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      Prologue

    


    She died as the knife sliced through her trachea. It had already severed the left carotid artery and blood had spurted all over her desk. The offer document she had been checking was covered in blood and so was the Yellow Book that lay beside it. There were horizontal splashes across the flickering screen of her computer and across the long yellow silk dress that hung against the grey partition to her left. Even the roses, which had been pure white, were pied with crimson streaks.


    As she died, she fell, pulling the keyboard of her computer with her. The hem of her slim, knee-length skirt caught on the edge of the chair and so she hung with her head bumping on the floor and her legs sprawled over the arm of the chair. The knife had taken her life and all her dignity, too. She was a thing by then, ugly and frightening.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Willow lay with only a sheet covering her. The bed was hard and high, uncomfortable and yet so suitable to the big empty room with its tiled floor and few pieces of massive antique furniture that she forgave it. She had propped her pillows against the heavy walnut bedhead so that she could look out through the window at the hillside opposite.


    The day had been hot and the walls and red-tiled floors of the old house were still warm to the touch. But the grey-green olive trees outside looked as though they were made of icy foil in the moonlight. The leaves moved in the slight wind, changing from white to silver to grey and back to white again. She envied their coolness.


    Something whined in Willow’s ear. She brushed the fly away and then wiped the sweat from each eyebrow in turn with her forefinger. Lying still, she waited for proof that the poison tablet on its little plastic heater could really kill.


    Detaching her attention from the mosquito’s possible and longed-for death for a moment, she looked sideways at the sleeping figure beside her. Tom slept on his back, without a sound, his chest hardly moving as he breathed, as though not only his mind but even his reflexes had been relaxed by the long, slow days in the sun.


    They had both been tired when they arrived at the old farmhouse on the borders of Tuscany and Umbria, but Willow had satisfied her urgent need of sleep more quickly than Tom. They spent their days idling beside the swimming pool, which seemed incongruously modern and sparkling among the bent olive trees, the rough grass and the few tall cypress spires of the so-called garden. Their simple meals consisted of pasta, vegetables, prosciutto crudo or salami and fruit, and they drank the thin local wine.


    Occasionally one or other of them would murmur about driving into Perugia or up to Arezzo for the day, but they rarely stirred from the house and garden. They swam sometimes, and made love often in the hot darkness of their shuttered bedroom, and felt a million miles away from London and the books and bodies that filled their working lives. Tom never talked of his manifold anxieties about cases he had left unfinished, and Willow ignored the complexities of her London existence, in which she lived not only as Willow King, a civil servant taking a six-month sabbatical, but also as ‘Cressida Woodruffe’, a bestselling romantic novelist.


    Sleep began to dissolve the edges of Willow’s mind as she contemplated the leisurely journey across Europe that she and Tom had made to the glorious landscape of low, curved, golden hills and dark cypresses. Thinking of the easily pleasant days they had spent together, she slid down the bed, idly watching the scene in the window change from silver trees to dark-blue, star-speckled sky. Her eyelids closed and reddened pictures of the olive trees formed inside them.


    Her eyes opened as the silence of the room registered in her mind and made its edges firm again. A slight, satisfied smile twitched at the corners of her mouth as she thought of the mosquito’s death. Once more her concentration faded and her eyelids began to droop. Her hot limbs felt heavy as they pressed downwards against the unyielding mattress.


    A new buzzing disturbed her heavy fall into darkness and pulled her back with a jerk. The sound came again, then stopped, sounded once more. Understanding it at last, Willow put one damp, languid hand on the bedside table and reached for the telephone receiver.


    When it was comfortably resting half on her bare shoulder and half on the coarse white pillow, she said carefully:


    

      ‘Pronto?’

    


    ‘Willow, is that you?’


    There was a rawness in the urgent English voice that made her concentrate at once. Abandoning her minimal Italian, she said:


    ‘Yes. Richard? You sound very odd. What’s the trouble? It’s the middle of the night.’


    ‘I’ve been arrested.’


    ‘What?’


    Willow sat up, the sheet falling away from her naked body. There was some movement beside her but she did not feel it.


    ‘They think I murdered a woman in the office. Christ, Willow, I need help.’


    ‘Don’t panic,’ she said, sounding businesslike enough to make Tom sit up too.


    He could not resist watching her as she sat in the moonlight, oblivious of him and of herself. She looked wonderful with her dark-red hair flowing about her pale body, which the sun was never allowed to colour. All the angularity that had once distorted it had gone. She was still slim but there was a new grace about her as though she had become used to herself and knew how to move with her body instead of against it.


    ‘Have you got a lawyer?’ Willow’s voice was serious.


    ‘No, that’s the point. The only ones I know deal with mergers and acquisitions, and sometimes fraud. They’ve no experience of this sort of thing. I need a criminal lawyer. You’ve been involved with murder cases. Tell me who to get.’


    ‘I’ll have to think, Richard, I…’


    ‘This is my one telephone call. You’re the only person I can think of who can recommend the best man.’


    ‘I will. Calm down and tell me what happened.’


    ‘Her throat was cut. I found her.’


    Richard’s voice sounded choked and the horror in it worried Willow far more than the ludicrous news that he was suspected of murder. Knowing that if he were judged a suicide risk he might not get bail, Willow tried to think what she could do to help.


    ‘Where are you? I’ll get someone to you as soon as I can.’


    ‘The King William Street police station. Willow –’


    ‘Quiet. Don’t worry. This can be sorted out. Don’t say anything to them. Make them give you tea or something and hold on until someone gets there.’


    ‘Willow, I’ve … I’ve got to go.’


    ‘I won’t abandon you. You’ll be all right. Hang on.’


    There was a click on the line and Willow was left clutching the receiver, her mind empty of everything except Richard’s horror. A large, warm hand closed on her wrist and she started.


    ‘Willow?’


    Tom’s reassuring voice sounded confident beside her in the half-darkness. He rolled over, took the telephone receiver out of her hand and leaned still further to replace it on its cradle.


    ‘What’s happened?’ he asked as he propped himself up against banked-up pillows.


