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  Chapter One


  Oh, do come! Its going to be a lovely party with just a few special friends. And Ive told Adrian so much about you, Rosa, hes longing to meet
  you.


  Rosa Epton hadnt seen Philippa for twelve years; in fact, not since they had left school at the end of the same summer term, with promises of keeping in touch with one another. But not
  long afterwards Philippa Henderson, as she then was, had gone to South Africa with her parents. Rosa recalled that Mr Henderson had mining interests, which had taken him there. She also knew from
  their school magazine, which she still received regularly, that Philippa had returned to England and married someone called Adrian Carver about whom she had written to the editor of the magazine
  with pride and uninhibited enthusiasm.


  Enthusiasm, Rosa recalled, had always been Philippas hallmark and it seemed undimmed by the passage of years when they met unexpectedly in Kensington High Street on a bright Saturday
  morning about a fortnight before Christmas.


  Philippa prattled away eagerly about Adrian and his important job in the City, about their two children, Robert and Rosemary, and about their grand riverside home near Richmond. After all of
  which she had enquired whether Rosa herself was yet married and had ended up by issuing a pressing invitation to her New Years Eve party.


  Rosa, who didnt much care for large parties, had hesitated, but had yielded when Philippa said it was going to be only a small gathering of select friends. She had made Rosa feel that it
  would spoil it for everyone if she said no, so she had said yes, though aware that she was almost certainly making the wrong decision. Nevertheless, she knew she would be intrigued to meet this
  paragon of a husband whom Philippa had married.


  After this surprise encounter outside a supermarket, Rosa had found herself busy right up until Christmas Eve. As junior partner in Snaith and Epton, a firm of solicitors which specialised in
  criminal cases, she was in court virtually every day. The same went for her partner, Robin Snaith.


  On Christmas Eve she drove down to the Herefordshire village of which her father was the rector. He was a widower in his early seventies, Rosas mother having died ten years previously
  when Rosa was eighteen. For several years he had lived alone in the rambling rectory until, at his daughters suggestion (indeed, she had organised the arrangement), he had taken in three
  students from a nearby agricultural college as lodgers. It was a continuing arrangement that worked satisfactorily from everyones point of view, though as Rosa drove home that Christmas Eve,
  she recalled how her brother David, who was twelve years older than herself and who had lived in America for the past fifteen years, had lectured her from the other side of the Atlantic on her duty
  to keep house for their father and give up any idea of working in London. She had always been grateful to her American sister-in-law, Susan, whom she had not met at that time, who had written
  telling her not to let herself be browbeaten.


  Older brothers are very good at laying down the law for others, she had written robustly. If Id listened to mine, Id never have married yours.


  Her father was standing at his study window as she turned into the drive. Overgrown laurel bushes brushed against her small Honda car as she parked near the front door.


  How nice to see you again, Rosa dear! he said, coming out to greet her. Had a good journey?


  Yes, thanks, daddy, she said, as they embraced. She glanced up at the familiar facade with its flaking stone. Hows everything here?


  Nothings changed. They moved inside the house. Ill leave you to go up to your room while I put the finishing touches to my Christmas sermon. Incidentally,
  youll come to midnight mass, wont you?


  Of course I shall.


  Good. I just thought you might be too tired after your long drive.


  Her father still tended to regard London as being as far away as China, despite the existence of high speed motorways.


  Rosa went up to her bedroom. Somebody had thoughtfully switched on an electric fire; doubtless one of the ladies from the village who came in well organised relays to look after the
  rectors domestic needs. She had always occupied the same bedroom and could never enter it without a flood of childhood memories. As she now gazed round, she recalled a visit by Philippa
  during a summer holiday. The memory of that week was particularly clear, for after Philippas departure, the rectory had seemed quieter than a morgue and it had taken her a whole day to
  re-adjust to her old routine.


  With a brother twelve years older than herself and a mother and father who could almost pass for her grandparents, she had had a somewhat solitary upbringing. Not that this had ever bothered
  her. She had always been a self-reliant person, even as a small girl.


