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Headline also employs a small number of the endangered species (men), amongst whom is Martin Fletcher. He is my editor at Headline and has quickly earned my  respect and confidence because he always tells me the truth.
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Tuesday, July 14

As chauffeur and crier for the Honorable Mr Justice Sidney Piggott, judge of the High Court, Ned Frost was no stranger to taedium vitae. It went with the job. Each morning he drove his judge from Baldoyle to the Four Courts in Dublin. Each evening he drove him back again from the Four Courts to Baldoyle. At 11:00 A.M. precisely, and again at 2:00 P.M., wearing a modest black gown and equipped with his master’s tipped staff of office, he led Piggott down the splendid sweep of stone steps from judges’ chambers, across the elegant expanse of Round Hall, and into courtroom number 2,  declaiming as he crossed the threshold, ‘Silence in court. Stand up.’

That was about it. Occasionally he might have to run for a volume of the Law Reports, or even to place a judicial, if injudicious, bet on a classic horse race. Otherwise, for the rest of the day, Frost sat in court, silent and immobile, like a vampire in his coffin, awaiting the evening. His attention was not required. A Walkman or a newspaper would nonetheless be out of the question. Like lackeys in all times and seasons, Frost was paid to emulate the furniture.

It was a day in mid-July, glorious out of doors, hot and airless in Courtroom 2. Legal proceedings, at the best of times, are fairly unexciting, except for those who may gain or lose money or go to jail for protracted periods. On this day, as if to exacerbate the soporific effect of the weather, some gremlin had insinuated into Piggott’s court list a chancery suit of mind-boggling dreariness that showed every sign of outlasting any Irish heatwave.

Counsels’ benches were occupied by unfamiliar practitioners from the Elysian Fields of Equity, strange lantern-jawed gentlemen speaking an exotic dialect of Elizabethan English, Latin, and medieval French. The sultry air was heavy with matters uberrimae fidei, estoppels, and cy-pres  applications. When someone mentioned an extinct tail-male, Frost thought briefly that he had understood something. He was wrong.

Before lunch an instructress with purple hair shooed a herd of bewildered children into the emphatically empty benches for citizenry at the back of the courtroom. One little girl, blessing herself, sketched a genuflection toward Piggott. Frost enjoyed that. The puce-headed pedagogue hissed meanwhile at her charges to be quiet, which they already were, to stop fidgeting, which they had not yet begun, and to pay attention, which no reasonable person possibly could.

The court rose at 1:00 P.M. Piggott ate lunch in Mr Justice Bradshaw’s chambers. Colleagues since student days, they often lunched together.

The afternoon was worse. Mercilessly hot. The court registrar was blatantly asleep; the elderly garda at the door, less obviously so, slept standing up like a horse. Counsel droned on remorselessly about contingent remainders and the great importance of squashing or quashing something or somebody.

Frost tried to avoid looking at the clock on the wall facing the bench. When he did eventually steal a glance, he was astonished to see a face in the public gallery above the clock. He had never seen anyone there before. These  galleries were almost never used, there being sufficient accommodation for the public downstairs. Besides, Frost remembered hearing that they were generally kept locked for security reasons.

The face he now saw was that of a handsome, fair-haired young man, perhaps in his early twenties. Even more surprising, the lad seemed totally absorbed in the turgid court proceedings, leaning forward in his seat as if to catch each word and gesture. When Frost looked up again shortly before the court rose at 4:00 P.M., the young man had vanished.

Back in his chambers, Piggott dismissed his crier with instructions to bring the car round at 6:00 P.M. He was presumably going to spend time looking up law or writing reserved judgments, a routine chore toward the end of term. Frost, who was currently building a caravan in his back garden, escaped gladly to browse around do-it-yourself shops in Capel Street. He was back in good time, agreeably laden with gadgets, brochures, and plenty of new ideas, and Piggott’s blue Mercedes was duly parked in Chancery Place four minutes before the hour.