    Willow’s pale-green eyes looked dazed as she tried to focus on his familiar face, darkened by the sun and the whiteness of the pillows to a rich tan.


    ‘Richard Crescent has been arrested for murder,’ she said slowly. ‘There’s been some mistake, but I’ve got to find him a lawyer.’


    ‘The miracles of modern telephones,’ said Tom with a note of caustic in his voice that made Willow’s eyes sharpen and her lips thin. It was odd how easy it was to forget that he was a policeman.


    ‘In the old days a suspect would never have been able to ring beyond London, let alone Tuscany.’ Watching her face, Tom added: ‘Don’t look like that; I’m not taking this lightly.’


    Willow switched on the lamp and saw from the hardness in his dark-eyes that he was telling the exact truth.


    ‘Murder is never a joke,’ he went on. ‘What happened?’


    Willow told him what little she knew, adding: ‘I must find him the best lawyer. What a good thing you’re here, Tom. Who should I get?’


    ‘Do you think he did it?’ he asked, ignoring the ease with which she seemed to have forgotten he was her lover in her need for his police experience.


    Willow got out of bed and walked away. Coming to the foot of the bed to stand with her hands gripping the bedstead, she looked at Tom.


    ‘How can you even ask that?’


    ‘Come on, Willow,’ said Tom gently. ‘I hardly know the man; that’s why I asked you. You do know him. And it’s important: different talents are desirable in lawyers acting for the innocent and the guilty. I can’t recommend anyone unless I know which is more likely.’


    ‘Richard Crescent could not kill anyone,’ said Willow, enunciating each syllable as though she were swearing an oath in court.


    ‘Good. Then I’d suggest a man called Martin Roylandson of Tithe, Kingdome. He’s excellent and very quick to protect the innocent.’


    ‘In other words, loathed by the police,’ said Willow sharply because she was suddenly afraid of what Tom represented.


    He shook his head, running both hands through his thick, dark hair. ‘The last thing the police want to do is go miles down the road of getting together a case against an innocent person. Come back to bed, Will?’


    ‘You don’t really believe that’s always true, do you? After everything we’ve learned recently about the fitting-up and the doctoring of evidence.’ She pushed her hair away from her hot, damp face and then shook her head, trying to speak more kindly.


    ‘I can’t come back to bed. I must get hold of this man. I don’t suppose you’ve got your address book with you?’


    ‘Try Directory Enquiries,’ Tom suggested. ‘Or would you rather I did it for you?’


    Willow closed her eyes for a moment. The question was typical of him; he would never bother to play games just because someone had snapped at him, and he would always help if he could. Knowing that, she could not take advantage of his offer. She shook her head and reached for a towel to wrap round her body and went downstairs to find an Italian telephone directory. Twenty minutes later she was still trying to get hold of the London Directory Enquiries.


    Tom appeared, also wearing a towel, and silently handed her a mug of tea. Regretting the things she had said and the way she had said them, she waited until he had put the mug down beside the telephone and then took his hand and held it against her cheek. With his other hand he stroked her head.


    ‘I know it’s bloody for you,’ he said quietly, ‘to be so far away and unable to help. But if he is innocent he’ll be all right. He may well not get bail – he sounds pretty desperate and they may be allowed to hold him for his own protection – and imprisonment will be frightening for him and humiliating, but it won’t kill him.’


    Willow put the telephone down on her knee and turned in her chair to look up at Tom.


    ‘It’s the fear and the humiliation that make me so sorry for him; it’s not that he and I… I’m not still … He’s just a friend these days.’


    ‘I know,’ said Tom seriously, and then added with a glinting smile that she knew well: ‘After all, you’re here with me.’


    

      ‘Pronto,’ she said, having seized the squawking telephone. ‘No: British Directory Enquiries.’


    An incomprehensible flow of Italian made her shake her head and put the telephone back in unbearable frustration. Languages had never been among her talents and she knew that Tom’s did not include Italian. She picked up her address book again and flipped through the pages. Half a minute later she had dialled a number and was waiting while it rang in a small Kensington house.


    ‘Hello?’ said a gentle, sleepy voice just in time to stop Willow giving up in despair.


    ‘Emma, is that you? It’s Cressida here. I’m sorry to ring so late, but I need your help badly.’


    ‘Cressida! Golly! I mean, of course. What can I do? I thought you were in Italy.’


    ‘I am. That’s why I need you. Richard Crescent has been arrested for murder.’ There was a gasp and Willow remembered, too late, that Emma Gnatche had always had a schoolgirl crush on Richard.


    ‘I have to get a lawyer to go to the police station to act for him,’ Willow said briskly, because it was too late to wrap up the announcement in some acceptable euphemism. ‘Tom has recommended one called Martin Roylandson of Tithe, Kingdome, but I simply cannot find out how to get his home telephone number from here. Emma, will you take over?’


    ‘Yes,’ she said at once.


    Willow remembered with relief that, although Emma was only a year out of school and still planning to go to university, she had spent several months working for a Member of Parliament and was said to be a reasonably competent secretary. She could be relied on to find the lawyer.


    ‘I’ll get him somehow and go and see Richard, too, if they’ll let me,’ Emma went on.


    ‘I knew I could count on you, Emma. Will you keep me posted?’


    Willow read the telephone number of the farmhouse and then, having listened to renewed assurances from Emma, she rang off.


    ‘Tom,’ she said, sitting staring at the telephone, ‘I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep. You go back to bed and I’ll sit and brood for a while.’


    Instead of obeying he picked up her mug of tea and his own.


    ‘Don’t be a clot. I’m not leaving you to sit through this alone. Come and drink your tea outside. It’ll be blissfully cool.’


    With unnatural obedience, Willow stood up and followed him out through the heavy oak doors to sit at the long, grey marble table and drink her English tea.


    The cicadas shrilled and crackled and small bats swooped down to pick flies off the surface of the blue swimming pool. As a cloud shut out the moon, Willow asked Tom what would be happening to Richard. Quietly he explained the details of police procedure, describing the sort of cell in which Richard would be spending the night and what would happen to him the following day.


