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  Chapter One




  Stephen Venner — Monday 29 June 1964




  HE anchored his elbow on the leather-topped desk, holding the office phone steady. His quiet voice betrayed none of the

  violent alarm in his brain.




  “Mr. and Mrs. Annesley. I see, Miss Shepherd. No, that’s perfectly all right. Just give me five minutes, then show them in.”




  He replaced the receiver, his shocked nerve centers clamoring for relief. He glanced automatically at the Field Sports Calendar on the mantel. The date of Annesley’s release from jail was

  ringed with black crayon — 27 June. Ariane had disappeared the night of the 26th.




  He opened the drawer by his knee. The buff envelope with the keys to the Kinnerton Street apartment was still there. It had been returned by a cabdriver on Saturday morning — no covering

  note, no explanation. He had canceled an appointment and rushed around to Kinnerton Street, opened the door with hopeless disbelief. Everything he had given Annesley’s wife over the months

  had been set out on the hall table. A few unopened bottles of scent, some pieces of costume jewelry, a leather handbag still in its original wrappings. The furnished flat had been completely

  cleared of the rest of her belongings.




  He closed the drawer and went to the window. The air outside was pungent with the smell of low tide. Gulls wheeled high in the sunshine. The railed-off patch of grass made a buffer between the

  calm of King’s Bench Walk and the diesel-growl of the Embankment.




  He wiped his hands on his handkerchief, looking round the room. Half-paneled walls lifted to an original Adams ceiling. The volumes of case law and pink-tied briefs belonged to another

  generation. Two tall bookcases enclosed them. He crossed the room, watching the reflection in the mirror advance to meet him. It was gray-haired with solid shoulders well tailored in blue hopsack.

  The face wore the confident smile of the courtroom.




  He turned away, seeing himself as he’d be standing in front of the Disciplinary Committee of the Law Society — middle-aged and vulnerable. The charge would be unanswerable.

  “Conduct unbecoming a solicitor.” He had far too much at stake to let things go that far. The collapse of his law practice would be only part of the disaster. The whole underpinning of

  bluff and pretense that supported his credit would disintegrate overnight.




  He straightened his back as the door opened. Annesley and his wife were strangely alike in appearance. They had the same pale hair and arrogant noses. Only the eyes were completely different.

  The girl’s bulged slightly — with gray, smoky pupils. Annesley’s were the color of cracked flint, and restless. He was wearing a chalk-striped flannel suit and drab suede boots.

  The girl’s blue linen dress was sleeveless. She moved her bare legs in the hesitant saunter of a model making an entrance. Annesley held her elbow, tall and solicitous. He waited till the

  door closed on Venner’s secretary, pulled a chair for his wife and perched on the armrest.




  “You’d better make sure we won’t be disturbed. I don’t think you’d want anyone else to hear what I’m going to say, Venner.”




  Venner put the desk between them. He propped his elbows, studying the younger man’s expression thoughtfully.




  “I already have,” he said quietly.




  Annesley’s hand dropped down on his wife’s shoulder. She leaned idly into the pressure of his palm, smiling up at him. He shifted the caress to the nape of her neck. His voice was

  easy.




  “Good. Then you know why I’m here?”




  The ruler turned endlessly in Venner’s fingers. The combination of the girl’s lies and his own wishful thinking had always made the possibility seem remote. He hedged.




  “Not until you tell me, no.”




  Annesley’s eyes opened very wide. “Come off it! Ariane has been completely frank. She was lonely and you took advantage of the situation. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, old

  boy. A lawyer has no business having an affair with a client’s wife.”




  Venner took a deep breath. The girl gave him look for look. Memory revived the darkened bedroom, her cheek beside his on the pillow. Her face had worn the same faint smile then — his

  interpretation of its meaning had been fatuous. He lifted a warning hand.




  “You’ve had a rough time, Michael. I wouldn’t want to see you land yourself in more trouble. You’d better listen to me. Your mother gave me a certain sum for legal

  expenses. Your appeal happened to cost less than we had anticipated. Mrs. Annesley came here for help and I applied the balance we held to your credit. I have her receipts, Michael, and that will

  be my story. Nothing more, nothing less.”