When Piggott had not appeared by 6:35, Frost headed upstairs to enquire discreetly. The judge’s room was on the first floor, third in a row of five along one side of a spacious  corridor. Opposite each door was a large casement window overlooking the judges’ car park. Piggott’s door was slightly ajar. Frost, as was his practice, knocked lightly and went in.

His Lordship was sitting squarely in his plushly upholstered desk armchair, side face to the door. His head was thrown back as if in hearty laughter, but his eyes wore that mildly vexed look of one who has forgotten something quite important, or even everything. Understandably so, because Sidney Piggott was dead.




Wednesday, July 15

‘Molly, have you ever done an absolutely classic murder case?’

‘I don’t know. What is an absolutely classic murder case?’

‘You know: the duke of wherever found dead in the library, by his faithful footman, of course, Oriental dagger peeping out between the shoulder blades, so on.’

Sergeant Molly Power gazed disapprovingly at Inspector Denis Lennon. ‘Denis, have you been reading comics again?’

‘No comic, Molly, just fact stranger than fiction. Not a duke, a High Court judge. Not in the library, in His  Lordship’s chambers. And not the butler. His Lordship was found by his crier.’

‘His what?’

‘His crier, tipstaff, man Friday. And it was not a knife in the back. That, too, was poetic licence. He was strangled.’

‘Denis, how can you throttle a judge in the middle of the Four Courts?’

‘No better place. Big thick walls, solid mahogany doors, it’s designer-made for throttling judges. The president of the High Court was in his room next door. He heard nothing – that is, until Piggott’s crier came crying to his doorway.’

‘Piggott, is that who was murdered, Judge Sidney Piggott?’

‘Correct. About six o’clock last evening. The president got the police, and even managed to keep the press out of it until the body was moved, about four o’clock this morning. The chief was still here. He went down in person with the state pathologist and half the Technical Bureau. He rang me at midnight and gave us the case.’

‘It wasn’t in the papers.’

‘No, but the media have it now. The chief will keep them happy. Needless to add, with his customary consideration for us underlings, he’ll be promising the nation a hanging by suppertime.’

‘Sidney Piggott. I gave evidence before him a few times. Not a nice man, to be honest.’

‘Oh. Caught you out in a few white lies, did he, or was it pulling people’s hair to get confessions?’

‘Don’t be sexist, Denis. He was a good judge, I think, but not a nice man. I always felt it.’

‘Intuition?’

‘Well, you always know more than you can prove, don’t you?’

‘Perhaps, but our job is to prove what we know. Isn’t that what separates the good cops from the bad ones?’

‘The ones who nail their man, and the ones who don’t?’

‘No. The ones who get the proof, and the ones who fabricate it.’

‘Does that happen?’

‘You must be joking.’

Lennon’s desk telephone rang.

‘Yes, Saunders, thank you. The judge, Piggott, yes. We are on the job. Sergeant Power and I will be going down to the Four Courts shortly to meet the powder-puff boys at the scene, Tweedy and his almighty technicals. No, go out to the judge’s house. The chief has the keys. Took them off the body. Tweedy will scream at that when he hears. Chat up the cook, neighbours, anyone. Give the  house a once-over. I’ll try to get out there by three o’clock. We can bring Tweedy out later, if it seems useful. OK? Thanks. Enjoy. Bye.’

He hung up. ‘Right, Molly. Let’s get down to the jolly old Palais de Justice. We have to meet the juju men. Before that, I want to hear the truth about His late Lordship from Ben Silverman.’

‘Who is Ben Silverman?’

‘Ben Silverman is the Delphic oracle. I’ll tell you in the car.’

 



 



Denis Lennon had met Ben Silverman five years previously when they were both having the dubious pleasure of bypass surgery. They had supported each other on the long haul back to health and strength. Each found the other amusing, honest, and wise. After six months the two men and their wives had become fast friends.