    Two hours later they went back to bed and eventually even Willow slept.


    The next morning Willow could hardly bear to leave the house, even to breakfast at the table under the vines, in case Emma should telephone. Tom persuaded her that if they left the shutters open the telephone’s discreet buzz would reach as far as the terrace.


    The heat was already drying the dew from the grass round the pool and burning the thin white mist from the valley as they shared a pot of strong coffee and toasted rolls spread with fig jam. Willow looked across to the terraces of olive trees with regret. The holiday, on which she had embarked with such reservations and yet found to be so satisfying, was over. Tom had proved to be the most undemanding and at the same time most stimulating companion she had ever known. To Willow’s surprise neither their isolation from the rest of the world nor their unwonted proximity had troubled her.


    But Richard Crescent was in a police cell, afraid and facing a murder charge. Even though he had yielded his place in her life to Tom many months ago, Richard mattered to Willow and she could not sit by and watch him suffer.


    Tom sat, drinking the bitter dregs of his coffee and watching her across the marble table. Some sun flickered through the vine-leaf canopy and fell on her face. She was so intent on her thoughts that her eyelids never blinked even when a small spider lowered itself on an invisible filament just in front of her face. Tom leaned across to remove it to a safer distance.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Only a spider, Will. It’s absurd to say “don’t worry”, but Richard won’t benefit from your misery.’


    Willow was too intelligent to protest at that piece of common sense and an appreciative smile did relax her lips for a moment.


    ‘I know. But it helps me to worry about him.’


    There was a short laugh from Tom and he leaned across the table to touch her hand lightly. ‘I’ve always thought it strange that someone who has lived a double life like yours for so long should be so honest,’ he said and then stood up. ‘I’ve got an errand to do this morning in Siena; I assume you won’t want to come, too?’


    Willow shook her red head. ‘I must stay and wait for the telephone.’


    ‘Okay. But don’t forget that you can hear it out here just as well as indoors. You might as well benefit from the fresh air while you can. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Keep yourself together.’


    With his usual unhurried ease of movement, Tom collected his car keys, money, sunglasses and battered panama and drove away. Willow carried the breakfast dishes into the kitchen to await the attention of Paola, the daily maid, and brewed another pot of coffee to drink on the terrace.


    It was half past eleven before the telephone rang, and there was still no sign of Tom’s return. Willow dropped the book she had been pretending to read and ran into the sparsely furnished drawing room to seize the telephone.


    ‘Emma?’ she said.


    ‘Yes.’ There was a gasp in Emma’s voice and a roughness that suggested she was working hard to control herself. All at once Willow felt calm and in charge. Pulling a pad of paper and a pencil towards her, she said:


    ‘Did you get the solicitor?’


    ‘Yes, after quite a lot of trouble. He was a bit reluctant to go out in the middle of the night, but I did manage to persuade him and he’s just rung with news. Oh, Cressida!’


    ‘Tell me.’


    ‘He’s been accused of cutting the throat of a woman called Sarah Allfarthing, who worked at the bank.’


    ‘But why, Emma?’ Willow’s voice was sharp once more. ‘How could anybody imagine Richard doing something like that?’


    ‘Apparently he was found, covered in her blood, beside the body. And there was no one else at the bank except for the security men on the door and a man in the computer room downstairs, who couldn’t have done it.’


    ‘I don’t believe that,’ said Willow at once. ‘From all Richard’s said, there are always people there practically all night. It’s part or their Battle-of-Britain fantasies to work ludicrous hours.’


    A small flying creature landed on her bare arm and she swotted it angrily, slapping her own flesh hard enough to make her wince.


    ‘Not last Friday,’ came the rueful answer. ‘It was the bank’s annual summer dinner dance. Everyone had gone. Richard was due to be there, too, but he’d just flown back from Japan and was late.’


    Willow thought for a few seconds, absent-mindedly stroking the reddening patch on her arm.


    ‘There’s obviously some other explanation. You and I both know that he couldn’t have done it. Hang on to that. Do you know who is handling the case for the police?’


    ‘A woman called Jane Moreby, Chief Inspector Moreby.’


    ‘Thank heavens it’s a woman,’ said Willow without thinking. ‘Give me Mr Roylandson’s office number and I’ll ring him up tomorrow.’


    Emma dictated the telephone number and added: ‘Aren’t you coming back? Richard needs you. They let me see him when I took him some clothes this morning and he’s desperate.’


    Willow thought of Tom and his enthusiasm for their long-awaited, holiday. All possibility of pleasure in it had been destroyed for her by Richard’s predicament, but she could not force Tom back to London early. And yet the thought of Richard’s anguish pulled at her, like barbed wire catching on loose knitting. Immensely competent in her civil-service work, highly successful in her life of fantasy, Willow found that the business of caring about other people, on which she had embarked only in the last year or so, was proving endlessly difficult.


    ‘I’ll come back as soon as I can,’ she said at last. ‘Please ring me whenever there’s news.’


    ‘All right,’ said Emma with noticeable coldness just before she rang off.


    Paola appeared in the doorway, plump and bustling, to ask Willow something in Italian. She shook her head. After much sign language it became clear that Paola wanted to know whether to prepare lunch.


    

      ‘Si. Grazie, Paola,’ Willow managed to say.


    Tom drove up on to the gravel sweep a little later and came round the house to find Willow sitting at the table once more. He held out a flimsy, red-covered folder.


    ‘It’s the first flight with a spare seat: tomorrow morning from Pisa.’


    ‘Oh, Tom. I …’


    ‘Never mind. I went to buy you a cordless telephone so that at least you could lie by the pool while you waited, but halfway to Siena I realized that you’d have to go back and so I bought the ticket instead.’


    ‘Won’t you mind doing that long drive back on your own?’


    Tom shook his head and then grinned. ‘Your sitting beside me in a state of suppressed hysteria would make it much more difficult.’


    ‘That’s playing dirty,’ said Willow with a grimace. But when she took the ticket from him she was much kinder.


