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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




  ‘GOODBYE, DEAR,’ Mrs Henderson shouted through the car window above the engine noise.




  Her sister-in-law responded with a perfunctory wave and disappeared inside the house before Olive Henderson had time to engage a gear and move off.




  As an energetic, and often unappreciated, doer of good works she was impervious to the reactions of those around her. Once she perceived where her Christian duty lay, it took more than a

  force-ten gale to deflect her from her purpose. She had been a widow for twenty-five years, and the less charitably disposed of her acquaintances had been known to suggest that her husband, seeing

  what was in store for him, had departed hastily to the next world after a mere four years of married life.




  It was a fulfilment of Christian duty that had taken her to visit her widowed sister-in-law in Oxford. The two women had never got on, but Mrs Henderson went regularly twice a year for a four-

  or five-day stay. She regarded her sister-in-law as a spoilt, complaining woman with too much money, and in return was seen as bossy and insensitive, particularly where her sister-in-law’s

  feelings were concerned.




  It was with a feeling of relief, but of duty satisfactorily performed, that she now headed home in her small car. It would be another six months before the occasion had to be repeated.




  Mrs Henderson lived at Mongton-on-Sea where she had a flat on the sixth floor of a block not far from the sea-front. Her neighbours on the same floor were a Mrs Fox, a Mr Welling and a Mr Gray.

  Mr Gray had much the largest flat, with an enclosed sun-terrace which ran its whole length. Mrs Henderson had singled him out as a target for her Christian duty almost as soon as he moved in, which

  had been about two years ago. Recently there had been slight friction with the arrival of his latest live-in housekeeper. Mrs Henderson had made it clear, however, that she brooked no nonsense from

  anyone’s employees. The woman (her name was Janet Berry) was obviously jealous and quite unsuited for the post. She had been hired by Mr Gray’s solicitor, Rosa Epton, and Mrs Henderson

  proposed telling Rosa of her unsuitability at the first opporunity.




  It was around four o’clock when she drove down the slope to the underground garage and parked her car in its usual place. After a quick tidy-up she would go across the landing and invite

  herself in for a cup of tea with Mr Gray. She would tell him about her impossible sister-in-law and satisfy herself that Janet Berry hadn’t been neglecting him while she had been away. Though

  it never occurred to her that Mr Gray didn’t appreciate her visits, she had on occasions found him giving her what she could only describe as secretly amused glances, such as would have

  disconcerted a more sensitive person. It was almost as if he were mocking her for her inability to enter his private world. Not being given to introspection, however, she never bothered to wonder

  about these occasional arcane looks.




  The only sound of life on the sixth floor when the lift decanted her came from Estelle Fox’s flat. Mrs Fox, now in her seventies, had been a not particularly successful professional singer

  who liked to pretend she had been a great diva in her heyday. She was singing an aria from Turandot, which Mrs Henderson had heard all too often through their dividing wall. She was singing

  fortissimo, and the sixth-floor landing rang with sound. Mrs Henderson had on more than one occasion asked if it was necessary to sing so loudly, but to no avail.




  She let herself into her flat and closed the door to shut out the worst of the noise. She soon unpacked her small suitcase, had a good wash, and was ready to go and ring Mr Gray’s bell.

  Mrs Fox was still singing as she recrossed the landing.




  Normally, Janet Berry would open the door immediately, but it now remained firmly closed. Mrs Henderson rang the bell a second time and for longer, but without response. She concluded that the

  housekeeper had slipped out for a few minutes and that Mr Gray, who was slightly deaf anyway, was having a prolonged siesta.




  Lifting the letter-box flap she peered through. All she could see was the deserted kitchen and the half-open door of the housekeeper’s bedroom. There was no sound of life.




  After giving the bell a third ring and still getting no answer, she returned to her own flat. After pondering the situation she decided there was little she could do for the moment except go on

  trying. During the next couple of hours she alternated phone calls with trips across the landing.




  By now she was sure something must be wrong and she must find out what. A first step was to discover whether her neighbours knew anything. With luck Mr Welling might be able to provide a clue.

