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  Chapter One


  Snaith and Epton, can I help you? The words tripped off Stephanies tongue as they did several dozen times a day as she sat at the office switchboard.


  Id like to make an appointment to see Miss Epton, an educated female voice replied.


  May I have your name?


  Henshaw. Mrs Evelyn Henshaw. My address is Riverview Court, Briars End, though Im spending this week at our flat in town, which is 38 Chiltley Mansions, Chiltley Street,
  W2.


  Have you previously consulted the firm, Mrs Henshaw?


  No, but does that matter?


  I only wished to ascertain whether we have any record of an earlier visit, Stephanie replied, undaunted by the callers note of challenge.


  Well, you havent.


  When would you like to come?


  As soon as possible.


  What about three thirty tomorrow afternoon?


  Yes, thatll suit me. She paused. It is Miss Epton Ill see, isnt it? I dont want to find myself shuffled off on one of your clerks.


  Snaith and Eptons only clerk was a youthful and resilient Ben and Stephanie reflected that he would probably be more than willing to take on the staid Mrs Henshaw and hold his own.


  If I make an appointment for you to see Miss Epton, she said with a touch of frost in her voice, then youll see her.


  Half an hour later Rosa returned to the office from court and Stephanie informed her of the appointment that had been made.


  Did she give any indication, Steph, as to what she wanted to see me about? Rosa asked.


  None.


  Or how she got hold of my name?


  No.


  It was apparent to Rosa that Mrs Henshaw had failed to win Stephanies seal of approval, not that there was anything unusual in that. Snaith and Eptons telephonist-cum-receptionist
  was an efficient operator with a cool, dispassionate eye on the human condition. Rosa had a great respect for her judgment and a fondness for her as a person.


  Oh, well, well just have to wait and see what tomorrow afternoon brings, she said. She doesnt sound like one of our regular clients.


  More like one of Harrods regulars, Stephanie observed as she fielded an incoming call.


  The first thing Rosa noticed about her visitor when she was shown into her office the next afternoon was her hat. It was not often that Snaith and Eptons office was
  graced by anyone wearing a hat and Mrs Henshaws certainly enhanced the impression of somebody of both quality and substance. The hat, which was midnight-blue in colour, had an extravagantly
  wide brim to give it authority. In Rosas view hats fell into two categories, the frivolous and the intimidating. There was nothing frivolous about Mrs Henshaws.


  You probably want to know why Im here, Mrs Henshaw said in a voice that was at odds with her formidable hat. I saw you on television about a month ago. It was a
  programme about the difficulties wives have to cope with in marriage. You referred to the subterranean pressures to which they become subjected. If I may say so, you spoke with considerably more
  sense than the other members of the panel.


  Rosa smiled. Possibly because I wasnt an expert. I was only invited at the last minute when someone else fell out. The producer was determined to have a female lawyer taking
  part.


  As she spoke Rosa reflected that nobody could look less like a battered wife than Mrs Henshaw, though perhaps in her case the abuses were all subterranean. She remembered using the expression
  off the top of her head and hoped she wasnt now about to have to try and explain herself. She waited for Mrs Henshaw to go on, which she did after playing with her wedding ring for several
  seconds, turning it this way and that.


  Four years ago I married a man named Ralph Henshaw. We had both been previously married, his wife having died a year previously, while Id been a widow for over ten years. Edward
  Ashby, my first husband, had left me comfortably off and I had continued to live at Riverview Court. I . . . we still live there. We also have a flat off Bayswater Road overlooking the park where
  my husband spends the weekdays. Im staying there this week as hes abroad on business.


  Rosa noted the conjunction of those two pieces of information, but refrained from comment. Instead she asked, What is his business?


  Hes in property. She might have said in drains for all the enthusiasm she showed. His work takes him all over southern Europe and to other sunspots like Florida.
  Thats where he is this week. She paused and went on. He has two children by his first marriage, both now grown-up. Christopher is nearly thirty and is married with a child of
  his own. Anthea is a few years younger and works in an advertising agency. Her voice became suddenly harsher. Theres somebody else I ought to mention. A woman named Frances
  Gifford who is my husbands partner, having graduated to that position from being his secretary. Shes a divorce in her thirties. Shes also an extremely determined
  woman.


  A familiar scenario seemed to be emerging. Unfaithful husband, wronged wife and predatory other woman, though Rosa still waited to hear what precisely had drawn Mrs Henshaw to Snaith and
  Eptons door. Though they did handle divorce cases, they were not, as one might say, a speciality of the house. Mrs Henshaw reached into her handbag for a tissue. Rosa watched her and decided
  to leave her to tell her story without prompting.


