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  PREFACE




  Before you begin this volume of fourteen short stories, as in the past I would like to acknowledge that several of them are based on true incidents. On the contents page you

  will find these indicated by an asterisk (*).




  In my travels around the globe, always searching for some vignette which might have a life of its own, I came across ‘Death Speaks’, and was so moved by it that I have placed the

  story at the beginning of the book.




  It was originally translated from the Arabic, and despite extensive research, the author remains ‘Anon’, though the tale appeared in Somerset Maugham’s play Sheppey, and

  later as a preface to John O’Hara’s Appointment in Samarra.




  I have rarely come across a better example of the simple art of storytelling. A gift that truly lacks any prejudice, it is bestowed without regard to birth, upbringing or education. You only

  have to consider the contrasting upbringings of Joseph Conrad and Walter Scott, of John Buchan and O. Henry, of H. H. Munro and Hans Christian Andersen, to prove my point.




  In this, my fourth volume of stories, I have attempted two very short examples of the genre: ‘The Letter’ and ‘Love at First Sight’.




  But first, ‘Death Speaks’:




  







  DEATH SPEAKS




  







  THERE WAS a merchant in Bagdad who sent his servant to market to buy provisions and in a little while the servant came back, white and trembling, and

  said, Master, just now when I was in the market-place I was jostled by a woman in the crowd and when I turned I saw it was death that jostled me. She looked at me and made a threatening gesture;

  now, lend me your horse, and I will ride away from this city and avoid my fate. I will go to Samarra and there death will not find me. The merchant lent him his horse, and the servant mounted it,

  and he dug his spurs in its flanks and as fast as the horse could gallop he went. Then the merchant went down to the marketplace and he saw me standing in the crowd and he came to me and said, Why

  did you make a threatening gesture to my servant when you saw him this morning? That was not a threatening gesture, I said, it was only a start of surprise. I was astonished to see him in Bagdad,

  for I had an appointment with him tonight in Samarra.




  







  THE EXPERT WITNESS*




  







  ‘DAMN GOOD DRIVE,’ said Toby, as he watched his opponent’s ball sail through the air. ‘Must be every inch of 230, perhaps even

  250 yards,’ he added, as he held up his hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the sun, and continued to watch the ball bouncing down the middle of the fairway.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Harry.




  ‘What did you have for breakfast this morning, Harry?’ Toby asked when the ball finally came to a halt.




  ‘A row with my wife,’ came back his opponent’s immediate reply. ‘She wanted me to go shopping with her this morning.’




  ‘I’d be tempted to get married if I thought it would improve my golf that much,’ said Toby as he addressed his ball. ‘Damn,’ he added a moment later, as he watched

  his feeble effort squirt towards the heavy rough no more than a hundred yards from where he stood.




  Toby’s game did not improve on the back nine, and when they headed for the clubhouse just before lunch, he warned his opponent, ‘I shall have to take my revenge in court next

  week.’




  ‘I do hope not,’ said Harry, with a laugh.




  ‘Why’s that?’ asked Toby as they entered the clubhouse.




  ‘Because I’m appearing as an expert witness on your side,’ Harry replied as they sat down for lunch.




  ‘Funny,’ Toby said. ‘I could have sworn you were against me.’




  Sir Toby Gray QC and Professor Harry Bamford were not always on the same side when they met up in court.
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  ‘All manner of persons who have anything to do before My Lords the Queen’s Justices draw near and give your attendance.’ The Leeds Crown Court was now sitting.

  Mr Justice Fenton presided.




  Sir Toby eyed the elderly judge. A decent and fair man, he considered, though his summings-up could be a trifle long-winded. Mr Justice Fenton nodded down from the bench.




  Sir Toby rose from his place to open the defence case. ‘May it please Your Lordship, members of the jury, I am aware of the great responsibility that rests on my shoulders. To defend a man

  charged with murder can never be easy. It is made even more difficult when the victim is his wife, to whom he had been happily married for over twenty years. This the Crown has accepted, indeed

  formally admitted.




  ‘My task is not made any easier, m’lud,’ continued Sir Toby, ‘when all the circumstantial evidence, so adroitly presented by my learned friend Mr Rodgers in his opening

  speech yesterday, would on the face of it make the defendant appear guilty. However,’ said Sir Toby, grasping the tapes of his black silk gown and turning to face the jury, ‘I intend to

  call a witness whose reputation is beyond reproach. I am confident that he will leave you, members of the jury, with little choice but to return a verdict of not guilty. I call Professor Harold

  Bamford.’




  A smartly dressed man, wearing a blue double-breasted suit, white shirt and a Yorkshire County Cricket Club tie, entered the courtroom and took his place in the witness box. He was presented

  with a copy of the New Testament, and read the oath with a confidence that would have left no member of the jury in any doubt that this wasn’t his first appearance at a murder trial.