  That is, if he was in. He owned a number of clubs in the town and was often out from around midday until the small hours of the morning. Mrs Henderson was unsure what went on at his clubs, and

  thought she would probably disapprove if she knew, though she had always found him a courteous neighbour. He had never given her cause for complaint, though she was aware that he sometimes

  entertained young ladies at his flat.




  As she had surmised, however, she got no answer at his door and was left with no alternative but to tackle Mrs Fox. She was certainly at home and still in full voice. Mrs Henderson pressed her

  bell and kept her finger on the button until Isolde broke off her declamation of love to the dead Tristan and came to the door.




  Even if she lacked the voice, she had the figure of a dramatic soprano. She had a massive bosom and long tresses of faded golden hair and, surprisingly in view of her age, a youthful

  peaches-and-cream complexion.




  She now stood before Mrs Henderson in one of her numerous caftans with her tiny slippered feet peeping out beneath the hem.




  ‘I was singing,’ she said unnecessarily. ‘I thought you were away.’




  ‘I came back this afternoon. I’ve been trying to get in touch with Mr Gray, but can’t obtain any answer. Do you know anything? Has he been taken ill?’




  Mrs Fox shook her head vaguely. ‘Not as far as I know.’




  ‘When did you last see him?’




  ‘You know I don’t remember things like that. It was probably some time last week. I’m not on friendly terms with him the way you are. Not since he was so rude to me.’




  ‘What about Mrs Berry?’




  ‘I don’t believe I’ve seen her going in and out, either. She may be away.’




  ‘I’m sure I’d have been told if that were the case. She never mentioned going away when I went in to say goodbye to Mr Gray before I left last Thursday.’




  ‘Then, I can’t help you. She may have had to go off suddenly and arranged for Mr Gray to go into a nursing home for a few days. As a matter of fact, I wasn’t well myself over

  the weekend, and today’s the first day I’ve been singing again. I still have to take great care of my voice, you know. I’m hoping next month to record excerpts from some of my

  most famous roles.’




  Mrs Henderson shot her a suspicious glance, but was met with a distinctly challenging expression.




  ‘So what do you propose to do?’ Mrs Fox now said. ‘About Mr Gray, I mean.’




  ‘If I’ve been unable to get any answer from his flat by tomorrow morning, I shall notify the police.’




  ‘Isn’t that over-reacting?’




  ‘Certainly not,’ Mrs Henderson retorted sharply. ‘He could be lying dead inside.’ She paused. ‘I never did trust that Janet Berry.’




  ‘Surely you’re not suggesting she’s murdered him? That’s too dramatic for words.’




  ‘I’m not suggesting anything of the sort,’ Mrs Henderson said defensively ‘But supposing he’s died naturally and she’s just made off. He always kept a great

  deal of cash in the flat,’ she added as if to clinch the argument.




  ‘I’m sure you’ll do what you think best,’ Mrs Fox remarked with no great conviction.




  ‘It’s a question of one’s duty.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘I’ll find out if the caretaker knows anything and I’ll also try to catch Mr Welling, though I doubt whether he’ll know any more than you do.’




  She turned briskly on her heel, leaving Mrs Fox staring after her with a bemused expression.




  Normally she was always in bed by eleven o’clock, but on this particular evening she sat up, determined to catch Mr Welling when he arrived home. It was shortly after midnight that she

  heard the soft sigh of the lift. She had been sitting with her front door ajar in order to hear any comings and goings.




  Mr Welling was on the point of opening his door when she called out to him.




  ‘I’m so glad I happened to hear you come in, Mr Welling. I’m very worried about Mr Gray. Do you know what’s happened to him? I’ve been trying to get in touch with

  him ever since I arrived home this afternoon, but there’s no reply and I can’t think what can have happened.’




  As she spoke she moved across the landing to join Mr Welling outside his own door. He was a small dapper man in his forties who was always immaculately dressed whether in formal or casual

  attire. On this occasion he was wearing a pearl-grey suit with a pink shirt and a pink and grey striped tie. He seemed neither surprised nor annoyed at being pounced upon by his neighbour.




  ‘I’ve no idea,’ he said after a longish pause, ‘but I’m sure there’s no need to worry.’




