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  Chapter One


  Im afraid Charles is going to be terribly disappointed, Tom Hunsey said in the tone of nervous relish he used for relaying the choicer bits of office
  gossip.


  This, it was later agreed, was the understatement of the year. Charles Buck was not only disappointed, he was livid. Moreover he took no trouble to hide his bitterness and resentment at the
  appointment which had been made over his head and which he had been sure would be his. And when later Murray Riston arrived to take up his post as Chief Prosecuting Solicitor for Grainfield and its
  surrounding area, Buck displayed a personal hostility toward him which even those who thought he had been treated shabbily found embarrassing.


  Heard the news? Tom Hunsey enquired eagerly as he made his rounds. Murray Ristons to be our new boss . . . Yes, Murray . . . Bit of a surprise, isnt it? . . .
  Must say I never expected him to show his face back here again . . . Mind you, hes able enough and I personally always got on with him all right, but . . .


  At this point, Hunsey would wait for the recipient of his tidings to give vent to an opinion of his own which he could embellish on arrival at his next port of call.


  Peter thinks therell be one or two resignations, he had said without any justification. In fact Peter Shoreham, when drawn on the subject, had merely remarked that he
  expected the appointment to be a nine days wonder and thereafter to be accepted without fuss.


  But it was a room at the end of the second floor corridor that Hunsey approached with an increased tingling of anticipation.


  Hello, Caroline, he said as he sidled in, closing the door behind him and casting her an expectant look. Wondered if youd heard the news?


  Caroline Allard looked up from the file she had been reading and frowned. Tom Hunseys interruptions were as frequent as they were usually irksome.


  What news? she asked without enthusiasm. Like most of his colleagues she regarded Hunsey with a mixture of amused tolerance and contempt. Though he was twenty years her senior and
  had been on the prosecuting solicitors staff for three times as long as she, he was not a person to command her respect, nor indeed that of most of the staff, who were divided in opinion as
  to whether he was deliberately malicious or just naturally devious.


  Our new boss, he said, cocking his head on one side and fixing her with a tentative smile. The appointments been made. I heard just now from Edwards
  secretary.


  Miss Vincent, secretary to Edward Patching, the retiring Chief Prosecuting Solicitor, was the source of much of Tom Hunseys gossip. He flattered and amused her and was rewarded with
  titbits of inside information.


  Youre obviously dying to tell me so get on with it, Caroline said tartly when Hunsey went on watching her with the same small tentative smile.


  Have a guess!


  Ive no idea and Ive got a lot of work to do . . .


  Its Murray, he said quickly, avid for her reaction.


  Murray Riston? Her tone was incredulous.


  None other. Thought youd be surprised. Mind you, hes capable enough, but that isnt everything as we all know . . . His voice trailed away hopefully, but
  Caroline Allard showed no inclination to make further comment. Her long equine face became a study of blankness.


  Well I must get on, she said at length in a stony voice, as she bent over the file she had been reading.


  Afraid the news knocked poor Caroline for six, Tom Hunsey said to Trevor Williams in the next room. I must say I dont know how he has the nerve to come back after
  what he did to her. To be seduced and discarded and then have your lover return as your boss, well!


  Meanwhile on the floor below in a large room with bay windows overlooking two aspects of the garden, Edward Patching was talking to his deputy, Charles Buck.


  I know youre upset, Charles, and believe me I really did give you my backing with the committee, but they were obviously determined to bring in someone from outside.


  Charles Buck let out an uncompromising snort. Is that what Ristons supposed to be? Someone from outside! How he had the bloody nerve to apply, Ill never know. He was
  silent for a moment while he marshalled his savage thoughts. When one recalls the circumstances in which he left here five years ago. There was that distinctly fishy business involving Rex
  Kline and Im sure Riston knew more about that than he ever let on. And when he went and married Klines daughter I was certain of it. Not to mention the shameful way he treated
  Caroline Allard . . . His voice trailed angrily away.


  Edward Patching observed him with a gravely judicial air. I know, I know, but you must suppress your personal feelings for the sake of the team. Vendettas are so destructive.


  Its not a question of a vendetta, but of having to work with somebody for whom you have no respect.


  Murrays able enough.


  So Im always being told! What about my abilities at the age of fifty-five? I suppose its taken for granted that Ill go on being the loyal deputy C.P.S. until I
  retire.


  Charles Buck had the build and forceful air of a front-line rugger forward. He tended to have favourites among the legal staff and was consequently disliked (and feared) by those who
  didnt enjoy his patronage.


  Wait till Peggy hears, shell go off like a land mine, he remarked morosely, referring to his wife who was not unlike a rugger forward herself. She could never stand
  the little twerp.