  Sir Toby adjusted his gown as he stared across the courtroom at his golfing partner.




  ‘Professor Bamford,’ he said, as if he had never set eyes on the man before, ‘in order to establish your expertise, it will be necessary to ask you some preliminary questions

  that may well embarrass you. But it is of overriding importance that I am able to show the jury the relevance of your qualifications as they affect this particular case.’




  Harry nodded sternly.




  ‘You were, Professor Bamford, educated at Leeds Grammar School,’ said Sir Toby, glancing at the all-Yorkshire jury, ‘from where you won an open scholarship to Magdalen College,

  Oxford, to read Law.’




  Harry nodded again, and said, ‘That is correct,’ as Toby glanced back down at his brief – an unnecessary gesture, as he had often been over this routine with Harry before.




  ‘But you did not take up that offer,’ continued Sir Toby, ‘preferring to spend your undergraduate days here in Leeds. Is that also correct?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Harry. This time the jury nodded along with him. Nothing more loyal or more proud than a Yorkshireman when it comes to things Yorkshire, thought Sir Toby with

  satisfaction.




  ‘When you graduated from Leeds University, can you confirm for the record that you were awarded a first-class honours degree?’




  ‘I was.’




  ‘And were you then offered a place at Harvard University to study for a masters degree and thereafter for a doctorate?’




  Harry bowed slightly and confirmed that he was. He wanted to say, ‘Get on with it, Toby,’ but he knew his old sparring partner was going to milk the next few moments for all they

  were worth.




  ‘And for your Ph.D. thesis, did you choose the subject of handguns in relation to murder cases?’




  ‘That is correct, Sir Toby.’




  ‘Is it also true,’ continued the distinguished QC, ‘that when your thesis was presented to the examining board, it created such interest that it was published by the Harvard

  University Press, and is now prescribed reading for anyone specialising in forensic science?’




  ‘It’s kind of you to say so,’ said Harry, giving Toby the cue for his next line.




  ‘But I didn’t say so,’ said Sir Toby, rising to his full height and staring at the jury. ‘Those were the words of none other than Judge Daniel Webster, a member of

  the Supreme Court of the United States. But allow me to move on. After leaving Harvard and returning to England, would it be accurate to say that Oxford University tried to tempt you once again, by

  offering you the first Chair of Forensic Science, but that you spurned them a second time, preferring to return to your alma mater, first as a senior lecturer, and later as a professor? Am I right,

  Professor Bamford?’




  ‘You are, Sir Toby,’ said Harry.




  ‘A post you have held for the past eleven years, despite the fact that several universities around the world have made you lucrative offers to leave your beloved Yorkshire and join

  them?’




  At this point Mr Justice Fenton, who had also heard it all before, peered down and said, ‘I think I can say, Sir Toby, that you have established the fact that your witness is a pre-eminent

  expert in his chosen field. I wonder if we could now move on and deal with the case in hand.’




  ‘I am only too happy to do so, m’lud, especially after your generous words. It won’t be necessary to heap any more accolades on the good professor’s shoulders.’ Sir

  Toby would have loved to have told the judge that he had actually come to the end of his preliminary comments moments before he had been interrupted.




  ‘I will therefore, with your permission, m’lud, move on to the case before us, now that you feel I have established the credentials of this particular witness.’ He turned back

  to face the professor, with whom he exchanged a knowing wink.




  ‘Earlier in the case,’ continued Sir Toby, ‘my learned friend Mr Rodgers set out in detail the case for the prosecution, leaving no doubt that it rested on a single piece of

  evidence: namely, the smoking gun that never smoked’ – an expression Harry had heard his old friend use many times in the past, and was in no doubt he would use on many more occasions

  in the future.




  ‘I refer to the gun, covered in the defendant’s fingerprints, that was discovered near the body of his unfortunate wife, Mrs Valerie Richards. The prosecution went on to claim that

  after killing his wife, the defendant panicked and ran out of the house, leaving the firearm in the middle of the room.’ Sir Toby swung round to face the jury. ‘On this one, flimsy,

  piece of evidence – and flimsy I shall prove it to be – you, the jury, are being asked to convict a man for murder and place him behind bars for the rest of his life.’ He paused

  to allow the jury to take in the significance of his words.




  ‘So, now I return to you, Professor Bamford, and ask you as a pre-eminent expert in your field – to use m’lud’s description of your status – a series of

  questions.’ Harry realised the preamble was finally over, and that he would now be expected to live up to his reputation.




  ‘Let me start by asking you, Professor, is it your experience that after a murderer has shot his victim, he or she is likely to leave the murder weapon at the scene of the

  crime?’




  ‘No, Sir Toby, it is most unusual,’ replied Harry. ‘In nine cases out of ten where a handgun is involved, the weapon is never recovered, because the murderer makes sure that he

  or she disposes of the evidence.’




