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  Chapter One


  Mr Palfrey phoned while you were out, Stephanie said as Rosa Epton came into the office after a morning in court. I told him I thought youd be back
  around noon.


  Rosa glanced at her watch and saw that it was exactly twelve oclock. If only everyone was as coolly efficient as Stephanie, who was Snaith and Eptons telephonist cum
  receptionist.


  You do remember him? she asked when Rosa didnt immediately respond.


  Once met, never forgotten, Rosa remarked. What did he want?


  He merely said he wished to get in touch with you as a matter of urgency.


  Well, I suppose Id better call him back.


  I dont think hell be there. He was leaving almost at once to drive up to town. Hes going to come into the office around four oclock. I did tell him I
  wasnt certain youd be free, but he said hed come anyway. Stephanie pulled a slight face. Hes not a very easy person to put off.


  Rosa nodded her agreement with the sentiment. I wonder what he wants . . . and whats so urgent about it?


  It was just over two years ago that Rosa and Malcolm Palfrey had found themselves co-defending in a case at Nettleford, which was where Palfrey practised as a solicitor. Palfrey and Co. was the
  leading firm in the district and he was its senior partner, facts he had impressed on Rosa at their first meeting. He certainly conducted himself as if the court and everyone connected with it were
  part of his personal fiefdom. Rosa had been relieved that the case had not required them to cross swords for, though she was the last person to run away from a fight, she wouldnt have
  fancied doing battle with Malcolm Palfrey on his home ground. As it was, he treated her throughout with exaggerated gallantry.


  Leave this to me, Miss Rosa, was his theme, both in and out of court.


  The case in question had gone on for about ten days and by the end Rosa felt she had had enough of Mr Palfrey to last her a lifetime. But now it seemed their acquaintance was about to be
  renewed.


  She recalled his luxurious office in a listed Georgian building in Nettlefords broad main street. It could not have been more different from Snaith and Eptons cramped premises in a
  drab street in London, W6.


  He had also taken her to his home for lunch one day when the court rose early. It was an Elizabethan farm house (Kingsmere Farm was its name) about four miles from Nettleford, with an interior
  that had been expensively, but tastefully, modernised. Rosas impression of Mrs Palfrey had been of a quiet but alert woman. Her name was Nadine and Rosa gathered she was Italian by birth but
  with a fair amount of Slav blood in her veins. She came from that part of Italy that adjoined Yugoslavia and which had changed hands over the centuries. There had also been two exceptionally
  well-behaved children, Teresa twelve and Cressida ten, who, at their fathers direction, had greeted Rosa with demure curtsies. It had not surprised her to discover that his writ ran as
  strongly in his home as elsewhere. Nevertheless, it had also been apparent that he had genuine affection for his wife and children.


  On the drive back to court after lunch he had confided that he still very much hoped to have a son. He told Rosa that he was forty-six and his wife forty and that he realised time was running
  out as far as she was concerned. He made it plain that his own virility was not in question.


  The thing is, Miss Rosa, he had gone on, Im the heir to an old family baronetcy and Im naturally anxious to have a son to whom the title can be passed on in
  the fullness of time. Our whole social structure rests on continuity and should I die without an heir, that would be an end to the baronetcy. After over a hundred years!


  The present holder of the title, he told Rosa, was a second cousin, Sir Clement Palfrey, who was unmarried and had no brothers or closer relative than himself. Moreover, Sir Clement was now in
  his eighties.


  He could die any day, Malcolm Palfrey remarked with the air of a judge passing sentence.


  As she listened to him, Rosa had reflected on peoples differing priorities. A title was the last thing she aspired to. She had once been briefly courted by the son of an earl, but the
  prospect of one day becoming a countess mattered to her far less than the fact he suffered from bad breath. Nevertheless, she hoped for the sake of joy and harmony in the Palfrey home that his wish
  to father a son might be fulfilled.


  It had been about fifteen months later she had spotted a notice in the births column of The Times. It read:


  
    
      
        Palfrey, to Nadine and Malcolm, a son, Crispin, a brother for Teresa and Cressida.

      

    

  


  She had pictured Teresa and Cressida bent solemnly over a cot. Baby Crispin was unlikely to lack attention. She wondered whether she should congratulate Malcolm Palfrey on the
  happy event when he arrived, or leave him to mention it; something she felt sure he would do at the first opportunity.


  It was a few minutes after three-thirty when Stephanie, in her most expressionless voice, announced that Mr Palfrey had arrived and was in reception, the somewhat grand name for the draughty
  entrance lobby. Rosa couldnt help wondering if he had arrived deliberately early to forestall her slipping out of the office to avoid him. She realised at once, however, it was a foolish
  notion as Malcolm Palfrey would never envisage anyone wishing to avoid him.


  As she walked along the corridor to welcome him, she could see him sitting on the edge of his chair, glancing around with an air of undisguised disdain. Snaith and Epton had never believed in
  spending money on fripperies merely to impress their clients, most of whom would infer from any display of opulence that the firm was into high profits, which was certainly not the case.