Ben was a barrister with a peculiar but fairly lucrative practice, specialising in a medley of subjects: admiralty, trademarks and patents, copyright, medical negligence, and local government. He had never taken silk, preferring to operate by himself, and he usually declined to be fronted by senior counsel. Old-worldly in many respects, he was nonetheless quite aware of what went on around him. He was also well  liked and respected by colleagues who willingly overlooked a faint aureole of mild eccentricities.

 



 



Lennon had had his ‘temporary’ office in Dublin Castle lower yard for over ten years. Molly, who did the driving, turned left into Dame Street, circled Christ Church Cathedral, and headed down Wine Tavern Street into the heart of Viking Dublin – or what the neo-Vikings have left of it.

They came out onto Merchant’s Quay beside the Franciscan church known to all Dubliners as Adam and Eve’s, which was actually the name of a pub through which papists had to enter during times of persecution to hear clandestine mass in an ecclesiastical speakeasy to the rear.

Across the river grandiloquently styled Anna Livia Plurabelle by Joyce, the Four Courts bares its colonnaded teeth on old Inns Quay. This noble facade is appropriately topped by Moses, the lawgiver, supported by graven images of Justice, Mercy, Wisdom, and Authority. Below a massive green dome lies the great Round Hall, off which, like segments of an orange, open the original four courts of Chancery, King’s Bench, Common Pleas, and Exchequer. These have long since been supplemented by dozens of courtrooms and offices for judges, masters, registrars, and  quasi- and frankly nonjudicial officials of every kind and description.

Out back, nearer to the Bridewell holding prison, stands the Law Library, where, in the odd Irish way of doing things, barristers live, move, and have their being. At the entrance to this most exclusive of clubs, solicitors and others in need of counselling mill around all day calling out the names of barristers they want to consult to a functionary endowed with lungs of bronze who, seated at a high desk, bellows these names ceaselessly to every nook and backwater of the labyrinth. Counsel, it is said, are conditioned to hear only their own names above the pervasive hubbub and babble.

If a bellow produces no result, this Stentor can usually say where any of several dozen prominent counsel might be found: Supreme Court, Number 7, Church Street, Master’s, or, increasingly, Tribunal. If the elusive practitioner is in fact playing truant, the conventional calls are ‘Working at home today,’ which means Lansdowne Road Rugby Ground, ‘Arbitration,’ code for the Curragh racetrack, and ‘European Court,’ if the venue is Longchamps or Parc des Princes.

A mecca of wit, slander, and good conversation, the Law Library is indeed an excellent club. It is also a unique  reservoir of competence, erudition, and culture extending far beyond the already wide parameters of jurisprudence. By inviolable tradition, the youngest and least experienced member of the library may approach the busiest and most eminent silk for advice about a case. The senior is honour bound to drop everything and give full attention to the junior’s great affair. In this way even the poorest litigant with the least experienced counsel can have free access to the best legal brains in the country.

Nobody was picking Ben Silverman’s brains when his name was called that morning. Spotting the inspector at the far end of the library’s main runway, he trumpeted back, ‘A fair cop, Inspector. I’ll come quietly,’ causing several learned friends to raise startled heads from Law Reports or the racing page.

At the door, once apprised of their business, Ben gestured like a latter-day Raleigh casting cloaks over muck for Good Queen Bess. ‘To the watering hole,’ he decreed.

 



 



The Four Courts bar is hidden away in a basement dungeon. There Annie the Great presided, and had done for longer than anyone could remember, svelte in black spangled frock and crimson apron. A blond beehive hairdo, balanced on each side by crystal chandelier earrings, gave Annie the  surreal appearance of a walking Scales of Justice. Thick layers of frescoed make-up had mummified her countenance as definitively as Tutankhamen’s. Like a fine calvados, Annie was sans âge.