  ‘Quite so,’ said Sir Toby. ‘And in the one case out of ten where the gun is recovered, is it common to find fingerprints all over the murder weapon?’




  ‘Almost unknown,’ replied Harry. ‘Unless the murderer is a complete fool, or is actually caught in the act.’




  ‘The defendant may be many things,’ said Sir Toby, ‘but he is clearly not a fool. Like you, he was educated at Leeds Grammar School; and he was arrested not at the scene of the

  crime, but in the home of a friend on the other side of the city.’ Sir Toby omitted to add, as prosecuting counsel had pointed out several times in his opening statement, that the defendant

  was discovered in bed with his mistress, who turned out to be the only alibi he had.




  ‘Now, I’d like to turn to the gun itself, Professor. A Smith and Wesson K4217 B.’




  ‘It was actually a K4127 B,’ said Harry, correcting his old friend.




  ‘I bow to your superior knowledge,’ said Sir Toby, pleased with the effect his little mistake had made on the jury. ‘Now, returning to the handgun. The Home Office laboratory

  found the murder victim’s fingerprints on the weapon?’




  ‘They did, Sir Toby.’




  ‘And, as an expert, does this lead you to form any conclusions?’




  ‘Yes, it does. Mrs Richards’s prints were most prominent on the trigger and the butt of the gun, which causes me to believe that she was the last person to handle the weapon. Indeed,

  the physical evidence suggests that it was she who squeezed the trigger.’




  ‘I see,’ said Sir Toby. ‘But couldn’t the gun have been placed in the hand of Mrs Richards by her murderer, in order to mislead the police?’




  ‘I would be willing to go along with that theory if the police had not also found Mr Richards’s prints on the trigger.’




  ‘I’m not sure I fully understand what you’re getting at, Professor,’ said Sir Toby, fully understanding.




  ‘In almost every case I have been involved in, the first thing a murderer does is to remove his own fingerprints from the murder weapon before he considers placing it in the hand of the

  victim.’




  ‘I take your point. But correct me if I am wrong,’ said Sir Toby. ‘The gun was not found in the hand of the victim, but nine feet away from her body, which is where the

  prosecution claims it was dropped when the defendant fled in panic from his marital home. So, let me ask you, Professor Bamford: if someone committing suicide held a gun to their temple and pulled

  the trigger, where would you expect the gun to end up?’




  ‘Anywhere between six and ten feet from the body,’ Harry replied. ‘It’s a common mistake – often made in poorly researched films and television programmes –

  for victims to be shown still holding onto the gun after they have shot themselves. Whereas what actually happens in the case of suicide is that the force of the gun’s recoil jerks it from

  the victim’s grip, propelling it several feet from the body. In thirty years of dealing with suicides involving guns, I have never once known a weapon to remain in the hand of the

  victim.’




  ‘So, in your opinion as an expert, Professor, Mrs Richards’s fingerprints and the position of the weapon would be more consistent with suicide than with murder.’




  ‘That is correct, Sir Toby.’




  ‘One final question, Professor,’ said the defence QC, tugging his lapels. ‘When you have given evidence for the defence in cases such as this in the past, what percentage of

  juries have returned a not guilty verdict?’




  ‘Mathematics was never my strong subject, Sir Toby, but twenty-one cases out of twenty-four ended in acquittal.’




  Sir Toby turned slowly to face the jury. ‘Twenty-one cases out of twenty-four,’ he said, ‘ended in acquittal after you were called as an expert witness. I think that’s

  around 85 per cent, m’lud. No more questions.’




  Toby caught up with Harry on the courtroom steps. He slapped his old friend on the back. ‘You played another blinder, Harry. I’m not surprised the Crown caved in after you’d

  given your evidence – I’ve never seen you in better form. Got to rush, I’ve a case starting at the Bailey tomorrow, so I’ll see you at the first hole, ten o’clock on

  Saturday. That is, if Valerie will allow it.’




  ‘You’ll be seeing me long before then,’ murmured the Professor, as Sir Toby jumped into a taxi.
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  Sir Toby glanced through his notes as he waited for the first witness. The case had begun badly. The prosecution had been able to present a stack of evidence against his client

  that he was in no position to refute. He wasn’t looking forward to the cross-examination of a string of witnesses who would undoubtedly corroborate that evidence.




  The judge on this occasion, Mr Justice Fairborough, nodded towards prosecuting counsel. ‘Call your first witness, Mr Lennox.’




  Mr Desmond Lennox QC rose slowly from his place. ‘I am obliged, m’lud. I call Professor Harold Bamford.’




  A surprised Sir Toby looked up from his notes to see his old friend heading confidently towards the witness box. The London jury looked quizzically at the man from Leeds.