    Later that afternoon, as they were lying side by side at the edge of the swimming pool with Tom’s body in full sunlight and Willow’s in the heavy shade of a canvas awning, she asked him about Chief Inspector Jane Moreby.


    ‘You’d like her,’ he said, propping himself up on one elbow. His shaggy eyebrows contracted over his broken nose. ‘Is she handling Richard’s case?’


    ‘According to Emma Gnatche.’


    There was a silence that filled Willow with foreboding until Tom said again:


    ‘You’d like her. She’s remarkably intelligent and thoroughly sensible. I’d be surprised if …’


    Willow looked at him, the recent trust and affection fighting with the coldness that had always been her refuge.


    ‘You sound as though you think she must be right about Richard,’ she said at last.


    ‘Occasionally she does let her prejudices get the better of her reason,’ he answered slowly. ‘But then that is true of us all. I’d be surprised if she were ever badly wrong. There must be a reason, Will.’


    He looked down into Willow’s face and she saw that his eyes were hard.


    ‘The only consolation I can offer you is that she is far too sensible to get things badly wrong. If you are right and there is some evidence that Crescent is innocent, she will be easily convinced by it.’


    ‘That doesn’t sound as comforting as it ought,’ said Willow slowly.


    ‘No.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘Miss Woodruffe, if you really wish to help Mr Crescent, I suggest that you write him cheery letters and send him one of your books to read,’ said Martin Roylandson.


    ‘And knit socks and perhaps bake a rabbit pie,’ Willow answered tartly. She was in a state of such anxiety that her powerlessness to do anything for Richard was causing her acute distress, which as usual took the form of anger rather than tears.


    If it had not been for Tom’s recommendation of Roylandson, Willow would have taken an instant dislike to him and tried to find someone else to represent Richard. The solicitor was a short, stout man with pale-red hair that looked so dry that she expected a shower of dandruff to fall out of it whenever he moved. Like his mincing manner and his virtually rimless round spectacles, the unattractive hair made her think he must be both old-fashioned and unintelligent.


    He was wearing a pinstriped suit of a particularly dark blue cloth and across his rounded waistcoat hung a gold watch chain, as though he wanted to be thought an old man. In fact he could not have been more than fifty, if as much.


    It shocked her that she could be so swayed by something as silly as a man’s physical appearance, but she found it hard to believe that anyone who looked as he did could be both perceptive and hard enough to fight Richard’s case as it should be fought.


    ‘The patronage was unintentional,’ he said in answer to her small outburst. He bowed slightly as he spoke, but there was no snowstorm of white flakes from his head. Willow accepted the apology.


    ‘I have had a certain amount of experience of murder cases,’ she said, forbearing to remind the solicitor that she was paying his bill and therefore planned to force him to accept her help, ‘and fully intend to do what I can to get Richard out of prison. It would seem sensible as well as economical of effort if we were to cooperate.’


    ‘Very well.’ There was resignation as well as a certain grudging respect in Roylandson’s high, dry voice. ‘What is it that you wish to do?’


    ‘Discover enough to prove that Richard did not commit the murder,’ Willow’s pale-green eyes narrowed into the first hint of a smile that morning. ‘To do so, I need to know exactly what it is the police have on him.’


    Pushing his spectacles further up his inadequate nose, the solicitor grimaced as though he disliked her use of slang, but he pulled forward a file and read out the précis he had made of the police evidence against his client. Willow listened in fierce concentration to a more detailed account of the scene Emma had described to her over the telephone.


    ‘And where was the blood?’ she asked at one moment.


    ‘Everywhere.’ The solicitor’s dry, red eyebrows twitched. ‘His hands, his face, his shirt front, his trousers, his coat, his shoes …’


    ‘But that sounds as though he’d rolled in it. It’s absurd.’


    ‘The severing of carotid arteries tends to produce a considerable quantity of blood, as does similar damage to the smaller vessels in the neck. Besides, my client was in the process of moving the cadaver when he was disturbed.’


    Roylandson pursed his lips in distaste, whether at the thought of the bloody mess or Richard himself, Willow could not decide.


    ‘Have you got photographs of Richard and the scene of the crime?’ she asked as calmly as though she did not even know him.


    ‘Not yet. But I shall have them in due course. The police have promised to send a set of prints.’


    ‘And Richard was really the only person in the building? How can they be sure that she hadn’t been killed earlier when there were more people around?’


    ‘The last people who are known to have left the corporate finance department went at seven fifteen. The condition of the blood suggests that Mrs Allfarthing must have died only a short time before the body was discovered, a suggestion that is confirmed by the short-circuiting of her computer only minutes before the man from the computer room found them.’


    ‘Short-circuiting? I don’t understand.’


    ‘The blood that dripped from Mrs Allfarthing’s severed neck into the keyboard of her computer caused the electricity to short-circuit. The time at which that happened is recorded on the monitors in the basement computer room.’


    ‘Then perhaps she did not die at once,’ suggested Willow. ‘She might have been only wounded and then slowly bled to death.’


    Roylandson visibly controlled himself. In a voice even more precise than usual, he said:


    ‘When the trachea is severed, death is apt to be instantaneous. Besides that does not alter the time at which the computer went down.’


    ‘Oh, yes. Silly of me,’ Willow murmured more to herself than to him. She knew that she would have to study the police photographs for which she had asked, but the very idea of them sickened her. ‘But you were going to tell me about the inhabitants of the office.’


    ‘Apart from Mr Stephen Draycott from the basement and the janitors at the door, everyone else was at the dance. They were all required to identify themselves at the door to prevent gate-crashers and each employee and his or her companion was ticked off the list as they entered.’


    ‘Surely the murderer could have done that to establish an alibi and returned to the bank surreptitiously,’ said Willow, surprised that Roylandson should not have seen that himself. ‘Climbing out of a lavatory window or something.’


    ‘That would seem possible, but they would have had to enter the bank building by the front door, since all the others had already been locked from the inside, and so pass the two janitors, who have reported that no one except my client entered the bank after half past seven when the doors are locked. As you can imagine, I have nothing with which to defend my client except his statement that the woman was dead when he entered his office. There really is nothing that you can do, Miss Woodruffe.’


