mortuary. There’ll have to be a post mortem and the

  coroner will need to be informed.’ He frowned slightly and peered at Brian. ‘I suppose none of this really affects you. You’re only here by chance, so to speak, though I’m

  afraid that won’t save you from giving us a statement and probably being called as a witness at the inquest. Anyway, let’s go and have a word with your father.’
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