  Annesley uncrossed his legs and stood up. “I’m sure you have all the right pieces of paper. But it’s not as simple as that. Ariane’s a truthful girl. And she’s

  quite ready to swear that she’s been to bed with you on a number of occasions.”




  “Seventeen.” She might have been remembering a series of parking offenses. “The first time at Rowland Gardens, the rest at Kinnerton Street.”




  Annesley’s shoulder lifted. “You see. If she has to, she’ll admit that to the Law Society. It’ll be an unpleasant experience for her, of course, but she’ll do

  it.”




  Venner’s hand hovered above the office phone. “I think we’ll have witnesses to the rest of this conversation,” he said evenly.




  A couple of days at liberty had put a glow on Annesly’s jail pallor.




  “By all means.” he said. “If that’s what you really want. But I do think you should hear the rest of it first.” He paused with an actor’s sense of timing.




  Venner’s fingers crept back to his lap. Ariane had played to his conceit perfectly. Always grateful and promising more than she gave — a little bewildered by the future. They had

  spent a great deal of time considering the best way of divorcing Annesley. He smiled thinly.




  “You’re forgetting the weakness of your own position, Michael. It wouldn’t be the first time this sort of thing’s been tried on. A chap comes out of prison with a grudge

  against his lawyer, so he makes this sort of accusation. There are ways of dealing with it, of course. I’d rather not use them — if only for your mother’s sake.”




  Annesley teetered, his heels hooked over the brass fender. He dragged his eyebrows together.




  “What a lot of balls you talk, Venner. ‘For your mother’s sake!’ The respectable solicitor with a bleeding heart and hot little hands. Remember what you said to me before

  we went into court — what can’t be proven doesn’t exist in law. I never forgot it. Take a look at these!” He reached inside his jacket pocket and skidded an envelope across

  the desk.




  Venner lifted the ungummed flap. The envelope contained a dozen reproductions of thumb and fingerprints. One reproduced an entire hand. A dated signature was scrawled across the bottom of each

  card. Annesley swept the prints back in their envelope, his manner dry.




  “I thought you’d be impressed by the Belton Detective Agency. If a retired Scotland Yard officer’s word isn’t above suspicion, where the hell would we be? Belton lifted

  these prints yesterday round at Kinnerton Street. They were all over the place — in the kitchen, the lavatory and the bedroom. The palm print came from the side of the bed. He’s willing

  to testify as an expert that these prints all belong to the same person. I’m the one who’ll say that they’re yours.”




  Venner lifted his eyes from his fingers. The younger man’s eyes were as hard as the flint they resembled. He wet his lips cautiously. The office had used the Belton Detective Agency a

  dozen times in the past. His mind leapt inventively. He could give the principal a tale of an unnamed client who was being subjected to blackmail. If the ex-cop had the negatives there was still a

  chance. He made his voice and expression reasonable.




  “I think we’re both sensible enough not to do anything hasty, Michael. I mean something we’d be sorry for afterwards. I’m admitting nothing — but this isn’t

  the time or place to reach a conclusion. As soon as I’ve finished here, I’ll meet you anywhere you like and talk this thing over.”




  The girl’s throat swelled. A swatch of pale hair swung across her eyes. She laughed.




  “For tea! He might even bring his wife, Michael. This scheming bitch with a cash-register instead of a heart. It’s terrible! Do you realize something — as long as poor

  Stephen keeps earning the money she doesn’t care where he spends his nights!”




  Annesley’s curtness stopped her dead. He turned on Venner, his face hostile.




  “You lie about as easily as you breathe, Venner. But you’ve used the oratory on me once too often. I was a mug not to realize why you wanted me to plead guilty. I had to go inside to

  learn why. In fact, I learned all about Venner and Venner. The big show they put up for the hard-core pros while people like me get thrown to the lions. Jail gave me time to think. And I

  used it.”




  Venner did his best with an assumption of defiance.




  “You don’t really suppose I’ll stand for blackmail, do you, Michael? How could I — a man in my position?”




  Annesley’s lips grew thin. “You will, old boy. You’ve overreached yourself this time. I’ve got the negatives of those fingerprints. Not only that, I’ve had

  Belton’s statement notarized. Tell me something — did you ever hear of anyone called Herbert Connolly?”




  Venner tried the name over in his mind without echo.