    Roylandson straightened his right arm and admired the plain gold cufflink that glowed chastely against his faintly striped shirt.


    ‘I refuse to believe that. Richard is the least violent of men, and he –’


    ‘Ah, now we come to a most unfortunate piece of corroborative evidence for the police.’ The solicitor pushed himself further back into his leather chair and looked over Willow’s head to a set of dingy grey-and-white architectural prints that were supposed to enliven the cream-coloured wall opposite his desk.


    ‘Yes?’ Willow’s face was cold and her voice was one that many of her junior civil servants would have recognized.


    ‘Yes. At a meeting three days before the incident, Mr Crescent was seen by several witnesses to take hold of the victim by her shoulders and shake her. He was said by more than one of the witnesses to have been in a violent rage.’


    Willow’s face was blank with a mixture of shock and stubborn disbelief.


    ‘I must speak to Richard himself,’ she said, getting out of her chair and pacing up and down the solicitor’s tidy room.


    ‘You will find that he won’t deny that he shook her,’ said Mr Roylandson, taking off his spectacles and laying them on his desk precisely equidistant between his telephone and the wire tray that held his incoming letters.


    ‘Nevertheless I must see him,’ said Willow, finding herself infected by Roylandson’s pompous phraseology and clear articulation. ‘Will you please arrange it for this afternoon? You can presumably identify me as one of your temporary clerks.’


    ‘That may be difficult.’ Willow looked up and was disconcerted by the sight of a prim face suffused with laughter. ‘I’ve never had a clerk – temporary or otherwise – who dressed at Yves Saint Laurent.’


    After a moment in which she was too surprised to speak, Willow looked down at her plain suit and then smiled with equal amusement. There was also relief in her face.


    ‘I’m quite used to disguising myself,’ she said, thinking of the ill-dressed, severely coiffured spinster she had been before she had invented Cressida Woodruffe. Until she had taken her six-month sabbatical from the civil service, she had turned herself back into that much-despised figure for the three days every week that she had worked as an assistant secretary at the Department of Old-Age Pensions.


    Leaving behind not only her expensive clothes but also the luxury of her Belgravia flat, she would return to the small flat in Clapham that she had bought when she had first been promoted to principal. It was only ten minutes’walk away from the dull modern tower block that housed the department, and the mortgage that she was still paying was well within the means of a part-time assistant secretary. But it was damp and depressing.


    Her growing confidence in herself and the life she had built with Cressida’s royalties had begun to persuade her of the absurdity of retreating to Clapham every week and she had decided to try life without the civil service. Too cautious to resign before she knew what it would be like, she had told her establishments officer more of the lies she had always used to conceal her days as Cressida Woodruffe and been given six months of unpaid compassionate leave.


    ‘And I have plenty of other clothes,’ she added with a smile.


    ‘I see. Then perhaps we’ve both been guilty of judging by appearances.’


    Willow met his eyes and thought that she saw the ghost of a very different man looking out of them: a man of wit and intelligence and all the sharpness she could have wanted. She could not imagine why he assumed such an absurd part and made himself appear so foolish, but since she had played her own, not dissimilar, games for years she was prepared to believe that he had a reason.


    Martin Roylandson reached for the telephone and made an appointment to see Richard at the prison at half past two that afternoon.


    ‘What about suicide?’ Willow asked as he put down the telephone receiver. ‘That sounds the most likely alternative explanation.’


    ‘Suicide will undoubtedly be our best defence, but it is nevertheless going to be difficult to prove.’


    Willow raised her eyebrows.


    ‘There was no suicide note. The police checked all the desks in the department and all the wastepaper bins in case it could have been misplaced, and there was nothing.’


    ‘Presumably not everyone leaves a note,’ Willow suggested, not convincing even herself.


    ‘I cannot recall hearing of any woman who could bear to take leave of this life without leaving an essay in explanation.’


    Willow’s lips tightened. Roylandson allowed himself to smile at her expression.


    ‘In addition to that, the nature of the wound suggests it was not self-inflicted. Very few suicides have the resolution to kill themselves that way without several unsuccessful cuts. There was only one slash across Mrs Allfarthing’s throat.’


    ‘I see.’


    ‘There is also the condition of the victim’s, scalp, which apparently suggests that her head was held back with enough savagery to pull some of the hairs out of her head.’


    All Willow’s frustrations and anxieties were taken over by a single surge of sympathy for the dead woman. The imagination that allowed Cressida Woodruffe to capture the interest of hundreds of thousands of readers across the world made it impossible for her not to understand something of the pain and terror Sarah Allfarthing must have suffered before she died.


    Somehow Willow buried the sensations deep enough to allow her to thank Roylandson and get her out of his office. She went straight back to her large flat in Chesham Place intending to change out of the green suit into something less obviously expensive. Her housekeeper, who had promised to look into the flat every few days while Willow was on holiday, came into the tiny, polished hall just as she was shutting the door behind her.


    ‘I saw that you were back, Miss Woodruffe. Is everything all right?’


    ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Willow and, as gently as possible, told her housekeeper what had happened.


    The shock in Mrs Rusham’s eyes and the uncharacteristic quiver in her voice made Willow urge her to sit down.


    ‘No. I’m perfectly all right,’ she said, drawing herself up to her full height of five foot three inches. ‘But how is Mr Lawrence-Crescent?’


    Mrs Rusham, whose devotion to him was of such long standing that it would probably not change even if he were to admit to murder, was almost the only person who ever used Richard’s full surname.


    ‘I know very little yet.’ Willow wanted to be kind, but she had nothing reassuring to say. ‘I shall be seeing him this afternoon and things ought to be clearer by then. I must change. Do you think you could manage some kind of lunch by half past twelve?’


    ‘Certainly, Miss Woodruffe. Perhaps this is the moment to tell you that I’ve made no arrangements for the next two weeks and I should like to work as normal.’


    ‘Are you sure? I know how inconvenient my return must be to you.’


