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  Chapter One


  Though the postmark was blurred and indecipherable, there was something distantly familiar about the handwriting on the envelope, which was bold and confident, even
  flamboyant.


  It was addressed to:


  
    
      Rosa Epton, solicitor,


      Snaith & Epton,


      12 Whitford St,


      London, W6

    

  


  In the top left-hand corner was written Strictly Private, with each word separately underlined twice.


  Rosa stared at it with a puzzled frown as she tried to recall why the writing was familiar. In the end she decided the only way to find out was to open it. She did so, however, with a feeling of
  slight annoyance. It was like skipping to the end of a detective story to discover who dunnit.


  The address at the top of the first sheet of paper was Apartment H, Deepwood Grange, Deepwood, West Sussex, which only increased her mystification. She not only didnt know
  anybody living there, but had never even heard of the place. Turning to the last sheet she found the writers signature and let out a sigh  a sigh that indicated a suspense of
  judgement until she had read the whole letter.


  Your long silent, but ever affectionate godmother, Margaret Lakington, she read. There followed a brief postscript. If you remember me at all it will be as Margaret Wiles
  or Margaret Goodman. Ted Lakington was my third husband.


  Aunt Margaret, as Rosa had known her, had dropped out of sight nearly twenty years before. She had been an eccentric friend of her mothers and a totally unsuitable choice for the role of
  godmother, as Rosas father, a staid country parson, had been fond of reminding his wife. Rosa recalled having met her only twice. The first time when she was about six years old and the
  second a few years later. On each occasion her godmother had arrived unheralded at the Herefordshire rectory, departing again some hours later with everyone slightly disorientated by her visit. For
  a while she had kept in touch by postcards from various parts of the world, but after Rosas mother had died even the postcards had dried up.


  Rosa now turned back to the beginning of the letter. Dear Rosa, she read, Ive finally come to rest here and have no intention of uprooting myself again. Ive seen
  enough of the world to last me for the remainder of my days. Ive often wondered what had happened to you and then quite by chance I saw your name in a paper, defending in a murder case, and
  I thought there cant be two Rosa Eptons. It has to be Kate and Alfred Eptons daughter and my god-daughter. Anyway, one of the residents here who is a retired judge looked you up in
  some legal reference book and here I am writing to you. I would so much enjoy meeting you again. I live on my own and despite three husbands (all now dead) have never had any children, so that it
  would give me special pleasure to renew contact with a god-daughter.


  This is a beautiful old house which has been converted into flats  or what the agents insist on calling luxury apartments. The residents are a mixed bunch, but we dont have to
  see more of one another than we wish. After my rackety life I can get on well with most people if I put my mind to it.


  Were having a party in the Great Hall, which is common to all of us, in three weeks time  Saturday the 27th  and Id love it if youd come down for that
  weekend. I can promise to make you comfortable and I really do want to get to know you. Please try and come!


  As she laid the letter down on her desk, she recalled again her godmothers sudden descents on the peaceful rectory and the exciting smell of perfume that lingered long after her
  departure, much to her fathers disdain. To a child her visits were those of somebody from an exotic world far beyond the surrounding hills.


  Why not? Rosa now thought. It could be an amusing weekend. Then, taking the letter with her, she went along to her partners room.


  Robin Snaith gave her an amiable smile as she flopped down in his visitors chair. He was always quite glad of Rosas interruptions and still thought the brightest thing hed
  ever done was to recognise her potential when she had joined his firm as a clerk. He had not only encouraged her to become qualified, but had later given her a partnership, none of which he had
  ever regretted.


  Have you ever heard of a place called Deepwood, Robin? she asked.


  Yes, its in Sussex, not far from Chichester. Theres a Jacobean house there called Deepwood Grange thats been converted into highly expensive flats.


  Apartments, Rosa corrected him with a grin. Dont tell me you know somebody living there?


  No, but there was an article about the place in one of Susans glossy magazines and she thought we might invest in one against my retirement. Shes always on about moving to
  Sussex when I retire. He sighed. The fact that I cant afford to retire for at least another twenty years, if then, does nothing to deter her. She goes on studying property
  advertisements like a Hatton Garden merchant poring over a tray of diamonds. If shed had her way wed now own homes in the Cotswolds, on the Costa Blanca and, of course, in Sussex,
  with a tent pitched outside the bankruptcy court for day to day living. Anyway, whats your interest in Deepwood? Have you acquired a client there?


  Not a client; a godmother. As she spoke, she handed him Aunt Margarets letter.


  I hope youre accepting her invitation, he remarked drily when hed read it.


  Probably, but why do you hope so?


  Three husbands, no children and now living at Deepwood Grange, shes obviously looking for someone to whom to leave all her money. How old is she?


  Rosa pulled a face. Somewhere in her seventies, Id think.


  There you are then! She probably has a Swiss bank account and a trunkload of Krugerrands. Youll be retiring long before me.


  Be serious for a moment, Robin. Do you think she sounds genuine?


  Robin looked surprised. Yes, Im sure she is. Anyway, go and spend a weekend with her and find out. My bet is that she wants to look you over before changing her will.


  All I hope is that well like one another, Rosa said almost wistfully.


  So youll definitely accept the invitation?


  Yes.
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