The Irish Bar conducts quite a lot of its business in Annie’s bar. Years of overhearing conversations and of coping with the profession in various conditions had made of her a sure-footed go-between. Balancing a tray of gin and tonics, she would trot between the plaintiff’s counsel and attorneys in the tiny outer barroom and the defendant’s team, including insurance moguls, in the still tinier snug behind the counter.

Silverman and his guests arrived in time to witness the closing moments of a settlement.

‘Mr Murphy, Mr Carson says he will give you a hundred and eighty thousand, not a penny more.’

‘A hundred and eighty, Annie. You can’t be serious! Well, you can tell Carson where he can put that.’

There being no need to relay this firm rejoinder, perfectly audible to the Crusader in his crypt beneath St Michan’s Church three blocks away, Annie trots back to the rival camp and whispers, ‘You are getting close, Mr Carson. Another ten should do it.’

‘Another ten, is it? Very well. Tell Murphy to send us in a drink. And ask him does he know that his client is a whore.’


Voice off : ‘Wouldn’t she want to be, Carson, to get money out of the likes of you? Annie, give those insurance buggers strychnine or whatever they are having.’

At this point, Mr Willoughby, the claims manager, on his first visit from London, is struggling to his feet to engage in the quintessentially English activity of taking a stand. Carson pats him on the knee reassuringly.

‘There there, Mr Willoughby, don’t fret yourself at all. Murphy is actually being nice this morning.’

Annie, having settled the case, acknowledged the arrival of the police by crinkling her wrinkles further, to indicate grief. She delivered her invariable encomium for all former customers.

‘Ah, Inspector, poor Judge Piggott. Such a lovely man!’

‘Nonsense, Annie,’ Silverman expostulated, ‘a most unsatisfactory person.’ He led the way into the snug, where suitable drinks were distributed.

‘Well, Ben, tell us about His Lordship.’

‘Sure, Denis, you know all about him. You must have given evidence in thousands of cases with, against, and before him.’

‘Hardly thousands, but a fair number certainly. Still, tell it your way, Ben.’

‘Let us see, then. Sidney Piggott, born about 1930, I should  think. He was two or three years ahead of me at King’s Inns, where he did no work but ate the requisite forty-eight dinners, which was all one needed in those days to get called to the bar. Well, that – and money. All changed now, of course, pink-faced youngsters spouting European law, even in the District Court. Anyhow, Sid was from Sligo, so he went on the northwestern circuit for a while. Those were hard times, postwar, little work, less money, awful hotels. A chap could spend three or four weeks in the depths of winter crawling around Sligo and Donegal, dying of cold, damp, and boiled chicken – can you imagine that, Miss Molly? They boiled it! At the end of it all, he could get back to Dublin with a net surplus of five or six guineas – if even.

‘After a few years Sid settled in Dublin. He eventually built up quite a big criminal practice. There was no money in it then, of course, but as free legal aid developed he began to make a few bob. Also he took sides politically, and that brought him state work, prosecutions. That was before the invention of the director of public prosecutions, the good old days when briefs still went to party true believers. Actually, Sid’s finances have always been a little bit murky. He had no money to start with, and he never earned a fortune at the bar. Most barristers don’t, you know.’

‘Come off it, Ben. You fellows are coining.’

‘There are a few, yes. But don’t heed the green-eyed little scribblers who write in newspapers, Denis. What sticks in their craws, actually, is not our money but our independence. Well, some people upstairs pay dear for that. There are fellows in that library who are deaf and blind, still working in their eighties because they cannot afford to retire. There are chaps up there who don’t eat lunch, who—’

‘Stop, Ben, I cannot bear it,’ Lennon cried. ‘Here, dry your tears. I’ll buy you a drink.’

He did, and Ben resumed his narrative.