    ‘I am perfectly certain. No inconvenience could possibly matter compared with what may be happening to Mr Lawrence-Crescent.’ She gasped, recovered herself and retreated to the kitchen. Willow watched her go, and then shrugged and turned into her bedroom.


    It was a big, light room, decorated in cool ivories and grey-greens with small touches of pink to set off a frivolous eighteenth-century painting of a French fête champêtre she had bought a few years earlier. There was an Irish lace counterpane on the bed, and on the pink-clothed circular tables at each side were French porcelain lamps, new books and matching cream-ware vases filled with identical arrangements of dark ivy and pale-pink roses. There were ivy and roses printed on the pale chintz curtains that hung in heavy swags at the windows.


    Willow, who usually spent a few minutes admiring the room each time she went into it, ignored all the possessions and arrangements that she had chosen with such care over the past nine years. She did not even notice the newly arranged flowers as she went to fling open the doors of one of her big wardrobes.


    There were lots of designer suits and dresses hanging there, each one swathed in a linen bag to keep the dust and moths away, but she pushed them aside and found a plain, relatively inexpensive navy-blue linen suit, which a solicitor’s clerk might well have worn. Choosing a blue-and-white-striped shirt and a pair of low-heeled black court shoes. Willow dressed and then made up her face again with no mascara and a much paler lipstick. With her hair tied back into a simple knot, she looked quite different from the rich, elegant woman who had been sitting in the solicitor’s office. Her nose looked bigger without the counterweight of blackened eyelashes and her eyes much paler. When she had taken out the big gold earrings she had been wearing, her transformation was almost complete.


    She went to a small safe hidden at the back of the wardrobe, in which she kept some of her jewellery and all the official documents that confirmed her life as Willow King. Taking out a pair of pale-rimmed, unfashionable spectacles, she slipped them into her handbag.


    When she walked into the small dining room at precisely half past twelve, Willow saw Mrs Rusham looking at her in some surprise and said with a self-conscious smile:


    ‘Do you think this is suitable dress for a police cell?’


    The housekeeper’s face cleared at once.


    ‘Yes, indeed,’ she said and placed in front of Willow a delicately arranged salad of grilled goat’s cheese with rocket and radicchio.


    There was a chilled bottle of San Pellegrino mineral water and a new loaf of olive bread, which Mrs Rusham had baked that morning. She retired to the kitchen and Willow ate, making a list of all the things that she wanted to ask Richard. It would be frustrating to leave him and realize too late that there was one vital question unanswered.


    The questions all seemed irrelevant when she found herself face to face with Richard across the grey plastic-coated table in the stuffy green prison interview room. She had known that he would look tired and distressed, but she had not imagined anything like the defeat or the desperation she saw in his grey-blue eyes. He had not shaved and as he sat slumped in his chair, running his long fingers through his greasy hair again and again, she saw that the nails were cracked and dirty. There were bags under his eyes and the eyes themselves were red with sleeplessness and pain. But they looked straight at her and never slid away as he answered her questions, and that alone gave Willow some comfort.


    With the solicitor at her side, she asked Richard to tell her precisely what happened when he arrived at the office from Tokyo on the night of the murder. In a voice as hard and expressionless as the sound of a machine, Richard told his story.


    ‘I got to the office at about ten past eight. There’d been an appalling snarl-up on the M4 so that the drive from Heathrow took twice as long as it ought,’ he said, scratching the side of his nose.


    ‘Why didn’t you take the tube?’


    ‘I had two enormously heavy pilot cases of documents,’ he said, shrugging and transferring the scratching finger to his ear. ‘I’d done a damn good deal for the client and I was bloody tired. Oh, God!’ he said and stopped scratching so that he could cover his face.


    Willow laid one long white hand on his shoulder.


    ‘Come on, Richard. We haven’t all that long. If I’m to help, I must get through these questions.’


    ‘Sorry,’ he said, pulling up his head and straightening his shoulders with a visible effort. ‘After all the scandals of the last few years I’d sort of accustomed myself to the thought that I might one day be a witness in a fraud trial, but this has thrown me completely.’


    ‘I know.’ There was real sympathy in Willow’s voice, but it grew brisker as she went on: ‘So, you decided against the tube, although you knew that it would be quicker than a cab.’


    ‘That’s right.’ Richard took a deep breath. ‘I staggered up the steps at the bank, let Bert (one of the security men on the evening shift that week) open the main doors for me, because of the two bags, and he summoned the lift. I got in, went up to the fourth floor, got out … Do you really need this much detail?’


    ‘Absolutely.’


    ‘Fine.’ Richard rubbed his eyes. ‘Then I walked across to the doors to Corporate Finance. I had to put down the bag in my right hand then in order to punch in the code that opens the doors.’


    ‘Punch in?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said, sounding impatient. ‘The doors are electronically operated. There’s a keypad to the right of them. We all have to use the code to get the doors open.’


    ‘I see. Thanks. Then?’


    ‘Then I picked up the case again, walked through, kicked the door shut with my foot, and walked round to my cubbyhole. There seemed to be no one else in the place. It’s hardly ever like that. I had been going to change in the bog, but since I was alone I dumped the bags of documents and dropped my trousers.’


    That was the first time Willow had heard Richard use the crude slang of his schooldays. She let it pass without comment.


    ‘Where was your dinner jacket?’


    ‘Hanging on the edge of the partition. I’d left it there in the cleaner’s bag before I went to Tokyo, because I knew I might not have time to go home to change.’


    ‘Why not? Wouldn’t it have been better to go straight home?’


    ‘Oh, God!’ said Richard again. ‘Don’t you think I wish I had? But the documents in those cases were highly secret. I couldn’t risk it. I knew I’d have to get them back to the bank before the weekend. My flat just isn’t secure enough. I –’


    ‘All right, Richard. Forget about the papers. What happened? You’d just changed when I interrupted.’


    ‘N’yah,’ he muttered, taking hold of his wits again. ‘My tie caused the usual trouble, but I’d got it done and just realized that my hands were filthy. So I dashed out to the bog, after all, washed, combed my hair and was just about to leave the building, when I noticed I’d left my wallet in the pocket of my suit. So I had to go back, you see, into Corporate Finance. As I was shutting the doors behind me, I heard something, some slight sound, and so I called out.’