  “No,” he said cautiously.




  Annesley settled his jacket. “You will. He’s a milkman on the early round. He reached Kinnerton Street just after seven in the morning. He remembers a man coming out of 120 on the

  23rd of June. The chap bought a half-pint of milk from the trolley and drank it there. Fortyish, the milkman said. Well-dressed. ‘Dead respectable, guv’nor — like one of these

  City blokes.’”




  The imitation was well done. It seemed to reach Venner’s thudding eardrums from a great distance.




  “What exactly is it you want, Michael?” he asked.




  Annesley took a few steps, head hanging, hands deep in his trouser pockets.




  “Five thousand pounds!” he said suddenly.




  Venner blinked. “Five thousand . . . you’re both out of your minds. You can’t get away with a thing like this.”




  Annesley’s eyes were ringed like a bird’s and unwinking.




  “Why can’t I? Because prisons are filled with people who’ve tried and made a mess of it? I said I didn’t waste my time, Venner. You ought to know how lawbreakers like to

  talk about their exploits. I listened to anyone who had anything to say about blackmail. The park queers, the real pros with files. They all had the same story, basically. A blackmailer has two

  things to worry about. The anonymity the cops offer to the heroes who’ll prosecute; and killing the laying goose. Neither of these things worries me. Do you know why?”




  Venner ran a finger round the inside of his collar. Mr. X was no refuge. There wasn’t an assize court in the country where this ruse would protect him if he prosecuted. There’d

  always be acquaintances at the solicitors’ bench who’d know the real identity of Mr. X. Barristers — possibly the judge himself. And when it was all over, they’d bring

  Annesley from jail. He would still have to face the pair of them in front of the Disciplinary Committee. Before he started to fight, he had a perverse wish to hear the worst from Annesley.




  “Suppose I tell you to go to hell?” he asked steadily.




  Annesley’s expression changed. He leaned across the desk so that the slightest nuance of his message would register.




  “Then I’ll ruin you. Your name’ll stink so high you won’t even be able to get a job serving writs.”




  Venner lit a cigarette, releasing the smoke in a long dribble. Odd that the decision was being forced on him. In a way he was glad. The old recurring dream was coming close to reality — to

  walk softly away into a completely new existence, oblivious to everything left behind. His plan was as old as the dream and dangerous. But at least it was better than scandal and bankruptcy. The

  first thing to do was to keep this pair thinking of him as a cowed dog jumping through the hoops they held.




  He coughed on the end of a nervous laugh. “And it doesn’t occur to you that I might not have five thousand pounds?”




  The girl’s swift accusation came venomously.




  “No, it doesn’t. You never stopped bragging about the money you had to make to satisfy your wife’s extravagance — the jewelry you’d bought her. And came crawling

  round to me with a twenty-five shilling bottle of scent.”




  Venner looked squarely at her husband.




  “This practice has been going downhill for the last six years, Michael. No matter what you’ve heard or think, that’s a fact. I wouldn’t even be able to pay my staff if it

  weren’t for my wife. Her money bought the house we live in — the car I drive — her jewelry. Everything!”




  “He’s lying, Michael,” the girl insisted. “I know it.”




  Annesley silenced her. “I’ll tell you what I think, Venner. That you’ve got all the instincts of a snake and none of its courage. The point is that I don’t care

  whose money it is — as long as you get it!”




  Venner’s fingers made a canopy under which he stared morosely.




  “Just like that, eh? I go to my wife and ask her for five thousand pounds and get it. You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’d need a reason as valid as

  eating.”




  “You’ve got one,” Annesley said curtly.




  Venner took his hands from his forehead.




  “You mean you’ll really push me that far?”




  “I’ll dance on your grave,” answered Annesley.




  Venner was quiet for a moment. “No, I’m a lawyer,” he said at last. “I’ve seen too much of this. Once you get the taste you’ll be back for more,

  Michael.”




  Annesley’s hand rapped the desk for emphasis. “Listen, anyone who robs the same bank twice is a fool. Not only that, you’re cunning enough to work out some sort of answer as

  time goes on. Before that happens we’ll be in Australia.”




  Venner’s tone was frank. “Time’s exactly what I need if I’m going to produce this money.”




  Annesley turned from the bookcase. The faint sneer on his mouth seemed permanent.