  Are you married, Miss Epton? her visitor asked suddenly, then added quickly, Im sorry if thats a rude question. I got the impression from the television
  programme that you might be; or, at any rate, have a satisfying relationship with someone.


  I dont particularly wish to discuss my personal life, Rosa said with a deprecating smile.


  No, of course not. Its just that you came across as an understanding person and I know that youre also a successful lawyer. Its why youve stayed in my mind and
  why I decided to bring my problem to you. My own solicitor is not somebody with whom I could possibly discuss personal things. Im sure hes a dab hand at drafting a complicated will or
  unravelling a difficult conveyance, but hes not the sort of person to whom one turns in my particular circumstances.


  What are your particular circumstances, Mrs Henshaw? Rosa asked, when a prompt seemed necessary if the interview was not to end in silence.


  I believe my husband is planning to get rid of me.


  Divorce you, do you mean?


  No, kill me.


  She spoke in a matter-of-fact tone and Rosa could only stare at her. She might be suffering from some sort of psychosis, but there had been no such signs to date.


  You could be quite wrong, Rosa said slowly. Obsessions operate in an insidious way.


  Its not an obsession and I am not wrong.


  What evidence do you have that he intends to kill you?


  He needs my money. Also, his lady-friend would like to become Mrs Henshaw. Shes avaricious and quite ruthless.


  Thats not evidence, Rosa remarked. You may have suspicions, but thats not the same thing as proof. Privately she suspected that her visitor was
  suffering from a form of paranoia. In Rosas world almost everyone did. In any event, she went on, Im not clear how I can help you. If you really believe your life
  is in danger, you should go to the police.


  A fat lot of notice theyd take. Moreover, I have no wish to involve them at the present time.


  What exactly do you expect me to do? Rosa asked with a note of exasperation.


  Ill pay you a retainer to accept me as a client and then should something happen to me, Id like you to investigate. I dont want my husband to get away with it. By it,
  I mean my death.


  Though Mrs Henshaw looked sane enough, it was now clear that she had an outsize bee buzzing in her bonnet. A psychiatrists couch would seem a more appropriate venue than a
  solicitors office. So ran Rosas thoughts as she said: Who are your closest family, apart from your husband?


  I have a sister who lives in the south of France. We keep in touch at Christmas and on birthdays, but thats about all. My first husband was an only child, so theres no one
  on that side. As for my step-children, we get on all right now, but they have their own lives.


  Did they resent your marrying their father?


  Anthea did. Christopher was too busy chasing girls to mind.


  Rosa was silent for a moment, then taking a deep breath, she said, If something does happen to you, Mrs Henshaw, I still dont see what help I can be. Itll be a matter for
  the police if your husband attempts to kill you, though, as Ive said, I suspect your fears are exaggerated. It can happen very easily once you begin to see something out of
  perspective. She hesitated. Have you thought about talking things over with a psychiatrist?


  Mrs Henshaw gave her an impatient look. You say that if my husband does kill me, itll be a case for the police, but what if I just disappear and am never seen again?


  Rosa frowned. Why should that happen?


  If my husband provides a plausible explanation for my disappearance, the police arent going to do anything.


  Is there any reason at all for thinking such a thing?


  Its what happened to his first wife, Mrs Henshaw said with a touch of defiance. Now, I suppose you want to know what evidence I have of it? Well, Ill tell you.
  I first met Ralph and Jean  that was his first wifes name  on a cruise about six years ago. We became friendly and they were very attentive to me, which I appreciated, seeing
  that I was travelling on my own. We kept in touch afterwards and they came and spent a number of weekends at Riverview Court. It was on one of these weekends that Jean disappeared. She had got up
  and gone out early, about six oclock on a Sunday morning. She gave Rosa a bleak stare. She was never seen again. Ralph was distraught, though, with hindsight, that was
  obviously a well-rehearsed reaction. He said he had been vaguely aware of her getting out of bed and it was shortly afterwards he had heard the church clock chime six. Then hed fallen asleep
  again.


  Were the police notified?


  Later, yes. First we made our own search. We have about eight acres of land, which includes a wood and a lake, so it took some time. But there was no sign of Jean anywhere. Later still we
  made some enquiries in the village, but nobody had seen her and shed not caught the one and only bus to go through the village on a Sunday morning. That had been our first thought. It was
  only after wed exhausted our own resources that we reported her as a missing person. It was all very horrible, with endless questions and a more thorough search of the grounds. Eventually
  the police said there was nothing they could do. There was no evidence against Ralph or against anybody else and Jean just joined the ranks of missing persons and that was that.