  Edward Patching pursed his lips in disapproval. He had never cared for Peggy Buck and even less so after learning of the scathing comments she made about him on the occasion of his divorce four
  years before. After thirty years of faithful marriage he had suddenly at the age of fifty-eight had a passionate affair with a girl from a typing agency who had come to him as a temporary
  secretary. His wife had promptly divorced him and extracted every penny she could in alimony. He had thereafter married Alison, the girl in question, who was thirty years his junior and who was now
  unenthusiastically facing the prospect of being the wife of a retired prosecuting solicitor living on a reduced pension. It was not what she had envisaged when she had married him.


  Patching glanced at his watch.


  Im afraid I must ask you, Charles, to go and lick your wounds elsewhere as I have someone coming from the Gazette to interview me in a few minutes time.


  Edward Patching felt sorry for his deputy, but not that sorry. Indeed, despite what he had just said to his face, he had done nothing whatsoever to espouse his cause with the committee of
  appointment.


  I suppose the news of Ristons appointment is all round the office by now, Buck remarked in a still bitter voice.


  I imagine Tom Hunsey will have seen to that, Patching said in a tone that did nothing to soothe his deputys feelings.


  With Charles Bucks departure, he went over to one of the bay windows and gazed out. One of the councils gardeners was sweeping up leaves and conveying them to a rather
  depressed-looking bonfire on the farther side. The original intention had been that the Prosecuting Solicitors staff should move into part of the new police headquarters complex which had
  been built about four miles outside Grainfield, whose ancient abbey and narrow arcaded streets provided a major tourist attraction and had over the years caused the various elements of the
  municipal authority to move outside the towns perimeter where they could expand more comfortably. However, when the police building was finally completed two years late and a million pounds
  over its estimated cost, it was realised it couldnt accommodate any hangers-on.


  Fortunately, from the housing departments point of view, there was Grainfield Manor lying empty, a large Victorian house which had been on the market for several years. It was totally
  unsuited to any form of modern living and even less so to office use. Nevertheless, Edward Patching and his staff were moved there, it being only a mile and a half down the road from police
  headquarters.


  The C.P.S. and his deputy had pleasant enough rooms, but the registry was situated in what had been the kitchen and a number of junior staff were located in pokey rooms at the top of the house
  where water tanks rumbled and gurgled the day long.


  Just like working alongside a giant with the collywobbles, someone had remarked plaintively.


  Patching sighed. It would be his view for only another few weeks. Then it would be Murray Ristons. The intercom on his desk gave an eager buzz and his secretary informed him that Miss
  Gillian Osprey from the Gazette had arrived.


  He had been interviewed on a number of previous occasions, invariably by brash young men or alarmingly confident young women, who showed scant respect for his position or for his mature years.
  He was surprised, therefore, when his door opened and a woman in her mid-forties strode in looking as if she had come straight off a golf course. She had severely cut iron grey hair and a
  complexion which matched the gingery brown tweed trouser suit she was wearing.


  Mr Patching? Im Gillian Osprey, she said, thrusting out her hand. Weve not met before.


  Thrown off balance by such a forthright approach, Edward Patching could only murmur, Er . . . no, we havent. Wont you sit down. Can I offer you a cup of tea?


  But, as if to show her contempt for any pleasantries, Gillian Osprey had gone over to the window and was gazing out with a heavy frown.


  So this is where all the big decisions are made, she said, suddenly swinging round and fixing him with a concentrated stare.


  The C.P.S. gave a nervous laugh. I dont think Id quite describe my job that way.


  Why not?


  Because it isnt. But do come and sit down, Miss Osprey.


  If you want to be formal, its Mrs Osprey. She saw him quickly glance at her left hand and went on, Ive been divorced twice and dont wear a wedding ring
  any longer. But to return to what you were saying, why do you seek to play down your job?


  I dont . . .


  You make decisions affecting peoples liberty, dont you? Its you who decide whether or not they should be prosecuted?


  Ye-es.


  Do you not consider those big decisions?


  In one sense yes, of course . . .


  Well, thats all I said. She cast a baleful glance at the tape recorder she had placed on the desk between them. Hope that damned things working! She
  returned her attention to the C.P.S. who shifted uneasily in his chair. It might help if you explained your reservations, Mr Patching, she said severely.


  It was merely that you spoke of big decisions as though I exercised some dictators power. In fact all the biggest decisions in the prosecuting field are made by the Director of
  Public Prosecutions in London. You may not be aware of it, but a whole range of serious crimes must, by regulation, be reported to his department and it is he who decides whether or not action
  should be taken.


  Do you mind that?


  Its the system.


  But dont you find it galling not to be able to decide here in Grainfield whether, for example, somebody should be prosecuted for murder?


  If the police have enough evidence to charge someone with murder, they do so without reference to me or to the D.P.P.


  But the case has ultimately to go to the D.P.P?


  Yes.


  And you dont feel that a slight on your professional ability?


  No. He smiled complacently. Not that I wouldnt be capable of handling such a case myself. As I explained, its the system.


  Mrs Osprey gave the tape recorder a sharp tap and glared at it.