  She unpacked and went downstairs to find her father in the kitchen standing over the kettle as if preparing to perform a miracle.


  I thought youd like a cup of tea, he said, as she entered.


  You go back to your sermon. Ill make the tea.


  The sermon can wait, he said with a sigh. Im afraid its not very inspired, anyway.


  Rosa, who had no high opinion of her father as a preacher, felt she ought to say something reassuring, but instead turned awkwardly away.


  I heard from David a few days ago, he said, seizing the handle of the boiling kettle with a grimly determined expression. Hes hoping to come over in the
  summer.


  Just him or with Susan and the children?


  All of them. I expect the children will want you to show them round London.


  As long as David realises that I cant put them up.


  Is your flat very small?


  Tiny. Even looking after a neighbours cat stretched its facilities.


  But youre happy? her father asked anxiously.


  I enjoy my work enormously.


  Work isnt everything, Rosa.


  Then let me say that I enjoy my whole life.


  Some would say that a woman has to be married before she can be really fulfilled, her father said in a gently chiding tone.


  Rosa gave him her own version of the Mona Lisa smile, but said nothing. After all, it was Christmas Eve and she hadnt come all this way to start a quarrel. She was well aware that her
  father held old-fashioned views on the role of women in society, including a somewhat ambivalent one of his own daughters career. He was proud of her achievement in becoming a solicitor, but
  was vaguely disapproving of the milieu in which she had chosen to practise. As an elderly parson who had spent all his life in the country, he deplored the wanton and vicious crime that went on in
  the big cities and was unable to understand how his daughter could find fulfilment defending such riff-raff. It was one thing to pray for their souls at a distance, quite another to try and snatch
  them from earthly retribution. To him practice of the law still conjured up a picture of dusty tomes and opinions written with quill pens.


  Do you remember a schoolfriend of mine called Philippa? Rosa asked, deciding that a change of subject was required.


  Was she the one who never stopped talking?


  Yes. I suddenly ran into her about two weeks ago. I hadnt seen her since we left school. Shes invited me to a New Years Eve party.


  Are you going?


  Ive said I will, but am rather wishing I hadnt.


  Why dont you want to go?


  Laziness really. I find it an effort being sociable to people Im never likely to meet again.


  Thats no way for a girl of your age to talk.


  Perhaps not. Anyway, I am going.


  Youve obviously inherited your mothers reserve. She always found meeting people something of a strain. But Id have thought youd get used to it in your
  work.


  Thats different.


  I hadnt realised you were a shy person, he persisted.


  Rosa sighed and began to wish she hadnt changed the subject after all. The trouble was that she and her father seemed unable to talk for more than five minutes without ending up on
  opposite sides of a chasm.


  No, Im not shy, but Im also not terribly sociable. Thats all Im saying.


  Her father gave her a worried look. Ive told some of the people in the village youre here for Christmas  well, theyd see you in church, anyway  and
  Im sure theyd like a visit. The Nappers and the Rollenburys and old Mrs Vaisey whos virtually housebound nowadays.


  Of course Ill go and see them, Rosa said promptly. In fact, she always enjoyed her round of duty visits. These were people she had known all her life and with whom she felt
  completely at ease.


  How long will you be staying?


  I must go back on Sunday. Im in court the next day.


  I thought the courts closed over Christmas and the New Year.


  Not the ones I practise in. Not the magistrates courts. They sit every weekday except Good Friday and Christmas Day.


  Well I never, he said abstractedly. I dont know why weve had tea standing up in the kitchen.


  Youd better go and finish your sermon and Ill wash the cups.


  She watched him amble away. He had aged in the last two years, his step was not as firm as it had been, though his hair had been the same all the time Rosa could remember. It was still only
  partially grey, no sparser than twenty years previously and always as carefully brushed as that of a thirties matinee idol. But to Rosa he had always been an old man.


  The next three days passed agreeably enough, but Rosa was not sorry when Sunday arrived.


  Whenll you come again? her father asked as they went out to her car.