  Who else was in the house at the time? Rosa asked.


  Nobody. Ive never had live-in staff. I prefer to make do with daily help.


  And you didnt hear anything yourself?


  No. My bedroom was on the opposite side of the house to the guest rooms. It was reckoned she had slipped out of a side door into the stable yard.


  Did they have a car?


  Yes, but she didnt take it. Im telling you, Miss Epton, she just vanished into thin air.


  Whatever else Rosa might believe, it was not that. Fixing her visitor with a hard stare, she said, When did you reach the conclusion that her husband had done away with her? Presumably,
  it wasnt until some time later. How much later?


  Mrs Henshaw lowered her head so that her face was completely hidden by the brim of her hat. After several seconds she looked up and said, I suppose it must have been when he produced
  evidence to prove she was dead . . .


  Otherwise, of course, you couldnt have got married, Rosa interjected. You have to wait seven years before a court will presume death and youve already told me
  you married Ralph Henshaw a mere year after his wifes death. Im afraid Ive missed something.


  Mrs Henshaw blinked. Im sorry, Im not being very coherent. I should have mentioned that her body was found some four months after she disappeared. It had been washed up on a
  lonely stretch of beach in Dorset, but not immediately discovered. It was lodged between some rocks so that it was submerged at high tide and only exposed when the tide went out. Due to its
  decomposition the pathologist was unable to give a cause of death and an open verdict was returned.


  Was your husband questioned again?


  Yes, but he was unable to tell the police any more than he had when they first investigated her disappearance.


  And nobody knows how she got to the place where her body was found?


  No.


  Presumably you have a theory. You must have one, seeing that you believe she was murdered. Murdered by the man who is now your husband. Mrs Henshaw nodded as though mesmerised by
  the inexorability of Rosas reasoning. Did you have any suspicions when you married him?


  Of course not, Mrs Henshaw said apparently jolted into reaction. It was only a few months ago that I forced myself to face reality and accepted that my husband must have
  killed Jean and that my own life could be in danger. He had borrowed money at a high interest rate and was in a precarious financial state. He had suggested I should sell Riverview Court, which had
  been valued at over a million pounds, but Id refused.


  Did he benefit financially from Jeans death?


  No, she didnt have any money of her own.


  Then why did he bother to kill her? Rosa asked brutally.


  Because he had already made up his mind to court me. I was a rich widow, waiting to be plucked.


  Were you fond of him?


  Yes.


  Was Jean aware of your feelings towards her husband?


  There was a note of hostility in her voice when she replied, When I made an appointment to see you, Miss Epton, I wasnt expecting to be subjected to an interrogation.


  Rosa shrugged. Youve told me an extraordinary story, questions are inevitable.


  Ive told you the truth.


  Now tell me again exactly what you want me to do, Rosa said, meeting the eyes that stared at her from beneath the brim of her visitors hat.


  Is this some sort of test? Mrs Henshaw asked indignantly. I hoped I had made myself clear.


  Look, Mrs Henshaw, Im a solicitor. My job is to offer legal advice to clients who seek it and, where required, to defend them in court. Im still not clear what I can do for
  you.


  Evelyn Henshaw withdrew beneath her hat like a tortoise into its shell. After a while she said, I am ready to pay you a retainer to keep an eye on my safety. It may not be a legal matter
  as yet, but it could become one. She bit her lip. I dont know who else I can turn to.


  What about a private detective?


  I dont wish to embroil myself in anything so unsavoury. A middle-aged man in a grubby raincoat is not the sort of person to whom I could unburden myself.


  They dont all fit that description, Rosa said with a faint smile. I know one who has been to Eton. She didnt add that he had been expelled for running a
  gambling school.


  I dare say, Mrs Henshaw remarked, in a tone that disposed of the suggestion. Leaning forward, she went on, I implore you, Miss Epton, to accept me as a client. Im
  sure I didnt misjudge you the time I saw you on television. If I didnt fear for my life, I wouldnt be bothering you. Equally, should anything happen to me, Id like to
  know that my death wont go uninvestigated.


  She reached into her handbag and fetched out a folded piece of paper which she handed over to Rosa. Ive written down my addresses and telephone numbers, which you may find
  useful, she said, as if she didnt doubt that Rosa would accept her as a client.


  Rosa glanced at it and noted the flamboyance of her hand. She wondered if it mirrored her real personality.
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