  Sir Toby had to admit that Mr Lennox established his expert witness’s credentials rather well – without once referring to Leeds. Mr Lennox then proceeded to take Harry through a

  series of questions, which ended up making his client sound like a cross between Jack the Ripper and Dr Crippen.




  Mr Lennox finally said, ‘No more questions, m’lud,’ and sat down with a smug expression on his face.




  Mr Justice Fairborough looked down at Sir Toby and asked, ‘Do you have any questions for this witness?’




  ‘I most certainly do, m’lud,’ said Toby, rising from his place. ‘Professor Bamford,’ he said, as if it were their first encounter, ‘before I come to the case

  in hand, I think it would be fair to say that my learned friend Mr Lennox made great play of establishing your credentials as an expert witness. You will have to forgive me if I revisit that

  subject, and clear up one or two small details that puzzled me.’




  ‘Certainly, Sir Toby,’ said Harry.




  ‘This first degree you took at . . . er, yes, at Leeds University. What subject was it that you studied?’




  ‘Geography,’ said Harry.




  ‘How interesting. I wouldn’t have thought that was an obvious preparation for someone who would go on to become an expert in handguns. However,’ he continued, ‘allow me

  to move on to your Ph.D., which was awarded by an American university. Can I ask if that degree is recognised by English universities?’




  ‘No, Sir Toby, but . . .’




  ‘Please confine yourself to answering the questions, Professor Bamford. For example, does Oxford or Cambridge University recognise your Ph.D.?’




  ‘No, Sir Toby.’




  ‘I see. And, as Mr Lennox was at pains to point out, this whole case may well rest on your credentials as an expert witness.’




  Mr Justice Fairborough looked down at the defence counsel and frowned. ‘It will be up to the jury to make that decision, based on the facts presented to them, Sir Toby.’




  ‘I agree m’lud. I just wished to establish how much credence the members of the jury should place in the opinions of the Crown’s expert witness.’




  The judge frowned again.




  ‘But if you feel I have made that point, m’lud, I will move on,’ said Sir Toby, turning back to face his old friend.




  ‘You told the jury, Professor Bamford – as an expert – that in this particular case the victim couldn’t have committed suicide, because the gun was found in his

  hand.’




  ‘That is correct, Sir Toby. It’s a common mistake – often made in poorly researched films and television programmes – for victims to be shown still holding onto the gun

  after they have shot themselves.’




  ‘Yes, yes, Professor Bamford. We have already been entertained by your great knowledge of television soap operas, when my learned friend was examining you. At least we’ve found

  something you’re an expert in. But I should like to return to the real world. Can I be clear about one thing, Professor Bamford: you are not suggesting even for a moment, I hope, that your

  evidence proves that the defendant placed the gun in her husband’s hand. If that were so, you wouldn’t be an expert, Professor Bamford, but a clairvoyant.’




  ‘I made no such assumption, Sir Toby.’




  ‘I’m grateful to have your support in that. But tell me, Professor Bamford: in your experience, have you ever come across a case in which the murderer placed the gun in the

  victim’s hand, in order to try to suggest that the cause of death was suicide?’




  Harry hesitated for a moment.




  ‘Take your time, Professor Bamford. The rest of a woman’s life may depend on your reply.’




  ‘I have come across such cases in the past’ – he hesitated again – ‘on three occasions.’




  ‘On three occasions?’ repeated Sir Toby, trying to look surprised, despite the fact that he himself had appeared in all three cases.




  ‘Yes, Sir Toby,’ said Harry.




  ‘And, in these three cases, did the jury return a verdict of not guilty?’




  ‘No,’ said Harry quietly.




  ‘No?’ repeated Sir Toby, facing the jury. ‘In how many of the cases did the jury find the defendant not guilty?’




  ‘In two of the cases.’




  ‘And what happened in the third?’ asked Sir Toby.




  ‘The man was convicted of murder.’




  ‘And sentenced . . . ?’ asked Sir Toby.




  ‘To life imprisonment.’




  ‘I think I’d like to know a little bit more about that case, Professor Bamford.’




  ‘Is this leading anywhere, Sir Toby?’ asked Mr Justice Fairborough, staring down at the defence counsel.




  ‘I suspect we are about to find out, m’lud,’ said Sir Toby, turning back to the jury, whose eyes were now fixed on the expert witness. ‘Professor Bamford, do let the

  court know the details of that particular case.’




  ‘In that case, the Queen against Reynolds,’ said Harry, ‘Mr Reynolds served eleven years of his sentence before fresh evidence was produced to show that he couldn’t have

  committed the crime. He was later pardoned.’




  ‘I hope you’ll forgive my next question, Professor Bamford, but a woman’s reputation, not to mention her freedom, is at stake in this courtroom.’ He paused, looked

  gravely at his old friend and said, ‘Did you appear on behalf of the prosecution in that particular case?’




  ‘I did, Sir Toby.’