    ‘What did you say?’


    ‘Oh, I can’t remember.’ The impatience was back in his tired, hoarse voice. ‘I suppose I called out something like “Hello! I thought everyone had gone.” But no one answered me and so I went round to the other side of the office and then I saw it.’


    He broke off again and covered his face, but he was not quick enough to hide the mixture of terror and disgust in his eyes. Willow waited, all her attention on the humbled figure of her one-time lover, asking herself why he was quite so distraught. Shock and sympathy for the dead woman and dislike of the blood would all be readily understandable, but Richard was displaying something more than all those.


    Martin Roylandson had been sitting absolutely still and silent throughout the interview and she had forgotten that he was there.


    ‘Richard,’ she said, more gently than she had ever spoken to him in the old days, ‘try to tell me.’


    He raised his head and she was distressed to see tears hanging clumsily about his eyelashes and sliding down the sides of his strong nose.


    ‘Did you like her?’ Willow asked slowly, moving her tongue gingerly, almost as though she were tasting some unfamiliar and disconcerting food. She had been thinking for forty-eight hours about his troubles, but it had not occurred to her that bereavement might have been one of them.


    ‘Christ!’ he burst out and banged his clenched fists on the table.


    Willow flinched, but Roylandson sat like a rock.


    ‘Of course I bloody did! Sarah was … She lit up the office.’


    ‘I hadn’t realized. I’m so sorry.’ Willow knew it was not the moment to remind Richard of the things he used to say to her about women bankers. Loosely translated into the sort of schoolboy slang he had started to use, they might have been summed up as ‘if God had meant women to work in Corporate Finance, he would have given them willies’. She also suppressed for the moment her questions about the meeting at which Richard had shaken his paragon.


    ‘Tell me what you saw.’


    Richard gulped, uncurled his hands and laid them in his lap.


    ‘She was lying sort of suspended from her chair. Her skirt was hooked over it somehow, so that her head was hanging down. Oh, God! Willow, must I?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘It was hanging, you see, because of the cut, and the veins in her neck were like bloody rubber tubes. She must have knocked over her keyboard. There was blood all over the desk, and there were flowers, too – roses, I think – all mashed and bloody. She was still bleeding.’


    He broke off and looked at Willow, silently pleading with her to let him off. She could not.


    ‘What did you do?’


    ‘I knew she couldn’t be dead, because bodies don’t bleed after the heart stops pumping. I’ve read that thousands of times in detective stories. Of course she looked dead with that great slash across her throat, but I thought by some miracle she couldn’t be, and so I tried to straighten her up. She felt warm still. But she was too heavy and ungainly. I’d never realized how heavy she might be, she was so slender and …’ He took out a grubby handkerchief from his trouser pocket, wiped his eyes and then blew his nose.


    ‘Anyway,’ he said, beginning to sound slightly more like himself, ‘I tripped as I was lifting her and she fell right off the chair then and I realized that despite the blood she must be dead. I was trying to hold her head up with one hand while I switched on her speaker phone with the other and punched in 999. When they answered I told them what had happened and they said they’d send people. Then they asked if I could see a weapon.’


    Willow took a leather-backed pad out of her handbag and wrote herself a note.


    ‘Was there one?’


    ‘Yes. It was obvious, because it was covered in blood. A paperknife, but wickedly sharp. They asked what it looked like, you see, and so I picked it up. That’s why my fingerprints are all over it.’


    ‘Did you tell them that?’


    ‘Of course I did,’ Richard sounded thoroughly in charge, but his shoulders sagged again as he went on: ‘But they clearly didn’t believe me. Before they got to us, Steve Draycott – one of the computer boffins – came steaming in demanding to know who was buggering about with the computers.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Apparently the blood – or the water from the flowers, or both – had short-circuited the electrics in Sarah’s keyboard and it had shown up on his monitor in the basement.’


    Willow wrote herself another note.


    ‘And then they arrested you?’


    ‘After a bit. They wouldn’t even let me wash. I was lugged back to the police station and they took away my clothes and scraped out the blood and fluff from under my fingernails and took all kinds of swabs. And all the time Sarah was lying there in the morgue, and … Christ! It was unspeakable.’


    ‘I see.’


    ‘Do you? No one could imagine what it was like who wasn’t there. Willow, you must get me out of here. No one else can.’


    ‘Hush, Richard. I’ll do my best.’ Willow pushed back her chair as though to get up. His panic horrified her even as she sympathized with it. ‘Will you tell me one more thing?’


    Richard simply nodded as he stuffed the handker-chief back in his trouser pocket.


    ‘If you were so fond of her, why did you shake her? I’ve been told that you took hold of both her shoulders – in public – and shook her until her teeth rattled.’


    Richard got out of his dark-green plastic chair and stood with his back against the wall. Willow thought that he looked as though he were posing for police photographs. With his haggard face and his dirty hair standing on end he looked hunted and dangerous, almost like a criminal on the run. She had a sudden, frighteningly disloyal surge of doubt, which she suppressed at once.


    Looking round the room, she thought that it was completely unlike the Dickensian gaol that she had been imagining, and yet Richard’s terror of it was easy to understand.


    ‘It was so stupid,’ he said, sighing. ‘I was at the end of my tether; we’ve been appallingly busy for months and that was at the end of a thirty-hour negotiation. Everything had been agreed at last and we were waiting for the lawyers to complete the final documents for signing so that we could all go to bed, and Sarah started a most ill-advised conversation with one of the American lawyers. It so frightened him that they refused to sign.’


    Martin Roylandson, who had clearly not asked Richard for any details, sat up straighter and pushed his little bottom further back into the plastic chair.


    ‘What did she say?’ asked Willow, ignoring him. She was curious about anything to do with Sarah Allfarthing.