  I understand, she went on, that, as the local prosecuting solicitor, you have less discretion than the D.P.P. For example, that the D.P.P. can refuse to sanction proceedings
  in a case even though there may be sufficient evidence to support a charge: that he can say the public interest doesnt call for a prosecution. Whereas, provided the evidence is there and the
  police want a case brought in court, you have no choice but to prosecute whatever your feelings about the merits.


  Edward Patching gave a slight squirm. He was a vain man and didnt like interviewers who reminded him he was less than Godlike.


  Ive always enjoyed an excellent working relationship with the police, he said stiffly. If I considered a case had no merits, Im sure Id be able to
  persuade the police to see it my way.


  But supposing you couldnt?


  Its never arisen.


  Is that because you know they have the whip hand and youre therefore careful to avoid confrontations?


  Certainly not. Youre suggesting I bow to the wind and am prepared to be false to my conscience.


  Mrs Osprey gave him an amused smile. I didnt mean to make you cross, she said. Tell me about the most difficult decision youve ever had to make as Prosecuting
  Solicitor?


  Im afraid I cant possibly discuss individual cases.


  Why not?


  Because itd be a breach of confidence.


  Arent the public who pay your salary entitled to know?


  The fact Im a public servant doesnt entitle the public at large to know everything that goes on in this building. After all, youd hardly expect your solicitor to
  publish your private affairs to the world, would you?


  Hes paid by me and not by the taxpayer. It makes a difference.


  The principles the same, Edward Patching said firmly and hoped his interviewer would change the subject. To his relief she did so.


  I understand your successor as C.P.S. has just been named. Mr Murray Riston, is that right?


  Yes.


  I believe he was once on the staff here?


  Yes. He left about five years ago to become a deputy prosecuting solicitor in the north of England. Now hes returning.


  A surprise appointment would you say? Gillian Osprey said with a small sardonic smile.


  Edward Patching frowned as if puzzled by the question. Not at all.


  I gather the committee making the appointment has been unusually secretive in its deliberations. For example, they refused to divulge the names of the candidates they were proposing to
  interview.


  Im afraid I cant comment on that. I wasnt on the committee and played no part in its deliberations.


  But presumably you knew that Mr Riston had applied for your job?


  This isnt a matter Im prepared to discuss. Moreover, it has nothing whatsoever to do with the subject of this interview.


  I believe hes married to a local girl, Jennifer Kline, Mrs Osprey went on as if Edward Patching hadnt spoken.


  The C.P.S. nodded in an offhand manner. They met when he was on the staff here.


  I expect you know Rex Kline, her father?


  Ive met him at a number of official functions, he said coldly.


  Gillian Osprey smiled to herself. Mention of Rex Klines name could usually be guaranteed to cause a few ripples in any conversational pond. It would be her guess that hed tried to
  pull a few strings to secure his son-in-laws appointment. It wouldnt be past him and there had been the odd rumour of undue influence when Murray Riston was courting his daughter. But
  then Rex Kline was the sort of person who spawned rumour whatever he did. He had made a fortune in property over the past decade and had become a J.P. and a man of standing in local affairs.


  Edward Patching glanced at his watch. Gillian Osprey noticed but ignored the hint.


  Are you looking forward to your retirement?


  Yes and no. Ill miss the work, of course, and the professional cameraderie. On the other hand, there comes a time to pass on the baton. He gave her a complacent smile as
  though he had uttered a number of profundities.


  What are your particular interests outside the law?


  Classical music and gardening, he said as if he had been waiting for the question.


  I might have guessed it, she thought. Pompous and unoriginal to the end.


  I ought to have asked you this at the beginning and got it out of the way. Whats the size of your staff?


  Legal staff, you mean?


  Any old staff, she replied casually.


  Theres myself, my deputy and eight assistant solicitors.


  Do you go into court yourself?


  Virtually never. I could do, but I prefer to make myself available for meetings and conferences and not become bogged down in court in any one particular case.


  What about your deputy?


  He goes into court on really important cases.


  Such as?


  Robberies and large scale burglaries. Also rape cases and attempted murders.


  I thought they had to be done by the D.P.P.


  They have to be reported to him, but he usually leaves us to conduct the prosecutions. He hasnt the staff to handle everything thats referred to him.


  Its a pretty cock-eyed system, wouldnt you agree?


  Edward Patching smiled indulgently. It might appear that way but I assure you it works.


  Mrs Osprey looked sceptical as she leaned forward to switch off the tape recorder. It was her view that lawyers tended to be more conservative and complacent than any other section of society
  and Edward Patching was clearly no exception. Let him bask in his classical music and gardening! From the homework she had done before coming, she had gained the impression that he was still
  recovering from a particularly messy and expensive divorce.


  To her the interview had been as much of a chore as she had expected. She assessed the retiring C.P.S. of Grainfield as a prototype of mediocrity, with delusions of adequacy. Beneath the
  impressive silvery hair nestled an atrophied brain.


  At least, from all accounts, his successor sounded a livelier personality.
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