  ‘Have you seen his housekeeper at all during the past few days?’




  ‘I can’t say I have. Maybe she’s gone away and—’




  ‘And left Mr Gray to fend for himself?’ Mrs Henderson enquired scathingly.




  ‘I wasn’t going to say that, though in fact I’m sure Mr Gray could well look after himself for a short while.’




  ‘I’m certain something’s happened to him. Anyway, I’d have known if Mrs Berry was going away. I’d offered to go in and sleep at his flat myself if need be. They

  both knew that.’




  ‘But I believe you were away yourself over the weekend. They mightn’t have wanted to mention it in case you felt you should alter your own arrangements.’




  Mrs Henderson pondered the suggestion before dismissing it.




  ‘I can’t believe that for a moment,’ she said.




  ‘I imagine you’ve already spoken to Mrs Fox?’




  ‘Yes. She doesn’t know anything, either.’




  ‘And the caretaker? Have you had a word with him?’




  ‘I’m afraid Mr Bishop was as unhelpful as I’ve always found him. He just said it was none of his business. If you ask me, it’s time we had a new caretaker.’




  Mr Welling smiled in a noncommittal fashion, but made no comment other than to push his door open.




  ‘A new day will doubtless bring fresh light,’ he remarked as he stepped across his threshold.




  ‘If it doesn’t, I shall phone the police first thing in the morning. Somebody’s got to do something. The poor man may be lying there dead.’




  ‘In that event, he’ll be the last person to be worrying.’




  Mrs Henderson ignored the remark and, bidding Arthur Welling a tight-lipped goodnight, returned to her flat.




  Despite her preoccupation with Mr Gray’s fate, she slept soundly. She was fond of telling people that she always slept well because she had a clear conscience, implying that the reverse

  applied to anyone who passed a restless night.




  At half-past seven the next morning she once more crossed the landing to Mr Gray’s door. The paper-boy had already made his round, and a copy of the Daily Telegraph was sticking out

  of the letter-box. If there’d been anyone at home, it would have been removed by now. She knew that Mr Gray woke early and liked to read the paper in bed as soon as it arrived.




  She prised out the newspaper and pushed the letter-flap open to peer inside. The kitchen door looked exactly as it had the previous afternoon, but more significant was the door of Janet

  Berry’s room, which was in precisely the same half-closed position as she had previously noted it. There was neither sound nor scent of life within. It was time to alert the police.




  Back in her own flat, she phoned the police station and when somebody asked her name and how he could help her she said without further preliminary: ‘I want you to send an officer round to

  Southview Court. I’m afraid something’s happened to Mr Gray in the flat opposite mine and I’m very worried.’




  ‘So what is it you want the police to do, madam?’ the voice enquired with well-practised patience.




  ‘Go in and find out what’s happened, of course.’




  ‘We can’t go breaking into people’s homes without good cause.’




  ‘I’ve told you. . .’




  ‘How do you know the gentleman hasn’t been called away?’




  ‘He’d have left me a note. Anyway, I’m quite certain something’s happened. Something to warrant police action. It’s your duty to do something,’ she added

  firmly.




  A heavy sigh came down the line. ‘All right, madam, I’ll get somebody to call round, but I’m not making any promises about forcing an entry into this gentleman’s

  flat.’




  ‘But you’re always breaking into people’s homes,’ Mrs Henderson expostulated. ‘One’s constantly reading about it in the papers. There’s no point in one

  of your officers coming here and staring at Mr Gray’s front door.’




  ‘Someone’ll be round, madam. I take it you’ll be in?’




  ‘I’ll be waiting. Please don’t let there be any delay.’




  Forty minutes later there was a ring at her front door and she hurried to open it.




  ‘Mrs Henderson?’ a fair-haired uniformed sergeant with a clipped military moustache enquired.




  ‘Yes. That’s Mr Gray’s flat across the landing.’ She pointed eagerly over his shoulder, past the young woman police constable who was standing behind him.




  He received the information with a brief nod, but didn’t turn his head. ‘Perhaps we could have a word with you first, Mrs Henderson. Then we’ll decide what to do. I’m

  Sergeant York and this is WPC Hall.’