  ‘As an expert witness for the Crown?’




  Harry nodded. ‘Yes, Sir Toby.’




  ‘And an innocent man was convicted for a crime that he did not commit, and ended up serving eleven years in prison?’




  Harry nodded again. ‘Yes, Sir Toby.’




  ‘No “buts” in that particular case?’ asked Sir Toby. He waited for a reply, but Harry didn’t speak. He knew he no longer had any credibility as an expert witness in

  this particular case.




  ‘One final question, Professor Bamford: in the other two cases, to be fair, did the juries’ verdicts support your interpretation of the evidence?’




  ‘They did, Sir Toby.’




  ‘You will recall, Professor Bamford, that the Crown made great play of the fact that in the past your evidence has been crucial in cases such as these, in fact – to quote Mr Lennox

  verbatim – “the decisive factor in proving the Crown’s case”. However, we now learn that in the three cases in which a gun was found in the victim’s hand, you have a

  33 per cent failure rate as an expert witness.’




  Harry didn’t comment, as Sir Toby knew he wouldn’t.




  ‘And as a result, an innocent man spent eleven years in jail.’ Sir Toby switched his attention to the jury and said quietly, ‘Professor Bamford, let us hope that an innocent

  woman isn’t about to spend the rest of her life in jail because of the opinion of an “expert witness” who manages to get it wrong 33 per cent of the time.’




  Mr Lennox rose to his feet to protest at the treatment the witness was being made to endure, and Mr Justice Fairborough wagged an admonishing finger. ‘That was an improper comment, Sir

  Toby,’ he warned.




  But Sir Toby’s eyes remained on the jury, who no longer hung on the expert witness’s every word, but were now whispering among themselves.




  Sir Toby slowly resumed his seat. ‘No more questions, m’lud.’
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  ‘Damn good shot,’ said Toby, as Harry’s ball disappeared into the cup on the eighteenth hole. ‘Lunch on me again, I fear. You know, I haven’t

  beaten you for weeks, Harry.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know about that, Toby,’ said his golfing partner, as they headed back to the clubhouse. ‘How would you describe what you did to me in court on

  Thursday?’




  ‘Yes, I must apologise for that, old chap,’ said Toby. ‘Nothing personal, as you well know. Mind you, it was damn stupid of Lennox to select you as his expert witness in the

  first place.’




  ‘I agree,’ said Harry. ‘I did warn them that no one knew me better than you, but Lennox wasn’t interested in what happened on the North-Eastern Circuit.’




  ‘I wouldn’t have minded so much,’ said Toby, as he took his place for lunch, ‘if it hadn’t been for the fact . . .’




  ‘Hadn’t been for the fact . . . ?’ Harry repeated.




  ‘That in both cases, the one in Leeds and the one at the Bailey, any jury should have been able to see that my clients were as guilty as sin.’




  







  THE ENDGAME




  







  CORNELIUS BARRINGTON hesitated before he made his next move. He continued to study the board with great interest. The game had

  been going on for over two hours, and Cornelius was confident that he was only seven moves away from checkmate. He suspected that his opponent was also aware of the fact.




  Cornelius looked up and smiled across at Frank Vintcent, who was not only his oldest friend but had over the years, as the family solicitor, proved to be his wisest adviser. The two men had many

  things in common: their age, both over sixty; their background, both middle-class sons of professionals; they had been educated at the same school and at the same university. But there the

  similarities ended. For Cornelius was by nature an entrepreneur, a risk-taker, who had made his fortune mining in South Africa and Brazil. Frank was a solicitor by profession, cautious, slow to

  decision, fascinated by detail.




  Cornelius and Frank also differed in their physical appearance. Cornelius was tall, heavily built, with a head of silver hair many men half his age would have envied. Frank was slight, of medium

  stature, and apart from a semicircle of grey tufts, was almost completely bald.




  Cornelius had been widowed after four decades of happy married life. Frank was a confirmed bachelor.




  Among the things that had kept them close friends was their enduring love of chess. Frank joined Cornelius at The Willows for a game every Thursday evening, and the result usually remained in

  the balance, often ending in stalemate.




  The evening always began with a light supper, but only one glass of wine each would be poured – the two men took their chess seriously – and after the game was over they would return

  to the drawing room to enjoy a glass of brandy and a cigar; but tonight Cornelius was about to shatter that routine.




  ‘Congratulations,’ said Frank, looking up from the board. ‘I think you’ve got me beaten this time. I’m fairly sure there’s no escape.’ He smiled, placed

  the red king flat on the board, rose from his place and shook hands with his closest friend.




  ‘Let’s go through to the drawing room and have a brandy and a cigar,’ suggested Cornelius, as if it were a novel idea.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Frank as they left the study and strolled towards the drawing room. As Cornelius passed the portrait of his son Daniel, his heart missed a beat – something

  that hadn’t changed for the past twenty-three years. If his only child had lived, he would never have sold the company.