  Im not sure, daddy, but Ill keep in touch with you on the phone. Shall I give your regards to Philippa when I see her?


  Oh, er, certainly, he said after an abashed pause. And God take care of you, my child.


  Giving him a quick kiss, Rosa got into her car and, with a final wave, accelerated down the drive. When she reached the main road, a mile and a half out of the village, she let out a long sigh
  that summed up all her feelings about home.


  For the next several miles she wrestled with her conscience about harbouring such feelings, then decided that the important thing was to go on making visits.





  Chapter Two


  There were cars parked up on the verge on both sides of the road.


  Are you for Mrs Carvers party, miss? an old man asked, shining a torch through the window of Rosas car.


  She felt like saying no and quickly driving on, but the old man obviously took an affirmative answer for granted.


  Its getting to be murder, he said lugubriously. I dont know how Im supposed to find a place for everyone and heaven forbid the police suddenly
  appearing. He stood back and sized up Rosas new Honda. I think I can fit you in over there, miss. Ive been keeping one or two places near the house clear for specials
  like yourself.


  Rosa expressed her gratitude by handing him a fifty pence piece. She suspected he was probably making quite a good collection by use of this gambit.


  Loud music poured forth from the house, which was floodlit and stood back from the road on the river side. Her heart sinking deeper with every step, Rosa walked up the tarmacked drive which was
  full of cars. Presumably the earlier arrivals.


  She reached the porticoed front door and could hear voices on the farther side. Suddenly it opened and Philippa peered out.


  Rosa! she exclaimed in an ecstatic tone. How lovely! Let me show you where to leave your coat! What a heavenly dress! And then you must meet Adrian if I can find
  him.


  They passed a long room which ran the breadth of the house and which appeared to be packed with people.


  Philippas few special friends clearly ran into over a hundred and presumably there were more to come.


  Why on earth did I say yes, Rosa reflected gloomily as she laid her coat on a bed in one of the upstairs rooms. She studied her unhappy reflection in the mirror and guessed she was
  probably the only woman present who had not been to the hairdresser that day. All she had done was wash it herself and give it an extra good brush. She wore her hair parted in the centre so that it
  hung evenly on either side of her elfin face. It had a habit of falling forward each time she bent her head. She had on a long emerald green dress with sleeves to the wrist and her only jewellery
  was a gold chain which had belonged to her mother and a pair of small jade earrings which Robin Snaith had given her to celebrate her becoming a partner in the firm.


  Deciding that no further titivation was required, she went downstairs where the number of guests seemed to have further swelled. As she entered the room, an amiable-looking man of about forty
  handed her a glass of champagne.


  Im Adrian Carver, he said. Im supposed to be the host at this do. I dont think weve met before.


  Im Rosa Epton.


  So youre Rosa! I gather you and Philippa were a couple of giggling schoolgirls together. Shes often mentioned you.


  We didnt giggle all the time, Rosa said with a smile. I remember once hitting Philippa with a hockey stick.


  What Ive sometimes felt like doing. Is it true that youre now a solicitor?


  Yes.


  You look much too young and fragile.


  Perhaps I ought to have worn my black jacket and pin-stripes.


  Im sorry, I hope I wasnt rude.


  You werent. But Im the same age as Philippa and, as to looking frail, dont be deceived by appearances.


  Obviously not. Here, have another glass of champagne, he said, waylaying a waiter who had just entered the room carrying a fresh bottle.


  I understood from Philippa that it was to be a small party, Rosa said, glancing round the room.


  That was the intention, but my wife throws all caution to the winds when it comes to giving a party. She cant resist inviting everyone weve ever met, and on New
  Years Eve a few more besides. He gazed round the room with a detached air.


  A woman with a horse-like face suddenly swooped up to them and clutched Adrians arm. Adrian darling, you must come over and be introduced to my new husband.


  He gave Rosa a resigned look and she responded with a small wave as he allowed himself to be led away. She espied Philippa on the farther side of the room and decided to make her way across.
  Before she had time to move, however, a voice beside her spoke.