  “Oh really? What lousy little trick’s lurking at the back of your mind — having me picked up on some phony charge? You always did brag about the people you knew at the Yard.

  You’d better remember this — I’ll shout as loud inside as I would out.”




  Venner shook his head. “I’m not that sort of fool. I repeat, I need time.”




  Annesley relinquished the words reluctantly.




  “How much?”




  Venner shrugged with the right degree of uncertainty.




  “How can I answer that, Michael? A month — two. I’ll have to try to find a story that will convince my wife — put it to her in the proper climate of thought. It might

  even be necessary to take her away for a bit.”




  The girl was swinging a bare leg, her mouth sardonic.




  “Touching — a sort of second honeymoon! If you listen to a word he’s saying, Michael, you’re insane.”




  Annesley covered her lips with his hand. “Ssh — you’re talking too much. It’s a pity that your important clients can’t see you now, Venner. I used to lie awake in

  that stinking cell at night wondering when you were going to catch on. It didn’t seem possible that a grown man wouldn’t — even if he was hooked below the navel.

  You’re old, Father William. And you’re not even smart. I’ll give you a month.”




  Venner’s raised eyes held the shaky challenge of a bad poker player bluffing a weak hand.




  “Without either of you coming here or to the house? I’ve got to have that much security, Michael. You can push a desperate man to the same extremes as a brave one!”




  The girl spoke acidly from behind her makeup mirror.




  “You’re neither. You’re nothing but a big whine with varicose veins.”




  He was glad his hands were under the desk. He dug his nails deep in his palms. Annesley grinned cheerfully.




  “The talent for saying the right thing at the wrong time. But I imagine you’re familiar with it by now. Don’t worry. Neither of us will come near you. Where would you take your

  wife?”




  “I don’t know,” Venner said promptly. “Any more than I know what I’ll say to her. Quite possibly nowhere. It depends on circumstances.”




  Annesley loped over to the fireplace. He picked up the calendar, smiling as he saw his release date ringed with crayon. He flipped the pages to the following month.




  “Let’s say the first of August,” he said easily. “I’ll be here at ten o’clock sharp. Don’t worry about cash. I’ll take a check. I’ve drawn

  up a contract. I get five thousand pounds for a valuable consideration.”




  Venner slumped, allowing himself the beginnings of a smile. Amateurs handling high explosives. All he had to do was wait till they blew themselves skyhigh.




  “A contract, Michael. What good can that do?”




  Annesley spoke over his shoulder. “None, maybe. It just makes me feel better. You see, I’ve written this outline of a story that I think has possibilities. It’s about a young

  actor who goes to jail. While he’s inside, his wife is unfaithful with the lawyer who defends him. The story’s the valuable consideration.”




  The girl burst into renewed laughter, wiping her eyes with a handkerchief.




  “I’m sorry, darling, I can’t help it. It’s his expression. He looks exactly the same as he did when the magistrate sentenced you. As though someone just snatched his meal

  from in front of him.”




  Venner scraped his chair back. “I think you’d better go. The walls aren’t that thick. All right — the first of August, Michael. I wish I had as much faith in your side of

  the bargain.”




  Annesley collected his wife’s elbow with gallantry.




  “I’ve heard that people pray for faith. You ought to try it. Don’t get up. We’ll see ourselves out.”




  The girl said goodbye, her face still mocking. Venner made no attempt to hide the sudden hatred he felt for her.




  “If I thought you’d swing for it,” he said suddenly, “I’d be happy to blow my brains out. I just wanted you to know that, Ariane.”




  Annesley opened the door. “What brains?” he asked deliberately and closed the door behind them.




  Venner reached for the pile of outgoing mail. He heard Annesley’s laugh through the open window. He started signing letters, keeping his head bent till their footsteps no longer sounded on

  the pavement. He took the office phone.




  “Ask Mr. Sharp to come in, will you, Miss Shepherd? And tell him to bring the Diary with him.”




  The managing clerk was a spare, rusty-haired man clamped into an old-fashioned starched collar. The faint lines of fuss that served him as eyebrows were bent in a look of permanent anxiety. He

  wore striped trousers and a black jacket and moved his legs quietly as though he were in court.




  “You wanted me, Mr. Venner?”