‘Sid’s finances, I was saying, are mysterious. He went through thin times. Then he began to make some money. Even then he was often hard up. Of course, he was pretty wild in those days, what with horses, drink, and – saving your presence, young lady – lots of women. His wife left him about ten years ago, just before he went on the bench. Strangely, round about then things seemed to improve for him financially. He also quietened down. I imagine that the party of the incandescent patriots made quietening down a condition of getting on the bench. They are very moral people, you know, Denis.’ Ben closed one eye and pulled a death-mask face.

‘The interesting thing, anyhow,’ he continued, ‘is that Sid seemed to have more money, and for no obvious reason.  Nasty rumours went around at the time, and indeed since, for instance that Sidney had become too friendly with some of his gangster clients, that some of them had cut him in on the action. What about that, Denis, is it likely?’

‘I wonder, Ben. Those chaps give nothing for nothing. So what was Sid doing for them in return, tearing up their parking tickets? It would take more than that.’

‘Perhaps he knew too much,’ Molly said. ‘He may even have been blackmailing somebody. So they took him out.’

‘I doubt it, Molly. Those people do not operate like that. A bullet in the head perhaps, or a friendly push off Dun Laoghaire Pier, but not the old-fashioned garotte, and certainly not in the middle of the Four Courts.’

Lennon rubbed his chin reflectively. ‘Whoever did this job is certainly . . . unusual, the joker in the pack, I should think.’

‘What about Piggott’s marriage?’ Molly asked.

‘Not happy, as I have said. Jenny must be twenty years younger, lovely girl. Sid did not deserve her. She lives out in Killiney, I think, has an arty-crafty shop somewhere on the south side, does well. They had one child, a son. There was some rumpus about him, too. Was it drugs? Hardly drugs. They didn’t get fashionable until later. He ended up in Good-bye.’

‘Dubai?’

‘Yes, one of those Arab places.’

‘What about the judge’s crier?’ Molly asked.

‘Frost? A harmless man. His father tipstaffed before him. Don’t worry. Ignatius Frost’s son is the last man in the world to murder anyone. Upstanding Protestants. That is how Ignatius got the job.’

‘What do you mean?’

Silverman laughed. ‘Back in the 1930s, such jobs were reserved for veterans of the War of Independence. Ignatius Frost hadn’t a hope. Not only had he not played his part in Ireland’s heroic struggle for freedom, he was actually too busy fighting for the king in Flanders when his country needed him to fight that same king.’

‘So?’

‘So he wrote in to whoever makes the appointments saying, “I suppose I have no hope of being employed by the Irish state because I am not a Catholic.”’

‘And?’

‘Panic stations! Appointed by return of post! The young state was very sensitive to accusations of religious bigotry.’

‘They sure got over that one in time,’ Molly commented acidly.

‘Yes and no, young lady, yes and no.’

Annie put her head around the door. ‘Mr Silverman, the chief justice has the place turned upside down looking for you. His man is here.’

‘I am edified,’ said the inspector, ‘if this is the last place he thought of looking.’

Silverman arose, swallowing the remains of his drink hastily. ‘I forgot. The long vacation is upon us. I promised to divulge secrets about flies for catching fish on Lough Corrib. Ready about! I cannot waste time on the likes of you, Denis, when the very Woolsack is calling. Farewell. Keep me posted. Good-bye, Miss Molly, and catch the bad lad!’

‘Or lassie,’ Molly amended Pavlovianly.

Silverman hurried away and was soon followed out of the bar by the officers who, according to police regulations, should not have been there in the first place.

As they left, Mr Willoughby was having his fifth Bailey’s Irish Cream, in the odd belief that this was the way for a chap not to be conspicuous in Ireland. ‘Mr Carson,’ he enthused, not for the first time, ‘this is an excellent settlement, a really splendid settlement. I don’t mind telling you that it has saved my company a considerable sum of money.’

‘I am gratified to hear you say so, Mr Willoughby.’

‘Yes, really splendid. Incidentally, how much will your own fees come to? I mean approximately.’

‘Oh, about fifteen, I imagine.’

‘Fifteen hundred guineas. A very reasonable fee – even if the case was settled and you did not have to fight it. Thank you once again.’