  Hello, have you lost your partner, too?


  She turned her head to see a chunky young man of about her own age eyeing her with a wry smile. He looked hot and was wearing black leather trousers and a pale lemon coloured shirt whose top
  buttons were undone to reveal an extremely hairy chest.


  As a matter of fact, Im here on my own, Rosa said. There was something rather engaging about her new companion. He had clear grey eyes and straight hair which fell across
  his forehead. Whats happened to your partner then?


  If you really want to know, he said in a confidential tone, shes been behaving like a bitch the whole evening. She can be smashing, but shes as
  unpredictable as the weather. By the way, my names Toby Nash.


  Whyd you bring her? Rosa enquired.


  I didnt. She brought me. Shes a distant relative of Adrian Carvers. That is the name of the people who own this place, isnt it?


  To the best of my knowledge and belief, yes.


  You sounded just like a lawyer when you said that.


  I didnt mean to, even though I am one. I must obviously watch my tongue, as legal phraseology can be the death knell to ordinary conversation.


  Are you really a lawyer? he asked with a surprised grin. What do you do, handle divorce cases and things like that?


  No. My firms practice is almost entirely in criminal courts.


  Toby shook his head in what appeared to be delighted surprise while continuing to grin at her.


  How do you get on with robbers and murderers? he asked curiously, then hurriedly went on, O.K., dont say anything. I realise that was a bloody silly question.
  Incidentally, youve not told me your name.


  Rosa. Rosa Epton.


  Why dont we go and dance, Rosa?


  If youre not worried about your girl-friend . . . 


  Worried about her! For all I care she can be under the bushes outside with half a dozen men.


  Slipping an arm round Rosas waist, he steered her toward open double doors beyond which was another room where dancing was taking place. She quickly discovered that, though he
  wasnt a polished dancer, he had a sense of rhythm and made up in energy what he lacked in skill.


  Let me try and guess what you do for a living, she said, delicately moving her cheek away from his. I think you could work in television or possibly youre a travel
  agent.


  Supposing I told you I was one of the top professional tennis players?


  I shouldnt believe you, though now you mention it, you do bear a faint resemblance to Jimmy Connors.


  I wish I earned his money.


  So what are you?


  Im a merchant banker.


  That sounds impressive.


  Do you think so?


  Much more than being a solicitor.


  I dont mean I own a merchant bank.


  I didnt think you did. Which bank are you with?


  Prossers. He whirled Rosa across two yards of clear space. And to complete my life story, I share a flat in Swiss Cottage with someone called Sam.


  Sam?


  Samuel Brazier.


  Ah!


  You were wondering if Sam stood for Samantha, werent you?


  Well, it might have.


  Sometimes its useful to let people think it does. And where do you live, Rosa?


  Ive a small flat in Kensington.


  Smart Kensington or down-at-heel Kensington?


  Campden Hill.


  Oh, very grand!


  Its a minute flat.


  And you live there alone? he enquired, cocking his head on one side.


  Yes.


  They were dancing close to the double doors when Rosa was aware of a girl staring hard at her. She was attractive, even though her expression at that moment was not the most amiable.


  Would that be your girl-friend by any chance? she whispered in Tobys ear.


  He detached his cheek which he had once more placed against hers and glanced toward the door.


  Yes, thats Tricia. Do you mind if we move in her direction?


  I think itd probably be the wisest thing you could do.


  Hi, Trish, this is Rosa Epton. And guess what, shes a lawyer.


  Im Tricia Langley, the girl said to Rosa, ignoring Toby.


  She was remarkably pretty, though her face seemed to lack any sign of animation. She resembled a girl on the front page of a fashion magazine. It was obvious from her immaculate appearance that
  she had not been rolling under any bushes; not even on top of a bed.


  Toby and I met when he was looking for you, Rosa said tactfully. I return him undamaged. I gather youre a relative of Adrians.


  Our mothers are distant cousins. I suppose that means he and I are even more distant cousins. Ive never bothered to work it out. Are you a friend of Philippas?