  Seated in her living room with an attentive audience of two, Mrs Henderson recited the facts, throwing in a few observations about her less than helpful neighbours.




  ‘So you see I have good reason for fearing that something must have happened to Mr Gray,’ she concluded.




  ‘Do you know whether anybody has a key to his flat?’ Sergeant York asked.




  ‘As far as I know only Mr Gray himself and Mrs Berry. I did once ask him if he would like me to have one just in case, but that was before Mrs Berry arrived on the scene.’ Mrs

  Henderson’s tone expressed her feelings on both matters.




  ‘Does he have any relatives you know of?’




  ‘No. He’s a wealthy old man alone in the world. His only visitors were myself and his solicitor from London, a Miss Epton.’




  ‘I see. Well, I think that’s all we need ask you for the moment, Mrs Henderson.’ After a slight pause he added: ‘In the light of what we discover, I may need to question

  you further.’




  ‘I can assure you of my fullest co-operation,’ she said briskly.




  ‘Good! Then, let’s go to Mr Gray’s flat.’




  After carefully examining the door for marks, Sergeant York peered through the letter-box, then sniffed at the air inside.




  ‘Let’s see if we can get in without making too much mess,’ he said, straightening up.




  He fetched a bunch of keys from his pocket, together with a length of narrow plastic. Turning his back on Mrs Henderson, he gave his attention once more to the door.




  ‘Our locks are said to be burglar-proof,’ Mrs Henderson remarked as she tried to see what he was doing.




  ‘There’s no such thing,’ he remarked with a grunt.




  A couple of minutes later there was a sudden click, followed by two more, and he pushed the door open. Mrs Henderson made to follow him in.




  ‘You wait here, madam,’ he said firmly.




  ‘That’s Mr Gray’s bedroom,’ she said, pointing at a closed door at the end of the passage to their right.




  Standing by the front door like an eager but obedient dog awaiting its master’s call, she watched the two officers move methodically from room to room. Mr Gray’s bedroom was the last

  to be reached, and they disappeared inside, pushing the door to behind them. It seemed an age before either of them reappeared, while Mrs Henderson stood chafing outside. Eventually, WPC Hall

  emerged from the room and beckoned to her.




  ‘I’m afraid your friend is dead,’ she said gently. ‘Sergeant York would like you to identify the body.’




  ‘Of course,’ Mrs Henderson said with a gulp as she followed the girl back into the room.




  Sergeant York was standing at the foot of the bed, and they both watched intently as Mrs Henderson peered at the head resting on the pillows.




  She swung round abruptly and, in a tone both indignant and accusing, said: ‘That’s not Mr Gray. I’ve never seen this person before in my life.’




  





  Chapter Two




  ROSA EPTON, junior partner in the firm of Snaith & Epton, solicitors, of west London, decided that she had chosen well over

  her new office carpet. It was steel blue in colour and, though she had had moments of doubt about it, her reservations had now been dispelled. Stephanie, their receptionist, telephonist and general

  Girl Friday, had been right all along about its attractiveness. It made the room seem both lighter and larger.




  It had been Robin, her senior partner, who had suggested that the firm’s profits that year justified the recarpeting of their suite of rooms.




  ‘Let’s tart ourselves up a bit,’ he had said.




  He had chosen burgundy red for his own room, and Stephanie had opted for mid-brown for everywhere else.




  ‘So as not to show the coffee stains,’ Ben, their young clerk, had observed.




  Rosa slowly lifted her gaze from her new carpet and let it roam across the files on her desk. Some were more pressing than others – and more worrisome, too. She was particularly troubled

  by the case involving someone called Philip Tresant, even though it involved only minor theft. The allegation was that Tresant, a pillar of his church and local community, had stolen five pounds

  from the collection-plate at the end of a Sunday-morning service.




  Rosa had not found him an easy client. He was a prickly, repressed man to whom communication didn’t come naturally. Moreover, her subsequent discreet enquiries into his background were

  anything but encouraging. They showed him to be a lifelong kleptomaniac, who had managed to stay out of previous trouble through the loyalty of family and friends, who had been prepared to close

  ranks about him whenever necessary.