  Hello, Miss Rosa, he said, jumping up and coming forward with outstretched hand. Its good to see you again. Sorry to burst in at such short notice, but as your girl
  probably told you, I come on a matter of some urgency.


  Come along to my room and tell me what I can do to help, Rosa said.


  Although he didnt appear to have changed, Rosa sensed that he wasnt entirely at ease. She presumed the reason might shortly emerge.


  He had an elegant black document case which he now unzipped, removing a single sheet of paper which he studied for a moment with a thoughtful expression.


  Im hoping, Miss Rosa, he said, still staring at the piece of paper in his hand, that youll agree to co-defend with me again. Looking up and giving her a
  confident smile, he went on, I thought we got on pretty well together last time and I couldnt think of anyone better to approach in the present slightly difficult
  circumstances. He let out a sigh and stroked his chin with judicial gravity. Its the old, familiar story, Miss Rosa, one agrees to defend two people who are jointly charged,
  not anticipating any problems and subsequently a conflict of interest arises which requires them to be separately represented. I want you to undertake the defence of one of them. His name is Jeremy
  Scott-Pearce. His co-defendant is a girl named Amanda Ritchie, whom I shall continue to represent. Then, as though dangling a particularly succulent piece of bait under her nose, he added, I should mention that both come from
  well-to-do families who can afford to pay for their defences, so theres no question of a pittance from the legal aid fund. The case has, at least, that attraction.


  What are they charged with? Rosa asked in a brisk tone, not wanting to give her visitor the impression that a handsome fee was all that mattered, though it was certainly a powerful
  incentive.


  Good question, Miss Rosa. Theyre jointly charged with causing malicious damage and with a number of minor motoring offences, all the result of a single escapade one evening in late
  October. As a matter of fact it was three weeks ago this very day.


  How old are they?


  Jeremys twenty-one and Amanda is about eighteen months older. They both grew up locally, though their families have now left the district. Jeremys parents split up about
  five years ago when his father went off with a younger woman. His father now lives in Geneva and his ex-wife moved to London. Jeremy lives with his mother, but visits friends in the Nettleford area
  from time to time. He pursed his lips. Amanda is the daughter of Arthur Ritchie, who was my partner until he had a coronary and decided to bow out of the law. Arthur and his wife now
  live in Gloucestershire. Amandas a sweet girl, though shes always been a bit headstrong. Incidentally, shes my godchild. Thats why I feel, when it comes to a choice, I
  must continue to look after her interests.


  Rosa wondered if that were the only reason.


  What exactly did they do? she asked when Mr Palfrey seemed to go into a reverie. There had certainly been none of those the last time they met.


  There was a party on the evening in question in the village hall at Little Nettleford. Thats about three miles from Nettleford itself. Jeremy and Amanda were among the invited
  guests, who numbered about sixty. There was obviously too much drink about and not enough supervision. The people who gave it have more money than sense and have always indulged their daughter
  whose birthday it was. It went on into the small hours. Amanda and Jeremy left together in his car and, as far as everyone else was concerned, disappeared into the night. He let out a sigh.
  Mores the pity they didnt do just that! However, they were obviously drink-taken and decided the night was still ripe for some fun. He gave another sigh. One of
  my neighbours is a certain Oliver Anstey. Hes a wealthy man and a thoroughly obnoxious one, to boot. Hes always complaining about something or other and demanding what he calls
  appropriate action. He and I crossed swords some while ago when I declined to act for him in one of his many disputes with the local authority. He was furious and has never forgiven
  me, not that that causes me to lose any sleep. There came a third sigh. Nevertheless it was extremely unwise of Amanda and Jeremy to select him as the victim of their prank. It was
  like prodding a poisonous snake for a bit of fun.


  What exactly did they do?


  They put a firework though his letter box. An ignited firework. It went off with a loud bang, scared everyone in the house and burnt a hole in a valuable Chinese rug.


  I suppose it might have burnt the house down, Rosa remarked.


  But it didnt and I think we can accept it was never their intention to endanger life. Indeed, the crown hasnt charged them under the sub-section of the Criminal Damage Act
  that incorporates an intention to endanger life.


  What are they charged with then? Sub-sections One and Three of Section One?


  Spot on, Miss Rosa; both of which, as you will know, can be dealt with summarily. The trouble is that Oliver Anstey is determined to turn the whole affair into a state trial. Hes
  bringing all the pressure to bear that he can to ensure the case goes to the crown court.


  From what youve said, I gather hes not without a certain amount of clout.


  But then neither am I, Miss Rosa. With a judicial air he went on, It was a stupid, even dangerous, thing to do, but it hardly amounts to high treason. Ansteys aware
  of his reputation as an awkward cuss and theres not much doubt that his dignity suffered as much as his precious rug.


  I take it theyre both on bail?


  Yes. I had no problem persuading the court to grant them bail. A condition was that they should stay away from one another, but that didnt present any difficulty. Amanda is with
  friends in Kent and Jeremys at his mothers flat in town.