  As they entered the spacious drawing room the two men were greeted by a cheerful fire blazing in the grate, which had been laid by Cornelius’s housekeeper Pauline only moments after she

  had finished clearing up their supper. Pauline also believed in the virtues of routine, but her life too was about to be shattered.




  ‘I should have trapped you several moves earlier,’ said Cornelius, ‘but I was taken by surprise when you captured my queen’s knight. I should have seen that

  coming,’ he added, as he strolled over to the sideboard. Two large cognacs and two Monte Cristo cigars had been laid out on a silver tray. Cornelius picked up the cigar-clipper and passed it

  across to his friend, then struck a match, leaned over and watched Frank puff away until he was convinced his cigar was alight. He then completed the same routine himself before sinking into his

  favourite seat by the fire.




  Frank raised his glass. ‘Well played, Cornelius,’ he said, offering a slight bow, although his host would have been the first to acknowledge that over the years his guest was

  probably just ahead on points.




  Cornelius allowed Frank to take a few more puffs before shattering his evening. Why hurry? After all, he had been preparing for this moment for several weeks, and was unwilling to share the

  secret with his oldest friend until everything was in place.




  They both remained silent for some time, relaxed in each other’s company. Finally Cornelius placed his brandy on a side table and said, ‘Frank, we have been friends for over fifty

  years. Equally importantly, as my legal adviser you have proved to be a shrewd advocate. In fact, since the untimely death of Millicent there has been no one I rely on more.’




  Frank continued to puff away at his cigar without interrupting his friend. From the expression on his face, he was aware that the compliment was nothing more than an opening gambit. He suspected

  he would have to wait some time before Cornelius revealed his next move.




  ‘When I first set up the company some thirty years ago, it was you who was responsible for executing the original deeds; and I don’t believe I’ve signed a legal document since

  that day which has not crossed your desk – something that was unquestionably a major factor in my success.’




  ‘It’s generous of you to say so,’ said Frank, before taking another sip of brandy, ‘but the truth is that it was always your originality and enterprise that made it

  possible for the company to go from strength to strength – gifts that the gods decided not to bestow on me, leaving me with little choice but to be a mere functionary.’




  ‘You have always underestimated your contribution to the company’s success, Frank, but I am in no doubt of the role you played over the years.’




  ‘Where is this all leading?’ asked Frank with a smile.




  ‘Patience, my friend,’ said Cornelius. ‘I still have a few moves to make before I reveal the stratagem I have in mind.’ He leaned back and took another long puff of his

  cigar. ‘As you know, when I sold the company some four years ago, it had been my intention to slow down for the first time in years. I had promised to take Millie on an extended holiday to

  India and the Far East – ’ he paused ‘ – but that was not to be.’




  Frank nodded his head in understanding.




  ‘Her death served to remind me that I am also mortal, and may myself not have much longer to live.’




  ‘No, no, my friend,’ protested Frank. ‘You still have a good many years to go yet.’




  ‘You may be right,’ said Cornelius, ‘although funnily enough it was you who made me start to think seriously about the future . . .’




  ‘Me?’ said Frank, looking puzzled.




  ‘Yes. Don’t you remember some weeks ago, sitting in that chair and advising me that the time had come for me to consider rewriting my will?’




  ‘Yes, I do,’ said Frank, ‘but that was only because in your present will virtually everything is left to Millie.’




  ‘I’m aware of that,’ said Cornelius, ‘but it nevertheless served to concentrate the mind. You see, I still rise at six o’clock every morning, but as I no longer

  have an office to go to, I spend many self-indulgent hours considering how to distribute my wealth now that Millie can no longer be the main beneficiary.’




  Cornelius took another long puff of his cigar before continuing. ‘For the past month I have been considering those around me – my relatives, friends, acquaintances and employees

  – and I began to think about the way they have always treated me, which caused me to wonder which of them would show the same amount of devotion, attention and loyalty if I were not worth

  millions, but was in fact a penniless old man.’




  ‘I have a feeling I’m in check,’ said Frank, with a laugh.




  ‘No, no, my dear friend,’ said Cornelius. ‘You are absolved from any such doubts. Otherwise I would not be sharing these confidences with you.’




  ‘But are such thoughts not a little unfair on your immediate family, not to mention . . .’




  ‘You may be right, but I don’t wish to leave that to chance. I have therefore decided to find out the truth for myself, as I consider mere speculation to be unsatisfactory.’

  Once again, Cornelius paused to take a puff of his cigar before continuing. ‘So indulge me for a moment while I tell you what I have in mind, for I confess that without your cooperation it

  will be impossible for me to carry out my little subterfuge. But first allow me to refill your glass.’ Cornelius rose from his chair, picked up his friend’s empty goblet and walked to

  the sideboard.