  ‘He needs psychiatric treatment,’ his distraught wife had said to Rosa. ‘If he’s convicted, it’ll be the end of our lives,’ she had gone on tearfully.

  ‘The children will have to leave their schools and we could never face the neighbours again.’




  It was clear to Rosa that Jean Tresant believed her husband to be guilty, despite his staunch denials to his solicitor.




  It was later that Rosa learnt he had been a petty pilferer all his life. From other boys’ lockers at school, from clothing left in the tennis club changing room, and from colleagues’

  desks in the office. Cigarettes, small sums of money, almost anything that could be slipped into a pocket.




  It seemed that he had been suspected before of stealing from the collection-plate, but nobody had wished to provoke a scandal. Eventually, however, a fellow-sidesman, one Gerald Provis, had been

  so outraged at seeing him pinch a five-pound note that he had accused him to his face. Philip Tresant had gone very white and had left the vestry without saying a word. Later he was to deny the

  accusation and say that the other man had never liked him and had acted out of malice. Recriminations reached the point where his accuser had said that if nobody else would act, then he would and

  he went to the police.




  It might be thought that enough damage had already been done to both their reputations, but positions became entrenched, with people wringing their hands and being forced to take sides.




  By the time Tresant consulted Rosa, the die was cast and he was awaiting trial in the local magistrates’ court.




  Rosa had never felt she had to like her clients, though it certainly helped when she did. Equally, belief in their innocence was unimportant. In fact it was better not to become emotionally

  involved in their cause.




  From the outset she found Philip Tresant an awkward client, reserved and at the same time priggish. On his very first visit to the office, she had had to go out of the room for a few minutes and

  had returned to find he had obviously disturbed the papers on her desk. It had not been a good start to their relationship, and she had been in two minds about accepting him as a client. But he had

  sensed her hostility and had immediately sought to charm her in his own clumsy way.




  When Rosa had asked him how he had come to consult her, he had replied that he hadn’t wanted a local solicitor and that he had seen Rosa’s name in a west-London paper which

  someone had left on the seat next to his on the Underground.




  Clients arrived at Snaith & Epton’s door in all manner of ways and there was nothing particularly implausible about Philip Tresant’s introduction to the firm. Take old Mr Vernon

  Gray, for example. He had seen Rosa on television and thought she was the only member of a panel of lawyers who spoke sense and had written to her to say so. She still had his letter of a year ago.

  It was the first in what was now a fairly voluminous file.




  

    

      

        Dear Miss Epton,




        I saw you on television last night in the programme ‘Legal Aid’. While your colleagues patronised us with their legal clichés, you were the only person

        on the panel who spoke plain English and showed a human touch. The fellow next to you talked more high-falutin gibberish than all the rest, and I suspect you thought so, too.




        As you will see from my address I live on the south coast and am myself in need of the services of a solicitor at this moment. For various reasons, I prefer not to consult anyone locally

        and hope that you will accept me as a client. I went to the public library this morning and looked you up in a lawyers’ reference-book. I mention that as you may wonder how I know the

        name of your firm and its address.




        May I hope for a favourable reply?




        

          Yours sincerely,


        




        VERNON GRAY




        

          PS As you won’t find me in any reference-book, perhaps I should mention that I am retired and seventy-nine years old. I have been a widower for twenty years.


        


      


    


  




  Rosa pondered this letter on and off for several days, uncertain how to reply. Personal and professional courtesy required her to answer it in some way, if only to thank him for his comments on

  her television appearance, but to turn him away as a client. There was a lack of subtlety about the letter that affronted her. On the other hand, she was intrigued. Had it not been for the

  disarming postscript, however, she might well have told him to look elsewhere for a solicitor, in the belief that he was seeking something rather cosier than legal advice. But if he was a

  seventy-nine-year-old widower, it seemed unlikely that he had merely fallen for her face.




  In the event she waited three days before writing and thanking him for his kind remarks about her appearance, adding that, if he cared to tell her the nature of the legal services he was in need

  of, she would let him know whether they fell within her competence.




  By return came a letter saying that he wanted advice on making a will, having never previously made one, and also that he was being prosecuted for driving without due care and attention after

  colliding with a lamp-post.