‘Not at all, my dear fellow, not at all. By the way, thousand, Mr Willoughby, fifteen thousand guineas. The same again, Annie. Mr Willoughby is paying.’

 



 



The judge’s room was on the first floor, its generous window overlooking the quay and the river. It was a film-set judge’s chambers: solid hardwood furniture, thick carpets, heavy satin curtains, massive bookcases filled with leather-bound gold-lettered tomes.

Piggott had left no personal stamp on the room, no family photographs or specially chosen pictures, no private papers, golf clubs, or even drinks cupboard. On that last point, to his own surprise and that of others, he had followed the wise practice of many judges who treat the Four Courts as a dry ship.

Des Tweedy of the Technical Bureau was there to meet them. ‘Come in, come in, Denis. We are almost finished.’

Indeed, on their way in they had passed a man and a  woman coming out, dressed in what seemed to be matching white pajamas.

‘We have cleaned things up a bit, as you can imagine. But I’ll be sending you photographs and drawings of how things were when we got to the beano. Body in the chair here, life and soul of the party. Chair sideways to the desk, just as you see it. So the desk was not between the assailant and his victim. Easy access, total surprise, no signs of struggle, instantaneous.’

‘How can strangulation be instantaneous?’ Molly exclaimed.

‘Who said anything about strangulation?’

‘That is what the chief told us,’ Lennon said, weighing in on the side of his sergeant.

‘Jesus Christ, these layman policemen! Wild approximations. How do we ever solve anything? Yes, the judge got it in the neck all right. But he was not strangled. His neck was broken. This is not the same thing at all. A single blow, you see, click, not glug-glug, not strangled. It’s like a good hangman and a bad one. Good ones break the neck, click, instantaneous. Bad ones are stranglers, glug-glug. It takes time. Messy.’

‘Thanks, Des, thanks. We get the idea,’ Lennon interrupted.

‘Something wrong? Are we not enjoying? That is the trouble with you people, no intellectual curiosity. How do you ever solve anything if you don’t ask the hard questions? But very well, I’ll leave the rest to the pathologists. Those boys will spare you nothing, Denis. Perverts, of course, the whole lot of them, necrophiliacs. Ha! Ha!

‘One thing: look at these wheel tracks in the carpet under the judge’s chair. A foot, what, fourteen inches long. I think the beak was sitting down, enjoying life, expecting nothing. Then, wham! One mighty blow launches him into eternity and drives this chair back a foot or more. Strange, though. If the killer was standing, how did he get in such a strong wallop below him, so to speak, and on the right trajectory to propel the chair backward like that? A downward blow would not do it. This was a hefty rising clout. Look for a good golfer, Denis, perhaps. Ha! Ha!’

‘We have taken fingerprints, some hair, fibre, the usual droppings. They won’t add up to anything until you have a suspect to check them against. No easy clues this time, Denis. No Turkish cigarette ends, pawn tickets, chopsticks with tooth marks on. Sorry, chaps, you’ll have to use your heads this time. Sorryo! Oh, but yes, except, I am forgetting, except for this. We missed it last night. I picked it up this morning.’ Tweedy produced a transparent plastic sachet  containing a small circle of gilt metal. ‘An earring, I imagine, such as not normally worn by High Court judges.’

‘Where was it?’

‘On the desk chair with the body, just balancing on the corner of the cushion here at the front. Freshly there. Inevitably, it would have soon slipped down the side of the cushion or onto the floor.’

‘Could it be off one of your chaps or the ambulance fellows?’

‘Hadn’t thought of that! I’ll check. Not one of my lads, anyhow. They are all grown up, serious people, you know. Now if it was one of yours . . . Anyhow, my guess is you have a clue here, maybe your only one. Just look for someone with an empty ear. Ha! Ha!’ Des Tweedy always laughed at his own jokes, out of sympathy, because nobody else did.