  ‘As I was saying,’ continued Cornelius, passing the refilled glass back to Frank, ‘I have recently been wondering how those around me would behave if I were penniless, and I

  have come to the conclusion that there is only one way to find out.’




  Frank took a long gulp before enquiring, ‘What do you have in mind? A fake suicide perhaps?’




  ‘Not quite as dramatic as that,’ replied Cornelius. ‘But almost, because – ’ he paused again ‘ – I intend to declare myself bankrupt.’ He stared

  through the haze of smoke, hoping to observe his friend’s immediate reaction. But, as so often in the past, the old solicitor remained inscrutable, not least because, although his friend had

  just made a bold move, he knew the game was far from over.




  He pushed a pawn tentatively forward. ‘How do you intend to go about that?’ he asked.




  ‘Tomorrow morning,’ replied Cornelius, ‘I want you to write to the five people who have the greatest claim on my estate: my brother Hugh, his wife Elizabeth, their son Timothy,

  my sister Margaret, and finally my housekeeper Pauline.’




  ‘And what will be the import of this letter?’ asked Frank, trying not to sound too incredulous.




  ‘You will explain to all of them that, due to an unwise investment I made soon after my wife’s death, I now find myself in debt. In fact, without their help I may well be facing

  bankruptcy.’




  ‘But . . .’ protested Frank.




  Cornelius raised a hand. ‘Hear me out,’ he pleaded, ‘because your role in this real-life game could prove crucial. Once you have convinced them that they can no longer expect

  anything from me, I intend to put the second phase of my plan into operation, which should prove conclusively whether they really care for me, or simply for the prospect of my wealth.’




  ‘I can’t wait to learn what you have in mind,’ said Frank.




  Cornelius swirled the brandy round in his glass while he collected his thoughts.




  ‘As you are well aware, each of the five people I have named has at some time in the past asked me for a loan. I have never required anything in writing, as I have always considered the

  repayment of these debts to be a matter of trust. These loans range from £100,000 to my brother Hugh to purchase the lease for his shop – which I understand is doing quite well –

  to my housekeeper Pauline, who borrowed £500 for a deposit on a secondhand car. Even young Timothy needed £1,000 to pay off his university loan, and as he seems to be progressing well

  in his chosen profession, it should not be too much to ask him – like all of the others – to repay his debt.’




  ‘And the second test?’ enquired Frank.




  ‘Since Millie’s death, each of them has performed some little service for me, which they have always insisted they enjoyed carrying out, rather than it being a chore. I’m about

  to find out if they are willing to do the same for a penniless old man.’




  ‘But how will you know . . .’ began Frank.




  ‘I think that will become obvious as the weeks go by. And in any case, there is a third test, which I believe will settle the matter.’




  Frank stared across at his friend. ‘Is there any point in trying to talk you out of this crazy idea?’ he asked.




  ‘No, there is not,’ replied Cornelius without hesitation. ‘I am resolved in this matter, although I accept that I cannot make the first move, let alone bring it to a

  conclusion, without your cooperation.’




  ‘If it is truly what you want me to do, Cornelius, then I shall carry out your instructions to the letter, as I have always done in the past. But on this occasion there must be one

  proviso.’




  ‘And what might that be?’ asked Cornelius.




  ‘I shall not charge a fee for this commission, so that I will be able to attest to anyone who should ask that I have not benefited from your shenanigans.’




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘No “buts”, old friend. I made a handsome profit from my original shareholding when you sold the company. You must consider this a small attempt to say thank you.’




  Cornelius smiled. ‘It is I who should be grateful, and indeed I am, as always, conscious of your valued assistance over the years. You are truly a good friend, and I swear I would leave my

  entire estate to you if you weren’t a bachelor, and if I didn’t know it wouldn’t change your way of life one iota.’




  ‘No, thank you,’ said Frank with a chuckle. ‘If you did that, I would only have to carry out exactly the same test with a different set of characters.’ He paused.

  ‘So, what is your first move?’




  Cornelius rose from his chair. ‘Tomorrow you will send out five letters informing those concerned that a bankruptcy notice has been served on me, and that I require any outstanding loans

  to be repaid in full, and as quickly as possible.’




  Frank had already begun making notes on a little pad he always carried with him. Twenty minutes later, when he had written down Cornelius’s final instruction, he placed the pad back in an

  inside pocket, drained his glass and stubbed out his cigar.




  When Cornelius rose to accompany him to the front door, Frank asked, ‘But what is to be the third of your tests, the one you’re convinced will prove so conclusive?’




  The old solicitor listened carefully as Cornelius outlined an idea of such ingenuity that he departed feeling all the victims would be left with little choice but to reveal their true

  colours.