  Rosa held firm views about people who didn’t make wills when they had something to leave; also about old men (or women) driving cars when unsafe to do so. Accordingly she wrote and said

  she would be pleased to see him if he cared to phone and make an appointment.




  His reply, however, made her wonder if she had not fallen into a trap.




  

    

      

        Dear Miss Epton,




        I thank you for your letter accepting me as a client. I shall be grateful, however, if you will visit me at my home, as my health precludes a journey to London. I would

        naturally pay for the additional time involved, as well as your travelling expenses. I shall be delighted to give you lunch in a pleasant restaurant just round the corner from here.




        Let me know which day next week would suit you.




        

          Your sincerely,


        




        VERNON GRAY




        

          PS My appearance in the magistrates’ court has been put off for several weeks.


        


      


    


  




  Rosa felt distinctly cross at this turn of events. However, when she showed the letter to her partner, Robin Snaith, he merely laughed and said: ‘A day in Mongton’s no great

  hardship, even if you subsequently decline to act for him. Anyway, he sounds a spirited old boy. It could be a day of adventure. And there’s always lunch.’




  ‘I have no intention of having lunch with him, that’s for sure,’ Rosa said firmly. ‘If I go, I shall arrive after lunch.’




  Which is exactly what she did. She caught a fast train from Victoria just after one o’clock and had a toasted sandwich in the buffet, washed down with British Rail coffee. From the station

  she took a taxi to Southview Court where she arrived at a quarter past two. As she pressed the bell she reflected that she would soon know whether her decision to come had been foolishly

  quixotic.




  The door opened so suddenly that she was taken by surprise, as she hadn’t heard any approaching footsteps. The explanation was soon apparent – a thick carpet and her host’s

  bedroom slippers.




  ‘Come in, Miss Epton,’ he said, standing aside for her to enter. ‘That’s the living room on the right,’ he added, pointing, as he closed the front door behind her.

  He followed her into the room and waved vaguely at a selection of chairs.




  ‘I always sit there,’ he went on, indicating an upright winged armchair.




  Rosa selected a chair and sat down and covertly studied her host for the first time. He was tall and thin with a slight stoop. His face was lined, and he had receding white hair brushed straight

  back from his forehead. His mouth turned down at the corners and gave his face an unyielding, stubborn expression. He didn’t look the sort of person to write fan letters to people he had seen

  on television. At least, not without an ulterior motive.




  She glanced round the room, which was expensively furnished. Venetian blinds were partially lowered, diffusing the late-autumn sunshine.




  ‘I live on my own,’ he said, ‘but I’ve made coffee if you’d like some.’




  ‘No, thank you, I had some on the train.’ She leant forward. ‘Let’s talk about the two matters you mentioned in your letter.’




  ‘Certainly. Which first?’ he asked, giving her a hint of a smile.




  ‘Tell me about the motoring offence.’




  He took some documents from the small table beside him and handed them to her.




  ‘There’s the summons and a couple of letters from the court.’




  Rosa cast a quick expert eye over them. ‘If you’re convicted,’ she said, ‘the court will almost certainly take away your licence until you pass a driving test. Will that

  be a great hardship?’




  ‘Not a bit. I’ve already decided not to drive again. I’m in the process of selling my car.’




  ‘That certainly makes things much easier. Do I take it, therefore, you’re proposing to plead guilty?’




  ‘Whatever you advise, Miss Epton.’




  ‘I can’t advise you until I know the facts. What exactly happened?’




  From his recital of events, it was apparent that he had no defence and that a plea of guilty was inevitable. An unoffending lamp-post had been demolished when his car mounted a central

  reservation and gave it a buffet that left it tilting at an angle of forty-five degrees. Fortunately, nobody had been hurt apart from Mr Gray himself, who suffered some superficial bruising.




  ‘I’ll let the court know that you will be pleading guilty and are not proposing to drive again,’ she said, not a little irked that he had brought her all the way to Mongton on

  such a trivial matter. ‘That, at least, should help to mitigate the penalty. And now the other matter. Are you telling me that you’ve never made a will in your life?’
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