  Venner nodded. Nothing he said or did must seem out of the ordinary. Sharp’s memory bordered on total recall.




  “What’s the position with regard to Santa Eulalia, Arthur? Can we still get it for a month or six weeks?”




  Sharp’s grin showed the stained teeth of a confirmed pipe smoker.




  “You’ve already got it if you want it. The agents called last week when you were at the County of London Sessions. I could remember thinking at the time that you were impressed with

  the photographs they sent round. So I took an option. Does this mean that you’ve finally made up your mind about your summer holiday, sir?”




  Venner smiled, linking the clerk in understanding. “Mrs. Venner made up our minds. She decided last night that what we both needed was a holiday in Spain. I don’t know what

  she’ll say at the end of it. Do you see my wife on an island without electricity, Arthur? With no maid and scorpions in the bathroom?”




  Sharp worried the question to a cautious answer. “I don’t know about that, sir. I’m thinking about Mrs. Sharp. Last year she chose Margate. We spent eleven days out of fourteen

  on the pier watching the rain come down. Restful, she said it was. I mean — if the idea’s theirs to start with it seems to make a difference, doesn’t it?”




  “I think you’re a philosopher, Arthur,” said Venner. “What does the Diary look like?”




  Sharp turned the pages, loyally refusing the significance of those left blank.




  “It’s easy, Mr. Venner — that’s because they’ve got light calendars at the Sessions and Central Criminal Court. Fletcher’s up at the Guildhall on the twelfth

  but that’s routine. I thought of briefing George Fell. We hardly need anyone stronger at this stage. Fletcher will certainly be committed.”




  Venner explored his instep with the tip of the ruler. The first alarm of the Annesley’s visit was wearing off. His mind was already putting the solution into practice.




  “That seems perfect, Arthur. What it really means is that there’s no reason why I shouldn’t get away at the end of the week. You’d better get onto the agents immediately

  — send them a month’s rent. And while I think of it, get Miss Shepherd to make out a check in favor of the Paragon Insurance Company — a hundred and eighteen pounds. Tell her to

  mark the stub ‘premium.’”




  Sharp glanced up from his penciled notes, his eyes curious.




  “That’s a new policy, isn’t it — Paragon Insurance?”




  “It goes with the holiday, Arthur,” Venner answered lightly. “It’s one of these short-term comprehensive deals. They cover one against loss of baggage, cash — your

  medical expenses and all that sort of thing. And there’s a personal accident clause. I suppose I must be worth something to the firm. Everyone seems to be doing it and the premium is

  deductible.”




  Sharp’s voice was mildly envious. “It’s funny the way a chap hankers after an island, isn’t it, Mr. Venner? It’s always been a dream of mine. Sitting in a boat

  somewhere in the sunshine with a rod. It’d almost be like sliding into someone else’s skin. No worries at all — that’s if you went alone, of course.”




  Venner sneaked a quick look. The other man’s expression was innocent.




  “Your back blisters and you get dysentery,” Venner said shortly. “And you never are alone. I’m going home early, Arthur. The letters are signed. Don’t

  forget the checks.”




  Sharp shook his head. “I won’t. Do I take it you won’t be in for the rest of the week, sir — just so that I know what to say?”




  Venner stood up. “In and out. If anything really important comes up, you can always reach me at home or leave a message.”




  Alone in the afternoon sunlight, he followed the aimless buzzing of a bluetailed fly. Everyone imagined he knew Stephen Venner. The Annesleys — Sharp — Purcell at the bank. And of

  course, Emma. Emma more than anyone. Yet none of their assessments was accurate. He’d assembled the components of his master plan under their very noses — to be used in the nick of time

  like the hero in an old-fashioned melodrama. Now Emma had to be made part of it.




  He walked over to the window and swatted the fly viciously. Emma would move fast enough once she realized that the alternative to his scheme was disaster. He unlocked the cupboard at the end of

  the bookcase. His police permit was five years old but the weapon still wore its original film of grease. He wrapped the .32 automatic in paper and dropped it in his briefcase. He dug deeper into

  the cupboard and carried the papers he found to the desk. He spread the blue proposal form in front of him and studied the operative clause.




   




  Section 2 PERSONAL ACCIDENT (rate ten shillings per thousand pounds.)