  [image: ]




  The first person to call Cornelius on Saturday morning was his brother Hugh. It must have been only moments after he had opened Frank’s letter. Cornelius had the distinct

  feeling that someone else was listening in on the conversation.




  ‘I’ve just received a letter from your solicitor,’ said Hugh, ‘and I simply can’t believe it. Please tell me there’s been some dreadful mistake.’




  ‘I’m afraid there has been no mistake,’ Cornelius replied. ‘I only wish I could tell you otherwise.’




  ‘But how could you, who are normally so shrewd, have allowed such a thing to happen?’




  ‘Put it down to old age,’ Cornelius replied. ‘A few weeks after Millie died I was talked into investing a large sum of money in a company that specialised in supplying mining

  equipment to the Russians. All of us have read about the endless supply of oil there, if only one could get at it, so I was confident my investment would show a handsome return. Last Friday I was

  informed by the company secretary that they had filed a 217 order, as they were no longer solvent.’




  ‘But surely you didn’t invest everything you had in the one company?’ said Hugh, sounding even more incredulous.




  ‘Not originally, of course,’ said Cornelius, ‘but I fear I got sucked in whenever they needed a further injection of cash. Towards the end I had to go on investing more, as it

  seemed to me the only way I would have any chance of getting back my original investment.’




  ‘But doesn’t the company have any assets you can lay your hands on? What about all the mining equipment?’




  ‘It’s all rusting away somewhere in central Russia, and so far we haven’t seen a thimbleful of oil.’




  ‘Why didn’t you get out when your losses were still manageable?’ asked Hugh.




  ‘Pride, I suppose. Unwilling to admit I’d backed a loser, always believing my money would be safe in the long run.’




  ‘But they must be offering some recompense,’ said Hugh desperately.




  ‘Not a penny,’ replied Cornelius. ‘I can’t even afford to fly over and spend a few days in Russia to find out what the true position is.’




  ‘How much time have they given you?’




  ‘A bankruptcy notice has already been served on me, so my very survival depends on how much I can raise in the short term.’ Cornelius paused. ‘I’m sorry to remind you of

  this, Hugh, but you will recall that some time ago I loaned you £100,000. So I was rather hoping . . .’




  ‘But you know that every penny of that money has been sunk into the shop, and with High Street sales at an all-time low, I don’t think I could lay my hands on more than a few

  thousand at the moment.’




  Cornelius thought he heard someone whispering the words ‘And no more’ in the background.




  ‘Yes, I can see the predicament you’re in,’ said Cornelius. ‘But anything you can do to help would be appreciated. When you’ve settled on a sum – ’ he

  paused again ‘ – and naturally you’ll have to discuss with Elizabeth just how much you can spare – perhaps you could send a cheque direct to Frank Vintcent’s office.

  He’s handling the whole messy business.’




  ‘The lawyers always seem to end up getting their cut, whether you win or lose.’




  ‘To be fair,’ said Cornelius, ‘Frank has waived his fee on this occasion. And while you’re on the phone, Hugh, the people you’re sending to refit the kitchen were

  due to start later this week. It’s even more important now that they complete the job as quickly as possible, because I’m putting the house on the market and a new kitchen will help me

  get a better price. I’m sure you understand.’




  ‘I’ll see what I can do to help,’ said Hugh, ‘but I may have to move that particular team onto another assignment. We’ve got a bit of a backlog at the

  moment.’




  ‘Oh? I thought you said money was a little tight right now,’ Cornelius said, stifling a chuckle.




  ‘It is,’ said Hugh, a little too quickly. ‘What I meant to say was that we’re all having to work overtime just to keep our heads above water.’




  ‘I think I understand,’ said Cornelius. ‘Still, I’m sure you’ll do everything you can to help, now you’re fully aware of my situation.’ He put the phone

  down and smiled.




  The next victim to contact him didn’t bother to phone, but arrived at the front door a few minutes later, and wouldn’t take her finger off the buzzer until the door had been

  opened.




  ‘Where’s Pauline?’ was Margaret’s first question when her brother opened the door. Cornelius stared down at his sister, who had put on a little too much make-up that

  morning.




  ‘I’m afraid she’s had to go,’ said Cornelius as he bent down to kiss his sister on the cheek. ‘The petitioner in bankruptcy takes a rather dim view of people who

  can’t afford to pay their creditors, but still manage to retain a personal entourage. It was considerate of you to pop round so quickly in my hour of need, Margaret, but if you were hoping

  for a cup of tea, I’m afraid you’ll have to make it yourself.’




  ‘I didn’t come round for a cup of tea, as I suspect you know only too well, Cornelius. What I want to know is how you managed to fritter away your entire fortune.’ Before her

  brother could deliver some well-rehearsed lines from his script, she added, ‘You’ll have to sell the house, of course. I’ve always said that since Millie’s death it’s

  far too large for you. You can always take a bachelor flat in the village.’
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