    ‘It was a very complicated deal involving lots of small family companies, all of whom had to sell to the Yanks if the deal was to work at all. She told Bob Stonewall (one of the American lawyers) that when she was at the Revenue at the beginning of her career she had heard a story in which most members of a family had wanted to sell their company but one had refused.’


    Richard shook his head and came back to stand with his hands on the back of his chair. Stooping, he looked across the table at Willow.


    ‘I’m so hellishly tired,’ he said. ‘Must I tell you now?’


    ‘Not if you can’t bear it; but why not sit down?’


    Richard obeyed and after a few moments seemed to gather together the remains of his strength.


    ‘According to Sarah’s story, the rest of the family pretended that the recalcitrant aunt was dead, got probate on her estate and voted on her behalf to sell,’ he said with a curious mixture of boredom and residual anger in his grey face. ‘It was enough to put the wind up the Americans and our whole labyrinthine deal was called off until the various firms produced the relevant death certificates to prove that they had the right to vote the shares.’


    Willow made more notes before looking up.


    ‘It sounds bizarre,’ she said. ‘How could they have got probate without a death certificate? D’you think Sarah was making the story up?’


    ‘No. You don’t need a death certificate to get probate. But what on earth does all this matter now? Sarah’s dead.’ His voice sounded harsh as well as defeated.


    ‘It probably doesn’t matter at all,’ said Willow, still trying to be comforting. ‘But since your violence to Sarah on that occasion has given the police confidence that you must have killed her, we need to know all the exonerating details there are. That’s all.’


    ‘The most exonerating thing I can think about it is that despite her spanner in the works, the deal was signed two days later. The only costs were several thousand in extra interest for the various firms whose sales did not go through on the appointed day, but that was no skin off my nose. I suppose we lost a little of our American clients’confidence, but it wasn’t the end of the world.’


    Wondering whether the cliches made Richard feel safer, Willow smiled at him and said: ‘We’ll leave you alone now. Keep –’


    ‘Smiling?’ Richard suggested with a faint echo of his old, sardonic self gleaming through the horror. ‘Do my best, Willow.’


    ‘And I’ll do mine. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve got anything to report. Mr Roylandson will keep us in touch.’


    She stood up, walked round the thin-topped table and kissed Richard’s stubbly cheek, hiding her distaste from him, but not from Roylandson.


    ‘By the way,’ she said as the two of them reached the door, ‘who do you think did it?’


    Richard shrugged and the whites of his eyes reddened again. ‘I can’t imagine. There wasn’t anybody else there. It must have happened while I was in the bog, but there wasn’t anybody else there. There wasn’t. And there wasn’t enough time.’


    The rising note of hysteria in his voice made Willow force her voice to sound almost syrupy. ‘Perhaps she killed herself,’ she suggested, having been clinging to that possibility for some time.


    Richard shrugged and shook his head. ‘She had too much guts for that,’ he said, his voice calming as his mind started to work again. ‘Like you, Willow. You’d never do yourself in, would you?’


    Willow thought of the various times in her life when she had hated herself and everything that surrounded her. Then she shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think I would. But there’s no reason to think she was like me.’


    ‘Yes, she was,’ said Richard. ‘I’ve often thought so. Oh, not on the surface: her manner was quite different and so was her sense of humour; but there were definite similarities.’ He raised his eyes and there was a faint smile in them. ‘I’ve always thought that’s why I liked her so much.’


    Willow could not say anything.


    ‘But it wasn’t only me. Everyone liked her. Everyone did.’


    ‘Are you sure? Somebody must have been afraid of her, at least.’


    ‘I can’t think who,’ he said, tears welling in his eyes again. ‘I’m sure she never did anyone an injury. It must have been a mistake, but I’ve been racking my brains and I can’t see how they did it or who.’


    ‘Then she must have killed herself, Richard.’


    ‘She wouldn’t have,’ he insisted. ‘She was incredibly strong in herself. She’d never let herself get so desperate, and even if she was, she’d never do it like that and she’d have left a note. She was far too bright and kind – and aware of other people’s feelings – to make such a mess. She was … Oh, God!’


    Willow watched him in useless sympathy while Roylandson knocked on the door. A warder took Richard away. As soon as the other two were outside the prison, the lawyer said in real curiosity:


    ‘Why did he call you Willow?’


    She stopped, both feet in a puddle of old muddy rainwater that she did not even notice. Usually as careful to protect her double identity as her expensive shoes, she had not even considered it in the face of Richard’s distress.


    ‘Oh, it’s just a pet name he used to use,’ she said, clumsily trying to sound lightly amused. ‘Something to do with my being tall, I suppose. I’m so accustomed to it, I never even noticed. You must have been awfully surprised.’


    ‘Slightly,’ he admitted, sounding even more old-maidish than usual. ‘But not quite so surprised as I was by all your questions. How did you suppose they would help?’


    ‘Anything that happened to Sarah Allfarthing in the last week of her life must be relevant to who killed her.’ Willow’s eyes were cold and her voice severe, but they appeared to have no chastening effect on the solicitor.


    ‘The only thing that could possibly help my client is the discovery that there was someone else in the building when Mrs Allfarthing died,’ he said; ‘someone who had access to the Corporate Finance Department and knew the code number of the doors.’


    Willow achieved a smile that she hoped was as patronizing as his voice had been. ‘Knowing that Richard Crescent is innocent,’ she said slowly, ‘I am seeking the reason for the woman’s death that will identify her killer. When I have done that, I can work out how the murder was effected.’


    ‘I think you are oversanguine.’


    ‘Rather like poor old Richard,’ said Willow, clinging to flippancy in an attempt to hide her doubts.


    Roylandson’s pursed lips suggested that he did not share her taste in word games. They parted in mutual dislike that was only slightly tempered by their shared intention to get Richard out of the hands of the police.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    As she travelled back to Belgravia in a taxi, Willow tried to think of some acceptable reason she could have given the solicitor for her determination to believe in Richard’s innocence. She could not think of anything convincing. During the previous eight months she had met and spoken to – and even quite liked – two apparently gentle men who had turned out to be killers. If they could have successfully hidden their murderousness, then perhaps anyone could.
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