   




  

    

      

        

          a. death or loss of one or more limbs and/or one or both eyes.




          b. permanent disablement other than loss of limbs and/or eyes.




          c. temporary disablement (benefit payable for 104 weeks.)




          d. temporary partial disablement (benefit payable for 104 weeks.)


        


      


    


  




   




  He completed the form carefully.




   




  

    

      

        

          1. Proposal’s name in full: Stephen Digby Venner




          2. Address: Heronscourt, Kingston Hill, Kingston, Surrey.




          3. Occupation: Solicitor.




          4. Age: Forty-three.




          5. Names of persons traveling with proposer: Emma Jane Venner.




          6. Period of holiday: 5 July, 1964, to 5 August, 1964.




          7. Details of journey: By plane and train to Los Gatos, Province of Huelva, Spain.


        


      


    


  




   




  

    

      I hereby declare that I and the members of my party are in good health and free from physical defect or infirmity and I know of no good reason why the company should not grant this insurance

      and I agree to accept the company’s policy.


    


  




  Signed: STEPHEN DIGBY VENNER




   




  He buzzed his secretary. “I’m just off, Miss Shepherd. Will you bring in that check for the Paragon people?”




  He sealed the check and proposal form in an office envelope. If he mailed it on his way home, the company’s letter of acceptance ought to be in his possession within the next forty-eight

  hours. A man of his standing would never be refused. The Law List still counted for something. He took his hat and briefcase and left the building by the door that gave directly on to the hallway.

  Steps outside led to a narrow street that twisted away northward. Open doors gapped the fronts of the houses, offering glimpses of hand-carved banisters and uncarpeted stairs. Painted boards and

  brass plates bore the names of barristers and solicitors occupying chambers within. He lifted a hand at a middle-aged man wearing a wig and gown. He must remember to be generous with the cheerful,

  jaunty smile. Every contact he had now could well be an excuse for some bore’s recollections later.




  He dropped the letter to the insurance company into the mail slot with a sense of finality. Every decision he made from here on would be linked to another still more dangerous. And it would go

  on like that till society finally accepted his staged exit. The prospect was oddly exciting.




  Forty minutes later, he swung the Mercedes up Kingston Hill. Another quarter mile and he turned off onto a graveled driveway. Red brick walls enclosed a couple of acres of trees and grass.

  Mauve-splashed creeper covered the long house, rambling round white-painted windows. A bright, polished interior was visible through the open front door. He drove through a gate in the privet hedge

  screening the garage. The married couple who ran Heronscourt lived in the flat above. He edged the Mercedes in beside his wife’s small convertible. He felt the radiator of Emma’s car

  — it was cold. He entered the house, through a hall hung with hunting prints. Every door was wide to the breeze. Raw-silk summer curtains rustled in the drawing room. He locked his briefcase

  in the library safe and stood in the corridor listening. The kitchen radio was on. There was no sign of Emma.




  At the head of the stairs were two self-contained apartments. He opened his own door. It had been a long time since either Emma or he had gone into one another’s rooms uninvited. He kicked

  his clothes in a heap on the dressing-room floor and walked into the bath naked. He braced himself, blowing as the cold needles of water hit his back. He wrapped himself in a thick towel and went

  to the bedroom window. His wife was lying on the terrace directly underneath. She was on her back, her face and head covered with a chiffon scarf. He looked down at her dispassionately. At

  thirty-seven, she was still able to wear a bikini with grace. The planes and angles of her body offered a completely misleading promise of voluptuousness. He put on slacks and a tennis shirt and

  pushed his bare feet into moccasins. The gilt and ormolu clock in the drawing room showed ten minutes past six. He poured himself an outsize martini and padded out to the terrace. Emma started

  violently at the sound of his voice. She rolled over, scattering the creams and suntan lotion at her side. Her muscles unsheathed like an animal’s as she stretched. She lifted herself on an

  elbow, the scarf dropping round her wide, tanned shoulders. Straight beech-colored hair plunged to her neck, the last few inches turning back on themselves. She wore no lipstick and looked at him

  out of hostile, jade eyes.




  “One of these days you’ll start moving round the house like a normal human being instead of one of your burglar clients.”