  Rosa waited while her visitor seemed to become lost in thought. She had the impression that he had more on his mind than the fate of Jeremy Scott-Pearce and Amanda Ritchie. As the silence
  continued she glanced quickly at her watch which seemed to produce the desired effect.


  And now this conflict of interest has arisen and Id like you to help me, he said, mentally shaking himself. Originally they seemed prepared to share the blame for
  what happened, but Amanda is now saying that it was entirely Jeremys idea to put the firework through Ansteys letter box and that she was too drunk to know what was
  happening.


  But Jeremy doesnt accept that?


  Mr Palfrey shook his head. He still maintains that it was a joint enterprise.


  So it looks like turning into a cut-throat defence?


  Im sure that can be avoided. If the magistrates agree to deal with the case and they both plead guilty, the whole matter can be dealt with by way of a fine or something of that
  order. I think you can safely leave that side of it to me, Miss Rosa. I know all the justices who sit on the Nettleford bench and I have the clerk of the court in my pocket.


  What about the prosecutor?


  Mr Palfrey gave a contemptuous snort. An apparatchik, he said.


  Have you told Jeremy that you think he should be separately represented?


  He gave a slow nod.


  And?


  And nothing, Miss Rosa.


  I meant, what was his reaction?


  I presented him with a fait accompli.


  Was he aware that Amanda was throwing all the blame on him?


  I explained the position fully to him, Mr Palfrey said with hauteur, then quickly went on, With your permission, I shall give him your name and telephone number and leave
  you to get in touch with one another. Charles Scott-Pearce, his father, is a very wealthy man and money will be no object where his sons defence is concerned. Theres always been a
  strong bond between him and Jeremy and I suspect he feels guilty about the divorce. Jeremy was fifteen at the time and didnt take his parents break-up at all well. He pulled a
  document from his briefcase. Heres the statement I took from Jeremy. Ill leave it with you and give you a call tomorrow, Miss Rosa, when I hope to receive your agreement to
  represent him. Youll be doing me a great favour and taking a weight off my mind. He gave her a resigned smile. Hes a nice lad and deserves the best. Thats why you
  immediately came to mind when I decided I couldnt represent them both. He rose to his feet, Well, I mustnt take up more of your time. Also Id like to be on my way
  before the evening rush hour reaches a peak.


  I used to reckon to drive to Nettleford in just under an hour, Rosa remarked.


  Sometimes more, sometimes less depending on the time of day.


  Do you still have your Mercedes?


  Not the same one, he said in a tone of mild reproof. It pays to have a new one every year. I seem to remember you drove a small Honda.


  I still do. The same one, Rosa said with a smile.


  They moved towards the door. To Rosas surprise, he still hadnt mentioned the birth of his son and she wondered if there had been some subsequent tragedy she knew nothing about
   that the baby had died or been born deformed, perhaps.


  How are your family? she enquired as they reached the corridor.


  Theyre all well, thank you, Miss Rosa. Cressidas just gone to a new school and has settled down very quickly. She makes friends more easily than Teresa. He hesitated
  a moment before going on. Theres been an addition to the family since I saw you last. Young Crispin was born on the tenth of July last year.


  Congratulations. I remember that you were hoping to have a son.


  He nodded. Yes, indeed.


  And your wifes well?


  Yes. We have a very good Italian girl living in. Shes not a trained nanny  Nadine didnt want that  but Italians have always had a wonderful way with children.
  Apt to spoil them and smother them with affection, but that doesnt matter at Crispins age.


  So one day therell be a Sir Crispin Palfrey, Rosa remarked in a tone that carried the merest trace of mockery. She was sure Mr Palfrey wouldnt notice it and he
  certainly didnt appear to do so.


  My old cousins still alive, defying his doctors and the Almighty, but he cant last much longer.


  Nevertheless, I expect youre pleased that the line of succession has been secured.


  Of course. Its lifted a great weight off my mind. Not to mention brought joy to my wife and myself.


  They reached the main door and he turned. Its been good seeing you again, Miss Rosa, and I hope I can rely on your help. Once you say the word, we can discuss tactics.


  When are they due to appear in court?


  Thursday the week after next. Id like to have everything sewn up by then.


  Rosa was still in reception talking to Stephanie when Robin Snaith came in.


  Was that a client I just met leaving the building? he enquired.


  That, Rosa replied, was Malcolm Palfrey, solicitor of Nettleford.


  Ah! That also explains the Mercedes parked on a double yellow line.


  Rosa followed her partner to his room to tell him about Mr Palfreys visit.


  Why didnt you agree to his proposal straight away? Robin asked when she had finished.


  Because I didnt want him to think he could buy me. He rather over-played the fact that it was a privately paid defence, as though Id fall at his feet in
  gratitude.


  Robin laughed. Pure, incorruptible Rosa! Then in a change of tone he went on, But you will phone him tomorrow and say yes. Yes?


  Of course; Im not that incorruptible.
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