  We were at school together and happened to bump into each other just before Christmas. Incidentally, I must go and look for her. Ive scarcely seen her since I arrived. Thanks for
  the dance, Toby. Ill probably see you both again later.


  She moved away quickly and returned to the other room where she spotted Philippa talking to an elderly couple and looking as if she would welcome escape. As she approached, Philippa gently
  propelled the couple toward the buffet and turned to greet Rosa.


  Rosa, darling, have you met everyone and are you all right?


  Ive talked to Adrian.


  Isnt he gorgeous?


  I thought he was very nice, Rosa said emphatically.


  Oh, Im so glad you liked him. Who else have you met?


  Someone called Toby Nash.


  Philippa frowned. Im sure I never invited anyone of that name.


  He came with a cousin of Adrians. Tricia Langley.


  Oh, her! Shes always got a different young man in tow. Once upon a time she used to get engaged to them, but she doesnt bother any more. Between you and me, I cant
  stand her. I only invited her out of habit.


  What does she do?


  Shes a secretary. I must say I pity her boss.


  Shes probably very efficient.


  Id sooner have someone who spilt nail varnish on my letters and didnt look perpetually dissatisfied.


  But youre not a man.


  Philippa laughed. You were always one for a wry comment, Rosa. She glanced toward the buffet. Have you had anything to eat yet?


  No.


  Let me take you across to the food and then I must go and be nice to Adrians boss and his dreary wife.


  By the way, Rosa said, my father sent you his regards. I spent Christmas at the rectory.


  Im sure hes never recovered from my visit, Philippa remarked with another burst of laughter. Darling, I must introduce you to somebody. Whom would you like to
  meet? Before Rosa could reply, she had waylaid a passing male. Roger, you must meet Rosa Epton. Shes one of my oldest friends. Turning to Rosa, she said, This is
  Roger Trant. He works in Adrians office. By the way, Roger, Rosas a solicitor, so youd better watch out.


  Why should I do that? Roger enquired with a puzzled expression as Philippa shot away.


  Ive no idea.


  I must say, you dont look like a solicitor, he said.


  So Im being constantly told, Rosa replied wearily. On the other hand, you look exactly like someone who works in Adrians office.


  Roger blinked. Do I? He seemed to ponder this solemnly for a while, then said somewhat stiffly, If youll excuse me, I was on my way to get my fiance some
  food.


  Rosa watched him go without regret. The whole party was far removed from her idea of pleasure and she would much sooner have been at home. A glance at her watch told her that it was only just
  after eleven. She supposed she couldnt creep away before the New Year had been seen in and her heart sank at the prospect of spending another hour.


  She wondered what midnight surprises Philippa had in store for her guests. She would certainly have planned something special; Rosa was quite sure of that.


  About five minutes before midnight Adrian corralled all the guests into the main room and waiters went round refilling everyones glass. A radio was switched on and as the chimes of Big
  Ben filled the room, a small boy dressed up as Old Father Time was thrust unwillingly into the room where he stood glowering like a cornered animal. Rosa presumed this was Robert, Philippas
  son.


  On the last stroke of midnight, a little girl (it had to be Rosemary, thought Rosa) whirled in like a small Margot Fonteyn and fluttered round the space which had been cleared in the centre of
  the room. She approached Old Father Time and gave him a hefty push toward the door. It caught him unawares and he was about to retaliate vigorously when Philippa intervened and the party
  degenerated into an orgy of toasts and kisses.


  Thank God, thats over, Rosa thought as she drifted away from the bearded young man who had been standing next to her and who had somewhat shyly kissed her on the cheek.


  I hope you dont mind, he had said apologetically, but it seems to be the thing to do.


  Rosa had decided that any comment would only add to his embarrassment. She was about to go in search of Philippa to say her goodbyes when she noticed Toby and Tricia Langley standing in a corner
  of the room. Toby was gesticulating vehemently while Tricia was listening to him with a turned-down expression. It was clearly not the moment to approach them.


  Rosa felt she could now decently leave and that was exactly what she proposed doing.
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