‘What about theft? Drawers opened, presses ransacked, so on?’

‘On the contrary. The judge’s wallet was here on the desk with over a hundred euro in it. Not touched. Ditto for his watch, signet ring, even that sexy little tape recorder. Incidentally, he left two completed tapes for his typist, probably reserved judgments that he planned to deliver before the end of term. That is why he stayed back late, I suppose.  There is even a third tape still in the machine. I’ll get the chief registrar to check them all out. He may need them. So there you are, Denis. That’s your lot. Who is the main suspect? Don’t forget the president of the High Court. He lives just next door. Looks to me like a bit of a lad. Ha! Ha!’

‘No suspects yet, Des, except the usual.’

‘The usual, Denis, who is that?’

‘Everyone. Thanks, Des. You have been very helpful. Keep the faith.’

‘I will . . . Which one?’

 



 



Molly drove out through Phoenix Park onto the M50, which brought them to Baldoyle in less than half an hour. The judge’s house stood in its own rather unkempt grounds: one storey at the top of six stone steps, with a basement floor beneath, to which grass banks sloped down. A garda stood at the gate.

Sergeant Saunders was in the kitchen writing up a report. ‘Not much to tell,’ he said. ‘There is a cleaning woman, Mrs Walsh. She comes in twice a week. Barely knew the judge. He left money on the hall table for her. He did his own garden – sketchy by the look of things. Shopped at a supermarket in Sutton mostly. During term he took his main meal in the Four Courts. Other times he cooked for  himself, ate at the Boat Club, or telephoned out for meal delivery. Mrs Walsh ran the two washing machines, clothes and crockery. He let the dishes pile up for three days at a time, wouldn’t even steep them.’

‘I can imagine Mother Walsh on that subject.’

‘Right. He sometimes went to the local in the evening, amiable but not chatty, according to the landlord. Most of the regulars would not have known as much as his name, still less that he was a judge. Nobody knew much about him. Occasionally women around the house, but nothing to get your teeth into, if you know what I mean.’

‘I could not possibly imagine,’ Lennon remarked archly.

‘“Ladies,” Mrs Walsh called them, “no better than they ought to be.”’

‘Ah. Fury of a woman scorned!’

‘Miaow!’ said Molly.

‘There are some personal papers in the study – insurance, bank statements, including an interesting account in Jersey with quite a tidy sum put by – but nothing really personal. No love letters, death threats, blackmail demands. But just look at the house. No photographs, nothing sentimental or nostalgic, is that the word? You would almost think the judge had no family.’

‘Sadly, you would be almost right. An estranged wife  in Killiney, an alienated son in the Gulf, and some country cousins in Sligo, none of whom has shown any indecent haste about getting in touch,’ Lennon said.

‘There was just one little something that might be significant. Perhaps if we could take a look together.’

They went downstairs to the basement study, a comfortable room at the front of the house. The most lived-in area, Saunders suggested. Here were the television, video, and stereo units, a fax and telephone, and a well-stocked drinks cupboard.

Sitting down at the black steel desk, Saunders riffled through papers in a wire basket. ‘The more current stuff,’ he explained. ‘Here is what took my fancy, a receipt for a booking on Irish Ferries from Rosslare to Cherbourg. Sailing date, July twenty-first. That is Tuesday of next week. Two passengers and a Peugeot station wagon. This is made out to Isabelle Roundstone. It must be her car. His is a Merc, isn’t it? So what have we got here? Two lovebirds heading for Euro Disney?’

‘I doubt if Piggott was meant to be one of them,’ Molly said. ‘The courts will still be sitting on July twenty-first, and indeed right till the end of the month.’

Lennon scratched his chin. ‘Who is Madame Roundstone, and why has Piggott got her receipt? See, her address  is on the docket. Temple Bar. Good Lord, she is hardly living there, is she?’