  He rolled the dryness of the gin on his tongue, wondering exactly how she construed a “normal human being.”




  “Are the Collinses in or out?” he asked.




  She shrugged. “How should I know? I imagine she’s in the annex — and I heard him cutting grass. Is it important?”




  He balanced his glass on the edge of the cane chair. A dozen sycamore trees lined the far side of the lawn, their summer foliage hiding the ugliness of television aerials beyond.




  “You don’t know it, Emma, but today’s a milestone in your life. For the last seventeen years you’ve managed to live extremely uselessly at my expense. All of a sudden,

  unless you start using your head, that’s going to come to a complete standstill.”




  She swung good brown legs from the mattress, testing the warmth of the red tiles with painted toes. She gave him a long hard stare.




  “Tell me something, Stephen — is she presentable or does she need a bath like the rest of them?” The look of assessment hardened into a familiar mask of disgust.




  He shrugged. “Does that sort of remark make you feel superior, or what is it exactly?”




  Her fingers curled round her lighter. The cigarette between her lips bobbed as she spoke.




  “For a lawyer, you’re remarkably unsubtle, Stephen. Don’t you think I know all the signs by now? Every time you find some little tramp with a blond rinse who’ll listen to

  the sad story of your life, you turn up here with the same look on your face. You’re wasting your time — I have absolutely no intention of giving you a divorce — ever.”




  He ran his thumb and forefinger slowly down the crease in his trouser leg.




  “You made that plain a long time ago. I want you to listen to this carefully. A few months ago I defended a man who went to prison. While he was inside, I had an affair with his wife. They

  both came into the office this afternoon, demanding five thousand pounds. If I don’t pay, they threaten to go to the Law Society. There’s no question whether they prove their case, they

  could do it four ways.”




  She came bolt upright on the mattress, her narrowed eyes veiled by cigarette smoke.




  “I don’t believe you,” she decided. “Even you wouldn’t be that big a fool.”




  He spoke sarcastically. “That sounds odd coming from you. I thought that as far as you were concerned there was no limit to my stupidity. They want five thousand pounds by the first of

  August — dear.”




  She shook herself as though the threat were something tangible she could dislodge.




  “Five thousand pounds. Don’t be ridiculous. It doesn’t make sense.”




  “It makes more sense than an appearance in front of the Disciplinary Committee,” he said tartly. “Have you any idea what I’m worth, Emma?”




  She looked at him blankly. “None at all. You’ve never encouraged me to ask.”




  He turned his hands over, staring into the cradle they made.




  “I’m four years behind on my income-tax payments. The bank has had the deeds to King’s Bench Walk since last November. I have exactly four hundred and thirty-seven pounds in my

  account and no hope of an extended overdraft. There’s nothing left to extend it on.”




  Her eyes shaded to the color of rockbound water. “What about the police?”




  His mouth mocked her. “What about them? Why don’t you come with me to Scotland Yard — tell them what a decent fellow I really am, Emma?”




  She looked away. “It wouldn’t have been difficult to have found what you wanted, surely. London is full of lonely women. But naturally you had to choose the wife of a client. Have

  you ever once stopped to consider me in whatever you do, Stephen — just once? But now I’m expected to hold your hand and defend you.”




  “You’re expected to defend yourself,” he corrected. “Or don’t you want to keep all this?” He waved at the stock-scented garden, warm and peaceful in the

  evening sun.




  She took a deep breath. “I’ll keep it, Stephen,” she said uncompromisingly. “You can be sure of that — I’ll keep it.”




  He linked hands behind his neck. “Not unless you’re prepared to do some pretty drastic fighting for it, you won’t. If the Annesleys ever get as far as the Law Society

  we’re sunk — ruined. I’ll tell you what’ll happen the day after I come in front of the Disciplinary Committee, shall I — the bailiffs will move in here. Once I’m

  struck off the List, they’ll be falling over themselves to make me bankrupt, the Internal Revenue people heading the charge. There’s one way or blocking disaster but I need your help

  for it.”




  Her look was sly. “Any time you need my help I’m suspicious, Stephen. I’m by no means as stupid as you seem to think I am. For instance, I wouldn’t dream of selling a

  single piece of jewelry to give to these people. It would be pointless anyway. They’d only be back for more, blackmailers always are.”
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