‘No,’ Saunders replied, ‘business. I have got her in the telephone book. Roundstone Antiques in Temple Bar. And there is also a Felix Roundstone in Donnybrook. That might be the residence.’

‘Right,’ said Molly. ‘I remember it now. Roundstone Antiques, Isa and Felix. She wears the trousers. They used to be in Baggott Street when my sister had her flat there. Then they moved to Temple Bar when that got fashionable.’

‘Well, I’m not finished yet,’ Saunders continued. ‘Here is the funny bit. The judge seems to have financed at least half a dozen trips abroad for the Roundstones over the last five years. Sometimes by air and sometimes on the ferry. Sometimes just missus. That’s usually by air. When it is by sea there is always two of them and the station wagon. Mister and missus, I think, not the judge. Felix is mentioned on at least one of those receipts. Here, take a look at this.’

Saunders slid open the bottom left-hand drawer of the desk and took out a plain manila file, which he opened flat on the desk. It contained eight slim sheaves of paper, each held together by a metal paper clip. Each subfile contained a travel receipt or air-ticket counterfoil. These  were usually made out to Isabelle Roundstone, sometimes to Felix. There were also receipts for hotels, meals, and incidental travel expenses. Six journeys had been made to Paris, two to London.

Each dossier was backed by an A4 sheet of paper setting out figures in respect of one particular transaction. These sheets had one-word titles, such as Vouet, Pistols, Chess, Le Nain, Figurines, Gauffier. There followed a cash account in what the investigators quickly established by comparison was the judge’s handwriting. The most impressive of these was for a trip to Paris by Isa alone in April 1995. The money figures were given in pre-euro currency – pounds, whether sterling or Irish was not clear.
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Lennon took the whole file and went to sit near the window, where he stayed for half an hour, making notes  and doing sums, muttering to himself. The others, familiar with this phase in his mental operations, went off to the kitchen and stole coffee.

He came in presently, visibly pleased with himself. ‘Saunders, you are a bloody genius.’

‘Thank you, sir. I agree. But just spell it out for me. What exactly was going on?’

‘Well, Sisley is a painter. I know that much. So is Vouet, I think. Piggott was trading in pictures and in antiques, figurines, old chessmen, that sort of stuff. It is perfectly obvious. The Sisley was his single biggest coup. But if you total the eight trips over the period, he made a net profit of how much?’ He glanced at his notes and muttered. ‘Well, the older ones are in pounds, and the more recent ones in euro. But, approximately, you are looking at something in the region of a quarter million euro. Not so bad for a mere amateur, and all tax free, I don’t doubt. The Roundstones obviously sold the goods for him in London or Paris. He paid them ten per cent commission.

‘The most incredible aspect of the whole performance is the staggering differences between what Piggott paid for his bits and pieces and what he got paid when he sold them. Look at this Sisley thing, for God’s sake. Purchase price 4,500. Net profit fifty-something thousand. Now how  in God’s name did he do that, and so often, and so consistently? I doubt if Piggott had a flair for spotting old masters. I mean, just look around this house, for heaven’s sake. It has about as much artistic feel as the local dole office.’

‘His wife is a bit into that line,’ Molly remarked.

Lennon paused. ‘That is a thought,’ he said, ‘but even if they were in business together – which I doubt, in view of what Ben had to say about their happy marriage – I don’t think that either of them spent their time touring round the country auctions wiping the eyes of the local dealers.’

‘Well, where did he get them?’

‘Where do you think? Stolen!’

‘Denis, for God’s sake. He was a bloody High Court judge. Are you actually saying that Piggott was a thief, that he stole these things?’

‘Not quite, but almost. I think he was a fence. My guess is that he bought from people, or more likely from one chap who had to off-load his stock quickly for whatever he could get. That means someone who has acquired the goods illegally and who can expect a visit from the police in the very near future.’

‘You mean a professional thief or burglar, and one with a record?’

‘Exactly. Somebody who will be routinely checked every time an art robbery job is done.’
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